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      This Delve has a price, and that price is time. 


      Escape before it's more than you can pay. 


      When the party Fortune's Folly slew a mountain-sized monstrosity of teeth and tendrils, the next obvious step was to go spelunking down its throat. When they found a foreboding portal within the corpse of said megafauna, they walked right through it. That's just how they do things. 


      Don't ask questions. 


      Level 10 has been reached. The challenges required to enter Deijin's Descent have been conquered. Now, to bring the world one step closer to the second phase of System rollout, Arlo and crew must survive the legendary Delve itself. To have any hope against the avatar threat, the world's Delvers need the tools this next phase will unlock. 


      Fortune's Folly is willing to do whatever it takes. 


      Even if that means making deals with the enemy. 


      And even if the world outside is passing them by, faster, and faster, and faster...Book 3 of Mage Tank, a new Isekai LitRPG adventure that features steady progression, intelligent characters who spend time making intentional build choices, and tons of laughs.
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Recap


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

ADDENDUM NOTE: Previously, on Mage Tank ***

The misguided escapades of our band of “heroes” began after a year of repeated failures on their quest to find answers concerning what, exactly, System Phases are. Their blind stumbling through a half dozen Delves eventually led them to an entity known as The Mimic, which resigned itself to give them a few breadcrumbs’ worth of information, likely so that they would stop bothering her.

The Mimic told Fortune’s Folly that advancing the System phase would yield new weapons, tools, and challenges for Delvers to use in fueling their growth. However, to unlock this next phase, three Special Delves must be conquered, and The Mimic had little hope that the Delvers of this generation were up to the task.

Thus, the party set out to find the Delve known as Deijin’s Descent, the only one of the three Delves weak enough for them to enter. However, before they could begin, Arlo had his ass beaten and handed back to him by an inquisitive Littan named Tavio during a “surprise” duel. Tavio was accompanied by an odd mage named Gharifon, who enjoyed bowing in an ostentatious manner, but the man did not fight—he merely watched the rest of the party sleep. This is entirely reasonable and not at all creepy. Watching a person sleep, contemplating the fact that they are at your mercy, is a profitable and productive pastime.

After being beaten, Arlo whined about his build and fled to the Third Layer to weep into the bosom of a muscular Dream Forger named Khigra, whom he immediately abandoned the moment she made him a fancy hammer. Upon returning from the Third Layer, Arlo and Xim learned that the third largest city in the western nation of Timagrin had been destroyed by a mighty mana eruption, and they suspected the avatars Orexis and Anesis were responsible.

Realizing that they are but dainty reeds that would immediately bend under the hurricane of an avatar’s might, the party ignored that obvious questline and chose to continue on their path to find the mysterious Delve, Deijin’s Descent. The Delve was in Eschendur, but Eschendur was being blockaded by a Littan naval fleet for reasons that are unimportant. After some clumsy politicking, the party purchased a boat and sailed towards the blockade, where their feeble machinations immediately failed and they were attacked.

After sinking some ships, a Littan Delver named Yaretzi appeared to begin carving our protagonists to pieces. It is revealed that this Delver is another member of Tavio’s party!

Arlo and his team ignored that obvious plot thread and killed the fool. Shog ate the Littan’s corpse, and the c’thon stole the rodent man’s hands so that he could wield the blades pilfered from Yaretzi’s desecrated body.

One of Eschendur’s autocrats, the Zenithar of Geul, then showed up to murder half of the rest of the helpless Littans, and the naval fleet retreated. Zenithar Zura then ran through the swamp with the party, stopping in some unimportant places, until it was revealed that—gasp—the Littans had decided to invade!

Arlo and party then left to rescue some people, and Arlo had half of his brain extracted via a high-velocity ballista bolt along the way. This was irrelevant, because Arlo neither uses his brain nor does he even require it to live at all! Arlo killed some more Littans in response, whined about the morality of self-defense, then immediately recruited an ancient System Architect known as the Operator to help them go and kill more Littans.

The Operator also revealed that the System is stuck in a perpetual cycle where Delvers ascend to the heavens and an avatar is cast back down in return, consequently destroying the world. The party filed that fact away for later consideration because they were too feeble to do anything with it at that moment, then rampaged through a Littan legion to reach Deijin’s Descent.

On the way inside, they encountered a mysterious eldritch entity known as JuRoQi, the Dread Star of Heaven, but that character does not get much development in book two. The party trained some, then they killed several bosses in a series of encounters that had no relevance to any of the overarching conflicts happening in the world.

Fortune’s Folly then crawled into the corpse of the mountainous Delve Remnant known as The Pit to find the true entrance to Deijin’s Descent, whereupon they entered to discover what challenges awaited them.
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Chapter 1


We were on the fucking moon.

Or, maybe it was a space station. It could also have been a particularly large asteroid, perhaps. The latter two would have required artificial gravity, of course. Then again, my body weight felt no different than it had on the surface, so if we were on the moon, then it probably had some artificial gravity mechanism as well.

Or the moon was really, really big. I didn’t think that was the case since the planet that the continent Arzia sat upon was pretty close to us, and I think I would have remembered a moon that took up three-quarters of the sky.

Or the moon could have been very dense, maybe? Would it have been easier to make a moon extra dense rather than cover it with an artificial gravity field? Maybe not, given the presence of magic fuckery in this universe. Either way, these were questions for greater minds than my own.

The point is, we were on the moon. The fucking. Moon.

The portal to phase two Delve, Deijin’s Descent, had spat us out into a massive hallway that was doing its damndest to side hustle as a botanical garden. It was doing a pretty good job of it, too.

The architecture of the hundred-foot-wide hallway had very little of what I’d come to recognize as traditional Delve feng shui. Instead of dark stone, the floor was made up of bright, marble tiles. The walls consisted of matching slabs of the light-colored metamorphic rock but were adorned with reliefs inset with gold, silver, and a variety of precious stones.

The ceiling, on the other hand, wasn’t there. Instead, we were treated to an expansive, breathtaking view of the planet we’d all come from, set upon the black backdrop of space. We’d all stared up at it in stunned silence when we arrived, watching the clouds slowly meander across the continent of Arzia. The landmass was unmistakable, with Hiward sitting at its center in the midst of a thousand-mile gulf that stretched from the shores of the Littan Empire and Eschendur east of Hiward to the edges of Timagrin to the kingdom’s west.

“Heavens above, it’s beautiful,” said Xim. Her amber eyes reflected the light from the planet’s surface, her rose-colored features locked into an expression of awe.

“It’s so grand,” said Varrin. The giant of a man shifted uncomfortably. “But it also feels so…” He trailed off, looking for the right word.

“Small?” said Nuralie. Varrin nodded without turning to look at the darkly clad loson. The scaled alchemist looked pensive and slightly troubled by what she was seeing.

“Everything any of us has ever known is up there,” said Etja. She bit her lip, brow furrowing, then crossed all of her arms. “Down there?”

“Where I come from, they call this the overview effect,” I said. “Unexpected, overwhelming emotion when seeing your planet from space for the first time.”

I reached up to scratch my beard, but it was still missing after being scorched away during our fight with Clockwork. I frowned in irritation that my Just a Flesh Wound evolution allowed me to regenerate any missing body part but didn’t work for my hair. The description said that it would regenerate any missing vital organs. My beard was a vital aesthetic feature. It should have counted!

At least my c’thonic feather boa was still attached and in one piece. The blue, violet, and fuchsia item was immutable, so no fire could harm it. I stroked that instead as I pondered.

“Did… your people often see things from the perspective of gods?” asked Xim.

“From your point of view, I guess so,” I said with a shrug. “We were nascent space explorers. Only a handful of people went into orbit. Even fewer to the moon itself. We also had satellites that we launched much further out into the solar system. They’d take pictures and send them back.”

“It seems the Old Ones also achieved such feats,” said Varrin.

“Yeah,” I said. “From what we’ve discovered, it seems like they were farther along technologically than Earth. Combined with the magic they had, I bet their civilization was incredible. The System alone is pretty impressive.”

“It is too bad they doomed themselves,” said Nuralie.

“The hubris of the powerful,” said Varrin. “To create a machine capable of destroying everything they’d built.”

“Maybe,” I said. “We don’t really know what happened. We’ve no idea if everything the Operator told us was correct.”

“Regardless, they’re gone,” said Varrin. “We are not. And we have a goal to achieve.”

“Right,” I said, tearing my eyes from the spectacle above and surveying the hall.

Aside from the marble adorned with a dragon’s hoard of wealth, there were rows of leafy plants growing in irrigated troughs down the length of the hall. Hundreds of wall sconces bore vegetation with long, hanging vines and fronds. Some flowered in vibrant blooms of orange and violet.

“Overall, this is definitely the prettiest Delve we’ve run across,” I said.

“It’s still too damned cold,” Xim grumbled. She was wearing only her mega-stretch onesie. Her chainmail, doublet, and tabard had been lost during our fight with the mountainous Delve remnant, The Pit.

“The fact that we failed to pack an extra set of armor for you is proving to have been a major oversight,” I said.

Nuralie pulled a few of her thick brown-and-green blankets from her inventory and handed them over. Xim accepted them thankfully and wrapped them around her shoulders. Personally, the chill in the Delve was also getting to me. I was still soaked through from getting dunked during the fight, despite hours having passed. That is, hours from our perspective. We had no idea how much time may have gone by since we traversed the second swirling, silver portal. The first one had blipped away a couple of months’ worth of time at the least. I shivered and decided I would be better served removing the clothes and armor to let them dry. There was no sign of enemies so far.

As I started to strip, a tapping noise came from above, like metal on glass. A ripple crossed the otherwise clear view of the planet. I looked up to find Shog poking at an invisible barrier above with one of his long claws. He also had his rapier out, gripped in the stolen mousy hand of Yaretzi at the end of a feathered, black-and-green tentacle. He was about to stab at the barrier.

“Shog, no!” I shouted.

My summon turned to look down at me, his beard of tentacles undulating. I was only a little jealous that his own beard counted as a part of his body. Even his feathers came back when his health regenerated. Life wasn’t fair.

“Why?” he asked.

“The moon where I’m from doesn’t have an atmosphere.”

He stared at me blankly with his large, black eyes.

“If there’s no atmosphere outside,” I continued, “then if that barrier is breached, it’ll suck the atmosphere that’s inside here”—I pointed at the ground with both fingers—“out there.” I pointed up at the planet. “Violently.”

Honestly, I wasn’t sure how violent the decompression would be. I remembered some factoid about how the way it was portrayed in movies was exaggerated, but it didn’t matter. Getting the point across to the c’thon took precedence over my factual accuracy. Suffocation would have been a shit way to go out, especially after everything we’d already survived.

Shog looked up at the transparent barrier again, then hovered back down toward the ground.

[I find it unlikely that any power we possess could disable a barrier keeping a facility such as this contained.]

I looked to my left shoulder, where my familiar, Grotto, hugged onto me with his tentacles. The Delve Core’s c’thonic eyes were lidded as though the little octo were drowsy.

“Good morning,” I said to him. “Done processing after our fusion event?”

[Yes. The emotional context transferred through our soul connection was overwhelming,] he thought to me with surprising forthrightness. I raised an eyebrow at his lack of snark. The fact that he failed to condemn any of my recent life choices was also impressive.

“Shog had some trouble with that as well.”

“I experienced what Slayer calls empathy,” my summon added. “I did not like it.”

[I am aware. Part of what made the matter difficult to digest was the dichotomy between the mental state of an uncaring predator and the overly sensitive nature of our shared host.]

“Overly sensitive?” I said. “I don’t think⁠—”

[Your front of emotional immaturity is a vacuous attempt to shield yourself from the potential loss of those you care for. You also distance yourself from those around you in order to avoid the potential sting of betrayal.]

“Thanks for sharing that with the group,” I said.

“Since when is Grotto so in tune with human emotion?” asked Xim.

“He’s always had an uncomfortable level of insight into my mental state.” I tossed my breastplate into my inventory and started pulling off my doublet.

[Your longing to connect while keeping yourself isolated from opportunities to do so causes your anxieties to trickle down to me. You need to address this mental vulnerability for our shared benefit.]

“Do you charge by the hour?” I asked, draping the doublet over a bush to dry. “Because I didn’t sign up for this therapy session.” My upper body was left in only my blue, c’thonic leather vest. My chest hair was once again exposed for all the world to see, as was proper.

“Do you need a hug?” asked Etja, arms spread wide.

I paused to consider. “You know what? Yeah, I think I do.”

The former golem walked over and gave me a warm hug. It was nice. No one could hug like Etja. Literally. She had four arms. She opened up toward Grotto next, gesturing for him to come in for an embrace. The core’s tentacles twitched, and he floated off to study the plants.

“Give him time,” I said, patting Etja on the shoulder. She went and hugged Nuralie instead. The loson stiffened at first, then returned the hug with less enthusiasm.

Xim placed a hand on her hip. “I love a good cuddle as much as the next gal,” the cleric said, “but we should probably figure out what we’re supposed to be doing here.”

“Escape,” said Varrin, staring off at one of his notification screens. “That is the only objective listed.”

“Straightforward,” I said. “No gods to slay. No arcane technology to repair.”

“No fungus to exterminate,” said Xim.

“Ugh, don’t remind me about the mycology Delve.”

“Perhaps,” said Varrin. “We do not know what will be involved with ‘escape.’ Any number of tasks may be required of us.”

“True,” I said. I took another look around the hallway filled with resplendent decor and lush flora. “This doesn’t look like a boss arena and nothing has tried to kill us so far. I don’t see any baddies and I don’t think any are hiding in the plants.” I looked at Grotto, who was still floating over the vegetation, peering into the blossoms with interest. “Are there any monsters hiding in the plants?”

[There are a variety of small, energetic beetles, but nothing of concern. Although, subterranean fiends are a commonly used tactic. A Core will prepare an area to appear uninfested, causing the Delvers to drop their guard and become easy prey.]

“Hmm. Well, the risk of molemen aside, I say that we take the time to choose evolutions and go over our advancements.”

“Seconded!” said Etja. “All in favor?”

“Hold on,” said Xim. Etja deflated. “If the objective is to escape, couldn’t we just use the Get Out of Cage Free Card? The whole reason we were saving it was to research the phases. We found the phase two Delve. Do we need to keep it?”

“It is supposed to be a near impossible Delve,” said Nuralie.

“Hmm,” I hummed as I pulled up the card.

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.

“I guess the answer is ‘maybe,’” I said. “Leaving a Delve because we feel like it is an option, but it also says its power is limited by the phase.”

[While you may be able to advance the phase with the card, I doubt that any additional rewards would issue from the Delve if you completed the objective that way.]

“What kind of rewards are we talkin’ about?” I asked.

[The range of rewards from Special Delves is wide. The Cage awarded a super evolution, but it was merely a first-tier stat upgrade. Such a modification for a Level 40 evolution would be substantially more powerful.]

“My family has received unique passives,” said Varrin. “Unique skills as well. Powerful equipment and incredible treasure troves are not uncommon, though those are less desirable.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “I’d rather have a permanent upgrade to an evolution over a temporary armor boost.”

[Unlocking potent traits for existing passives is also possible.]

“All right, I get it,” I said. “We’re not in a situation where we’re desperate to leave, and the rewards are juicy. We also don’t know if the card will even work. I’m on board to stay. Shall we give it a shot?”

Etja’s hand shot into the air.

“Seconded!” she said with a grin. “All in favor?”

A round of “aye”s followed.

“And on the matter of going over our advancements before we move on?” I asked.

Everyone turned to look at Etja. She peered back at everyone for a moment, then smiled and did a little spin.

“Seconded!”

There was another round of “aye”s.

“We should take turns while keeping a lookout for trouble,” I said. “Varrin, how about you go first?”

The big guy spent a few minutes looking over his evolutions. “I have three intrinsics that reached evolution points. Spiritual Magic 20, Physical Magic 20, and Tactics 20.”

He then shared the System screens for the evolutions he chose, starting with Spiritual Magic.

Projection

You can step out of your body, becoming an incorporeal spirit, complete with spiritual manifestations of your equipment with all of its effects and abilities. You can make weapon attacks and activate skills while incorporeal in this way but cannot otherwise physically interact with objects. If your weapon attacks would deal Physical damage, they deal that much Spectral damage instead.

You must spend 1 stamina for every 5 feet traversed while in this form. If your stamina is reduced to 0, you are immobilized.

Your physical body stays in place while in this form and is considered unconscious, though it can remain standing. You can choose to return to your physical body at any time or have your body teleport to your projection’s location, whereby you reinhabit it.

“Good for dealing Spectral damage,” I said as I reviewed the evo. “And it’ll let you skip through deadly obstacles since it makes you incorporeal.”

“And lay the hurt on something while it can’t hit you back,” said Xim, swinging her scepter.

“Takes a lot of stamina,” I added.

“Once my Speed reaches 40, I’ll focus on getting my Fortitude up more,” the big guy replied. “Having any sort of teleport is a boon. It is considered essential by many theorists.”

He then showed his Physical evolution, which was a lot less fancy.

Restrictor Belt 2

So long as you have spent no mana in the last 20 minutes, your weapon attacks gain +1 damage per every 2 levels of Physical Magic.

“Doubling down on the zero-mana build,” I said.

“When added to Restrictor Belt 1, it is 16 points of added damage,” he said. “Still a small bonus, but it will continue to escalate as I acquire the higher evolutions. Eventually, it will account for a significant portion of my damage output.”

He moved on to Tactics.

Allied Engagement

Allies who make attacks against an entity you have damaged in the last 10 seconds deal bonus damage to that entity equal to your level in Tactics.

“Team up boss gun,” I said. “Always a good choice.”

We golf-clapped, then moved to Nuralie. She’d raised Fortitude above 20 and Intelligence to 40, snagging her second keystone stat evolution. For intrinsics, her evos were in Spiritual, Physical, and Divine.

First, she shared her Fortitude evolution.

Chemical Constitution: Beneficial substances you ingest are 2(X)% more effective, where X is your Fortitude.

“Yeah, that looks good,” I said. “Just don’t develop a potion addiction.”

“Too late,” she said with a grin.

Next, her Intelligence evolution added some new flair to her build.

Weak Spot

With six seconds of focused observation, you can deduce the weakest point on any entity. Once an entity’s weak point has been identified, your Intelligence improves your chance of scoring a critical strike against that entity. This bonus is in addition to any other stat that improves your chance of scoring a critical strike.

“Pivoting into crits?” I asked.

“I needed more burst,” she said. Pause. “And I already have that crit evolution from Luck. Might as well.”

“Synergy!” said Etja.

We moved on to Spiritual.

Haunting Poisons

Whenever an entity suffers damage from Spiritual Toxicity you apply, that entity takes an additional amount of Psychic damage equal to your level in Spiritual Magic. This effect may only occur once every 6 seconds per entity.

“Poisons that corrupt your soul and your mind,” I said.

“I have been experimenting more with the poison we used against the specter,” said Nuralie. “I believe that I can diversify my damage further into Spiritual.”

Next up was Physical.

Plague Doctor

Whenever you apply a stack of Bleeding to a character, you apply an additional stack. The Toxicity of all poisons you inflict is increased by an amount equal to your level in Physical Magic. You can take the active skill Mad Experiment.

Mad Experiment

Physical

Cost: 20 stamina and/or 20 mana

Cooldown: 1 minute

You utilize another creature you can touch as a test subject for your biological research. If you cast this skill using stamina, the number of Bleeding stacks on the target is doubled. If you cast this skill using mana, it gains a range equal to 20 plus your Physical Magic skill level in feet, and the Toxicity on the target is doubled.

“Good for your poisons,” I said. “But, Bleeding?”

“Arrows make people bleed,” she replied. “The active skill will also combine well with Varrin’s build.”

“Party synergy!” said Etja.

Next was Nuralie’s evolution to Divine Magic.

Lightbringer

You bring light into the darkest places. You gain darkvision and Evil Sense out to a number of feet equal to your Divine Magic skill level. Additionally, whenever you hit with an attack against a hostile character, you gain Shielding for 1 minute equal to your Divine Magic skill level, or twice that much if the target is profane to your deity. This Shielding can only be granted once per target per minute.

“An ironic skill for your build,” I said, “considering you are the thing in the shadows.”

“It gives Shielding,” she said as though that were her sole consideration for taking the evolution.

“How many ‘sense’ skills do you have now?” asked Varrin.

“Sense life out to 42 feet, Divine Magic sense out to 23 feet, which also detects things profane and sacred to the Eschen triad and now sense evil out to 23 feet.”

“Hot damn,” I said, thinking back to the moleman threat that might have been lurking under our very feet. “Sense anything nearby?”

Nuralie focused for a second. “Plants,” she said.

“Are they evil plants?”

“No.” Pause. “Nor are they sacred or profane.”

“Are any of us secretly evil?” I asked.

Nuralie took a long, hard look at Grotto and then a longer, harder look at Shog. Shog returned the stare while sharpening one of his greatswords with a pair of tentacles. He oiled his other greatsword with his hands, talons clinking against the blade.

“No?” she said.

“Not very reassuring.”

“I do not think Shog’s morality is a secret.”

“Fair enough,” I said, looking warily at my summon.

Shog pulled out a large hunk of what looked like Pit flesh with an unoccupied tentacle and started snacking as he worked on the massive pair of swords. His vicious beak crunched away at the rocky skin of his meal. I also noticed that his grade had gone up to 16.

I swallowed, clearing my suddenly dry throat. I thought I caught Shog giving me a sinister wink, but it could have been my imagination.

“Heh,” I chirped. “Who’s up next?”


Chapter 2


After taking a moment to appreciate Shog’s existence as a barely contained entity of malevolent destruction, Etja decided to go next.

“I got Luck to 20!” she said with a bright smile.

“Luck?” I said. “Why Luck?”

“I wanted to see what the Level 20 evolutions looked like.”

“Hmm. Good enough for me, I suppose.”

“Other than that, Divine got above 20 and Performance went from 9 all the way to 18!”

“Does Performance level when you dance with your Mirtasian Cadence while casting?” I asked.

“It does,” she said, leaning in with eyebrows raised. “My Divine evolution is the most problematic, so let’s talk about that one first.”

“Whaddaya mean, ‘problematic’?” I asked. Etja answered by sharing the evo.

Release

You understand well the state of exaltation that can be attained when you enforce your will upon the world. Bliss is not your only reward for doing so. Whenever you cast a Divine spell, you gain a number of stacks of Blessed equal to the number of evolutions you have in Divine Magic.

“Ah, I see,” I said. Etja was right. The evolution was mildly concerning, and I was reminded of her connection to Orexis. Her skills and evolutions often held themes that related to the avatar. “Your last evo in Divine was called Yearning, right?”

“Yeah,” she said, some of her excitement over the advancements disappearing. “Yearning rewards me when I focus. The bonuses I get related to Orexis usually involve granting me buffs when obsessing over a goal.”

“That one wasn’t surprising,” I said. “After all, Orexis is your progenitor. Your abilities related to the Mirtasians are also understandable since you were modeled after Orexis’s long-lost high priestess. This ability, however…”

“It’s related to Anesis,” Varrin finished. “The avatar of Release.”

“I don’t think that’s strange,” said Xim. “Orexis is connected to his sister at a fundamental level. They’re two halves of the same god according to the apocrypha.” She drummed her fingers along her thigh. “She’s like Etja’s aunt, in a way.”

“You only have one Divine active skill, right?” I said, looking at the mage. She nodded.

“Incorporate,” she said.

“Do you experience ‘exaltation’ when you use it to absorb stuff like this description says?”

“It’s not not fun, but I think saying that it gives me bliss is a stretch.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” said Xim. “You haven’t turned into a frothing monster of consumption using the skills you got from Orexis. I doubt something like this will change your personality.”

“Why did you pick it if you’re concerned?” I asked.

“All of the evolution options were called Release,” said Etja. “They just did different things.”

“That does not follow the normal pattern,” said Varrin. “Evolutions have unique names. They are sometimes similar to one another, but never the exact same.”

“Unless they’re forced upon you by an eldritch god,” I muttered.

Etja shrugged. “Don’t know what to tell ya. They all had the exact same name.”

“You can just keep a close watch on your feelings,” I said. “If you start experiencing a ravenous desire to eat something other than cheese or blow stuff up just for the hell of it, let us know. Otherwise, let’s not worry about it too much. There’s nothing we can do about it right now.”

Etja continued to look troubled, but she nodded.

“What I find more interesting,” said Xim, “is that you can generate Blessed stacks without worshiping any deity. Blessed always has a divinity as the source of the blessings. Since you don’t worship anything, where does the Blessed come from?”

“Uhhh, maybe they come from me?”

Xim furrowed her brow, re-reading the ability. “That has implications,” the cleric said softly.

“What kind of implications?” I asked.

“I have no idea,” she said. “I’ll have to think about it.”

With the matter settled, Etja’s smile returned, washing over her features and carrying away all signs of her stress like an ocean wave erasing a child’s sandcastle. She moved on to Performance.

Crowd Work

While you love to perform in intimate venues, you’re more than capable of wowing larger groups. Whenever your performance has an audience with more than one member, you have a chance to Mesmerize any individual member. For each member Mesmerized, your chance to Mesmerize the others increases. Your chance to Mesmerize is based on your CHA and opposed by the audience member’s WIS.

“A good example of a non-combat evolution,” said Varrin.

“A little vague about its chances of success,” I added.

Nuralie tilted her head as she read the ability. “Is mind controlling a non-hostile audience”—pause—“ethical?”

What followed was a healthy debate over what constituted “mind control” and—even if Mesmerize were that—whether an ability that kept an audience from attacking Etja was a problem. Mesmerize would also cause the affected people to treat her as an “ally,” but outside of combat none of us were certain of what that meant. Since the only thing that it forced anyone to do was refrain from violence against our friend, we ultimately gave it a pass.

“On to Luck?” I asked, and Etja shared her choice.

Guardian Angel

You are instinctively made aware of any skill or attack that would target you if the source’s CHA is lower than your LCK. Your first use of Nullify each hour has a maximum mana cost of 10.

“Good for mitigation,” I said. “Eyes in the back of your head.”

“And everywhere else,” said Xim.

“I already tried growing more eyes,” said Etja. “This is better.”

After a moment of silence to contemplate that interaction, we moved on to Xim.

“Charisma 40,” she said with a fist pump.

“I thought you were spreading your stats evenly between Strength, Fortitude, Wisdom, and Charisma,” I said.

“I got jealous,” she said with another fist pump. “And it was only 2 points away from 40 after we got Dumping.” She shared her selection.

Debilitating Terror

Whenever you apply Fear to an entity, that entity also becomes Slowed and Weakened for as long as they are afflicted with Fear. Additionally, you are immune to Fear.

Slowed

A Slowed entity’s movement speed is halved. If a Slowed entity would be Slowed again, they become Immobilized until one or fewer instances of Slowed are affecting them.

Weakened

Whenever a Weakened entity would deal damage, that damage is halved.

“Holy shit,” I said. “That’s a lot of debuffs.”

“That evolution is scary,” said Etja. “Wait, does that mean I’m Weakened and Slowed right now?”

“Since you’re afraid of the evolution—not me—you’re probably safe,” said Xim.

I grinned at Etja’s joke, glad to see she was back in a lighter mood.

“As far as intrinsics,” Xim continued, “I got a Leadership 20 evolution.”

I frowned. “Er, no offense, but that’s the only one you got?” I asked. “Don’t you have a bunch of buffs to gaining intrinsic levels?”

Xim crossed her arms. “The skills I picked for Fast Learner only get buffed up to Level 20. I’d already gotten them that high. I got six levels to Divine, six levels to Blunt, four levels to Shields, eight levels to Leadership, four levels to Light Armor, and eight levels to Unarmed. So, don’t worry about my skill levels.” She shifted her weight and cocked her hip. “Leadership is the only one that made it to an evolution. The others are either working their way to forty or seventy. Basically, my skills are too good to keep getting the easy evos.”

“Sheesh,” I said. “Consider my worry abated.” She gave me a smug expression, but I could tell she was hamming it up.

“How did you level Leadership?” asked Nuralie. “You were not giving any orders.” Pause. “You were mostly just hitting and burning things.”

“I lead by example,” Xim said as she shared her Leadership pick.

Hear their Lamentation

Allies that deal damage to an entity affected by one or more status effects you have applied gain a number of stacks of Blessed equal to the number of evolutions you have in Leadership. (Currently 2)

“You’re a very frightening person overall,” I said.

“I know,” Xim replied, smoothing back her curly locks of obsidian-black hair with one hand. She shook it out afterward, looking cooler than the bottom of a grave in winter.

“Guess I’m up next,” I said, rubbing my hands together as I pulled up my evolution screens. “I’ve got my Wisdom 40, Strength 20, Heavy Armor 20, and Physical Magic 20.”

I did what any wise man should do and saved the best for first. I opened my notification for Wisdom 40.

When the world whispers, you listen. As the waters of truth grow murky, you see. You smell your prey when the trail goes cold and taste their fright when you find them. You feel the tensile fabric of reality, knowing when to bend it.

Orrrrr maybe your friends are responsible for keeping the crayons out of your mouth. Then again, there’s a sort of wisdom in keeping allies around who are willing to tolerate your nonsense, so feel free to continue feeling gifted.

Choose an evolution to ensure you’re fit enough to pass on your genetic lineage! Assuming you still can after all that body modification.

1) Sage Advice: Your intuition and decision-making skills are impeccable, finding the perfect solutions to even the most esoteric problems. Whenever you perceive an ally making a check involving an intrinsic skill, you can concentrate to improve their check by an amount equal to your WIS.

This ability has a number of charges equal to the number of evolutions you have in WIS. Charges have a consecutive cooldown of 24 hours.

Additionally, you are immune to Paranoia and your allies still treat you as an ally even if they are Paranoid.

Paranoia

An entity with Paranoia treats all other entities as enemies and no entities as allies for the purpose of effects that reference the allegiance of other characters. For example, an effect that states, “All allies within 30 feet of you heal 30 HP” does not affect anyone because you do not treat any entity as an ally.

Additionally, a Paranoid entity is never considered a willing target for any effect that requires one. Paranoid entities are not necessarily hostile to everyone. They may still be willing to fight alongside their comrades, but they are keenly suspicious, awaiting some inevitable betrayal.

I ignored the System’s jibes and focused on the first evolution. Sage Advice was right up my alley. Providing others with information that they may or may not have requested or had any desire to hear was something I was exceedingly good at.

The exact math for how “checks” worked was unclear, but we knew they were heavily governed by the primary stat affecting the check. That may sound obvious, but I tried not to take anything for granted with the System. Delvers had done a lot of experimentation to make sure that was how it worked. As such, adding my substantial Wisdom score to an ally’s check would be hugely beneficial.

I would presently get 3 uses of the ability, although if I were to use all 3 of them at once, it would take 3 days to recover them all. Consecutive cooldowns were pretty shit since they required a single charge to complete its full cooldown before the next charge began its own.

The immunity to Paranoia was also nice, especially how it extended partially to my allies. However, it wasn’t a huge draw for me. We hadn’t run into much that inflicted that debuff, but things could always change.

2) Eye of the Storm: Your maximum number of Rage stacks before becoming Berserk is doubled, and your Rage stacks do not decay. You may focus for one minute to lose all stacks of Rage in order to rest.

Additionally, whenever you would gain any number of stacks of Rage, you may gain double that amount instead.

Rage

You deal +2 damage for each stack of Rage you have. If you have more stacks of Rage than your WIS, you become Berserk for as long as your Rage stacks exceed your WIS. Rage stacks begin to decay once you spend 6 seconds without making an attack.

This option confused me. I had no abilities that could even generate Rage stacks. It seemed like a solid choice for a Rage build, but that was more of a Varrin kind of thing. I thought over what might have caused the System to offer me this evolution, and the only thing I could come up with was how I’d gone all Jason Vorhees on the Littans after taking a ballista bolt to the face and losing a big chunk of my gray matter. Still, it’s not like I planned on making Terminator Arlo a recurring guest star in my life. That guy was scary.

I moved on, doing my best to manage my supreme disappointment.

3) Bastion of Solace: Other entities may no longer apply buffs or debuffs to you. You may no longer apply buffs or debuffs to other entities.

After the first two evos, I was glad to find one that was short and simple, and gee gosh was it a potent ability. The shenanigans! The exploits! The immunities!

However, the ability had the biggest BUT I had ever seen. I couldn’t get buffs from my allies. I couldn’t give buffs to my allies. A significant portion of my build was granting bonuses to my compatriots. Further, shared bonuses were quickly becoming central to our party’s style.

All Etja had to say about it was, “Anti-synergy!”

That was too big of a downside for me. From the very beginning, I’d wanted to be able to empower those who fought beside me. This evolution was a solo player’s dream, but it wasn’t my dream.

This left me with Sage Advice as my one viable option. The only time I’d felt more pigeonholed by an evolution choice was when the Dread Star decided my Luck evolution was going to be a series of chats and literally left me with no other option. Instead, I’d taken the secret option and simply hadn’t accepted the evolution, partially because I was being deliberately recalcitrant.

Before I accepted Sage Advice, I decided to take a look at my other evolutions. Technically I’d gotten to my Wisdom evolution after my intrinsic skills leveled. I’d never seen an evolution offered that would be as useless as Eye of the Storm, so I went looking to see if I’d been offered some way to generate Rage with my other evos. As it turned out, my Heavy Armor skill did just that.

1) Berserker: Whenever you are hit by an attack (whether or not it deals damage), you gain 1 stack of Rage.

I couldn’t argue that it was a bad evolution. I did get hit a lot, and this would make me an absolute beast against swarms and speedsters. The way I saw it, this was effectively a paired evolution. If I took Berserker, I’d want to take Eye of the Storm to complement it. It was kind of tempting, but I took the time to look over my other Heavy Armor options before I gave it any serious consideration.

2) Thorns: While wearing heavy armor, whenever you are hit by or block an attack, the attacker takes Kinetic damage equal to your Heavy Armor skill level.

The System graciously offered me an evolution that would have been super cool had I taken the Reactive Shielding evolution to Shields. I hadn’t, and I didn’t want to take this evolution for the same reasons. It wasn’t a lot of damage on its own, and it didn’t do a thing to improve my status as the most handsome immovable object on the block. Neither did Berserker for that matter. These were Heavy Armor evolutions, so where were the defensive options?

3) Standard Bearer

While wearing heavy armor, the range of your auras is increased by a number of feet equal to your Heavy Armor skill level. Additionally, allies within any of your auras are immune to Fear as long as you are conscious and not afflicted with Fear.

You may take the active skill Aura of Perseverance.

Aura of Perseverance

Physical

Cost: 20 stamina + 1 stamina per second

Cooldown: None

You create an aura around you with a radius in feet equal to your Physical Magic skill level. Allies within this aura gain Shielding equal to your STR + CHA when this skill is activated. While the ally remains within range, this Shielding regenerates at a rate equal to its maximum value over 6 seconds.

Ah, there it was! And it had it all! It was an aura buff. It offered an active skill that was an aura. It gave immunity to my allies. By the gods, the aura even gave Shielding!

Now, it wasn’t a lot of Shielding, considering my Strength and Charisma scores. They weren’t nearly as chunky as my Wisdom and Fortitude, but it would give me a good excuse to get more swole. I also wasn’t running into the limits of my stamina in most fights, so having another spender for my green juice would be good. The skill was good enough to be worthy of one of my two remaining active slots.

I did a quick search for the keyword Rage in my other evos but didn’t see it listed anywhere else. I decided to choose Sage Advice for Wisdom, allowing me to massively boost the skill checks of my allies, and Standard Bearer for Heavy Armor, because it was just all sorts of sexy.

I held off on hitting confirm until I’d finished giving every evolution its proper consideration. I still had two more selections to peruse. It was always possible that a strong combo could pop up. That wasn’t something I normally considered since I didn’t usually get four fucking evolutions at the same time.

I read through Strength, seeing some simple and interesting choices, then made sure to closely read my options for Physical Magic. I paused, blinked, and read one of the options a few more times before I decided to get some input from the party.

“Sooo,” I said, dragging out the word. “How would y’all feel if I, say, grew some tentacles?”


Chapter 3


“Go for it,” said Xim, looking up from where she’d sat to meditate while I reviewed my evolutions.

“More limbs are better!” said Etja, raising all four arms like she’d just won a prize fight.

Nuralie watched and listened to the others react but voiced no opinion.

“Evolutions for additional limbs can be tricky,” said Varrin, throwing a bucket of ice water over Etja’s enthusiasm. The mage’s arms drooped. “They can be difficult to master, especially when adapted into a combat style that has already been well-defined.” He looked me up and down critically. “I suppose that would not be an issue for you.”

“You know I just tanked a Grade 24 mountain, right?” I said, narrowing my eyes at him slightly. I was used to Varrin’s standards being unreasonably high, but I wasn’t about to let him run roughshod over all of my achievements.

“All of our styles are incomplete,” he said, raising a hand in a placating gesture. “None of us have a full complement of actives and intrinsics. What I mean is that if you are going to add such a significant complication to your tactics, now would be better than later.”

“You have too few tentacles as it is,” said Shog. “If I’d known you lusted for them, I would have offered to graft some to your body.”

“First of all,” I said, “your choice of the word lusted makes me uncomfortable. Second, can you even do that?”

“I have no idea,” my summon said before producing a thin dagger I didn’t know he possessed. He ran a finger along the flat of its blade, looking over my torso as his claw scraped smoothly across it. “I would be willing to try, though. It might help me empathize with you more.”

[That would be unlikely to succeed. Arlo’s mana matrix would most likely reject the foreign body parts.]

“No need to argue against it, Grotto,” I said. “I’ve already decided against undergoing any surgeries performed by Doctor Zoidberg here.” I turned back to the evolution. “So, extra limbs might be tough to use?”

“It depends on how they are acquired,” said Varrin. “And personal capability. Some minds are more flexible than others.”

[You have multiple evolutions that modify the nature of your physiology already. You would likely have an easier time adjusting to such a radical change than most.]

“Plus, you’re already leaning into the c’thon vibe anyway,” said Xim. “There’s something to be said for learning magicks that resonate with your personality and interests.”

“What about wings?” I asked.

Xim squinted at me. “You have two different evolutions offering body mods?” she asked.

“No, they’re the same evolution.”

She stood up from her lotus position. “Show me,” she said, eyes alight with curiosity.

I shared the Level 20 evolution option for my Physical Magic intrinsic.

Therianthropy: You have no fear of melding your mind and body with the inhuman and have taken the form of a beast as your own. This form can take many shapes and appearances that you may decide, but regardless of your choice, you retain all of the capabilities of your normal form. You may transform to gain the following benefits:

Your movement speed is enhanced by X%, where X is your Physical Magic skill level.

Your unarmed attacks deal bonus damage equal to your Physical Magic skill level.

Additionally, when you gain this evolution, you can pick any two of the following traits, gaining their benefits while you are transformed. You may only have one instance of any given trait.

Avian. You can fly.

Equine. When you sprint, you gain an additional X% movement speed equal to your skill level.

Feline. You can balance on any mundane surface and cannot be knocked prone by mundane means.

Lupine. You may add your CHA to your unarmed attack damage.

Ursine. Your maximum lifting capacity is doubled.

Leporine. You gain +X to Dodge, where X is your Physical Magic skill level.

Piscine. You can breathe underwater and move safely through virtually any hazardous water condition, such as strong currents or violent waves. Not only can you swim as fast as you can run, but your speed while swimming is further increased by X%, where X is your Physical Magic skill level.

Draconic. Choose from among the Acid, Cold, Fire, Lightning, or Poison damage types. Your unarmed attacks deal that damage type instead of Kinetic.

Serpentine. You may add your WIS to Kinetic damage dealt by your spells.

C’thonic. You grow two tentacles that can be used as extra arms, allowing you to wield up to four objects simultaneously.

Whenever you gain a new evolution in Physical Magic, you may pick a new trait, adding to the ones you already have.

You can remain transformed for a number of minutes equal to your skill level. After that, you return to your normal form.

You can transform a number of times equal to the number of evolutions you have in Physical Magic. You regain all transformation uses after resting for 8 hours.

“Just as I suspected,” Xim said after she finished reading. “Your evolution options are too good.” She stepped in and peered up at me. “Did you make some sort of sacrifice in the System’s name? Is that why you started that orphanage? For more victims?!” She stepped closer with each question, going on her tippy toes to rise toward my face once she was an inch away.

I took her by the shoulders and gently pushed her away.

“I have made zero child sacrifices,” I said as my hands dropped. “The evolution looks good, but I didn’t think it was that strong. Am I missing something?”

Xim sighed, and her eyes fell. “No,” she said. “But my subracial ability makes transformations 50% stronger.” She crossed her athletic arms, standing up straighter. “I haven’t been offered anything like that.” She pushed her mouth to one side and thought for a moment. “And wings are cool. I want wings.”

“It doesn’t say he will get wings,” said Varrin. “Just that he will be able to fly.”

Xim gave him a critical look. “It’s a transformation skill where he acquires a beast form, and the trait that lets him fly is called ‘avian,’” she said. “He’s gonna get wings.”

“Assuming he chooses that one,” said Nuralie. “Many of these traits look tempting.”

“I don’t have much use for the ones that buff unarmed attacks,” I said, scratching my bald head.

“I literally have the intrinsic Unarmed,” said Xim, reaching toward the sky as if to strangle the heavens.

“I hear your frustrations,” I said. “But you can’t even use Physical Magic.”

Xim’s attunement was Divine, which also gave her access to Spiritual and Mystical, but Dimensional and Physical were impossible for her to acquire.

“Yeah, I know,” she said, brushing an errant lock of hair back behind her ear. Then she gave me a mischievous smile, her ennui evaporating. “What are the other options? Do we even want to see them, or are they equally unfair?”

I grinned, then cleared my throat and shared the other two options.

Bulwark: A gathering of rocks floats about your person, creating three distinct fields of amalgamated stone. Whenever you are hit by an attack and have one of these fields, it coalesces into a solid mass and absorbs an amount of the attack’s damage up to your skill level. Any remaining damage is dealt to you normally. After the attack, the field is destroyed.

Once a field is destroyed, it returns after 1 hour.

“Good for a backline mage,” said Varrin. “Bad for a tank.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That was my thought as well. It’s useful for helping against the occasional hit, but when you’re getting beat up consistently, it loses a lot of appeal. It would help, but it wouldn’t be amazing. A few levels of Heavy Armor would probably result in the same net damage reduction across a fight.”

“Not a game changer,” said Xim. I nodded, then shared the last option.

Evoker: Three glowing motes of elemental energy float about your person. Whenever you deal damage with a Physical skill, you can expend one of these motes to increase the damage by an amount equal to your Physical Magic skill level. You can only expend one mote per skill use.

You gain 1 additional mote for each evolution you have in Physical Magic.

Once a mote is expended, it returns after 1 hour.

“Homing Weapon is a Physical skill,” I said. “I’d be able to use this one pretty effectively.”

Varrin grunted, then asked, “What’s your Physical Magic level?”

“It’s right at 20.”

“Then with two evolutions, you’d have five motes,” he said. “That would be one hundred extra damage an hour. I do not believe it is strong enough to give up the utility that Therianthropy would provide.”

“I know we said a while ago that you needed more damage,” said Xim, “but with your recent improvements, you’ve already become a lot more threatening. Since damage isn’t your focus, this doesn’t seem like a great choice.”

“Plus, I’m pumping Intelligence next, so my damage will still get better, even without it.”

With the matter settled, I looked over the Therianthropy traits that I could choose from. Lupine and Draconic were out. I didn’t use unarmed attacks and had no plan on pivoting to become a brawler. Serpentine didn’t matter much, since I wasn’t focused on Kinetic spells.

That left me with seven options that were all very useful. Still, I didn’t find it to be a difficult choice. Gracorvus was great for short bursts of flight, but it was mana-intensive. I’d been leaning on flight heavily in recent encounters, so having an option that let me fly without burning through mana that I could otherwise use to teleport and delete chunks of my enemies would be a big upgrade.

I’d ‘only’ get it for forty minutes a day, but I could fly on Gracorvus for less than ten minutes using all of my mana. Hovering in place with the shield was literally 60 times less expensive, but mobility was a huge factor in fights. I wanted Avian.

The second choice was obvious. Maybe the System thought it was snarky to offer me the chance to become more unified with my c’thonic brethren, but I didn’t take any offense. I’d seen how effective Shog’s tentacles could be. Even Grotto made good use of his numerous feelers when crafting and mana weaving. I wanted some of that for myself.

The extra limbs would require some additional cognitive load, but my recent experiences gave me a couple of ideas for how I could potentially ‘outsource’ the mental demand.

With 3 of the evolutions decided, I moved on to my fourth and final choice: Strength 20. I may have been feeling some decision fatigue, but I zeroed in on the one that I liked pretty quickly.

Flurry of Blows: Each attack you make deals additional damage equal to your STR times the number of previous attacks you’ve made in the last 6 seconds.

At first glance, the evolution didn’t look amazing. However, it might end up being completely broken for my build.

I wasn’t Speed-focused, so I wasn’t a traditional multi-attacker, but I had Somncres. Somncres had an ability that this evolution could enhance substantially.

Whenever you make a thrown weapon attack with Somncres you may create up to X fleeting copies, where X is your INT divided by 10. Each copy costs 2 mana to create. These copies possess all qualities imbued into Somncres at the moment the copies are created.

My Intelligence was at 33, which let me summon three copies of Somncres. I would bring the stat to 40 with my next level, letting me summon four copies. Along with the original hammer, I’d be able to hurl five hammers with a single throw. That was five attacks.

That meant the second hammer would do 22 bonus damage, the third would do 44, the fourth would do 66, and the fifth hammer would hit for 88 bonus damage. Across all five hammers, that was 220 extra damage.

While damage was difficult to calculate—it wasn’t like we had damage numbers pop up or DPS listed on our skills—my guesstimate for my raw hammer throw was in the neighborhood of 60. They had a shit ton of optional effects that could buff that number, such as layering Oblivion Orb onto the attack, and had solid armor penetration. That number felt low, but it did more work than it sounded, especially with the number of copies I tossed around.

Slap an extra 88 damage on top, now we were getting somewhere.

And what would happen if I used my shiny new tentacles to throw even more hammers at the same time?

Besides, the other two evolution options didn’t look too great. One let me cleave through people in melee—but wouldn’t work with throwing weapons—while the other let me bust through structures more easily, which was similar to something I’d already passed on previously. Flurry of Blows looked the best for me, so I locked it in.

With all of that said and done, I went ahead and confirmed the rest of my choices. Sage Advice to grant a huge buff to intrinsic skill checks made by my allies, Standard Bearer to improve my auras and make allies immune to Fear, Therianthropy for flight and feelers, and Flurry of Blows for a big boost in damage output. I also slotted the active that was offered by Standard Bearer, Aura of Perseverance, to grant my nearby allies a solid chunk of Shielding.

I felt big. I felt strong. I felt as mysterious as the dark side of the moon. Maybe we’d fight some Huns later.

After our evolution interlocution—probably the longest one we’d ever had—we rested for a few hours to ensure our resources were topped off and to give ourselves a mental break. The boss rush hadn’t taken that long. By my account, it had only been around brunch time when we’d finished, but we were still worn out from the post-adrenaline dump.

Naps were had, we got our heads on straight, and we moved out to take on the Delve, more powerful than ever. We had no idea how long we’d been gone, but from our perspective, more than three weeks had passed. That was a long time to be stuck with the same seven people, completely removed from society. We were ready to make quick work of the place and get back to our lives.

Of course, the Delve couldn’t make things so easy for us. The moment we got a move on, a new notification appeared.

Objective Updated: This Delve has its price, and that price is time. Escape before you’ve paid more than you’re willing.

Current time dilation: 0.9


Chapter 4


We briefly discussed the updated objective, but it didn’t change our plans. We assumed it meant that for every nine hours that we experienced inside the Delve, 10 hours passed back on Arzia. We were already dealing with some time loss from portaling into the Delve, so that was a rough added condition, but the multiplier wasn’t very high.

Yet.

To ensure the maximal wastage of our time, the first part of the Delve was a maze, naturally. To be honest, the maze part was easy. Etja’s Total Recall allowed us to make sure we never backtracked unless necessary. Coordinated Thinker allowed me to keep us oriented spatially so that we always understood where we were relative to where we’d been. Finally, there were nodes hidden in the walls attuned to Divine magic, which Nuralie could spot with her Inquisitor evolution. The nodes didn’t exactly tell us where to go, but their patterns changed when we got close to a new section of the maze.

Getting lost wasn’t a problem. The hazards were.

Each sector had an environmental challenge, and the first one took us the longest. The hallway where we’d entered the Delve ended in a thick, metal door. Upon opening the door, we exposed a small chamber, barely large enough for the entire party to fit inside. On the opposite wall of that chamber was another door that was identical to the first, except that it had a small, round window set into it. There were three buttons inside, with labels written in celestial. They read “Depressurize,” “Inner Door,” and “Outer Door.” I recognized what we were looking at immediately.

It was an airlock.

So, I booted the others, depressurized my ass, and walked outside. The outer door was exposed to hard vacuum. Whatever force generated the artificial gravity in the Delve was also absent on the other side. Additionally, the section was fully enclosed, the view of the planet above replaced with a ceiling of marble hiding dark, impenetrable metal. So, we had to figure out how to navigate a stretch of maze without air, gravity, or light.

I had the highest Fortitude, which meant I was the best at holding my breath. My superhuman Strength allowed me to actually hold my breath, rather than having it violently ripped from my lungs. My darkvision let me navigate the tunnels, although we had a decent supply of glow stones with which to leave a trail for the others. My wings, as it turned out, did not require an atmosphere for lift and direction, but that wasn’t surprising. Wings operating on magic shenanigans were more common for Delvers than not.

I took a few test drives with the wings while we worked out a strategy for the spacewalk. Each wing was 10 feet long, giving me a little more than a 20-foot wingspan. The wings still functioned if they were tucked close to my body, however, so tighter spaces didn’t have much impact on mobility. They were covered in bird-like feathers, and—to my delight—the feathers were violet and fuchsia, matching Grotto’s colors. More importantly, they matched my feather boa.

C’thon feathers were downy like the undercoat of a bird or what you’d see on juvenile avians. Meanwhile, my wings had the robust, fully formed feathers of an adult bird, so the wings didn’t match a c’thon exactly. Still, the theming was on point. The green of my armor was no longer the dominant shade of my outfit, and the wings provided an important sense of balance to the getup. After all, any Delver with sense held color coordination in high esteem.

I just needed that plume for my helmet to complete the ensemble. A cape might have also been nice, but I didn’t want to step on Varrin’s toes. Or rather, the hem of his bedazzled cloak.

The pair of tentacles that also came with Therianthropy were slightly shorter than the wings but a good bit longer than my arms, so they improved my reach. They grew from my back, below the wings, and about where my kidneys were, assuming I still had kidneys. Their colors also matched, although these were covered in the typical, fluffy feathers of a c’thon.

The new appendages took a little time to get used to, but it didn’t take me long to adapt. Figuring out how to stop my forward momentum was the most difficult part. My mind had no trouble adjusting to having four additional limbs, which was apparently the main hangup most people had. My high Intelligence helped, but I suspected my bond with Grotto and my recent experience as Arlottog had a greater impact.

The wings let me move freely through a zero-g environment, and Gracorvus took up some slack when the transformation ran out. I could use the shield for short bursts of speed that carried me down straightaways on momentum alone without much mana expenditure. Both the wings and Gracorvus allowed me to decelerate fairly quickly, but a short hit of Gravity Anchor would bring me to a complete stop instantly.

My transformation would last a maximum of forty minutes per day until I improved my Physical Magic, which was coincidentally the maximum length of time I could hold my breath. My lungs would begin to protest after “only” eight minutes, though, and it took a lot of mental effort to get used to ignoring my body’s natural desire for oxygen. Going the full forty minutes would also completely drain my stamina, so I needed to make it back to the airlock before that time if I didn’t want to pass out.

We all had some way to deal with the environment presented, but I was still the best choice for maze runner. Grotto didn’t need to breathe at all since—as a Delve Core—his true self was a construct, but the c’thonic body he hid behind was organic and needed air to maintain itself. He was on backup to come grab me if my time ran out while I was still outside, but he was reluctant to let his fleshy bits die since he’d gotten used to having limbs, and there was no available biological matter around for him to form a new body with.

Xim could see in the dark as well as I could and could restore her health and stamina when she self-healed, but she had no mobility options to overcome the lack of gravity.

Varrin could fly with his cloak, but his Fortitude wasn’t that high; he just had good stamina regen from evolutions. He’d still run out of breath faster than I would.

As a Geulon, Nuralie had exceptional lung capacity, but that didn’t matter because they’d probably explode from the vacuum.

Shog could also fly and see in the dark, but none of us wanted to rely on him for figuring out a maze like this, and he was happy to let me do the work.

Etja’s body was also technically a construct, but her transformation from a golem into a thinking being brought along some of the biological limitations of a normal body. She breathed automatically, but she didn’t have blood. Holding her breath was uncomfortable and became an overwhelming need after a few minutes, but her stamina didn’t drain if she was able to ignore the discomfort for a longer period. However, her Siphon spell required mana to let her fly, and she didn’t have anything that granted her darkvision. That made navigation a lot more difficult, even with Total Recall.

So, it was up to me.

Because of the time limitation on my transformation, it took us more than a week to pass through the first section. The Delve’s time dilation held steady at 0.9, so we decided that taking the slow but safe route was preferable to risking Etja becoming trapped somewhere within the maze. We might not have been able to find her, and, like I said, she still felt like she needed to breathe. Imagine spending hours or days with the constant sensation that you were on the precipice of suffocation; like being trapped underwater, desperate to take a breath. None of us were strangers to pain, but aside from Grotto, we all shuddered at the thought. That sort of torture could break people.

While I hunted for the way forward for forty minutes a day, we used the downtime to train. Without the resources of the Training Expo, our progress was comparatively miserable. Still, if we had time to burn we had time to learn. Five of my skills were Physical, so I managed to get my Physical Magic to 21 by flexing my new aura and blasting a wall with Homing Weapon. That gave me forty-two minutes of uptime for my transformation every day. I could still only hold my breath for forty minutes, but hey, small victories.

When I found the path, I lit it with glow stones and the rest of the crew followed, moving as fast as we could. Varrin carried Nuralie, and Xim rode on my back. Thankfully, her demands to “giddyup!” were impossible to shout in the vacuum. Even if she could have continued commanding me to trot, canter, or stay, the sound wouldn’t have traveled.

None of the remaining areas were completely dark, but the view of the planet was still blocked and the lighting was dim. Otherwise, the rest of the sections were much simpler. The second sector was freezing cold, the third was blazing hot, and the fourth was filled with poison gas. We laughed our way through that one. The fifth was filled with magical traps and warded so heavily that none of our spells functioned unless Etja or I counter-dispelled an area.

Nullify was better for large areas than Dispel, which focused on a single target, so our jubilant mage handled the bulk of the countermagic. She even picked up the Reconnaissance intrinsic to assist Nuralie with finding and disarming the traps. The intrinsic keyed off of Wisdom, so she was a natural. Nuralie’s Flawless Precision evolution proved invaluable since it allowed her to manipulate the inner workings of the traps with… flawless precision. Her Machinist intrinsic also showed its worth by helping her understand and disarm the hazards. She dutifully tucked their components away into her inventory for later use.

The sixth zone held a series of murals that depicted different parts of the Eschen creation myth. Finding the path was just a matter of following the correct sequence of murals.

The art involved all three deities of the Eschen triune: Geul, Goddess of the Ocean, Hyrach, God of the Mountains, and Deijin, Goddess of the Sky. Murals first depicted the three races of Eschendur rising from the sea as Geul created life from the oceans. The second showed the towering hands of Hyrach reaching from the ocean and shaping the lands, lifting them up to create the mountains that surrounded Eschendur. Geul’s newly created life marched out onto Hyrach’s palm—the lands between the mountains—and created order upon the solid ground outside the chaos of the waves.

The final series showed a vast expanse of stars from which Deijin crafted souls for the life Geul created. The people of Eschendur could then love, play, think, feel, and witness. The life that Geul created was thus able to form the civilization of Eschendur upon the solid foundation provided by Hyrach.

The name Eschendur meant the “set apart land of the gods.” Xim and Nuralie began to piece together the relationship between the Delve and the depictions in the murals with ease.

The name of the Delve was Deijin’s Descent, and the challenges we’d faced resonated with the journey of Deijin as she formed the souls of the Eschenbi. First, the Delve was in space, which likely related to being among the stars or even in the land of the gods. Deijin moved through the vacuum to reach the stars, passing through crushing cold and grasping onto blazing heat.

They weren’t certain what the poison represented, but it could have been the primordial environment of the world before life arose or even the more abstract corruption of beings that lacked a spirit. They guessed that the traps and wards of the maze’s fifth section represented the difficulties of manipulating the ether to create souls. Either way, it hinted that there was some strong oppositional force, perhaps intelligent, that worked against Deijin.

Finally, the murals brought us to three doorways, each of which displayed a possible conclusion to Deijin’s story. The descriptions were in Celestial, which Etja happily translated.

“She spoke, and through Eschonnora—the voice of the gods—souls became one with the Eschenbi. Deijin’s word is truth.

“They listened, and through Losonbinora—the voice of the spirits that come from the stars—the souls found homes within the Eschenbi. The spirit guides Deijin’s wings.

“We wished, and with Bigir—mind given form and substance—we became Loson—of the stars. Mortal wills shape the realm.”

“All three are correct,” said Nuralie after listening to Etja dictate.

“Maybe it isn’t a quiz, then,” I said. “It could be a choice. Which path do we identify with?”

Nuralie paused to consider. “All of them.”

“The first passage speaks of a god,” said Xim. “The second speaks of the spirits, and the third of the Eschen people.”

“We are mortals,” said Varrin. “The third choice reflects that.”

“We are also our spirits,” said Nuralie.

“I can attest to that,” I said, looking over the ever-present soul halo that surrounded each member of the party.

“True,” said Xim. “But the final line doesn’t limit itself to the physical body. It’s the union of spirit and flesh.”

“I would not presume to give that greater weight than the others,” said Nuralie. “It would be hubris to believe that because we are mortals, the choice must be the mortal path. It is insular thinking.”

I had Etja recite the passages again, which she did from memory.

“What if it’s about attunement?” I asked. “Pick the path that matches.”

“There are five attunements,” said Varrin. “There are three paths.”

“I still think it can line up,” I said. “The first path is obviously Divine since it focuses on Deijin. The second is Spiritual and the third is Physical. However, the final line of the third passage says, ‘Mortal wills shape the realm.’ We shape the world with more than just our bodies.”

“I don’t get it,” said Xim.

“Oh!” said Etja. “Is it mana? Like we will things to change with spells?”

“I think so,” I said. “That would be Mystical.”

“If the first passage is Divine,” said Xim, “and the third is Physical and Mystical, then the second needs to be Spiritual and Dimensional. ‘The spirit guides Deijin’s wings.’”

“Deijin’s wings are certainly Divine,” said Varrin. “But wings are also a physical thing. How would that relate to Dimensional?”

“The wings are a metaphor,” said Nuralie. “‘She flew on Deijin’s wings’ is an expression that means a person has died. The wings guide you from the mortal world to the afterlife.”

“Those aren’t dimensions, they’re realms,” said Varrin.

“Dimensional is broader than what you’re thinking of as dimensions,” I said. “I mean, what even is a dimension? It can refer to the number of coordinates needed to specify a point. We’re in three dimensions because you need altitude, latitude, and longitude to say for certain where we are in relation to another point in space. Dimensional Magic allows you to travel through space, thus changing your coordinates. It also allows you to travel through different realities, like the way I went from Universe Earth to Universe Arzia. I wouldn’t be surprised if Samlia’s Eye is flexing some kind of Dimensional power to transition people between the first and third layers.”

“No, that’s definitely Divine,” said Xim. “But Divine can replicate most aspects of the other schools. It just needs to be supported by a deity, so it’s limited by the nature of the god you’re calling upon.”

“Then it’s Divine emulating Dimensional,” I said. “Same thing.”

“It’s not,” said Xim.

“So if the wings are about traveling between realms,” said Etja, “then it could be Dimensional.”

Xim sighed and went with it. “First passage Divine,” she said, “second passage Spiritual and Dimensional, third passage Physical and Mystical.”

“I still do not like it,” said Varrin. “It is messy. There is no symmetry. Why is Divine on its own?”

“It stands above all others,” said Xim with a grin.

“Deijin is the power that unifies,” said Nuralie. “The other two need her to join.”

“Hey, I like that,” I said, looking at Nuralie. “The other two passages involve attunements that exclude the other. Spiritual can’t use skills that are Dimensional and vice versa. The same for Physical and Mystical.”

The discussion continued, and we spent another day pondering the issue and coming up with alternative theories. None of us wanted to risk choosing the wrong path, so we slept on it and took our time to work through the possibilities. A month had passed since we’d begun making it through the maze, so we weren’t eager to sit on the decision for too long.

We were living on rations alongside my Bag of Infinite Charcuterie. We had plenty to eat, but the lack of variety was getting old fast. We’d also started rationing our water, foregoing baths and relying on a gem that slowly cleaned its user over time. It was Xim’s, and it quickly earned her the nickname of Bathwarden.

The plants that had dominated the entryway were no longer present in the maze, else we might have been able to pilfer the irrigation system to get potable water. The flighty beetles Grotto had noticed remained, though, and I had no idea what they were eating.

Nuralie could transmute other liquids into water, but like so many other skills, it was mana intensive and only went so far. Additionally, Xim and Varrin were reluctant to give up their reserves of wine and beer for Nuralie’s reverse-Jesus trick. Eventually, the Delve reminded us that our time was not infinite.

Or, maybe it reminded us that our time was infinite, and we were spending ever greater amounts to the detriment of our friends and loved ones, who would ever wonder where we vanished to? I dunno. We got another notification.

Current time dilation: 0.8

We agreed that the attunement theory was our best guess and decided to move forward.

Xim and Grotto went through the first door as they were both attuned to Divine.

Nuralie was Spiritual and went through the second door with me since I was Dimensional.

Shog and Varrin were both Physical, leading them through the third door along with Etja, who was Mystical.

They were all secretly portals, of course.

When I emerged, I was on a long, narrow pathway that stretched off into the distance. It had the same extravagant decor of marble, gold, and jewels as the rest of the Delve, but there were no reliefs set into the walls. The lush plant life had returned—with even more bugs—and the breathtaking view of the planet above was again visible. We were no longer looking up at Arzia but at the opposite side of the planet, which was besieged by a continent-spanning storm. I forced myself to turn away from the spectacle and continue evaluating my immediate surroundings.

There was a subtle curve to the path, which disappeared around a bend far off in the distance. There were no obvious enemies, fauna, or people of any kind, other than Nuralie, who stepped out of a shadow. She’d instinctively ducked into it after passing through the door.

Everyone else was nowhere to be found.


Chapter 5


Current time dilation: 0.8

Nuralie and I waited for an hour in case our allies were on some sort of delay but moved forward with the assumption that the party had been split. The looming time dilation was unnerving, so we thought it was better to use the time and scout at least.

When I checked the party interface, everyone’s names were grayed out except for Nuralie. I was still paying the mana cost for keeping Shog summoned, although Life Warden was no longer active on Etja. I cast the defensive buff on Nuralie after confirming she’d accept it, then reached out with my aura. I used it to try and feel for the location of my missing allies but came up empty. Wherever they were, it either blocked my aura or was on another plane of existence, since my aura was always-on for party members, regardless of physical distance. I couldn’t detect any sign of their presence with Soul-Sight either.

There was no door or other entrance behind us, only more of the curving hallway. Absent a portal or other obvious way for everyone else to reach us, it seemed more likely that we were on our own for now.

The entire hallway bent in the same direction to the right of our original bearing, which we arbitrarily decided was east. Coordinated Thinker would allow us to stay oriented if it mattered. I took a deep breath and blew it out, letting my lips motorboat.

“Forward or backward?” I asked.

Nuralie peered up and down the hall, although she’d already looked it over a hundred times. She plucked at her bowstring with a claw. It vibrated like a harp but made no sound. I had no idea how the string stayed silent, but I also had no idea how the loson kept live frogs in her inventory. Nuralie sighed, her expression weary and resigned.

“We were facing east when we appeared,” she said. “We have no reason to prefer going west.”

I thrust my finger in that direction. “Then we head east!”

Nuralie stepped into the bug-infested vegetation that lined the hallway on either side and disappeared. I shuddered at the thought while giving her a minute to stalk ahead of me, then moved down the hallway with Somncres balanced on my shoulder and Gracorvus in its targe configuration. I walked at a steady pace but didn’t hurry, giving Nuralie time to backtrack and signal me if anything seemed amiss up ahead.

The hallway was a whole lot of the same for the first fifteen minutes until a stairway opened up on my left, its entrance lit by rows of glowstones. Nuralie stepped out from between a pair of ferns—miraculously bug-free—and we both peered down into the stairwell, watching for any sort of movement or traps. None of Nuralie’s Sense abilities went off, so we decided to check it out, leaving a glowstone on the first step and marking the wall in case anyone caught up to us.

The stairs descended until we were several hundred feet below ground. The gentle illumination from the stones around us revealed evenly cut stairs free of any wear, dust, or debris. We soon found the bottom, which was bathed in soft yellow light.

The landing opened into an underground chamber, its height taking up most of the elevation of our descent. It was filled with carefully manicured gardens, lush with bright flower beds of honey and vermilion. Bushes grew in sweeping rows, fastidiously trimmed and arranged to form perfect arcs. The hedges embraced a small pond sitting at the center of the space, its crystal-clear surface broken by blooms of blue-green algae. A meandering line of stepping stones led the way across.

Behind the bushes grew squat trees, their canopies as wide as they were tall. Heavy fruits hung from their limbs beneath sharp leaves, bright blue and covered in small bumps that glistened as syrupy liquid slowly dripped from pinprick pores.

Symmetrical rays of light crisscrossed the chamber, filtering in through a skylight above and directed by a series of sparkling mirrors that enhanced and brightened the golden beams. A scattering of dust and pollen drifted through them so slowly they were nearly fixed, like tiny bubbles in amber.

Across the pond was a small basilica. Each row of hedges ended between a pair of columns forming part of a colonnade that surrounded an open and paved parvis. The building’s outer walls were lined with ornate windows set with opaque glass, its roof a series of small, pointed spires surrounding a wide dome at its top. A pair of arched double doors were open, and flickering light spilled out from within. The entire building radiated a sense of peace.

My eyes were wide as I looked over the visual feast. I hadn’t realized how draining the month-long maze had been with its tight corridors and endless, repetitive decor. Even the murals of the final section had been laid flat against walls in claustrophobic and geometric passages. The sight laid out before me now was like a six-course meal after four weeks of stale bread and potted meat. It was the most magical place I’d seen since my visit to the third layer. Even the insects were pretty.

Truly, it was a wondrous vision.

“Who do you think maintains all of this?” I asked.

Nuralie slowly glanced toward me. “That is the first thing your mind turns to?”

“No, seriously,” I said. “Is there an entire staff of landscapers hiding in the walls?”

“Perhaps there are golems.”

I scanned the space, hunting for any animated garden gnomes. “Think they’ll wanna fight?” I shifted my hammer on my pauldron. “This Delve has been terrible for my cardio.”

“We do not need to do cardio.” Pause. “Not anymore, now that we have our training stats filled out.”

“It’s mental training,” I argued. “Learning to adapt to the feeling of feeling like shit.”

“I do not think you need help with your pain tolerance.”

“Cardio’s different,” I said. “I hate cardio.”

“Then why are you upset?”

“Because I want to learn to love it.”

“You cannot torture yourself into loving something,” she said, looking at me like she’d just told me something that might hurt my feelings.

“Eh, speak for yourself,” I said. “What’s the move? Explore the church?” I pointed my hammer at the fat, blue orbs growing in the trees. “Eat some of that forbidden fruit?”

“Do not eat unidentified foods.” Her tone indicated there would be no discussion on the matter.

Nuralie moved to the edge of the pond and studied the stepping stones. She walked over to a hedge and crouched, disappearing into its shadow. Soon after, she stepped out from a bush on the far side of the water. I followed suit by casting Shortcut. She winced at the loud crack it made when I appeared. I looked back at the path across the pond.

“Were the stepping stones trapped?” I asked.

Nuralie shrugged. “Better to be safe,” she said, then disappeared into the hedge again.

I tapped my foot and waited, tossing Somncres into the air and catching it a few times. Eventually, I saw the loson step out onto the walkway behind the basilica’s exterior columns. She motioned for me to approach, and I floated through the air with Gracorvus, silent as a snail.

A subtle wind blew from within the church, refreshing my mind and filling me with a sense of tranquility. It smelled like spring flowers and freshly baked bread. Nuralie scoped out the interior and soon after gave the all-clear. I walked inside.

The space within was also lined with columns that reached up to support the edges of a domed ceiling. Each side of the room was molded into a half-sphere, equal in size to the dome at the center. It looked like the building was made up of five large, overlapping orbs. The walls were lined with windows edged with intricate brackets, and the floor a stunning mosaic of ivory and scarlet, although half of the tiles were missing.

On the opposite side of the room were ribbed shelves rising to the ceiling into a triangular apex. They were filled with hundreds of glowstones, flickering like they were on the verge of sputtering out. Before the rows of glimmering stones was a simple altar, its top angled to face us and brimming with harmonious appeal. We approached carefully until we stood before it, studying the carmine object sitting upon its cream-colored surface, gleaming with goodwill and a hint of danger. It glowed with a soul halo, gray and swirling as though buffeted by brisk winds.

It was a button.

A big, red button.

I scratched my jaw, pleased to feel the full beard that had grown in over the last few weeks. It was still short, but part of me looked forward to the process of growing it back out. I was still deciding how I wanted to shape it, but it wasn’t quite big enough for a trim yet.

“Obviously we shouldn’t press this,” I said. “But on the other hand, I wanna.”

Nuralie furrowed her brow. There was a line of text just above the button, carved into the stone surface of the altar. However, neither of us could read it. The language was Celestial, which I recognized primarily because the letters made my eyes ache. Even my Spectacular Vernacular bonus didn’t seem to help. No matter how talented a polyglot one may be, it’s tough to pick up a language that melts your brain.

“Sense anything?” I asked.

“It is divine,” said Nuralie. “This entire building is sacred as well.”

Nuralie’s Inquisitor skill revealed entities profane or sacred to her deity. We’d been questioning whether that revealed it only to Nuralie or to everyone else around as well. The wording made it unclear.

“Is that why everything feels like it wants me to care for myself and stay out of trouble?”

She looked at me. “Yes?” Pause. “My experience of its sacred nature is more profound, though.”

“Sounds like good evidence to push the button.”

“Please do not,” she said. She walked away from the altar, looking down at the mosaic floor. She walked from one side of the room to the other, then all along the perimeter. “There are 64 living creatures beneath us, but they are unmoving.”

“Huh,” I grunted. “Are they evil?”

“No.” Pause. “But that does not mean they are not hostile.”

I focused on the ground, trying to perceive any souls hidden beneath. Nothing showed through, even after concentrating on breaking illusions and stealth. I looked back at the button, raising the sensitivity of my Sight and studying the soul surrounding it.

As Nuralie continued to investigate the ground, I felt a tingle and realized that she was using her skill in Divine Magic for something. My Sage Advice evolution was trying to trigger, so I focused on the evo and said the first thing that came to mind.

“Always be kind. Please rewind.” I stroked my beard as I delivered the discerning insight.

Nuralie looked up and raised an eyeridge.

“I don’t think that Divine is the right angle here,” I clarified. “We should go back and look at it from a different perspective.”

“It is a Spiritual section of the Delve,” she said slowly. “Dimensional as well. This is not a Divine challenge.” She turned back to the floor, and I felt another invitation from Sage Advice to help her out, this time with Spiritual Magic. I ignored it for the moment since I only had three total charges, and they took forever to come back. Instead, I focused on what we knew.

“The button has a soul halo,” I said. “The things in the ground don’t. It’s unusual for something living to not have any spiritual essence, so they might be connected.”

Nuralie nodded along, eyes running the length of the room. “There are threads,” she said. “They are faint, but it is a web connecting them all together.”

“They aren’t true soul connections, then; otherwise, I could see them.”

“Then it is something that affects the spirit, but that is not the spirit itself.”

“Does the web connect to the button?” I asked, eliciting another nod from Nuralie. “Then maybe the button channels the soul inhabiting it through the threads and into the living creatures.”

“Which is why they are dormant.”

“So, if we push the button⁠—”

“They come to life,” she finished.

“Then I am still in favor of pushing the button.”

She frowned. “There are 64 of them.”

“We’ve fought bigger groups. Besides, they might not be antagonistic.”

Doubt sprouted across Nuralie’s features so quickly that I worried she might pull a facial muscle.

“Yeah, okay,” I relented. “Maybe we should check everything else out first.”

Nuralie concurred, and we spent a couple of hours running over the church and the gardens outside. Nuralie took a few of the sticky fruits for study, took cuttings from the bushes, and picked several of the flowers as well. She held one out to me, a shade of red soft enough to border on pink. I accepted the gift and tucked it behind my ear. She looked me over with approval, and we moved on, having found nothing else of note.

We went back to the main hallway and continued in the same direction. The curve brought us south before gradually turning west. It was taking us in a big circle. After a little over twenty minutes of walking, we were three-quarters of a turn from where we started and found another stairwell. This one was dark, a wave of cold air billowing up from it.

We studied it for traps and surprises but found none and decided to descend. Its confines grew steadily darker as the light from the hallway fell away. The steps became rough and started to crumble beneath my feet, though Nuralie’s steps left no mark of her passage. Neither of us had trouble navigating in the gloom and avoided two spots where the stairs had collapsed completely, leading down into a pit with no visible end. We reached the bottom landing after several minutes, this one soaked in a shifting gleam of haunting blue.

The architecture of the basilica had been rounded and majestic, its environment flush with life and awash in a sacred aura. This space was dominated by sharp angles and thin points.

It was a cathedral wrapped in death, its essence odious and profane.


Chapter 6


Current time dilation: 0.8

The air around us was cloying and thick. I grew short of breath as my lungs worked in rapid, short bursts. I was reluctant to draw in too much of the repugnant scent. What atmosphere I managed to inhale seemed thin of oxygen. The space in front of the cathedral was an empty field of flat, wet dirt, gray in color and flecked with spots of dark blue. Combined with the awful smell, it reminded me of used kitty litter. It was even damp and clumpy, and I was pretty sure there were fleas hopping about in there.

The surface of the cathedral had the color and texture of pitted charcoal, with spires that rose two hundred feet into the air, their spear-like tips nearly lost in blackness. Even with my darkvision, I couldn’t see the ceiling through the impenetrable shadows.

Dozens of stained-glass windows lined the church’s wide front, their chaotic surfaces glinting from flickering light within, rippled and devoid of any discernible imagery. A bronze door stood like a gleaming wound at the building’s center, cutting across it at a shallow angle—twenty feet tall and barely wide enough for one person to walk through. It was shut and barred by a hundred iron chains.

As we stood on the landing soaking it all in and bathed in the chamber’s steely light, Nuralie let out a long, contemplative groan.

“You all right?” I asked.

She squatted low and swept her hand out toward the field. “There are evil entities below.” Pause. “They are also profane.”

I stood up a bit straighter, feeling a touch of excitement at the news. Then I frowned over the emotion, wondering how healthy that reaction was.

“How many?”

“There are twelve within twenty-four feet of us. That is the limit of my detection range.”

“Think it’s a classic trap?” I asked. “When we step out into the field, they attack?”

“I sense no life from them.”

“Ohhhh,” I said, looking over the dirt with hungry eyes. “Spooky church. Midnight vibes. An empty field perfect for dumping bodies.” She quirked an eyebrow at that last statement. “It’s clearly the undead.”

“There are many things it could be,” she countered. “Automatons, any number of creations made by a golemancer⁠—”

“Enormous viruses,” I said. “But would any of those be evil?”

She rubbed her chin. “Perhaps if they were created with an evil purpose.”

“Well, maybe it could be something like that,” I said. “But observe the foreboding environment of the grounds, the somber architecture of the church, the bleak and smelly ambiance. There’s 100% going to be a lich inside.”

“Now there is a lich?”

“The things out here are probably his or her horde, starved of brains and ravenous for living flesh.”

Pause. “Liches are not real,” said Nuralie.

“And because you said that, the chance of it being a lich has increased to 110%.”

“Then I will fight the fractional one-tenth lich, and you can fight the whole one.”

“Eh, I’m fine with that arrangement,” I said. “What’s the move, then?”

“Since this is a Spiritual and Dimensional section, we should continue looking at it from that perspective.” She focused more intently on the ground. “There are spiritual threads connecting these entities as well. They lead into the cathedral.”

“Then we can expect another button, perhaps. Shall I take a stroll and tempt the fates?”

Nuralie stood from her squat and pulled an arrow taut against her bowstring. She nodded at me, then stepped back into the shadow of the stairwell and disappeared. I shifted my grip on Somncres, raised my shield, and walked out onto the lumpy soil.

Nothing happened.

I went a few yards further in. Still nothing. I began a slow and steady trot up to the cathedral and made it across the entire field without incident. I lowered my shield.

“Disappointing,” I muttered.

I turned to study the narrow bronze door, finding Nuralie already behind me. By this point her sudden appearances were routine. I barely even squeaked. Despite my display of mettle, she still turned to give me a judgmental look before approaching the chained-up entryway.

She ran a claw-like nail across a few of the links. They were small, each one about an inch long, but there were dozens of the chains. She stepped back and looked up at one of the stained-glass windows. It was fifteen feet up, but that was little impediment to either of us.

“We could go in through a window,” she said, already finding handholds in the pitted walls. She swiftly climbed up, covering the distance in a second, and peered into the glass. “I cannot see through it.” She tapped the surface. “It seems very thick.”

I focused on the door, reaching for Shortcut and feeling around for a viable place to teleport. The interior was, predictably, not a solid mass of stone. I could make the jump without issue.

“I can teleport inside,” I said.

She looked down at me. “Even though you cannot see where you are going?”

“A side benefit of Coordinated Thinker. I rarely use it, since I prefer being able to see where I’m going or what I’m blowing up.”

“I remember the ability,” said Nuralie. “I meant that you do not know what is inside.” Pause. “That also does not help me get in.” She dropped from the window and returned to the chains. “I could melt through these.”

“Waste of resources,” I said, dismissing Somncres and sending Gracorvus back into my armguard. I stretched one arm across my chest, then the next. I shook out my limbs and walked up to the door. “Plus, I haven’t been able to test out my new Strength score.” I reached out and grabbed one of the chains with both hands.

“That will make a lot of noise.”

“It’s between this, breaking a window, or spending your limited alchemical resources.”

I bent my knees and got ready to pull. Nuralie held up a hand to stop me.

“Let me scout the perimeter of the building,” she said.

I hung my head but agreed. She slunk back into a shadow, reappearing only a few minutes later.

“Find the back door?” I asked. She shook her head, looking irritated. “Then we do a little breaking and entering.”

I gripped the chain, widened my stance, and pulled. There was a moment of resistance, followed by a groaning squeal. The chain snapped, and I stumbled back a few steps before catching myself, links clinking to the ground.

“Oh,” I said, looking at my hands. “That was pretty easy.”

I stepped up and grabbed two chains this time, pulling until they broke. It took a bit more effort but still wasn’t close to being a challenge. I grabbed four chains, two in each hand, and reared back against them. This time I really had to pull, forced to hop up and press both legs against the door. A few seconds passed before the first chain broke, followed in rapid succession by the other three. I was ready for the sudden loss of resistance and did a nifty one-handed backspring to keep my balance. Nuralie applauded softly, and I gave her a little bow.

“I think that’s my limit,” I said.

“Seven down,” she said. “Ninety-three to go.”

“Varrin could get through this in a second,” I said.

“You could also use Oblivion Orb,” said Nuralie.

“I’d rather save the mana.”

I grabbed four more chains, breaking them two at a time with one arm so I could keep myself steady with the other. The chains ran up the length of the twenty-foot-high door, and I climbed up it as I went. I finished up in a little under four minutes, then dropped back down to the ground with ease.

“You also could have used your hammer,” said Nuralie.

I pulled out a rag and wiped the iron dust from my gauntlets. “Would have been less fun,” I said. “Besides, you wanna talk about making noise? You’d be able to hear that all the way back out into the hall.”

Nuralie looked unconvinced but gestured for me to open the door. I walked up and grabbed the knob, but it wouldn’t turn. I pulled with a little pressure.

“It’s locked,” I said.

“I am nonplussed,” she replied, deadpan.

I gave the knob a hearty tug, and there was a clank as the lock broke. I pulled the bronze door open and the internal components clinked and clattered to the ground as several large cockroaches skittered out. I grimaced, then peered around the interior. Seeing no signs of hostility, I went in.

I had to side-step to enter the narrow doorway, finding a large, empty nave. Like the basilica, columns lined the chamber’s sides, but the room and ceiling were geometric rather than spherical. There was a short set of three marble steps leading down to the main floor, which was once again decorated with a complex, half-finished mosaic, this one made up of black and blue tiles. At the far end of the room was another altar, with an identical rising triangle of flickering glowstones on countless small shelves beyond.

However, unlike the basilica, a statue sat behind the altar on an ornate throne.

It was a woman clad in soft, white robes, her head and arms covered in bright, painted feathers of many hues. Her features were sharp but kind. Irises of bright orange shone amidst eyes that possessed a wealth of intelligence and what might have been amusement. A pair of wings were tucked in close behind her. Their long, polychromatic feathers matched those on her body.

A mighty spear was thrust through her heart, pinning her to the throne.

“Deijin?” I asked.

Nuralie moved closer, carefully appraising the figure. “She is similar to other portrayals I have seen. Although, this one is very”—pause—“lifelike.”

“Are there more people under our feet?”

“No. Not that I can sense.”

“Do you know why she’s been impaled?”

Nuralie shook her head. “The scriptures do not speak of such a thing.” She closed her eyes. “This room is as profane as the rest of this place, but there is no evil inside.”

“I suppose depicting a deity as having been slain could be profane.”

Nuralie opened her eyes again to meet the statue’s gaze. “She does not look dead. Perhaps she is only trapped.”

I considered the idea, then walked up to the altar. There was another button—this one the color of ice—but it lacked a soul halo.

“Did you get an idea of how many entities were buried outside?” I asked.

“I did not step into the field. But they were set at regular intervals. It was one every six feet in any direction.”

I brought up the field in my mind, visualizing the space. “If that’s consistent out to the edges of the field, that’d be 512 evil dead,” I said.

“That is eight times more than the number within the basilica.”

“The System likes divisions of eight,” I added. “Every platinum Delve grants eight stat points. There are eight stats. Grotto has eight tentacles.”

“There are just as many divisions of ten and six. Active and intrinsic skills are limited to ten each. Time limits and cooldowns are often in intervals of six.”

“But four passives. Half of eight. It’s all divisible by two, though. There are two churches.”

“We have not finished the loop yet,” said Nuralie. “There may be another.”

“That would be very asymmetrical,” I said. “But fair point.”

“Do we intend to solve the riddle with simple division and the abstraction of limited data?”

“Things to consider,” I said. “We have two buttons, one within a sacred basilica and another within a profane cathedral. The basilica is filled with living entities—also sacred—whereas the field outside of this cathedral is filled with evil ones, which are profane.”

Nuralie looked back through the tilted doorway. “If they are direct opposites, then the entities within the basilica would also be good, not evil.”

“All of the entities are bound through spiritual channels to a button. One of the buttons has a soul, whereas the other does not.”

“The creation myth of Deijin tells of Deijin creating souls from the stars and imparting them unto the living.”

“Whereas within this cathedral, Deijin is pierced and bound by a spear,” I said. “No souls here, either.”

“Then perhaps we free Deijin so that she may deliver souls to the creatures outside.”

“Think it’s as simple as yanking the spear out?” I asked.

“No.” Pause. “But try it.”

I climbed up onto the statue, doing my best not to step on anything that might be offensive to the deity, and gripped the spear. I pulled, pulled harder, then pulled with everything I had. It wouldn’t budge.

“It was worth a try,” I said. “I could try to destroy it with spells.”

“Let us save defiling the icon of one of my gods as a backup plan.” Pause. “Have you been looking for any Dimensional clues?”

“My mana regen is capped,” I said. “Which means my Ambient Absorption is pulling in a lot of Dimensional mana, so the space is saturated in it. There’s no Divine mana interfering with it, either.”

“Curious,” said Nuralie, running a claw along her chin. “My divine sense does not trigger here. The basilica was filled with it. Anything else?”

I scratched my head and tried to feel for anything of note.

“So, I haven’t really used Dimensional Magic to, ah, detect Dimensional stuff before,” I said. “But nothing’s jumping out at me.”

“Maybe we press both buttons at the same time,” said Nuralie. “Or within a limited time frame.”

“How’d you get to that conclusion?”

“It seems obvious,” she said. “They are very far from one another, so you teleport from one to the next.”

“Or we could each go to one of the churches and time it so that we press the buttons simultaneously.”

“Coordinated by the timing of our regen stats?”

“Since we don’t have a good way to communicate across distance without Grotto, yeah. We each cast a spell to trigger our mana regen and agree on the interval.”

“We would be separated if something attacks.”

“Something like all the things buried in the ground…” I realized that I was still standing in Deijin’s lap, so I hopped down. “Again, we’re not pressed for time, so maybe we should finish walking the loop. See if anything else occurs to us.”

Nuralie agreed, so we walked back up the steps and continued northeast to our starting point. We didn’t find another exit from the hall, so we kept walking back around to give the basilica another look. However, when we approached the basilica, we were met with another cold, dark stairwell. We went down to confirm, finding the cathedral again.

“Were we teleported?” asked Nuralie. “Some other spatial anomaly?”

I shook my head. “No, Coordinated Thinker tells me that we’re in the exact place that the basilica should be. Could it be a copy?”

“Your footprints are in the soil,” Nuralie said. “The chains on the door are broken.”

“A perfect copy? One that retains any changes made to the other space?”

“Or it is the same space.”

“Any way we can confirm that?” I asked. Nuralie toyed with her bowstring again, working something over in her mind.

“Yes,” she said. “I can use my revelation.”


Chapter 7


Current time dilation: 0.8

Istudied the loson carefully, mindful of her emotional state. I knew that she’d fully realized her first revelation while within the Training Expo, but she hadn’t yet discussed it with us. Given her history with the three churches, none of us had been willing to press her on it, and so far we’d made it through the challenges without issue.

“Mind telling me what it does?” I asked.

Nuralie took a deep breath, then turned to meet my gaze. “It is called the Revelation of Distinction,” she said. “Each of the three gods of the Eschenden are at once separate and the same. They branch from the same divinity, but I can also feel their history. I gained a vision of a time when they were singular.”

“I see,” I said. My own revelations had been very personal, but Nuralie’s were more focused on something that went far beyond herself. I wondered what that said about our personalities or whether it had more to do with the source of the revelations themselves. “How does that manifest?” I asked.

“I have only used it once. I can touch an object and feel the connections that make it distinct; trace its history to moments that define it.” Pause. “It is overwhelming and difficult to make sense of.”

“Putting aside how bonkers that power is, it’ll tell you whether this is the same cathedral?”

Nuralie knelt and placed her hand upon one of my footprints. She closed her eyes, and an echo of power thrummed through the air. She clenched her jaw, eyes darting from side to side beneath her eyelids. A few seconds later she struggled to pull her hand from the footprint, as though a great force was binding her to it. I reached down to help, growing alarmed over her pained expression, but she pulled free without me and staggered back to sit on the landing.

“It is your footprint from earlier,” she said. “Not a copy.”

“Then the building moved.”

“No,” she said. “It… the revelation goes beyond the immediate physical processes that define the object. I can feel its history as though I were the object itself, but also the context that defines it. I felt myself born when you walked upon me, each tread of your boot, the exact weight of your body, the resistance of the soil.”

“That’s uh…” I began but trailed off. I was struck by the instinct to apologize but realized the impulse was misguided. “That sounds like a lot.”

“It is,” she said. “There is too much information to absorb at once, but I can place boundaries on what I experience. I tried to limit my perception to the moment of the footprint’s creation and also its relationship to the space around it. It has not been moved. We are in the same place as before.”

“Damn,” I said. “You’d only used it once?”

“The revelation came with”—pause—“a great deal of guidance.”

“I guess my own experience was a bit unwieldy since I first gained Soul-Sight from an item.”

“I still cannot convey to you how strange that is—that you received divine insight through an amulet.”

“To be fair, there were some godly hijinks involved. It was created by a divine avatar.”

I held a hand out to Nuralie, and she took my forearm, hoisting herself to her feet. She picked up her bow, and her brow furrowed as she thought over what she’d learned.

“I do not see how this is possible,” she said. “Your ability tells us that we are in a different place, but my revelation says that we are in the same place.”

“So we have three possibilities. One of our abilities is wrong, or at least our interpretation of it is. Both of our abilities are correct and there’s some force at play we don’t understand. Or, something else.”

“‘Something else’ encompasses more than one additional possibility,” she said.

“A set of three feels more approachable.”

“I do not think it does,” she countered, but a small grin had found its way to her lips. “Our walk through the hallway could have been an illusion.”

“Sure, sure, mind shenanigans,” I said.

“It is a Spiritual challenge. Mind control falls under that school.”

“I have a Wisdom of 40,” I said. “If something in here can break through my mental defenses, I doubt we’d have an answer. It may be a legendarily difficult Delve, but it’s still Level 10.”

“Maybe…”

“Why don’t we start by not doubting our senses and trusting our abilities instead? We’re in the same spatial location as the basilica, but we are in the cathedral. We also know the cathedral is in the same spatial location as it used to be, which is on the other side of the loop.”

“The easiest conclusion is that they are both in the same place,” she said. “Or that they are in both places at once.”

“Those can both be true,” I added. “If both of them are in both places, then they’re both in the same place.”

“But… not at the same time?” said Nuralie.

“Ah.” I held up a finger, then dropped it to stroke my beard. “Hmm. I don’t want time travel to be the answer. I don’t want to have to figure out time travel.”

“Unless it is simply time traveling forward.”

“I already figured that one out,” I said. “I just go to bed. This Delve would make it super effective.”

“Or you could drink too much.”

“Drink spirits to solve the Spiritual puzzle?”

“I am not against it,” she said. “But I doubt it would solve our problems.”

“My old therapist would have agreed with you.”

Nuralie put her bow away and crossed her arms. We stood silent for a time, looking over the cathedral, but its mood wasn’t doing us any favors. We decided to head back up into the hallway to hash out some more ideas. Eventually, we felt we needed more information and began walking the loop again. After ten loops we’d run into the basilica eleven times and the cathedral ten times.

There was no pattern we could discern, sometimes running into the basilica or cathedral multiple times, sometimes having them alternate for a stretch. While observed, a stairwell never changed. If we walked the hall until a landing was out of sight and then backtracked, there was a chance it would swap. Time seemed to hold no sway on the process unless it followed a pattern too long or too complex for us to recognize.

It was like Schrödinger’s church. A 50-50 chance, but we didn’t know what we would get until we got there. If both churches existed in both places at the same time, then the possibility collapsed into a single expression only once we arrived. Our sample size was admittedly small, but we were exhausted after gathering data for more than twelve hours. We took a break to get some sleep, bedding down in the comforting aura of the basilica and trading watches.

The next day involved teleporting.

While Shortcut’s description required line of sight, my Coordinated Thinker evolution let me break that rule. The diameter of the loop was about one and a half miles, which was half of my current maximum range if I abused Reckless Shortcut.

We began in the basilica, and I reached out to feel for the space where I knew the cathedral to be. Its elevation was the exact same, and it was a straight shot across the loop, so it was easy to orient myself and find the space. All I could tell from a distance was that there was a viable location for me to appear, not what type of environment I would arrive in. It was the first time I’d done a blind teleport, but I managed to put my anxieties aside, activated the skill, and blinked away into the unknown.

I appeared twelve feet behind my original location and three feet off the ground.

I stumbled and caught myself as I fell the short distance, and Nuralie’s head snapped toward me, her eyes wide. It took me a few seconds to process what had happened, remembering at the last second to brace myself for the backlash of making the long-range teleport. It never came. By the time I checked on the skill, my cooldown was already up.

“What the fuck just happened?” I asked.

“You did not go very far,” Nuralie answered.

“I see that.”

I reviewed the steps I’d taken but didn’t see where I’d messed up. I knew that I’d targeted a spot more than a mile away, I’d activated the skill, and I’d teleported. I had no clue why I’d gone virtually nowhere.

“Let me try that again,” I said.

I found the space across the loop, activated Reckless Shortcut, and appeared slightly to the left of my original position. I landed more smoothly this time, my confusion overriding my irritation at having failed.

“Is something blocking my teleport?” I asked. Nuralie gave me a hand-waving shrug. “Shit. Well, we were already willing to split up for a bit. Let me walk out of here and see if I can teleport from the other direction.”

I made my way around the loop, finding the entrance to the basilica again. I walked down the steps with a frown, finding Nuralie sitting with her housecat-sized frog, Bertegog, on her lap. She was scratching it under the chin, and it gave a loud croak of approval.

“Back already?” she asked.

I turned around and marched back up the steps and ran around the loop to the other side. I found the basilica once more. I kept running, finding the stairs to the basilica over and over again. Finally, after finding the glowstone-lit stairs ten times in a row, I walked back down to Nuralie. The loson now had three frogs surrounding her, and they were literally engaged in a game of leapfrog. She paused in a low crouch, both hands on the ground, and looked up at me.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“No!” I said, throwing my arms up. “The entire loop is the basilica! I went around it five times. Nothing but basilica!”

She tilted her head in thought, still on all fours. Her tail swished behind her. “Maybe if we are inside of one church, it prevents us from accessing the other,” she said.

“But how is the basilica on both sides? At the same time!”

“Your teleport indicates that it is not. There was no extra cooldown or damage done to you, which means you did not travel very far.”

“So, not only are both churches in both places, but both places are also in the same place. Right now, at least.”

“That is consistent.”
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That evening, I started breaking out some books. I’d been gifted a copy of Dimensionalism and You: Volume II by Umi-Doo way back when and had since acquired the entire set. It was four volumes total, and each one focused on concepts roughly appropriate for a practitioner within a 10-Level skill range, covering levels 1 to 40.

My skill in Dimensional Magic had made its way up to 30, which put all of the insights covered in the first three volumes well within my reach. Being on the precipice of moving up to the next bracket allowed me to finally begin making practical use of some of the guidance from the fourth volume, which was where I started finding some tasty nuggets that might apply to our situation.

The practitioner of dimensionalism feels a natural kinship with those spaces to which they are accustomed. Upon birth, our minds are set into this world as a seal in wax, its form defined by the substance into which it is placed. The limits of our waxen confines define our understanding of reality, as we are shaped from its base substances. However, it is seldom considered that the form of a seal is not in the wax itself but the emptiness pressed into it.

Such it is that with sufficient learning and experience, the dimensionalist may realize the truth of the emptiness that grants form. We are connected to the wax, but we are not bound to it. In truth, our forms aerate into an expanse far greater than the wax itself. While we are inclined to look into the paraffin by instinct, our minds are capable of turning to the air and the greater world beyond.

The reader is encouraged to reach out with their magicks, to feel the world around them. As our power bends the spaces that we know, consider that this is merely the wax into which we are set. We exist also within deeper realms that twist and turn in directions unimaginable, and those who might sense them are limited to those most advanced in our school.

Seek a point that leads not away from oneself, but further inward. Step neither back nor forth, step neither to the side, nor rise or fall, but move into oneself. There you might find a seventh road to travel.

It is this understanding that sets apart the advanced student from the true practitioner.

We’d arbitrarily designated a day-night cycle, and the evening passed as I reviewed the volumes, my studies taking me through the “night.” I was eventually broken out of my academic trance by Nuralie.

“Are we pushing buttons today?” she asked.

I looked up from volume four and rubbed my eyes, tired from hours of crawling through the dense treatises. Even though I could read faster than ever, it took time to digest the opaque style.

“As much as I want to, I have some things I’d like to try out first.” She sat down across from me on the mosaic floor of the basilica and gestured for me to explain. “I think the basilica and the cathedral are in different places, but they’re separated by a direction we normally cannot perceive.”

She continued to watch me intently, so I cleared my throat and kept going.

“It’s simple in theory.” I pulled out a sheet of parchment and a quill, then began drawing. “The number of dimensions that an object occupies is based on the number of coordinates required to define a point within it.” I drew a line on the paper. “A line has one dimension, since I can identify any given location on the line with a single value. If the line is numbered one at the beginning and ten at the end, I can say “four,” and you’ll know the point is here, just shy of the middle. There are infinite points, but we can add as many decimals as we want. The important bit is that there’s only one value needed.”

I added 3 more lines, creating a square.

“A plane, such as a geometric shape, has two dimensions,” I continued. “We need to know both the horizontal and vertical coordinates to determine where a point is. So I can number the bottom of the square with one through ten and the left side with one through ten as well. Thus, I can say four and six to define this point.” I pointed to a location just left and up from the square’s center.

“Simple x and y coordinates on a graph,” said Nuralie.

“Right.” I rolled the parchment into a tube. “To determine where a point is in a three-dimensional object, I need to add height in addition to the horizontal and vertical coordinates. That gives us three variables—x, y, and z. The x and y coordinates establish a flat plane in the middle of the cylinder, while our z coordinate shows its relative elevation. That’ll show us any given point within the cylinder. That’s also the number of dimensions we operate within.”

“Sure,” said Nuralie.

“The obvious follow-up is whether there are additional dimensions, or directions, that can define a specific location. On Earth, there are all sorts of mathematics that operate using additional dimensions, but I wasn’t a mathematician, so my understanding is pretty limited. However, this dimensionalism book suggests that Dimensional Magic can be used to travel through such extra dimensions. You just have to… feel it out?”

“Very scientific,” said Nuralie.

“Yeah, well, magic and such.” I crossed my arms and looked down at the text. “I’m not sure why that results in a random chance of whether we’ll find the basilica or the cathedral along two locations of the loop.”

“Perhaps we can only access one of them at a time through normal means.”

“Like how the basilica is on both sides of the loop if either of us is inside the basilica? The cathedral could be totally inaccessible. That would explain why teleporting doesn’t help, since I’m only moving through three dimensions. Even if our goal was to push both buttons in rapid succession, we’d have to walk the hallway until we found the cathedral. We couldn’t get to the second button very quickly. Either way, this could explain both churches existing within the same x, y, and z coordinates while still being in different places along an… ‘a’ coordinate? I’m sure there’s an appropriate letter, but I don’t know what it is.”

“‘A’ works,” she said.

I had the acute desire to flip through the rest of the dimensionalism book and see if it listed the correct symbol but decided it wasn’t worth the effort for the moment.

“If the answer to the Dimensional aspect of the puzzle deals with a fourth dimension,” I said, “then what is the Spiritual component?”

“I found those threads,” said Nuralie. “You found the soul halo on the button.”

I stood and walked back over to the button, which glowed white and gray in my Sight, shifting like mist in a storm.

“Do you mind trying to view the threads again?” I asked.

Nuralie nodded, then focused on the button. I felt Sage Advice tingling and moved into the lotus position, channeling the ability’s profound wisdom.

“If you come to visit, you’ll be bored to tears,” I said. “We haven’t even paid the phone bill in three hundred years.”

Nuralie’s shoulders drooped, and she placed her hands on either side of the altar, leaning on it.

“Does that ability really require you to say things so… obtusely?” she asked.

“My erudite observations stand atop the shoulders of giants,” I said, sitting up straighter. “Do not denigrate the elders of my world.”

“These are quotes from famous sages of Earth?” she asked.

“They are indeed, young master Nuralie.”

“I am older than you.”

“Only physically,” I said, then tapped my head. “Up here I possess the knowledge and maturity of a much older man.”

“I shudder to imagine your youthful mindset. What does your ancient Earth”—pause—“‘wisdom’ mean?”

“Perhaps the churches need to communicate but can’t. I may also need to set aside some of my assumptions about there being a purely ‘scientific’ solution. Is there a spiritual thread that is cut off or doesn’t go anywhere?”

Nuralie refocused on the button, peering at it intensely.

“Yes,” she said, squinting. “There is one that does not lead to the entities beneath the floor. It goes somewhere… But nowhere.” She stepped back from the altar, blinking and shaking her head. “I do not like looking at whatever that was.”

“Great!” I said, climbing back to my feet. “I think we have a plan then. I just need to figure out how to use Dimensional Magic to connect the rooms through an imperceivable dimension incomprehensible to my corporeal mind while you monitor a spiritual thread crafted from atavistic magicks that passes between them.”

“Right,” Nuralie said, letting out a long breath and looking overwhelmed.

“Then, after the thread connects to whatever it’s looking for—probably the other button—we push them both.”

“Why are we pushing both buttons at once?”

“You said that seemed like the obvious solution.”

“I did,” said Nuralie. Pause. “But our foundation for that belief is shaky at best.”

“The Spiritual half of the puzzle deals with identifying the spiritual threads. If the buttons aren’t synchronized, what’s the point of the Dimensional half?”

Nuralie tilted her head from side to side. “We have spent more time than I would like making observations. At this point, I do not know if we can make progress without some experimentation. I am fine with making an attempt, but what happens after we press the buttons?”

“Profit!” I said with a shrug.

With great effort, Nuralie stood up straight and gave a single nod. “Fine,” she said. “Easy enough.”
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Once Nuralie reluctantly agreed to the strategy, I spent three days experimenting with my Dimensional skills. Nuralie took the time to study the threads, growing intimately familiar with their composition. She even learned to look deeper upon the thread that sought to move through an unknown spatial dimension without suffering mental trauma. Not much trauma, anyway.

Volume four of Dimensionalism and You was a little off with its guidance. It told me to travel ‘inward’ to find the seventh path, which I took to mean a seventh potential direction away from myself. Up, down, left, right, forward, backward, and strangeward. There were a couple of problems with this.

While the thrust of the concept allowed me to expand my focus beyond my intuitive sense of movement, when I finally latched onto something, it was clear that I wasn’t traveling ‘inward.’ I would very much be traveling away from where I was, just not in any direction I could wrap my head around.

When viewed in that framework, this would be both the seventh and eighth directions, such that I could move into this strange direction and then move in the opposite direction to return to my original location. I found it more useful to classify it alongside latitude, longitude, and altitude, noted as something like strangeward-itude. Altitude could be changed by going up or down, strangeward-itude could be changed by going strangeward or, eh, anti-strangeward? I decided to just stick with strangeward.

When I finally locked onto the strangeward direction, it was predictably incomprehensible. I couldn’t process the space itself, but I could attempt navigating it by using the shadow that it cast as a reference. Shadows cast by three-dimensional objects are normally two-dimensional. A sphere might cast a circular shadow against a wall, for example. The shadow cast by the space toward which strangeward took me was itself fully three-dimensional.

It would have been impossible to make any reasonable progress if the path between the two rooms had been complex. That would have been like a toddler trying to solve a Rubik’s cube from its shadow alone. Thankfully, it was a straight shot. It wasn’t even that far. There was a short “hallway” that connected the two rooms, although the ‘hallway’ felt infinitely larger than either of the rooms themselves. Reaching out with Shortcut exposed some kind of barrier between the two points, but it was small, insofar as anything in that space could be called small.

I was soon able to travel from the basilica to the cathedral using Reckless Shortcut. The distance was close enough that I didn’t take any backlash from the spell, and I could flick back and forth between them without trouble.

While I was in the cathedral, I did another few loops and found only more of the cathedral. Nuralie was also nowhere to be found, since she was standing in the basilica.

There was a brief moment after my teleport when Nuralie could see the spiritual thread coming to life and connecting to something, presumably following me through the brief portal that I created. We walked to the cathedral, and she watched me portal back and forth from the basilica. She could just barely make out the thread as it followed me through and connected to the second button.

After a dozen teleports, we had the timing down to a narrow window where we could both hit our respective buttons while the thread was active. We did a few trial runs where we cast a spell instead of hitting the button, then used our mana regen ticks to make sure we were properly coordinated.

Finally, we were ready to give it a shot, and it was totally something we were about to do regardless of the new notification that got sent our way. I won’t let the System take credit for our initiative.

Current time dilation: 0.7

Nuralie stood in the basilica, eyes focused on the thread and hand hovering over the red, soul-enshrouded button. I did a countdown in my head, then cast Reckless Shortcut, appearing in the cathedral. Two quick beats later I slammed my hand down on the ice-blue button that sat before the heart-pierced statue of Deijin.

The lambent glowstones on the triangular shelves behind the statue began to extinguish. There was an invisible divide between them, and the stones on the left had started to go out just ahead of when I’d hit my button. I assumed that each half was connected to one of the buttons and that Nuralie had hit her own just ahead of mine. I held my breath, hoping that there was some grace with the timing. After all, what would have happened if there’d only been one of us inside the loop? There had to be some margin of error provided.

When all the stones had gone out, I heard the shuffle of moving earth and turned to peer through the narrow, bronze doorway. Hundreds of humanoid creatures were dragging themselves from the dirt throughout the field outside. They were nude, bodies pale and filthy. Their eyes were vacant, their expressions slack, but they began walking towards the cathedral with rapid strides. It was not the meandering shuffle I expected of the dead, but the steady march of people with a purpose.

I quickly identified one.

Husk: Undead, Grade 10.

As the first few Husks made their way through the door, I raised my hammer and shield, prepping for oncoming violence. I could handle a few Grade 10s on my own. Of course, there were 512 of them. However, before the first ranks of the soulless dead could meet me, the walls of the cathedral rippled and shimmered.

An ethereal view of the basilica superimposed itself atop the cathedral, its warm colors and spherical chambers contrasting sharply with the dreary and geometric features of the cathedral. The mosaic floor shimmered in a combination of colors from both churches, each one completing the other to form a Celestial symbol. The tiles shifted aside, revealing recesses from which figures emerged, clad in golden robes.

They were Deijinon, the loson race with bird-like attributes. Feathers ran down their heads and arms, their hands ending in talons, their eyes bright yellow, orange, or green. Wings sprouted from their backs, and they lifted off the ground with a few quick flaps. As they spun to face me, the Deijinon looked upon me with marble features, bodies enveloped by a thin gray soul halo. Something about the souls felt wrong, however; artificial. I realized that they were not true Deijinon, but statues like the icon of Deijin herself. Their eyes drifted past me, fixing on Deijin. A look of fury crossed their faces, and they began rushing toward her.

I turned to follow their flight as they sped around me, finding Nuralie standing close to the altar, awed by the scene. She watched the Deijinon in amazement, but a dark look crossed her face when she caught sight of the door. She stepped forward, readying her bow. I spun to follow her gaze and saw the soulless Husks streaming through the narrow door. Their progress was slowed as sixteen of the Deijinon swooped forth to bar their entry with towering shields. They formed a shield wall the width of the cathedral, and the Husks began beating upon them with thick fists. The blows created deep thunks against the shields, and the Deijinon shifted their footing to resist the tide of flesh that continued to pour in.

The flight of Deijinon landed on the deity’s statue, their hands grasping at the spear that bound her. Sixteen gathered and gripped the haft, then sixteen more wrapped their arms around those and helped to pull back against the weapon. More of the Deijinon gripped the statue, locking it in place as the spear slowly slid out from Deijin’s heart. Once the weapon was pulled free, the statue burst to life.

Deijin stood from her throne, ten feet tall, robes transforming from stone to cloth and billowing in a brisk wind that suddenly filled the cathedral. Her form was enveloped in a swelling soul halo, deep and powerful with a spark of the divine. It was a far cry from the power I’d sensed from the avatars or even Zura, but it was still potent and bathed the room in holy majesty, enveloping all who stood before her. Still, like the Deijinon, her soul rang hollow, as though it were carved from stone as well.

Icon of Deijin: Construct, Grade 30

Deijin looked down at the altar where the mass of disconnected souls sat, having traveled from the basilica and into the cathedral through the spiritual thread. She reached out and touched a single finger to the orb, the light flaring and traveling up into her arm. Her multicolored wings stretched, and she swept forward, the gust left in her wake strong enough that I threw an arm up to shield my watering eyes. The Icon landed in front of the Deijinon shield wall and amidst the teeming mass of Husks. They reached up and gripped at her robes, pulling and tearing at them, their hollow eyes filling with pain, mouths starting to hang open in yawning, silent cries.

Deijin swept her arms and wings wide, and spiritual energy poured from her in a torrent, radiant beams striking the hearts of each of the Husks. Scores of the creatures began to pull away, looks of confusion replacing despair, some holding hands to their faces as if overwhelmed. Their bodies began to transform, their features becoming defined, scales, feathers, or craggy growths sprouting on their skin.

The shield wall backed up, allowing more of the Husks to pour into the cathedral, whose hearts were quickly blessed with the essence of life. Deijin’s gift swept through them in a gale, and, in time, the creatures were turned from a mindless horde to a rejoicing mass of Guelons, Hyrachons, and Deijinon. A full congregation of 512 newborn losons praised the icon of Deijin, dropping to their knees, bowing at her feet, and weeping with joy.

Nuralie stepped up beside me, eyes glistening, and we watched the spectacle together in silence. Eventually, the Icon of Deijin pulled away from her flock and glided back to us. When she landed, she looked down at us with warmth and curiosity. Half of the golden Deijinon gathered behind her like guardians, watching us with cautious eyes while the rest moved through the former Husks, gifting them new robes and baskets of food.

Deijin looked between the two of us, her false soul poking and prodding at our own. After a few moments, she smiled and spoke in a voice that made the very walls of the cathedral tremble.

“You worked toward enlightenment when you could have rested in ignorance. You exercised restraint when you could have prevailed through violence. I am thankful for your patience and your temperance. You may now quit yourselves of this prison, but before you depart, I offer you these gifts to aid in your travels.”

She held out her hands, each of which held a shining ring, offering one to me. It was clear and faceted, catching the light of the chamber and casting countless reflections. The other seemed to be made of blue mist, ever moving but fixed in its shape. She held that one out to Nuralie.

We accepted the rings, and before I became distracted by the reward, I met Deijin’s eyes and decided to ask her a burning question.

“Hi, hello,” I said. “Thanks for these. I have a question if you have a moment to answer.”

Her smile widened slightly, and she inclined her head for me to continue.

“So, I understand the rooms being separated by an extra dimension, but why were there two rooms on the loop? Why did they change back and forth by random chance? I’m not sure that follows from the spatial tomfoolery that was going on. Not that I have a firm grasp of the implications of said foolery.”

Deijin listened to my words, eyes distant in contemplation. She smiled down at us again, then spoke.

“You worked toward enlightenment when you could have rested in ignorance. You exercised restraint…”

So on and so forth. Nuralie frowned and leaned over to whisper to me. “We can ask the next statue we find the same question. I am sure they will have a satisfactory answer.”

I glanced at her, eyebrow raised, and she gave me a small grin. I chuckled, heady from relief after being trapped in the loop for nearly a week. Before we had a chance to inspect the rings or further test the pseudo-inanimate deity for its doctoral candidacy, the Icon waved a hand, and the room disappeared as we were teleported away.

The cathedral faded, and the world resolved itself into an onyx chamber lit by brass lanterns. Glossy ferns filled the space, with bioluminescent mushrooms adding a subtle green glow to the soft light of the oil lamps. The space immediately around us was a small patch of low grass. A stone table was nestled at its center, covered in a variety of drinks and food. There were no entrances or exits to be seen, nor were any of our party members present. I took a glance at the table, my mouth watering as the smell of freshly grilled meats and soft bread wafted over us.

“Wait,” I said. “The statue said we could have prevailed through violence. Does that mean that we could have punched our way out?”

“I guess so.” Pause. “If we wanted to be ignorant brutes.”

“Could we have been well-educated brutes?”

“Maybe if we’d solved the puzzle and still punched our way out.”

“Missed opportunity,” I said with a sigh. “What a day. Straight from violating spatial laws and aiding the simulacrum of a deity to a lovely picnic.”

Nuralie ignored the table, instead studying the ring in her hand. I took her cue and identified my own ring.

Deijin’s Path

May her wings guide you.

Requirements: WIS 30, Dimensional Magic 30

+60% to the range of your teleports.

“Pretty damn good,” I said, taking off my gauntlet and slipping it on.

The ring adjusted size to fit my finger, then grew flat and unobtrusive when I slid my gauntlet back on over it. I’d snagged another level in Dimensional with my first 4D teleport, so the ring took my “safe” teleport range up to 248 feet. If I went all out with Reckless Shortcut, the ring would take my maximum range up to 4.7 miles, which was really starting to cover some distance.

“Is your ring as busted as mine?” I asked Nuralie. She’d already equipped the item but held her hand up for me to inspect.

Deijin’s Star

May her generosity empower you.

Requirements: Intelligence 40, Spiritual Magic 20

+60% to the range of your Sense abilities.

“You can certainly take advantage of that,” I said. “Looks like the rewards were based on our main contributions to solving the puzzle.”

“Do you think there was a different reward if we solved it through punching?” she asked. “Or was this a special reward for solving it the correct way?”

“Who the fuck knows,” I said, then sat down heavily at the table. “This Delve is full of all sorts of ambiguous shit. How do we even know we solved that puzzle the ‘correct’ way? I mean, how would anyone else have solved it?”

Nuralie sat across from me and started taking in the spread of delights. “The challenges might be tailored to us,” she said. “The Delve Core had weeks to observe us in the Training Expo. Maybe it changes things based on the Delvers.”

“Itsh poshible,” I said through a mouthful of delicious, warm brown bread. Why was it still warm? Who’d put it there? How high was their Baking skill? It was damn good. I swallowed and gestured at Nuralie with the half-eaten hunk. “I, for one, am turning my brain off for a bit. Oh, is this beer?” I peered into a flagon filled with an amber liquid. I smelled it, poured some out into a tankard, and took a sip. “No, it’s fruit juice. Even better!” I drained the glass and poured myself another.

“I think your questions about the loop may not have an answer you would like,” Nuralie said, filling a plate with grilled fish and root vegetables.

“Brain’s off,” I replied. I chewed on a bite of steak, then set my fork and knife down and crossed my arms. “Fine, go ahead and explain.”

“You wanted the puzzle to make sense from your old perspective, which you even pointed out. Earth did not have magic, and so the sciences of Earth do not consider that as a factor.” She took a sip of a light-colored wine. “Perhaps we are ignorant of the nature of higher dimensions, and the puzzle’s layout makes sense on a level we can never comprehend.” Pause. “On the other hand, the puzzle was not merely one of dimensions, but also of the spirit. Many powers were at play that went beyond our expertise. I would not ascribe mundane logic to a living statue, so perhaps you should not ascribe Earth logic to a dimensional space that is, almost certainly, governed by some magical concepts.”

I leaned back and stared absently at the ceiling, working the idea through my head. My natural inclination was to reject the idea. After all, if I was willing to give up pursuing a theory because I could throw my hands up and say “magic,” it would be very easy to become intellectually lazy.

Still, she had a point. Despite having been given the advice several times, I tended to overlook the presence of supernatural forces when dealing with problems in Arzia, even when I was trying to stay aware of that shortcoming. Maybe the Delve had arranged the loop to give us hints, and the shifting stairwells didn’t have an answer rooted in traditional physics. In the end, I would probably never know, but that didn’t mean I was going to give up thinking about it. It just meant that there were additional variables to consider.

“Maybe the entryways to the stairwells were tethered to an anchored dimensional space,” I began. “Since both led to the same three-dimensional location, the entryway could have been enchanted to create a random chance as to which fourth-dimensional location it revealed once observed.”

“Enchantments based on observation could be a function of Spiritual Magic, since it often deals with the mind,” Nuralie added. “The spaces becoming fixed once observed could also be from some kind of spiritual link to the relevant space.”

We debated the possibilities as we feasted to our heart’s content. I was glad to have gotten the opportunity to spend some extra one-on-one time with Nuralie. I could be as cerebral as I wanted, and she not only kept up but also challenged me.

That’s not to say the rest of our crew wasn’t a smart bunch, but they weren’t always willing to partake in an hours-long debate. Varrin only had so many thoughts on the relationship between mana weaves and the tensile strengths of different metals, for instance. Eventually, he just wanted to start cutting shit into pieces to determine which magic sword he liked better.

The food was good, the environment was pleasant for a Delve, and all was well with the world until more insects began crawling out of the walls.

This time, they were homicidal.


Chapter 9


Current time dilation: 0.7

Nuralie and I ate our fill and then separated into our own corners of the room to pursue our individual interests. Nuralie took several clippings of the thickly growing ferns and picked several of the glowing mushrooms for study. She had flora samples from across the Delve lined up in front of her on the table, cleared of its dirty dishes, and now covered in a portable alchemy set.

She cut into one of the large fruits we’d found on the cathedral grounds, releasing a puff of gray vapor that swirled in the air from place to place as though it were inspecting the chamber. Nuralie gently coaxed the vapor into a bottle with hands that glowed with Spiritual power, then stoppered it. She gave it a gentle shake, frowned, then sat it down. She threw a mushroom into a mortar, pressed down on it with a pestle, then poured the bioluminescent juice that came out of the fungus into a beaker that she swirled around like a glass of fine wine. She placed the remains of the mushroom into a small, low-temperature oven to dry, then repeated the process with several more toadstools.

Meanwhile, I flicked away the occasional curious beetle while I flipped through a text on Mystical Magic. My only spell in the school was Dispel, which I knew I wasn’t using to its full potential.

My use of the skill had primarily focused on countering spells cast by monsters or other Delvers. I’d used it a handful of times on mana-woven objects, but never directly on a person to disrupt magical effects imbued into their body. Etja’s Nullify spell was similar, but it hit in an area, whereas Dispel was single-target. I’d fallen into the habit of letting the party’s dedicated mage handle most of the countermagic for that reason. She was also just better at it; Mystical Magic was one of my lowest intrinsics with a Level of 17.

I also wanted the intrinsic’s Level 20 evolution, which was close enough to taste. Mystical Magic was primarily focused on the manipulation of raw mana, and its evolutions reflected that. My Level 10 evo in Mystical improved my mana shaping efficiency across the board for all spells. It might even apply to techniques as well, since manipulating stamina in that way was also just called mana shaping.

Etja’s Level 20 in Mystical had significantly improved her natural perception of mana and magical effects, upgrading an inherent feature of Mystical Magic that I also wasn’t taking advantage of. It was about time I started leaning back into the mage side of my build, especially since I was about to be plowing all of my next level’s points into Intelligence to boost my damage. I might as well learn some more fine control over the way mana operated while I was at it.

The book had some insights I found interesting, but it was limited by the Hiwardian inclination to hoard the best secrets, lest one’s enemies discover them. Having spoken with Etja about the school a few times, it seemed like the former golem was more knowledgeable on the subject—or more willing to share the good stuff—than whoever wrote the book I held.

It was a bit frustrating, but at least there was a list of potential evolutions. Of course, there was no guarantee I would be offered one that was listed, as opposed to being railroaded into something silly by the System or an uncaring eldritch being. Fortune might even interfere with my evolutions, for fuck’s sake. Still, it gave me some ideas about what I might run into.

As I heaved a frustrated sigh over the lack of useful material in the tome, Nuralie shot up from her alchemy work. Her bow appeared in her hand, and she had an arrow nocked before I could dog-ear the page I was on. It hurt me to mistreat the book so, but I didn’t want to waste time finding a bookmark. Also, screw that book—it was mostly useless.

“What’s up?” I asked, pulling out Somncres and activating Gracorvus in shield mode.

“Something living is approaching from the northern wall,” she said. I began moving into position between the archer and the potential enemy. After a few seconds, Nuralie added, “It is profane, but not evil.”

“How does that work?” I asked. “It’s something the Eschenden rejects, but that isn’t automatically hostile to life?”

“Perhaps,” she said. “It is close.” She stepped away into the ferns and disappeared.

I focused on the wall, holding Gracorvus up and morphing Somncres into a throwing hammer. I kept a good distance from the wall, giving myself room to take advantage of my ranged options. I heard a shifting, scraping sound ahead of me and felt a soft vibration in the soil below.

A hand made up of three segmented digits and covered in chitin burst from the stone. It grabbed the surface of the wall and pulled. The rest of its body quickly followed, revealing a masculine, bipedal creature covered in the hard exoskeleton of an insect and the color of red clay. Two antennae swished through the air, angling around the room and bobbing in opposing up-and-down motions. A set of four translucent wings stretched out and flicked off dust and dirt before sliding beneath a hard covering on its back. Its features, however, were disturbingly human.

I held back on attacking, giving the creature time to emerge and study the room with dark eyes, its black irises and pupils formed into small, honeycomb patterns. I was hesitant to open hostilities with a creature that Nuralie hadn’t been able to identify as evil, especially after seeing its face. Whatever it was, it definitely wasn’t human, but it looked intelligent. I went ahead and identified it.

Deletar, the Doomed Aspirant: Abomination, Grade 14.

The grade was the first thing I checked. I’d recently spent time customizing my interface to streamline the information I got, and a numeral was quicker to process than a word. I’d directed my UI to default towards efficiency.

Some of the tension left me when I saw the number. Fourteen wasn’t too bad, especially if there was only one. While I didn’t feel too threatened, the name and creature type didn’t sound very friendly.

“Hello there,” I said. “You gave us a startle.”

I maintained my combat stance, hammer primed for a throw, and Gracorvus held up between us. I was willing to see if this thing wanted to talk, but I was also ready to squash it at the first sign of aggression. It finished appraising the room and then looked at me.

“I am Deletar,” it said. As its mouth moved, I could see sharp, serrated mandibles hidden within.

“I’m Arlo,” I replied. “Well met. May I ask what you’re doing here?”

The creature’s head twitched. “I smelled new candidates,” it said. Its antennae continued to scan the room. “You are alone?”

“My friends stepped out to grab some beer,” I answered. “They’ll be back any second.”

Its head twitched again. “Very well,” it said. “Then I should make this quick.”

A longsword appeared in its hand. It gripped the hilt with both hands, turning its body to a three-quarters profile and spreading its legs. It was a motion I’d seen hundreds of times when sparring with Varrin.

I didn’t doubt that I could handle a Grade 14. Shog had soloed an enemy of that grade, and I felt confident that my capabilities exceeded my summon’s. Plus, I’d gained four levels since that fight. I was still on guard for tricks, but if a fight could be avoided, all the better.

“Sure you want to do that?” I asked. “I have no quarrel with you.”

“I must, if I am to leave this place.”

Now that got me curious. “Care to elaborate on⁠—”

Its wings burst out and kicked up a storm of wind as the creature surged forward. The sword ignited in blue-white flames, and its body glowed white as it muttered under its breath.

I recognized both skills. The first was Flametongue, a favorite technique of my former mentor, Guardian Lito. It was a basic weapon augment but not one to underestimate. The second was the spell Enhance Attribute, which increased the potency of a specific aspect of the selected attribute. My guess here was movement speed.

I threw Somncres, layering Homing Weapon and Oblivion Orb for my classic Void Hammer combo. I duplicated the weapon three times, trying to end the fight before it started. The combo was a resource hog, but it was devastating when it landed. With the bonus from my recent Flurry of Blows evolution, each hammer would also do more damage than the last.

However, I wasn’t prepared for the consequences of my actions.

My hammers finally broke the sound barrier.

A sonic boom erupted, and a pressure wave struck my body nearly instantly after the hammer left my hand. A thunderous roar rattled my teeth and armor, but it wasn’t nearly as intense as I’d thought it would be. My Explosion! spell had been louder when I’d hit The Pit with its supercharged version. The sound my hammers made was only about as loud as lightning striking a tree across the street, as opposed to someone firing a handgun an inch away from my ear. Enough to make my ears ring, but not enough to deafen me.

The enemy was quick, that was for certain, but my hammers were quicker. Somncres Prime collided with Deletar’s chest, and a bright shield burst to life around him, some evolution or skill granting him a brief moment of invulnerability. The first copy followed an instant after, connecting with his chitin, which lit up with runes. Mana weaves worked overtime to mitigate the damage, fizzling and burning out as they absorbed the impact.

The second copy landed true, crushing into the exoskeleton and creating a dense web of cracks. Oblivion Orb activated, taking a large chunk of armor with it. The third copy collided with Deletar’s exposed flesh, crushing muscle and bone, then shredding internals with Dimensional damage from my Orb.

Despite the damage, Deletar’s momentum carried his charge through. His sword came down on Gracorvus with a two-handed swing, and his enhanced might sent a piercing pain down the length of my arm. The flames burst out from his weapon, my shield glowing with heat as fire wrapped around its edges to scorch my armor.

HP: 1,220 -> 1,125

The clang of the insectoid’s hit was nearly as loud as the sonic boom, but I easily tanked its supercharged attack. Deletar flowed into another form, the gaping wound in his chest making his movements sloppy. I prepared for a second exchange, Somncres reappearing in my hand. However, before we could trade more blows, Deletar went limp and collapsed to the ground.

I blinked, confused at first, then spotted an arrow sprouting from the creature’s neck. Deletar’s eyes flitted from side to side, his lips working as if to speak, and gray-blue energy pulsed from the wound. I had Mystical Magic on my mind, so I focused and tried to follow the flow of mana from Nuralie’s arrow. The energy was attacking Deletar’s mana matrix, which was rapidly dissolving. My skill level was too low to discern any other notable details about the process. After a few seconds, the creature went completely still.

I nudged the bugman with my boot, getting no reaction. I hit him with another Oblivion Orb-empowered swing to the chest—Fortune’s Folly’s signature double tap. It erased most of his chest cavity. I looked at the wall and prepared for more enemies, but Nuralie stepped out of the shadows and gave me the all-clear.

I lowered my weapon, then bent down to inspect the arrow. It had hit near the base of Deletar’s skull, toward the back of the insectoid’s neck. I was no doctor, but I estimated the projectile had severed the base of its spine, assuming it had one.

“Damn,” I said. “Two attacks, and he went down.” I scratched at my short beard, then looked at Nuralie’s bow. “What did you hit him with?”

“Broadhead arrow tipped with Spectral poison fired at a critical point identified using Weak Spot with my aim assisted by Calculated Shot, Flawless Precision, and Sniper. I used the skill Nightstrike to add additional Spectral damage, which I discovered it was weak to by using Target Analysis.” Pause. “The attack was further empowered by Rot, Plague Doctor, and Haunting Poisons, although I do not think they added much.”

I stared at her, mind running down the mile-long list of abilities she’d just rattled off. “Well,” I said, “it was effective.”

“I am satisfied with the results.”

Your party has slain Deletar, the Doomed Aspirant: Abomination, Grade 14. Your party receives the following rewards:

1) 14 Emerald Chips

2) 1 Insectoid Essence

3) 1 Longsword of the Bluewren

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

You receive: 7 Emerald Chips.

Party Leader has set item allocation to: Master Looter.

Party Leader receives all other rewards.

I toggled the redundant text at the end of the loot notifications off, continuing my trend of UI cleanup. I didn’t need to read about the selected method of loot distribution every damn time. It just got in the way of the details I actually cared about—the payout.

“Seven chips!” I said. “Loot split 2 ways goes a lot farther than 5, eh?”

“Perhaps we should start a side venture,” Nuralie said dryly.

“A & N Exterminators. If you’re infested, we’re invested!”

“When bugs become squatters”—pause—“then we come in to slaughter.”

I chuckled, then pulled out the sword to inspect it.

Longsword of the Bluewren

An heirloom that has been passed down for generations and thought to be lost with the disappearance of its wielder, Deletar Bluewren. This sword is made from an alloy of Frozen Steel and Madrin, making it highly resilient and receptive to mana.

Requirements: STR 20, AGI 10, INT 10, WIS 10

Effects:

1) Beneficial spells and techniques that target or buff this weapon are 25% stronger.

2) Negative spells and techniques that target or debuff this weapon are 25% weaker.

3) +20 Mana

4) +2 Mana Regen

My humor dissolved as I studied the item. “Bluewren is one of Hiward’s main houses,” I said, tone somber. “It says the owner was Deletar Bluewren.” I looked down at the insectoid creature we’d just slain.

“Was he corrupted somehow?” asked Nuralie. She looked like the idea made her ill.

“This is certainly something to loop Varrin in on. If Deletar is one of the Delvers who disappeared inside this Delve, then if someone gets stuck in here for too long or fails a challenge…”

I trailed off, leaving the thought incomplete. Neither of us wanted to consider the idea that we might become the insectoid pawns of whatever twisted Delve Core ran this place. I felt my pulse quicken as the notion settled, but not out of fear, out of anger. It was one thing for a Delver to die within a Delve, but it came with the job. It was something else entirely for the Delve to twist them into a monstrous slave.

Deletar had even kept some level of his prior intelligence, making whatever happened to him all the worse. He’d said that he had to kill me in order to escape. Were there more Doomed Aspirants wandering the halls of this place, fallen Delvers who sought to kill those who entered for a chance at salvation? Even if they could escape, would they remain trapped in such a twisted body? It was perverse.

It was made worse by the notification we received.

Delve Objective Updated:

This Delve has its price, and that price is time, but what happens once you’ve gone broke?

Your group has successfully navigated the trial placed before you. However, your allies have yet to emerge from their own. Their time is up, but you can buy them back in. All you have to do is survive.

Time until you are challenged by the next camp of Aspirants: 16 hours.

Current time dilation: 0.6
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It was frustrating that the System, the Delve Core, or whatever was running this place hadn’t given us an express time limit before we’d gone into our individual challenges. It also seemed arbitrary that we were suddenly facing another countdown a few hours after Nuralie and I emerged from the loop. Had we barely scraped out a victory just before we would have failed a hidden objective? Or was there something else going on?

It wasn’t normal, both Nuralie and I agreed. While Varrin, Grotto, and Xim were the resident Delve experts, neither of us were slouches on the topic, and this didn’t fit the pattern. The nature of this new enemy was out of step. Delves were filled with mana monsters, machines, and other non-sentient foes. Those that were sentient were inside the Delve by choice, such as our old pal Hognay or The Mimic.

While Deletar had probably entered the Delve of his own free will, I doubted his transformation was at his behest, and the decision to attack us had seemed coerced. If the System existed to challenge Delvers, encourage their growth, and guide them toward ascension, why would it penalize a failure by warping them into corrupted pawns afterward? Delves certainly “recycled” fallen Delvers—consuming their bodies for mana and other resources—but this sort of thing was beyond the pale.

That left us with a few theories. The most obvious was that we had no idea what we were talking about and Delves were sometimes malicious entities that did this sort of thing. Next was the idea that Deletar had not truly been the Delver himself but a drone created based on his build and given his weapon.

It was still abhorrent to create a thinking being that believed it was someone who’d died and to lead it on with the hope of escape. In some ways, that was no different than having doomed the original to the same fate. It was possible that Deletar had been a convincing fake with no real will of his own, the few sentences he spoke being predetermined lines the creature recited from a script. That idea was less morally reprehensible, but why deploy such a scare tactic?

Finally, there was the theory that we were being manipulated to see a reality that wasn’t true. I’d already dismissed that idea back in the loop, reasoning that my Wisdom was too high for it to be a primary possibility. If I had the stats of a normal Level 10, I’d need to have invested nearly half of all my stats into Wisdom to get to where I was. Certainly the Delve didn’t expect challengers to dive so hard into a single stat. Mental baloney seemed unlikely.

Regardless of why the Delve was doing what it was, Nuralie and I had to handle it. The System message had implied that the next wave of bugmen would be a “group,” rather than an individual. We’d melted Deletar without trouble—a single Grade 14 wasn’t a threat—but two Grade 14s could be annoying. Any more than that might start to test us.

That is, if we hadn’t been given time to prepare.

We had sixteen hours until the next Doomed Aspirants came knocking, and we used that time wisely. I initially tried to see if I could find a viable teleportation destination to the outside, but wherever we were, it was surrounded by at least a few miles’ worth of dirt and stone. Even if I’d found an empty space to blink into, there was always the chance it was outside the Delve. I didn’t relish the idea of floating around through space. If we were buried in some geological body, it was also possible to teleport into an underground chamber filled with unbreathable or toxic air or even fucking magma. Teleporting somewhere you couldn’t see was just a bad idea altogether.

We then tried our hand at digging out through the tunnel Deletar had made. It had mostly collapsed behind the bugman, but the dirt was loose, and the stone wall was already broken. It was the easiest mode of egress. Unfortunately, that tactic was met by a System message.

You must remain in the challenge room to lend your allies more time. Leaving will cause them to automatically fail.

I hadn’t been surprised, but it was still good to explore our options.

With our “run and hide” plan foiled, we adjusted the terrain to better suit us. The room was more or less a flat expanse with some meager cover provided by the ferns growing throughout it. There were some shadows Nuralie could use to hide, but once she was discovered, she wouldn’t have many places to fall back to. We still had several fortification packages like the one I’d used against Yaretzi, along with some basic construction materials, so we set up a series of defensible locations with a variety of orientations.

Deletar had come from the northern wall, but that was no guarantee that the rest would also come from the north. We destroyed the lanterns lighting the room as well and harvested all the bioluminescent mushrooms, since Nuralie and I both had excellent darkvision. It might cause trouble for intruders without any sensory upgrades.

Next came the traps.

Alchemy was only one piece of Nuralie’s capability to orchestrate the painful death of her foes in advance. The loson also had the Machinist intrinsic, which augmented her ability to work with mechanical gadgets. It was the skill she’d used to create timed launchers for Dazzlers and poisons when we assaulted the Littan camp, among other devices. It had also seen substantial growth throughout the maze at the beginning of Deijin’s Descent, where she disarmed trap after trap, disassembled them, and kept the remains. The skill was on the precipice of an evolution, and as she worked to install the deadly instruments around the room, she finally reached Level 20.

“Easy choice,” she said.

Mana Triggers

You can create runes that allow for your traps to be triggered on contact from up to 2X feet away, where X is your level in Machinist. You may cause these runes to ignore allies.

Now Nuralie didn’t need wires, pressure plates, or switches for her targets to stumble upon. She summoned glyphs that melted into the ground, invisible to the naked eye and undetectable without some form of mana sense or revealing ability. It cut the work for installing traps in half, and she could even trigger a glyph remotely to activate a trap in a different part of the room.

The traps we had on hand included a variety of elemental devices, a couple of traps each dealing Spectral, Force, and Dimensional damage, potion launchers, and good old-fashioned crossbows. My contribution was mostly limited to manual labor—mainly digging—and two uses of Sage Advice to help Nuralie accomplish some fine-tuning of the traps outside the expertise of her own magic schools.

We didn’t set up every trap we had. We wanted to hold some in reserve in case we were faced with multiple waves of foes, which both of us were certain would happen. It would have been unfortunate if our fancy, non-renewable magic traps all got triggered by the first few enemies running circles around the room. We established five kill zones, one around each wall and one in the center in case enemies decided to emerge from below or—as a superior tactician would advise—from above us.

We left ourselves a pre-planned route leading around the space and between the kill zones, clear of traps or crossfire and giving us access to fortified cover. It was organized in an asymmetric pattern so that it wouldn’t become immediately apparent to our enemies what was safe and what wasn’t. I couldn’t accidentally set off the runes, but I could activate a few of the mechanical triggers that Nuralie had mixed in to diversify the challenge our enemies would face.

After all of that was said and done, I kept watch while Nuralie caught some rest. There wasn’t enough time for me to get any sleep, but hopefully there would be another long break between waves. I was a long way off from suffering deprivation symptoms, but any good Delver knew to grab some kip anytime it became available.

Finally, we were set up and ready to go, waiting for the last few minutes to count down. Nuralie was well-hidden, and I waited for her signal telling me there were enemies at the gates. I stuffed some earplugs in and slapped on my helm. Nuralie signalled that two enemies were approaching from the western wall, and I started channeling Explosion!.

The pair of hostiles emerged at the same time, their entry separated by a few yards. As Nuralie and I had agreed, we’d designed the triggers to give the enemy time to consider their actions and for me to try and get them to talk.

One was a masculine, mantis-looking person with curved blades melded into his body. The other was stocky and feminine, with a large pair of pincers attached to a bulging tail that made her look like an earwig—the most repulsive insect known to man. Both identified as Grade 14 Doomed Aspirants. The woman carried a staff, and so I silently oriented Explosion! to detonate next to her. Always kill the squishies first.

“Hey folks,” I said with a smile. “We’re not looking for any trouble. Do either of you care to negotiate?”

Despite the earplugs, my hearing was sensitive enough for regular conversation.

The pair of insectoids cast a glance at one another. Mantis was the one to reply, his voice sounding like someone took sandpaper to his vocal cords.

“No,” he said.

I cast Explosion!

The spell blew Earwig’s left arm into chunks and flung her across the room, where she landed on a trap rune. It triggered a flamethrower that sprayed liquid fire down onto her from above, the magical substance clinging to her half-pulped body. Earwig screeched as the fire ignited her, either lacking the magical means to extinguish herself or forgetting that she could do so in her panic. I gave it even odds as to which.

Mantis stumbled forward from the shockwave, then caught the front side of one of our barriers to keep from falling, blades scraping along the fortification’s metal edge. He wasn’t close enough to the spell to take any serious damage, but he staggered over a pressure plate, and three crossbows fired poisoned bolts into his carapace. One bounced off, but two found soft spots along his abdomen.

Before he could recover, I hurled a quadruple Void Hammer at his chest. He managed to parry one, and a defensive skill protected him from the second, but the third and fourth landed. Two chunks of his chest were reduced to a pulpy mess, his Dimensional resistance keeping some of his body from being warped away, but not enough for the remaining tissue to retain structural integrity.

As the contents of Mantis’s chest emptied out and dripped down the barrier before him, an arrow appeared in his eye. His head whipped back from the force of the projectile, then he slumped to the ground.

Amazingly, he wasn’t quite dead, but he wasn’t getting back up. Nuralie’s poison quickly finished the job.

The room was filled with the scent of bug guts and burning flesh.

“Not too bad,” I said. “Though it’s a shame the flamethrower got spent. Probably overkill.”

“There is no such thing,” said Nuralie. She was already moving to reset the crossbows.

I dragged the bug bodies to a pit we’d dug for corpse disposal and hucked them in alongside the desiccated remains of Deletar. The Delve would soon drain the corpses of the new arrivals down to blackened shells, but they would’ve still created a tripping hazard. It was important to keep the workplace clear of any debris.

Soon after, we received our kill notifications and rewards, each of us netting 14 emerald chips for our efforts. It was an obscene sum of money, enough for a sensible person to retire young and live out the rest of their days in luxury. Before I could review the rest of the loot, the System kindly informed us of our adjusted timeline.

Time until you are challenged by the next camp of Aspirants: 8 hours.

Current time dilation: 0.5

“Lovely,” I muttered after reading it. “The timer’s been halved.”

“I expect there will be 3 bugs next time, as well,” said Nuralie.

I bit my lip but pushed the worry aside. After all our prep, two bugs had practically been easier than one. Three bugs shouldn’t be awful. However, if it kept escalating—with four bugs in four hours followed by five bugs in two hours—I wasn’t sure how far we’d get, even with all of our advantages. This was also the quickest advancement of the dilation timer so far, which was a problem that would follow us through the Delve even if we prevailed over this section.

I said a silent prayer that the rest of the party would arrive soon and went on to check out the weapons we’d received.

Earwig had dropped a staff that boosted healing a bit but had no foreboding lore or house identification attached to it. Xim might use it, but it wasn’t really her style. Mantis had dropped a pair of blades the System identified as Twin Kukris of Devastation, though I questioned their classification as kukris. They were curved forward, slightly smaller than an average shortsword, and did an extra 50% damage on crit when used alone or 100% extra when wielded together. The handles were made out of the remains of Mantis’s arms but shaped well enough for a good grip. Nuralie had some competency with compact blades, so I handed them off to her.

We also got two more insectoid essences, and Mantis dropped a Brooch of House Spyreling that allowed for long-range voice communication with another brooch that was linked to it. As expected, the item did not function inside of the Delve.

I considered the name of the brooch, but House Spyreling wasn’t a Hiwardian house. I didn’t know enough about the nobility of other nations to recognize the name, so I set it aside to show Varrin. We finished setting up the room for the next group, and I grabbed a nap while Nuralie toyed with her new weapons, which she’d decided were very big knives, as opposed to very small swords.

I dreamt of a pair of eyes the size of planets watching me, impassive and unblinking.

I awoke wondering whether I should be thinking harder about accepting that Luck evolution. I moved the matter up to the top of The List, ate breakfast, and got ready for the assuredly violent day ahead of me.

The third group came from the south wall and was, as expected, composed of three bugs. I didn’t bother talking this time, instead activating Explosion! the moment I saw a wasp in tattered green robes holding a wand. He’d obviously forgotten the importance of Fortitude, as my spell reduced him to giblets.

The other two put up more of a fight. There was a stink bug person standing seven feet tall, weighing something like 600 pounds, and swinging a two-handed spiked mace that crushed everything it encountered like a musical theater student’s hopes of a lucrative career path. The other was a flea of indeterminate gender who hurled javelins at a constant, consistent pace like a moving turret.

Our crossbow traps clinked off Stinkbug’s shell, and Flea leapt around the room with such speed that I couldn’t land a hit. I had to use Gravity Anchor to keep Stinkbug’s mace from slinging me around while I soaked enough Javelins to the back that after a half minute of fighting, my porcupine cosplay was coming along quite well.

The tides turned when Nuralie let loose with a charged Hunger Shot that placed three broadheads just below Flea’s tiny head, and their whole cranium popped right off. Stinkbug grew enraged after that, but it only made him sloppy. I Shortcut around the room, kiting him into traps while Nuralie lined up shots at his joints. Eventually, I opened up a hole in the armor along his back with a Void Hammer, and Nuralie deposited a lethal arrow into Stinkbug’s raging heart.

More chips, more insectoid essences, a Wand of Spectral Bolt, a Ceremonial Javelin of Infinite Revenge—which came with an ammo counter that slowly replenished over time—and a Giant Spiked Mace of the Bloody Jubilee.

The wand was okay and Nuralie’s attunement let her use it. Even so, it wouldn’t be anything more than a backup for her. The javelin was a cool throwing weapon, but its governing intrinsic was Piercing. It didn’t fit my build. The spiked mace was by far the most interesting.

Giant Spiked Mace of the Bloody Jubilee

Two-Handed Mace

To Spike,

In commemoration of the day we feasted upon the life’s blood of our foes.

With love,

Dru

Requirements: STR 40, Blunt 40

Effects:

1) This weapon deals an additional 100% damage when wielded with two hands.

2) Whenever this weapon deals damage, it applies Bleeding/minute equal to your STR plus your Blunt skill level. Critical strikes apply twice this amount.

3) Once per hour you may increase your health regeneration by an amount equal to the combined Bleeding/min of enemies within a number of feet of you equal to your STR. This regeneration increase lasts for 1 hour.

It was a Blunt weapon, it increased regeneration, and it even came with a sweet note attached. I was nowhere close to being able to wield it, and I still preferred Somncres, but it might serve as a nifty backup weapon. I also remembered that Grotto could share my intrinsics through the new evolution my Traveler’s Amulet had attained. Seeing the little guy swinging a six-foot mace of blood-soaked devastation would be pretty cool, but I wasn’t sure he’d ever have the Strength for it. I tossed it into my inventory for later assessment.

Time until you are challenged by the next camp of Aspirants: 4 hours.

Current time dilation: 0.4

“As irritated as this ‘challenge’ makes me,” I said, “at least it’s consistent.”

“We will not live another 8 hours at this rate,” said Nuralie.

I did the depressing math in my head. It checked out.

Undeterred by the impossibility of surviving exponentially growing danger, we reset the room and got ready for the next wave.

This time, they came from above like properly sophisticated villains. However, the four insects did not land amidst our thoughtfully curated and arranged traps of sundry death.

They collapsed the ceiling on top of our traps.

Mechanical triggers activated, arrows fired into piles of dirt, and the runes for our Spectral and Ice traps were buried deep enough that they’d never be triggered unless one of our enemies was an enthusiastic—and evil—gopher. Then again, plenty of bugs dug into the ground. I still had hope.

There was a pause before the new Aspirants revealed themselves, which gave me time to keep charging Explosion! I had over 100 mana wrapped up in the spell when the bugs showed their faces. Though there were four of them, one in particular was impossible to ignore.

It was half woman, half fly, its body distorted into a tall, curvy humanoid with furry black skin, compound eyes, and a squirming proboscis in place of a mouth. Its wings buzzed as it descended, dark robes flowing around it like a wraith’s death shroud. It sat atop the back of a spectral, skeletal horse that glowed with lazily winding tendrils of cobalt energy, misty and ethereal.

It fell through the hole flanked on all sides by its allies. Before their feet—or hooves—had touched the ground, I snapped my fingers and activated my spell.

Death Fly’s hand twisted. She cast Dispel. Explosion! fizzled.

It’s amazing how one small act can reshape an entire battle.


Chapter 11


Current time dilation: 0.4

Once Explosion! had been countered, a lot of things happened very fast.

Fly was flanked on three sides by allies in a triangle formation, a gruesome menagerie of insectoid bodies. Their frontliner fell while facing me and wasted no time charging.

The creature was a hulking woman covered in a dark brown carapace. Her body was wide and oval in shape, with sharp horns growing from her skull. Before she’d even landed, broad wings shot out from beneath armored plates on her back, and I was reminded of a time I looked up to see a roach on the ceiling, only for it to fall toward me and fly away at the last second.

There are fewer things more terrifying than a flying cockroach.

Roach launched forward, wings kicking up a gust of air and sending dirt swirling around her allies behind her. She led with an 8-foot-long bardiche with a curved blade head half the length of my body. It was clearly a two-handed weapon, and she was wielding it in two hands. Of course, she had 3 hands on each side of her body, since she was a fucking roach, and the two hands she held it with were both on her right side. Her left side was guarded by a tower shield as tall as she was, which was only slightly shorter than her weapon.

She flashed through the room as fast as one of my hammers, the sonic boom her movement created even louder. I had my shield up and ready to block, but I could barely follow the arc of her bardiche as it crashed into Gracorvus.

I’d positioned myself with a Spectral trap between myself and the baddies falling from the sky, and while Roach’s “feet” didn’t contact Nuralie’s rune, the trigger had a spherical radius that could be adjusted out to 1 yard. Roach’s path took her over the trap, flying just close enough to the ground to set it off.

A small cluster of skeletal faces with yawning mouths swept out of the ceiling and bit into Roach with ethereal fangs. The warrior barely seemed to notice, already swinging her bardiche again.

To be clear, the time from when I saw Roach to when she was smashing into Gracorvus with her follow-up attack was less than a second. This bug was fast. Her second hit knocked Gracorvus aside, and her third cut into the armor on my chest. I felt the blade carve through skin and muscle, but before my severed nerves could start sending pain signals from the damage caused by the razor’s edge of her bardiche, she was already making another attack.

I somehow managed to get Gracorvus back up in time to block, but I could already feel fractures in my left arm as the force of the beating traveled through my shield and into my body.

HP: 1,220 -> 993

At the same time Roach was going absolutely HAM on my soft, fragile body, Necro Fly’s hands formed a series of complex mudras. They were the most human-looking part of her, but her fingers bent and distorted with impossible degrees of flexibility, and she completed whatever she’d been casting before Roach had gotten her third swing in.

Azure fractures spiderwebbed through the floor beside her, and a portal opened. A massive, thick hand grabbed the edge of the floor, and a hulking creature of stone and pure mana tore its way through the breach, rising nearly to the ceiling.

You have observed the Mystical Summon: Arcane Goliath spell.

The description of the spell added little information that its name didn’t already communicate, but I did note that I could learn it if I wanted to lean more into the minion game. I only hoped that Fly’s summons weren’t nearly as broken as my own, especially since the moment she’d finished the spell, her hands dashed through the motions again, several times faster than the first instance. I was half-expecting for smoke to start pouring off the digits from sheer friction against the air.

Another portal opened above, and a rippling creature of fire and molten rock descended.

You have observed the Divine Summon: Infernal spell.

The second spell had gone off so quickly that the Infernal was hitting the battlefield only an instant after the Goliath. The Goliath’s crystalline head puffed mana vapor and turned to find its enemy, but the Infernal had already locked onto me with smoldering reptilian eyes. It moved to give Roach an assist by clawing my guts out, and I had just enough time to identify the creatures and get a sense of their power.

Arcane Goliath: Construct, Grade 12.

Infernal: Demi-demon, Grade 12.

So, each one was about as strong as Shog was when he’d soloed the Lardigrey boss.

Not good.

As soon as Roach’s fourth swing landed, the Infernal struck at my midsection with burning claws that left my armor glowing where it hit. The smack made my teeth rattle, but my armor held up, and I took the blow without losing health. After such a fast and furious opener, I began suspecting that my Speed stat may not have been high enough.

There was a gurgling, trilling scream, and I caught the briefest glance of one of the other bugs clutching a hand to its neck. It was a slim-framed woman covered in soft fur with a pair of vibrant blue and yellow wings. She floated in the air, a mist of yellow particles shedding from her body and beginning to spread around the room. She held firmly to a staff in her left hand—its end a vibrantly glowing hunk of amber—while her right was pressed against a wound that gushed blood. Her body was shrouded by a blue shimmer I recognized as Mana Barrier—the ability that Etja used to offset damage—but the fletched tail of an arrow was still sprouting from between her fingers.

The moment I could process the situation, I cast Shortcut to extricate myself from the whirlwind of attacks from Roach and the Infernal. I appeared before Butterfly, smelling blood in the water, and decided that with all the bugs around, I needed more arms to fit in. Since the moment Explosion! had been countered, I’d been focusing on activating one of my oh shit buttons.

I used Therianthropy, and a pair of violet and blue wings burst out from behind me. They passed through my cuirass as though it didn’t exist, their forms otherwise solid, and two downy tentacles rolled out beneath them, coiling around my sides.

Now, there were many things I could do with these tentacles. I could slap people around with them, but unarmed attacks weren’t my strong suit. I could grapple people with them, but I wasn’t built like Shog and didn’t have the experience to really muscle these bugs into submission. The tentacles were also excellent for tickle fights, but I’d only just met these ladies, so that felt impolite. However, I’d had a good bit of time to practice having extra limbs while in the maze and had found at least one way to use them that was terribly effective.

Throwing more hammers.

My inventory opened in a flash, and the tentacles pulled out a pair of my old throwing hammers. Butterfly’s body had begun to glow, forcing the arrow back out of her neck as the wound closed. I whipped my tentacles forward to huck both hammers at her, their sonic booms adding to the cacophony of the battle. The shockwaves were already knocking dirt and dust from the ceiling.

Before I could see the outcome of my point-blank hammers, I was struck by lightning. And an arrow. Then another arrow and more lightning. Then another arrow and yet more lightning.

A storm of projectiles crashed into my shield as the fourth member of the enemy crew leapt through the air. She had spindly legs that belied their strength as she kicked from the ground. Her body was green, and wings were tucked in close at her back, although she wasn’t using them, seeming satisfied to jump where she wanted to be. The sound her bow made as she fired was a rattling chirp, its length covered in leafy adornments and small, strange bells that crackled with electricity. She fired an arrow every second as she leaped away, twittering like a cricket.

The first arrow thunked into Gracorvus, detonating a charge of lightning that coursed through my muscles, making my arm seize up. A flash of light and crackling thunder struck nearly at the same moment, a bolt leaping from Cricket between each arrow. By the time the third arrow landed, my body was locked in a spasm of electrocution, health melting beneath the onslaught.

You have observed the Lightning Bolt spell.

Lightning Bolt

Physical

Cost: 10 mana

Requirements: INT 20, Physical Magic 20

You create a bolt of lightning extending out to a number of feet equal to 40 + twice your Physical Magic skill level, making an INT lightning attack against all entities in that line. If the attack hits, you can cause it to arc to a new target, repeating until the length of the bolt is exhausted.

You are being electrocuted!

You have gained three stacks of Shocked!

Stacks of Shocked have imposed the Stunned debuff!

Body of Theseus has reduced the Stunned debuff to the Immobilized debuff. You are rooted in place for 6 seconds.

Critical Damage reduced by Body of Theseus!

HP: 993 -> 768

Cricket’s hits were fast, but each of them alone wasn’t remarkably strong. By the time the first bolt of lightning hit, I was barely registering her arrows. Being Immobilized was a big issue, but not nearly as bad as becoming Stunned. That would have left me helpless. I had ways around not being able to travel using standard locomotion, but it was far from ideal.

I took solace in the fact that one of Cricket’s leaps had taken her into a poison trap, and the insect woman was starting to cough her lungs out, a description that would become literal if she suffered through enough of Nuralie’s medicinal treatments. Also, that spell looked pretty good.

While I took enough lightning up the ass to shit sparks for a week, my hammers had found their target. Both hammers had gone out with Homing Weapon, but I hadn’t had time to layer on Oblivion Orb. They were normal throwing hammers, so they didn’t have the multi-copy oomph that Somncres could deliver, but they were still supersonic hunks of metal flying at tender flesh.

Unfortunately, Butterfly soaked the hits with Mana Barrier at the cost of a healthy dollop of mana. The least visually offensive bug apparently had mana for days, however, and not only did my hammers fail to do more than leave a few cracks on her thin carapace, but energy swelled around her, healing the damage that had been dealt. Even so, while her wounds closed, the creeping toxic veins of Nuralie’s poison only grew.

As mana filled the cracks in Butterfly’s chest and continued sealing the hole in her neck, her wings beat forward and showered me in glowing spores. A hypnotic bloom of particles filled my vision, humming and spiraling in a circular motion. I became lightheaded and felt magic digging into my mind, convincing me that my sick biceps were puny and that my perfect X-frame body was as feeble as a newborn lamb.

You have observed the Curse of Weakness Spell.

Curse of Weakness

Divine

Cost: 5 mana + 1 mana per second per affected target

Requirements: CHA 10, Divine Magic 10

Target any number of entities within a number of feet of you equal to your Divine Magic skill level. The targeted entities must pass a WIS check opposed by your CHA or become Weakened. Maintaining this ability requires Focus.

Weakened: Whenever a weakened character would deal damage, that damage is halved.

Your WIS check is successful!

You have resisted the Weakened debuff!

I said a silent thanks to the gods of massive resource pools that my Wisdom was as outrageously high as it was. I had no good way to know how close that save had been, but for a moment I could feel my strapping musculature deflating. Usually, I shrugged off effects calling for Wisdom saves without noticing a thing, so having any piece of a mental attack take root was worrying. In fact, now that I knew Butterfly could both heal and debuff, I resolved that Nuralie had picked the right target. Butterfly absolutely had to die first. I would allow no psychic attack to rob me of my swagger.

The next thing I saw was a giant blue fist swinging at my face.

The Goliath had finally gotten up the steam to enter the fray, and as its enormous hand connected with my helm, a wave of force pulsed out with the strike. I was sent careening backward, body spinning from the Goliath’s hook. I crashed into one of our barriers, the metal warping with a groan, and I bounced off of it to hit the southern wall with enough power to leave cracks.

HP 768 -> 718

The punch itself hadn’t been that strong, but the kicker was Mystical Force damage, against which I had little defense. My resilience from Fortitude was enough to make the high-speed collisions with metal and stone feel more like aggressive encounters with foam and rubber. But I was across the room and knocked on my butt, muscles still seizing from Cricket’s lightning. To make matters worse, Roach was already on top of me again. She’d probably had to slow down to follow my flight.

Roach was an aggressive, high-Speed tank with enough Strength that the hulking towershield she held looked like it was made of cardboard, and the bardiche she was swinging moved as though it were light as a reed. Cricket was a mobile turret that output a constant stream of arrows enhanced with lightning and accompanied by bolts that locked people down with Stun and Immobilize. Butterfly could heal, debuff, and had so much juice for her Mana Barrier that she barely looked like she’d taken damage. Finally, Death Fly was in the backline, summoning bruisers to keep enemies on the back foot and place a meatwall between the enemy and her softer allies.

It was a good fucking party comp. I had to give that much to them. My respect for their synergy did little to take the sting away as Roach hit me from above with a spiraling strike from her bardiche, then spun her body to strike me again. Both blows landed within a tenth of a second. My armor tore, ribs severed, one of my lungs collapsed, and I was sailing across the room once more.

HP: 718 -> 522

Fly was finishing up her next summon, calling out a ghostly wraith with tattered robes that looked like it bought clothes at the same Necromantic Outfitters boutique as Fly. The wraith scanned the room before it charged off toward a fortified barrier in the dark. I assumed that it had found Nuralie, and despite being more than half dead, I wasn’t going to lose the aggro that easily.

Before Roach’s beatdown could introduce my face to another wall, I cast Shortcut and appeared right beside Death Fly, Somncres raised and ready. Fly flinched, then looked down at me from atop her skeletal horse with a cold gaze. The wraith stopped its charge, spinning to see me a handful of feet away from its master. The Infernal was on the other side of the room but spun to rush at my new position. The Goliath did the same but struggled to stop its momentum from charging toward my prior location. Roach was also on the move, but I had a brief moment alone with Fly, and the wraith abandoned its hunt for Nuralie to try and come to her master’s defense.

But my move was a feint.

I spun and hurled Somncres into Butterfly’s back, the insectoid woman too slow to have reacted to my disappearance. I copied my hammer three times, each one gaining all the buffs of my Void Hammer combo, then threw both hammers from my tentacles as well. Six blunt instruments and four Oblivion Orbs found their target.

Butterly barely reacted in time with a skill, and a hardened shell instantly formed around the insectoid woman. But it was hastily cast and quickly shattered under the first hammer. The next five shredded her torso, hammers crushing the exoskeleton and Oblivion Orbs blinking muscle and organs into the nether. Her body flashed blue over and over as her Mana Barrier struggled to absorb the extra damage, but by the end, she was left sagging to the ground, wings broken and blood freely flowing.

She continued to struggle for a moment, body swaying, and I was amazed she wasn’t dead. However, she only held on for a moment before collapsing.

The battlefield went still as the bugs looked at their deceased comrade. Hammers slapped back into my hand and tentacles as they returned with Homing Weapon. I was surrounded, unable to keep every enemy in my view, but Soul-Sight had long been active and helped me keep up with whoever was behind me.

“One down,” I mumbled. “Six to go.”

Somehow the number of enemies was going in the wrong direction.

Everything that’d happened had occurred in ten seconds or less. The pause in the fight was probably less than one, but it felt like it dragged on for a minute.

An eerie quiet filled the room now that hammers and bodies weren’t warping around at more than 800 miles per hour, but it was broken by a guttural chuckle. I peeked back at Fly to find her quietly laughing with a voice that was the envy of bog witches worldwide. She slowly raised a finger and pointed it at Butterfly, uttering a spell that should have been entirely expected but which still caught me flat-footed.

“Raise Dead.”


Chapter 12


Current time dilation: 0.4

Kill the healer.

It was age-old wisdom, passed down from elder homicidal vagrants to their soon-to-be murderhobo progeny. Varrin had probably been laid to bed as a child with cheerful tales of the underdog swordsman turning the tide of battle by expediting the enemy cleric’s journey toward their final destination in the embrace of their god. I expected that Lil’ Var had a colorfully illustrated guide on kill priority right next to his pillow, tucked lovingly next to his wooden toy sword.

Healers were force multipliers, amplifying the well-defended health pools of their armored comrades, dispelling hostile debuffs, and maybe weaving in some control effects of their own. Because of a healer’s investment into mental stats, such as Wisdom, Charisma, and Intelligence, their resilience to damage was usually subpar. If they could be caught out of position and properly burned down in time, killing the healer was usually worth the blood and resources it cost to do so.

While killing the healer was on page 1 of Cloudy With a Chance of TPK, page 2 followed closely with the advice, “Kill the summoner.”

As Death Fly’s spell sent a wave of power through the room, I was faced with a crisis of choice. Nuralie and I had started the fight facing down twice our number in foes, each of whom was graded as a deadly challenge for a Delver four levels higher than ourselves. Even with Butterfly taken out of the equation, we were now facing down thrice our number of foes due to Fly’s unopposed introduction of hefty backup. Letting Death Fly do her thing was the price we’d paid to lead Butterfly into the grave. Disappointingly, Death Fly sought to dig that grave right back up before her ally’s corpse had even had time to stop twitching.

The Raise Dead spell sent tendrils of mana through Butterfly’s mangled body, and I had a brief window of opportunity to do something about it. The only hangup was that I had a brief window to do many things. All of these options vied for the number one spot on my list of steps to be taken in the next three seconds, lest I perish in painful agony.

Roach charged on blurred wings with her bardiche raised to strike. The Goliath’s thousand-pound body of arcane stone lumbered toward me, fists shimmering with mystic force. The Infernal’s white-hot claws warped the air as it drew close enough to rake them across my body. The wraith returned to its hunt for Nuralie, and Cricket had recovered enough from the poison gas trap to line up another series of lightning arrows on my position.

Being limited by the laws of space and time as I was, I could only react to so many of these things at once. Blocking was generally a solid move in situations like these, but Dispelling was also a tempting choice. Fortunately, Raise Dead was an infamous spell for obvious reasons, so I knew a bit about it.

Raise Dead was one among many skills that would result in dirty looks and nasty rumors should someone catch you using it, although it was not outright banned. I’d made a list of such widely known and legally gray skills, having researched each and every one to ensure that I didn’t slot one out of ignorance and thereby tarnish my reputation as a voguish crusader for life, liberty, and justice. (That is, unless the skill was actually really good and people were just prejudiced and afraid of what they didn’t understand. Grotto helped me curate my list.)

Raise Dead was firmly in the camp of skills I wasn’t interested in. When the notification came up as Fly cast the spell, I already knew what it would say.

Raise Dead

Spiritual

Cost: 50 mana reserved

Cooldown: 24 hours

Requirements: Intelligence 30, Spiritual Magic 30

Raise a nearby corpse to fight at your behest as a Raised Dead. Raised Dead are reanimated as an Undead creature with a grade equal to their original grade or level, with a maximum grade equal to your INT plus your Spiritual Magic skill level, divided by 5.

You may communicate telepathically with your Raised Dead, allowing you to issue orders that it will fulfill to the best of its ability. If telepathic communication is interrupted, Raised Dead will continue to act out your most recent orders until told otherwise. While Raised Dead lack any semblance of their original personality or will, they retain all skills and abilities they possessed in life and can execute orders with intelligence and strategy. However, certain skills will no longer function—such as those that require the caster to be alive—and Divine abilities may become unavailable if the divinity of the Raised Dead views the undead as profane or otherwise detestable.

While Raised, a corpse will no longer deteriorate naturally, but Raised Dead cannot regenerate health or be healed except through specialized means. Once this spell ends, the targeted corpse may never be Raised again.

While I was sure there were ways to ethically source corpses, it seemed like a lot of trouble just to end up surrounded by bodies in a perpetual state of decay. Some people might have been uncomfortable with my c’thonic allies, but at least they didn’t literally smell like death.

With the knowledge that I possessed and the state of the battlefield, I decided to let Fly’s Raise Dead spell go through for a few reasons. First, Butterfly Zombie… Zomberfly? Buttombie? Zutterflie?

First, Butterbie probably wouldn’t be as dangerous as a Raised Dead as she had been while alive. Her Curse of Weakness had been a Divine spell, and there was a chance she could no longer use any Divine skills she’d possessed. Second, Butterbie would be much easier to kill this time, since she could no longer heal herself.

Third—and most importantly—holy shit, I needed to focus on blocking.

I angled my shield to intercept the Infernal’s burning claws as it crashed into me, rolling its talons aside while the demon pushed me back several feet with its bulk. Gracorvus glowed a dull orange where the demon struck, but the shield had done its job and protected me from harm.

The Infernal hooked its claws over the edge of the shield and between the triangular grooves where the hexagonal plates met. The creature pulled back, trying to strip the shield from me, but its slabs clacked open and shut, letting the Infernal’s claws slip through.

The Infernal lost its balance from the unexpected loss of leverage, and I twisted my body to keep both the shield and demon between myself and an onslaught of crackling arrows. Thunder shook the ground as lightning bolts struck between each lightning-infused projectile, the current causing my muscles to clench and spasm, but some of the electricity jolted the Infernal as well.

Before the Shocked debuff could build up enough to threaten me with another Stun or Immobilize, Cricket’s attacks were interrupted. I couldn’t catch a glimpse of what made the archer pause with the wall of muscle and brimstone between us, and Roach was already swinging at my exposed head with her bardiche.

I sent Gracorvus into hover mode to stay in the Infernal’s face, then flew back with a burst of movement from my wings, just barely able to avoid the polearm’s blade. Roach followed up with a spinning hit on my midsection that I couldn’t avoid. The blade carved a new line through my armor, cutting through abdominal muscle and intestine beneath. Her body glowed, and she spun again at several times her already outrageous speed, slashing into the same spot and bisecting me nearly to the spine.

Critical Damage reduced by Body of Theseus!

HP: 522 -> 198

I lost all control of my core, held up only by my vibrant Therianthropy wings. I could still move my legs—barely—but the muscles and connective tissues that allowed that to be useful were severed at my waist. Had I been able to bleed, I would have already been dead.

The pain was all-consuming. A white light filled my vision and threatened to swallow reality, promising the relief of unconsciousness. I ignored the siren’s call of that insidious glow. I pulled away from its delightful warmth even as it soaked into my wounds; resisted its holy allure while the hallowed beacon gripped my torn flesh in its motherly hands and sewed them back together with care and a loving kiss.

HP: 198 -> 398

You gain 1 stack of Blessed!

Wait, what?

“Divine intervention, motherfuckers!” shouted Xim.

Our cleric bashed the wraith across its ghostly face with her scepter, setting it aflame with bloody fire. The intangible monster wailed and fled the cleric, its translucent hands clawing at the divine fire in a futile effort to extinguish itself.

Grotto clutched onto Xim’s shoulder, eyes barely open, body limp.

[Several million years’ worth of pain, Arlo,] the core thought to me. [That is what you owe me for this.]

Roach’s eyes went wide—which was a weird thing to see on a bug—as my stomach began knitting itself back together. Xim’s Heal scooped me from the brink of death and deposited me somewhere on its periphery but still too close to be totally comfortable.

I didn’t have time to question the duo’s appearance in the middle of our foes, instead using Shortcut to reposition back outside of Roach’s range. I sent a mental tug for Gracorvus to return to me, and the shield broke into individual slabs to escape the grappling Infernal and zip back my way. I caught sight of Cricket, who was drawing back on her bow.

Two arrows protruded from one of the bugwoman’s eyes, which poured a torrent of dark blood.

Two.

Two arrows.

The same eye.

Cricket’s other eye was closed, leaving her blind as light and power thrummed around her body. Electricity arced away from her in all directions, creating showers of bright sparks. She was getting ready for something big.

My teleport took me into the center of the enemy formation a few yards from Xim. The Goliath spun clumsily on its heel and swung its Force-imbued fist at me. Gracorvus swept behind me as I held up my arms in a boxing guard over my head and chest to soak Goliath’s hit. A pulse of force released when the rocky fist struck, slamming my back into the shield and tearing the slightly healed wound at my gut with the pressure.

HP 398 -> 348

Fly held out a hand toward Butterbie, whose body regrew flesh and sprouted new wings where the old had been torn asunder. (So, I guess the no-healing thing from Raise Dead was something Necro Fly had been ready for. No real surprise there.) Butterbie then thanked her necromancer by casting a spell at Xim, dark spores tearing away from her still-mutilated body and seeking out the cleric’s face. (Which meant that Butterbie still had her skills, and the no-Divine-spells thing also didn’t matter for this corpse, apparently. Fuck all my logic for not Dispelling when I could.)

The spell was another curse, but this time it was Curse of Fear. Even though Fly could break the Raise Dead rules, her deadhead had picked the wrong target for that one.

The Infernal was taking my bait and making a beeline for me again, but Roach’s eyes narrowed as she reassessed her priorities and decided to charge Xim.

See page 1, kill the healer.

I was planning for Roach to make that move, however, and it gave me a precious second to set things up. As Roach rocketed forward with her supersonic speed, I activated Gravity Anchor in the middle of the whole pack, flooding it with stamina and warping it around my allies.

I became down from all directions. The Infernal lost its footing, falling toward me. The Goliath stumbled forward, landing on top of the Infernal and entangling their limbs. Butterbie ragdolled in my direction, limp undead arms scrabbling at nothing through the air. Fly’s horse stomped against the dirt floor, unable to stop itself from inexorably sliding closer.

Roach’s trajectory was altered as she passed, causing her to swoop between me and Xim in an arc, missing the cleric and plowing into Butterbie, who lost one of her newly formed wings from the impact. When Roach managed to stop her charge mid-flight, she had to dig her bardiche into the ground to resist. I was crushed beneath the Goliath and the Infernal and felt Butterbie slap down onto Gracorvus at my back. Fly and Roach had managed to keep a short distance away, but all I needed to do was tie up as many enemies as I could in a nice, tight group.

Xim took a deep breath of the cursed spores, being immune to Fear as she was, then smiled at the crowd before her. Her features twisted into her bestial form. She raised her scepter, and the beating icon of a crimson heart burst from the ether.

“What do we say to new friends, Grotto?” she asked.

[Your minds are weak.]

Grotto’s eyes glowed, and tentacles sprouted forth from the heart, wreathed in hypnotic flame. A pulse of dread washed out across the battle, crashing into every nearby enemy.

The Infernal roared and clawed at the Goliath’s arms and chest to try and escape. The Goliath pressed its fists into my face and chest, desperate to free itself as well. Butterbie squirmed along my back, and Roach abandoned her bardiche, wings beating furiously. Even Fly’s mount took several hesitant steps back from Xim. I released my hold on Gravity Anchor, and the enemies scattered.

Roach buzzed away and crashed into the southern wall. Xim’s debuff didn’t only hit the enemy with Fear but also Slowed and Weakened. Despite that, Roach plowed into the boundary hard enough to create a cloud of dirt and falling stone. She began shoveling handfuls of dry earth aside, seeking to burrow her way into the soil. The Infernal scraped its way north, its movements sluggish, while the Goliath lumbered behind it at a speed a geriatric turtle might have been able to beat.

Fly didn’t flee, but she was taken aback, stunned into inaction. Butterbie tried to stumble off as golden spores shone around her, disrupting the afflictions. I wrapped her up with my tentacles, keeping the weakened zombie in check. I spun and slammed the Raised Dead into the ground, hovering above her with my wings, still not willing to put any weight on my lower body. I summoned Somncres and hurled a triple-copied Void Hammer into the undead’s vacant face.

Her head exploded, and the natural order was restored.

I felt a wave of static crawl across the room, raising the hair on my arms and neck. I looked to see Cricket releasing her charged attack, the archer too distant to have been affected by Xim’s Fear. She launched an arrow at a barrier with such force it looked like a tank shell had landed. The barrier exploded into a fierce spray of shrapnel, and Cricket’s attack was followed by a massive bolt of lightning that filled the dark room with blinding wrath.

I caught a glimpse of Nuralie rolling out from behind the barrier as the first arrow struck, reducing her cover to fragments. Her body glinted with the Shielding she’d built up with her Lightbringer evolution, but it was torn away in an instant by the blast. A crimson glow replaced the stripped Shielding as her first Fortitude evolution activated, something I’d never witnessed the Loson pull out before.

The evo ate 40 more damage from the mighty thunderbolt, and I felt electricity arc through me as my Life Warden buff transmitted half of everything else over to me.

HP: 348 -> 239

You have taken Wicked damage! Your maximum HP has been reduced by 109. This damage cannot be healed, and your maximum health can only be restored through normal health regeneration.

The shared damage I took from Life Warden was further reduced by my Physical Magic, meaning Nuralie took at least 130 damage from the glancing blow—nearly a third of her HP. Nuralie bared her teeth as the lightning coursed through her body, but she never stopped aiming at Cricket. The moment the lightning let up, the loson unleashed her own attack, though it was far less spectacular.

The arrow she fired disappeared, then reappeared in Cricket’s remaining eye, still shut tight. The insectoid woman’s head snapped back, and her body went limp. She hit the ground with a jingle of her bow’s strange bells.

Fly snapped back to reality after her second ally perished, placing a gentle hand on her steed’s neck to calm it. She swept a hand through the air, and a dark rod the length of a baton appeared. An oppressive weight fell over the room, burdening my soul with a sense of impending doom. I could See the effect it had on the soul halos around me, not just our own, but even Fly’s allies and summons. It pressed them inward, suppressing them with unholy force.

Xim had to concentrate to keep her Fear effect running, or we’d be swarmed again. It would be up to me and Nuralie to put Fly down before Xim’s debuffs broke. We were both heavily injured, but I steeled my resolve to end things quickly.

Then, the air around Fly began to warp and tear. I hastily looked for something to Dispel, but whatever I was seeing wasn’t a spell. The world twisted, and there were suddenly two of the mounted summoners before us, each holding one of the dark rods aloft. The metaphysical weight pressing down on our souls doubled.

I growled as dark energy began to build around the batons, then shouted my frustrations to the heavens.

“Grade 14 my ass!”

In my moment of irritation, I nearly missed a subtle flare from Grotto’s soul. A scepter—Xim’s old weapon—flew through the air and struck the copy of Fly across the jaw, cracking her carapace and leaving her face dripping dark red goo.

You have observed the Animate Object spell.

It seemed my familiar had some unforeseen tricks as well.


Chapter 13


Current time dilation: 0.4

Animate Object

Spiritual

Cost: 20 mana reserved

Cooldown: 1 minute

Requirements: CHA 20, Spiritual Magic 20

You extend your will into an inanimate object, causing it to spring to life and act according to your wishes. You gain a telepathic link to the Object, allowing you to direct it via telepathic, verbal, or gestural instructions. An Animated Object can fly a number of yards each second equal to your CHA.

Animated Objects can be directed to independently perform any task for which they were designed, such as a frying pan cooking eggs or a pen writing on paper. If the Object would be used in a way it wasn’t intended, you must first teach it to perform that task.

If the Object is a weapon, it can make attacks with itself according to its design by using your CHA score as the governing attack attribute. However, if the weapon has a stat requirement that is higher than your CHA, or a skill requirement that is higher than your Spiritual Magic skill level, you cannot animate it.

I’d seen Grotto animate tools in the past, but it seemed the Delve Core had upgraded the ability into a full-blown active skill. Whatever had happened in his challenge with Xim, the little octo had come out of the other side with some improvements.

When the scepter struck Fly’s clone, the insect not only bled, but the cracks in its carapace shone with a dull blue light. It recoiled from the strike but didn’t lose focus on whatever spell it was charging with its baton.

[Move close to me!] Grotto demanded of us.

I abandoned a follow-up to Grotto’s attack and flew back on my wings with my shield raised. The shadows behind me parted to reveal Nuralie, who was drawing another arrow. I prepared to throw Somncres, but Fly’s skill activated before I had the chance.

The dark energy around each baton collapsed into a tiny point at the end of the weapons, and the weight on our souls disappeared. Then, the specks of foul mana shot toward us.

The moment I got a taste of the skill, I immediately used Dispel. I no longer had a half-dozen enemies to distract me, and I had a feeling this was going to be much worse than Raise Dead. The speck disappeared from in front of the original Fly, and her face twisted in fury while my mind recoiled from the cost of the Dispel. Whatever Fly was casting had at least 85 mana wrapped up in it. It was a massive amount for a spell she’d produced and fired off in under a second.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t Dispel again before the clone’s attack was upon us.

You have observed the Ego Splinter spell.

Ego Splinter

Spiritual

Cost: 25 mana plus 5 mana/second charged

Requirements: INT 40, Spiritual Magic 40

Reach out and crush the mind of an enemy with your will alone. Make an INT Spiritual attack against an entity you can see, dealing Psychic damage if successful. If this damage exceeds the target’s WIS, they become Stunned for 6 seconds.

For every 6 seconds this spell was charged:

You deal an additional number of Psychic damage equal to your INT

You may target 1 additional entity with this spell

Affected entities are Stunned for 6 seconds longer

The bead of psychic energy split into three, each piece streaking toward a member of the party. Based on the spell’s description, it made little sense. Fly hadn’t spent anywhere near an extra twelve seconds channeling the spell. Either the baton or some other ability had significantly empowered the ability, and I was terrified of what might have happened had we been hit by two of them.

Grotto alone had not been targeted—his sucker punch with the scepter was apparently insufficient to deem him worthy of having his brain melted. Fly might have changed her mind about Grotto’s level of threat if she’d known how much he was about to royally fuck her over.

Of course, even I hadn’t known how much Grotto was about to royally fuck her over. I didn’t know Grotto could fuck her over as hard as he was about to.

As the foul specks fired toward us like high-caliber rifle rounds, Grotto pulled out another new spell.

Rebuke

Divine

Cost: 10 mana

Cooldown: 1 minute

Requirements: CHA 30, Divine 30

You instantly create a barrier of divine light that shields you from harm while striking back against your aggressors. You gain Shielding equal to your Divine Magic skill level + your CHA. Within 6 seconds of activating this skill, whenever another entity deals damage to you, that entity takes the same amount as Holy damage up to a maximum equal to the Shielding this skill provided.

The spell alone would have been useless since it only applied to Grotto, and Grotto wasn’t a target of the enemy’s spell. However, Grotto had been the first person to teach me anything about mana shaping, and he was fully capable of putting his lessons into practice.

Rebuke spread out to everyone within 10 feet of my familiar, blanketing me, Xim, and Nuralie in shields of holy retribution.

You have gained 64 Shielding!

I intercepted the speck with Gracorvus, my Spell Breaker evolution allowing me to block some of the otherwise ethereal spell damage. Gracorvus failed to stop the attack, and it passed through before piercing my bascinet. My helm’s spiritually resistant mana weaves further dampened the attack before it finally crashed into Grotto’s Shielding. The psychic energy tore through the divine protection and moved forward unabated, beginning to invade my mind.

I felt my identity under attack, a profound sense of dread overwhelming my thoughts. The spell’s remaining power assaulted me from within, and tendrils of lashing pain scraped across the inside of my skull. My consciousness flickered as my Spiritual resistances were tested.

HP: 239 -> 215

You have resisted Ego Splinter’s Stun effect!

As I blinked and cleared my head of the mental assault, I saw shards of golden light surrounding the three of us who’d been targeted. They glinted with razor’s edges as though made from broken glass. There were hundreds of them, and they all blasted through the air at Fly, leaving brilliant streaks of light in their wake.

Every second fragment veered away from Fly, moving instead to assault the Arcane Goliath across the room. Fly had some kind of damage transfer active, which meant the Goliath was essentially a secondary health pool for the summoner. The Goliath’s back chipped and crumbled under the hits, but it looked like the summon had a lot of HP. The rest of the shards hit Fly like a machine gun, her body jerking under the impact, gouts of dark blood spraying out as each fragment exploded with Holy damage.

I took a moment to assess myself and my allies. If even a single layer of my defenses had been absent, that spell would have Stunned me for 18 seconds, leaving me immobile and unable to act. In a fight at this level, that was a death sentence. But my allies didn’t have the same resilience that I did and Grotto’s Shielding had only been able to do so much.

Blood ran freely from Nuralie’s nose and mouth, and her eyes rolled back into her head so that only the white of her sclera was visible. Her bow hung slack in her hand, and she swayed absently, body spasming.

Xim, on the other hand, looked pissed. She continued to channel her Icon, keeping the rest of our enemies locked down with Fear, but I could tell she was barely managing to contain herself from violence as she spat some blood onto the ground. Behind her, the wraith she’d ignited let out a final shrill scream, then collapsed into a pile of ash.

I turned back to Fly and her copy. The Holy damage had done work on the original, but the damage transfer had allowed her to weather it. The clone, on the other hand, hadn’t transferred any damage to the Goliath from Grotto’s scepter attack. That hit had also done some decent damage, despite being little more than a standard attack. I figured I should test out how fragile the copy was.

I hurled Somncres at the clone, creating four Void Hammers as I readied two of my normal throwing hammers with my tentacles. My abdomen screamed when I made the toss. I was still cut open enough for me to worry my guts might spill out. In fact, some of them may have. I hadn’t been willing to look down and check. Regardless, I was able to put good force behind the throw.

Fly’s clone tried to dash away on her mount—which moved with a speed rivaling Roach—but Homing Weapon kept the hammers on target. I went ahead and threw the two hammers I held in my feelers, using Hammerang to arc their trajectory and come at the clone from the opposite angle. Her mount reared as the hammers closed in, leaving her no room to dodge, and they crashed into her in quick succession.

It turned out to have been overkill. The hammers crushed her carapace and blinked away chunks of both the clone and its undead mount. Only half of the hammers had landed before blue fissures bloomed from the wounds on Fly’s clone, and her body shattered into a million motes of glimmering light.

With Cricket, Butterbie, the wraith, and the clone down, we were finally back to facing down four enemies again. Thankfully, three of them were in abject terror of Xim, trying to dig their way out of the room with tooth and claw.

While I executed the clone, Grotto floated away from Xim and landed on my shoulder.

[May I borrow a pair of tentacles?] he asked.

“Absolutely,” I thought back to him.

When I’d first picked up Therianthropy, there’d been some concern that the cognitive load of having so many new limbs would make them unwieldy. While that hadn’t been the sort of roadblock Varrin had worried that it might be, using my tentacles in addition to my arms, legs, and wings required a lot of focus and concentration.

I could use the tentacles effectively, but I wasn’t using them to their full potential. I just had too many things to think about. Even with 40 Intelligence and Wisdom, managing 8 limbs in high-level combat while also keeping track of everything both the enemy and my allies were doing pushed me to my limit. I’d considered the problem before accepting the evolution and had already formed some ideas on how to deal with the issue before I’d even taken the evo for a test drive.

Grotto flooded me with his psychic presence, then tapped into the soul connection we shared. I used Reveal to deliver my understanding of my physical body to Grotto, and we created a less complex version of the body-mind fusion that had allowed for Arlottog. For this combination, we retained our individual identities, but I was able to hand off control of my feelers to the Core. The recently unlocked effect for the Traveler’s Amulet allowed Grotto to share all of my intrinsic skills, making the fusion even deadlier.

Now Grotto could throw hammers just as well as I could.

I activated my new and hitherto unused skill, Aura of Perseverance, granting my allies Shielding that regenerated over time. Shielding did not stack, sadly, and Grotto still had his own from Rebuke, but Aura of Perseverance would immediately take over if Grotto’s ran out. The little octo needed to stay close to me while we shared body parts, and he wasn’t nearly as bulletproof as I was. The extra layer of defense was a necessary part of the combo.

Beyond that, it would help ensure that Nuralie stayed safe when she was Stunned. Xim was moving to cover the loson, raising her Clockwork Gear shield and placing herself between Fly and our vulnerable ally while she channeled the Icon.

I detached Gracorvus from my armguard, then handed control off to Grotto. Again, the core gained the benefit of my Shields skill, so he was just as effective at using the shield as I was. Surrendering control to the core allowed him to use Gracorvus in flight mode to protect himself if he were targeted. He could whip the shield around telepathically and draw upon his own mana pool to do so.

Another advantage of melding together this way was that Grotto traveled with me when I used Shortcut. Our soul bond extended the spell to include the core, and it also gave me some idea of how to mana-shape the spell to target more allies.

I teleported behind Fly, and Grotto threw two hammers into her back. At the same time, the scepter he’d animated gave Fly a taste of what it had given her clone and smacked her in the face.

Grotto couldn’t use my active skills or stat evolutions—yet—so the hammers didn’t have Homing Weapon or Oblivion Orb attached. They still hurt. The hammers drilled into Fly’s kidneys, and a sickening crunch could be heard as her carapace shattered beneath her wispy robes. The hammers clattered to the ground, but Grotto was already pulling two more from my inventory. I licked my lips as I considered the Giant Spiked Mace of the Bloody Jubilee we’d found earlier and the quickest way to get it into Grotto’s maniacal feelers.

Fly dashed away on her mount and spun, pointing the baton toward us and preparing a new spell. I steeled myself for something as broken as everything else she’d pulled out so far, ready for the tables to get flipped yet again.

It was a basic Psychic Bolt.

After Gracorvus, my bascinet, and my natural resistance, it didn’t even deal damage. I was pretty sure it was a wand charge. Summons weren’t cheap, and neither was that Ego Splinter spell. I kept an eye out for tricks, but Fly seemed to be well and truly juiced. Without the creatures she’d spent so much mana to summon backing her up, she was much easier to deal with.

She still lived up to the insect of her namesake, proving obnoxiously difficult to pin down even after her mana was dry. Half of all the damage we dealt was shunted to her Arcane Goliath, which was tanky as hell. She also turned herself and her steed incorporeal for an entire minute. That meant that Physical damage didn’t do shit to her. Well, for the most part. We’d gotten an achievement after killing the specter of Orexis that allowed us to ignore 25% of incorporeal DR against Physical, but still! It was annoying.

While Grotto and I took our new fusion skills for a test drive by beating Fly senseless over a very painful minute, Xim dropped her Icon to conserve mana. Nuralie had recovered from being Stunned, and Xim made sure to toss the loson a Heal. Our two teams juggled Fly’s minions between us, rotating aggro and control effects while we dealt with the real threats, but Xim and Nuralie mostly went to town on Roach as Grotto and I bludgeoned Fly to death.

Then… THEN! Once we’d actually managed to kill Fly, she came BACK to life with full health after six seconds! Seriously! She was harder to put down for good than I was! Fortunately, her Jesus ticket didn’t restore her mana and was only valid for one use. When Fly finally passed on, all of her summons went with her.

While Roach was quick and deadly, her mental and magical defenses were pretty bad. Xim was able to Ignite and Fear the insectoid woman into oblivion while Nuralie landed arrows at weak points across the warrior’s body and poisoned the crap out of her.

Roach was nearly as difficult to kill for good as Fly, but in the end, only one true cockroach build was left standing.

And that was me, baby!

By the end of the fight, the room was a scorched and broken battlefield of shattered walls, exploded barriers, and mangled insect corpses. Xim and I looked over the bodies while mentally recovering. Eventually, Xim put a hand on her hip and frowned.

“We should probably have interrogated one of them.”

“None of them felt like talking earlier,” I said. “This was the fourth round of this shit, by the way.”

“Grotto could have probably gotten Roach to talk.”

I glanced back at my familiar, who gave me the octo equivalent of a shrug.

“Ah, I see,” I said. “You could have suggested it.”

“Eh, I was pissed.” She brushed some hair from her face and looked me over, her eyes lingering on my abdomen. “You know, some of your intestines are⁠—”

I held up a hand to stop her.

“I don’t wanna hear about it,” I said. I was still floating on my wings, unable to use the lower half of my body and steadfastly refusing to look down. “Just, please give me another Heal or two. You have no idea how much this hurts.”

“No problem,” she said. “But we should take off your armor first. I need to stuff them back in before I cast.” She moved to start undoing the straps on my cuirass. “Wouldn’t want them to get stuck on the outside.”

“Right,” I said with a groan.

I really hoped the others showed up before the next wave.


Chapter 14


Time until you are challenged by the next camp of Aspirants: 2 hours.

Current time dilation: 0.3

Bankrolls.

Cash money.

Scrooge McDuck levels of legal tender.

I actually didn’t have that much. I mean, I had more notes than most people, but in comparison to my total wealth, the value I had in cash was a very small fraction.

What I did have was an unreasonable amount of chips, especially after dealing with the bug brigade.

Your party has slain Quiet Solitude, the Doomed Aspirant: Abomination, Grade 14.

Your party has slain Thundering Arrow, the Doomed Aspirant: Abomination, Grade 14.

Your party has slain Blood Scour, the Doomed Aspirant: Abomination, Grade 14.

Your party has slain Boundless Night, the Doomed Aspirant: Abomination, Grade 14. Your party receives the following rewards:

1) 56 Emerald Chips

2) 4 Insectoid Essences

3) Staff of Quiet Solitude

4) Longbow of Thundering Arrow

5) Bardiche of Blood Scour

6) Scutum of Blood Scour

7) Wand of Boundless Night

You receive: 21 Emerald Chips.

“What?!” Xim shouted as she digested the rewards. “Fifty-six Emerald chips?!” She looked up at me, wide-eyed. “Fifty-six?!”

“Yeah, these things are worth a lot,” I said. “Too much, really.”

“Never say that again,” said Nuralie.

“The Pit only gave us twenty-four!” Xim continued shouting. She looked back down at her notification, then frowned. “Hey, I got shortchanged.” She didn’t sound mad about it, but oddly amused.

“I guess because you came in after the fight started,” I offered.

“Yeah, sure,” she said, dismissing the notification. “Fair enough.”

“We can decide our own split,” I said. “We’re not beholden to the System randomly deciding that even distribution doesn’t mean that the distribution is, you know, even.”

“No, I don’t care,” Xim said with a wave. “I hardly use the chips anyway.”

“I do not understand,” said Nuralie. She searched for words, looking at Xim with concern as though the rose-skinned woman was suffering from some profound illness. Then Nuralie froze in a loson pause and blinked. “It is money.”

I wasn’t going to argue with someone declining my offer of enough capital to buy a small island, so I let the pair argue over finances while I perused the items.

The Staff of Quiet Solitude buffed curses, which was a pretty specific category of spells. No one in our group used curses, so I noted the staff’s properties to report to the party, then placed it into a section of my inventory that I’d marked for selling or trading.

The Longbow of Thundering Bolt allowed the wielder to instantly cast Lightning Bolt once per hour for free. It also lets you zoom in on a target for a better shot, at the cost of stamina. It was nifty, but when I interrupted the continuing debate over the virtues of hoarding wealth to show it to Nuralie, she wasn’t interested. Another one for the vault.

The Bardiche of Blood Scour was something we might be able to use.

Bardiche of Blood Scour

“Shit! Gah! Fuck!”

—Last words of Hendrick Langhry, self-titled Lord of the Eschen Wastes.

Requirements: STR 40, SPD 20, Blades 20

Effects:

1) When dealing damage, this weapon applies 1 Bleeding/second for every 2 attacks you have made in the last 6 seconds.

2) Your movement and attack speed are increased by 1% for each stack of Bleeding/second applied by this weapon in the last minute.

It was a Blades weapon, Varrin’s specialty, but I didn’t think the big guy would want to use it, since it was a polearm, not a sword. Plus, he had Kazandak. That sword was not only good, but it also held a lot of sentimental value.

However, Varrin’s morally ambivalent student Shog was quickly learning how to become a master of the cutting edge. What I didn’t know was whether Shog could even use the bardiche. Did he have the Blades skill, or did the System determine whether the c’thon met weapon requirements through some other measure? His greatswords certainly had requirements, and he was using those just fine. He was focused on swords, but if he somehow held the Blades skill, the bonuses would apply to any bladed weapon so long as he hadn’t specialized. I’d have to ask.

Regardless, Shog was rapidly becoming a storm of razor-edged steel. He already wielded 4 swords at once, and I was betting he could use even more. I’d seen my summon manipulate as many as eight limbs independently of one another, so it was possible he could make eight or more attacks in the six-second time frame. If he cycled the bardiche into his attack pattern, he’d end up applying an absolute shit ton of Bleed.

Further, the bardiche applied Bleeding per second, whereas the best item we’d found for Bleeding still listed the value as Bleeding per minute. That meant each stack from this weapon was worth 60 from a per-minute item and 3,600 stacks per hour. This thing could kill me in 1 minute with 21 stacks, and that wasn’t considering the damage the weapon itself would deal while it cut me into bloody ribbons.

Of course, I was immune to Bleeding. So fuck off, Roach. Your weapon was useless against me.

The Scutum of Blood Scour was a shield that complimented the bardiche by applying Bleeding to anyone it blocked. Other than that, it was a big honkin’ metal rectangle about as heavy as a small car. Seriously, it was seven feet tall. The only person I’d met who could likely even hold it properly was Varrin, and he didn’t have the Shields skill since—in his words—“There is no reason to block when the enemy is on the ground in several pieces.”

Maybe I could wear it on my back like a Koopa shell, but it’d slow me down too much. Being able to dodge on occasion was the only reason my head was still attached. Not that I knew for certain that a beheading would kill me anymore, but I wasn’t quite ready to experiment with having my whole body cut off.

I ended my perusal with the Wand of Boundless Night. The soul suppression it had radiated was an effect I hadn’t experienced outside of being crushed by the presence of extremely powerful beings. Needless to say, it made me curious.

Wand of Boundless Night

Found in the dark abyss beneath a Dread God’s bed.

Requirements: WIS 40, Spiritual Magic 40

Effects:

1) Choose 1 Spiritual spell you know. Whenever you use this wand as a focus to cast the chosen spell, the wand emits powerful soul pressure on all nearby entities. You and your allies are resistant to this effect, but in no way immune.

The strength of this pressure appears to be determined by the wielder’s familiarity with manipulating the soul. Subjects affected by the pressure experience varying mental disruptions, the severity of which is probably based on their familiarity with soul magicks. Observed reactions include confusion, a sense of foreboding or doom, existential dread, hallucination, paranoia, and a fervent belief that an unknown creature is inhabiting the space next to them.

In the latter case, subjects enter a state of severe agitation and distress, insisting that they can clearly see the said creature but are unable to describe any characteristics of the entity or its actions. In such cases, the only information gleaned from affected subjects is that they consistently note the creature as being malevolent.

Mundane humanoids have unilaterally experienced psychotic breaks when exposed to the emitted soul pressure, which sometimes transitions to catatonia followed by death due to dehydration, malnourishment, or other related complications.

System interactions with this item often contain inexplicable absences of certain types of data. These data deficiencies cannot be resolved definitively but are indicative of the existence of certain individuals for whom no records exist. Others who are suspected to be related to such unidentifiable persons appear to have no memory of them and fervently deny their existence, even while under the influence of Suggestion, Area of Honesty, or Dominate. While no conclusions can be drawn, it is suspected that some individuals affected by the wand have their identities erased and all evidence of their lives destroyed through some unknown mechanism.

…

Honestly, this effect frustrates us.

What’s the range? Who knows! What does it do, exactly? Soul shit! Even its requirements are just recommendations. You’ll have to investigate it yourself if you want to know more. Be sure to tell us if you figure something out.

Ha, no, never mind. You don’t have to tell us. We’ll see what happens either way.

We’re always watching.

2) Stored Spell: Psychic Bolt. You may spend 25 mana to imbue this wand with 1 charge of Psychic Bolt. Maximum number of charges: 5

Psychic Bolt

Spiritual

Cost: 1 charge

Requirements: INT 20, Spiritual Magic 20

Lash out against the mind of your target with a concentrated blast of psychic energy. Make an INT Spiritual attack against an entity within a number of feet equal to your Spiritual Magic skill level. This attack deals Psychic damage. If the damage dealt to that entity is greater than their WIS, that entity gains Paranoia.

Addendum: This second effect is not original to the wand and was grafted onto it by Boundless Night in a poorly thought-out attempt to enhance its effect. FYI: Forcefully weaving spells into a mysterious item of unknown origin that possesses quasi-deific powers is usually a big no-no. Before you ask, it’s not why she turned into a bug, but it sure didn’t help.

I stared at the wand for a minute before placing it back into my inventory in its own unoccupied chamber of the Closet, far from anything living or important. While item descriptions were often flavorful, it was rare that they included express System commentary. My boa and vest had some, but those were items specifically created to antagonize me. Not that it had worked. I loved those lurid treasures.

This was a warning to anyone who picked it up, not a joke. Sure, there was some creepy teasing, but on the whole, it was like the System leaned over, pushed my hand away from the wand, and whispered, “Don’t.”

Even if I were willing to ignore the obvious portents of a nightmare-grade sack of awful, to my knowledge no one in the party met the ‘recommended’ requirements. Grotto might eventually satisfy the suggested levels of Wisdom and Spiritual Magic, but I had no idea where he stood with his advancement. Like Shog, I didn’t know how the System quantified the core’s abilities. I’d asked, but my familiar hadn’t wanted to share. Maybe he’d changed his mind with all the team building we’d done lately.

Even if the Delve Core could eventually use the wand, I wasn’t comfortable handing it off to him without talking to some experts about it. Preferably, the godly sort of experts. However, I doubted that even a divine green light would make me willing to let anyone in the party use the thing. I should probably give the wand the Chicago mafia treatment and drop it in a bucket of cement, sail to the middle of the ocean, and then throw it overboard. Adding in a masterwork warded lockbox and a ritual of banishment on sanctified ground might also be a good move.

I provided Nuralie, Xim, and Grotto with a summary of the item and offered to share the System text. Nuralie swiftly refused. Xim was interested—bordering on manically enthusiastic—but the pensive silence that followed her review of the text didn’t seem like a good sign. Grotto agreed with my decision to keep it locked away for now.

I added the investigation of the wand to The List, then took a deep breath and checked the timer for the next wave. We’d already gotten the notification that—as we’d feared—the countdown had once again been halved. Xim’s impromptu surgery on my abdomen had gotten me to about a third of my full health, but my regen would take me the rest of the way before we had to deal with more bugs. The same was true for my mana, but my stamina was going to be a bit low. The multi-month Delve was starting to strain our alchemical resources, so I was hesitant to take a potion.

After our post-battle recovery and loot review, we had about 90 minutes left. We needed to get started on resetting traps and potentially setting up some replacement barriers for the ones that had been destroyed. There was also the matter of my cuirass, which was about as whole as sliced bread. My arming doublet was also in tatters. They were both still in one piece—technically—but neither would offer as much protection as they had. The Verdantum armor was naturally self-repairing, but the process took time that we didn’t have. Nor did I have access to a smithy to make the repairs myself, not that I had any spare Verdantum.

Even with all our prep, I wasn’t confident we could handle a 5-bug team if they were as balanced and coordinated as the last group.

However, before we could start making headway on prepping our arena, the ground began to shake. A deep rumble filled the room, and clods of dirt and sediment began falling around us. We got weapons ready, and I waited for Nuralie’s assessment before I began channeling Explosion! The loson watched the southern wall intently, arrow tight against her bowstring. She began drawing it back, opening her mouth to speak but paused and furrowed her brow in confusion. She relaxed her draw, though she stayed in a low stance.

Before I could ask her for a report, the southern wall exploded, spraying the room with chunks of dirt and stone. A centipede-like creature sprawled out of it, bucking and kicking dozens of legs, its body wider than a cargo van. I was confused as to why Nuralie hadn’t called out a warning.

Then I saw that this bronco had a cowboy riding it.

My favorite man-eating murder machine was pressed down on top of the beast. Shog had all four of his swords planted into the monster’s body and gripped it with every tentacle he had. He rode it into the room, the creature rumbling with a growl so deep I could barely hear it.

The creature’s mouth opened, and a river of sewage-colored blood and bile poured out of it, complete with an odor to match and a generous portion of unidentifiable chunks. There was a bright flash of metal that split the creature’s head in two right down the middle. It was followed by 2 scorching rays that decapitated the giant centipede, sending the two halves of its mangled head splattering to the ground.

Etja floated out of the monster’s esophagus, covered head to toe in centipede fluids and looking none too happy about it. Varrin crawled out behind her, then removed his helm and wiped viscera from his eyes. He squinted, blinked a few times to clear his sight, then nodded when he saw me.

“Good,” he said. “We finally found everyone.”


Chapter 15


Current time dilation: 0.3

No sooner had Varrin commented on our reunion than a series of System messages appeared.

You have successfully defended against the Doomed Aspirants!

Your Dimensional Magic skill has increased to Level 32!

Your Mystical Magic skill has increased from Level 17 to Level 19!

Your Physical Magic skill has increased to Level 22!

Your Blunt skill has increased to Level 27!

Your Shields skill has increased to Level 26!

Your Heavy Armor skill has increased to Level 21!

Your Leadership skill has increased from Level 19 to Level 21!

After the endless wave of skill-up notifications following The Pit, I’d convinced my UI to condense the text when receiving multiple levels at once. It was satisfying to see a wall of notifications, but as mentioned, I was aiming for greater efficiency. I doubted that many Delvers had that issue.

It wasn’t quite the same haul as we’d gotten from the boss rush, but nine skill levels for a day of work was damn good. I was a little sad that Mystical Magic had stalled one point shy of an evolution, although I was certain we’d find more opportunities to rank up at the cost of severe threat to life and limb. I suppressed the notifications for my Level 20 Leadership evo until I was certain we had a few minutes to look them over.

“Welcome to our humble kill box,” I said. “Careful where you step. We have a few traps with mechanical triggers. No idea if they’re still working, but better safe than sorry.” I eyed the floor. “There are also desiccated bug guts everywhere.”

Etja let out a hiccup that was half sob. She idly wiped some centipede off the front of her robes—to little avail—with a hollowed-out expression on her face.

“I hate it,” she said. “I hate it here.”

Nuralie pointed out the traps—there were exactly two remaining—while Xim hurried over to Etja to perform emergency Bathwarden duties. The cleric handed over her enchanted marble of cleaning, and Etja accepted it with a strained smile. She then stared at the ground as Xim began picking some of the larger chunks from her hair.

Varrin produced a towel to wipe the worst of the gunk from his face, studying the bodies we’d yet to dump into our corpse pit as he went over his hair. It had grown to a nice length, and the goo gave it a bit of volume. Overall, he was having an unfair amount of success looking good while covered in the blood of his enemies. I had no idea how his hair had survived Clockwork’s flame bath—unlike my own—but I assumed it had to do with his armor, which was a Ravvenblaq heirloom of superb make.

“You had a bug problem as well?” he asked.

“Literally crawling out of the walls. You?”

“The door teleported us to an underground cave system.” Varrin pulled out a new towel and worked on cleaning between his gauntleted fingers. “It was probably a hundred miles deeper than this place.”

“And it was full of bugs?”

Varrin nodded. “Not the humanoid kind like these,” he said, waving toward one of the corpses, which was already hollowed out and blackened by the Delve. “But yes, giant insects.”

“What was your objective?”

“To reach our allies before it was ‘too late,’” he said, tone grim. “The cave was part of a large hive.”

“Huh,” I grunted. “Sounds straightforward.”

Varrin tossed his towel to the ground and pulled out another. His armor was enchanted to clean itself over time, so he was already looking quite a bit tidier.

“It was a very large hive,” he said defensively. “What was your challenge?”

“Oh, you know. Identifying an invisible soul thread moving through a four-dimensional space that channeled an artificial soul construct.”

Varrin had begun wiping down Kazandak’s hilt but paused, raising an eyebrow. “I see.”

“Then I had to learn how to sense the fourth-dimensional axis and use Shortcut to travel to an adjoining space that shared a three-dimensional location and coordinate with Nuralie to simultaneously press buttons in both locations while being unable to communicate.”

“Ah.”

“After that, it was pretty easy,” I continued. “Just sit back and watch a show. We got some cool rings out of it, too.” I thought over the encounter in my head for a moment. “We might have been able to fight our way out, but it probably would have involved dealing with several hundred Grade 10 enemies at once.”

“That does sound mildly complicated.”

“I’m surprised yours didn’t involve a puzzle. This whole Delve is a puzzle.”

“There… may have been a non-combat option,” Varrin admitted.

“Yeah?”

“We found some pillars but could not determine what they were for.”

“Pillars? What kind of pillars?”

“Elemental pillars,” said Etja as she continued to stare at the ground, eyes haunted. “There was a pattern to them, but I wasn’t able to figure it out. Manipulating the mana inside did something, but it didn’t help.”

“I think we were incapable of a key part of the solution,” Varrin added. “Etja could manipulate the mana, but none of us have elemental powers.”

“So you went with the ‘fight several hundred enemies at once’ route,” I said.

“It was more of a ‘slay several thousand enemies throughout an endless, week-long battle’ solution.”

I glanced between Varrin and Etja. The pair were fairly healthy, but their resources were bottomed out. Etja looked like she was on the verge of an emotional breakdown, held at bay by Xim and Nuralie’s hygienic ministrations. Shog was missing half of his feathers, covered in gore, and his posture was a bit hunched. He was also currently digging through the corpse of the centipede for some reason.

“Welp,” I said, clapping Varrin on the shoulder, “they couldn’t have picked a better group for a murder spree.” He gave me a solemn nod. I took a breath and made a mental note to sign everyone up for therapy after this. “How did you end up finding us? Once our challenge was finished, we were dropped in this room facing down an exponentially growing horde of Grade 14s. You all showed up right before it started to get unmanageable.”

“Etja used Incorporate to absorb memories from the bugs,” said Varrin, back to cleaning his sword. “The hive was large, but it still had boundaries. Her Total Recall evolution allowed her to memorize everything she learned and find paths that avoided dead ends and nests.”

“I have to live with those memories,” said Etja as Nuralie gently rubbed her back. “Bug memories. For the rest of my life.”

Varrin gave Etja a concerned look, then continued. “When it was faster to go through the walls than follow the tunnels, we would capture one of the larger burrowing insects and ride them through.” He tilted his head toward the giant centipede. Shog had pulled a large orb from its center and was studying it. “This room we’re in is at the center of the hive.”

“That’s just wonderful,” I said, then turned to Xim. “What was your challenge?”

“Waiting,” said Xim.

“Waiting?”

[We could have left at any time, but she would not let us.]

“We were taken to the most beautiful chamber,” Xim said. She looked up from her work on Etja’s hair for a few seconds, a reminiscent expression on her face. “It was filled with divine treasures that spoke to me, whispering truths I could barely comprehend. They could understand me as well, so I spent some time chatting with them, unraveling their messages.”

[She stood muttering at inanimate objects for several days.]

“The door to leave was always there,” Xim added. “The trap was that the treasures promised divine knowledge that would take lifetimes to unravel. I might have gotten lost in it if Grotto hadn’t pulled me out of the trance.”

[I used Commandment to apply the Distracted status so that she was forced to listen to me.]

“After that, I realized most of the treasures were false idols. But there was one treasure that was real and benevolent. It told me to wait until I heard the call of my allies before leaving.”

“The call of your allies?” I asked.

[I began having seizures once you started taking significant damage.]

“It was exquisite,” said Xim. “The gods communicate with us in such mysterious ways.”

Grotto glared at the cleric, his black octo-eyes thin slits of irritation.

“If we’d left any sooner, we would have had to find our way to you instead of being transported directly here.”

“How do you know that?” I asked.

[She doesn’t.]

“Faith guided me.”

Shog floated over while we chatted, sniffing the orb he’d dug from the centipede. It was excreting a glowing green liquid and covered in a thousand fine whiskers. The c’thon ran a feeler through the goo and tucked it behind his beard to taste it, then interrupted us when he scowled and spat.

“The worst part of our challenge was that all of these insects are divine spawn,” he said. “I could not consume a single one!”

Shog flicked the orb toward the ground with a casual gesture, but it hit hard enough to kick up dirt and create a small crater. I really wanted to find out what his stats were.

“Wait, divine spawn?” I asked. “Like what we faced in The Cage?”

Shog crossed his arms across his chest. At least, I thought he did. They disappeared behind his “beard.”

“The bitterness is balanced by a slightly sour undertone,” he said. “And there is a tantalizing umami flavor, creating a sense of haute cuisine distinct from when I last attempted to dine on such victuals.” I gaped at Shog as he went on, and Varrin heaved a sigh. “However, the texture and aroma mingle to form an unmistakable bouquet evocative of avatar. It ruins the otherwise complex and alluring palate.” Shog’s tentacles twitched, and he made a deep, purring growl. “This culinary affront fills me with a towering fury.”

“That’s, uh, good to know,” I said. “I didn’t realize you were such a gourmand.”

“It is most of what he spoke about while we were together,” said Varrin, his tone resigned.

“I am passionate about my food.” Shog ran his eyes up and down over Varrin with a thoughtful gaze. “You would probably be too salty.”

“Jokes about eating our friends aside,” I said, “this is a major problem. Why would there be an avatar here?”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” said Etja. Between the cleansing marble and the grooming from the other women, she was starting to look a lot less befouled. “The Delve Remnant we fought was called The King’s Pit. That was the Delve that the Delve Core, Cage, managed before he went to work inside of The Cage.”

I snapped my fingers. “I knew I remembered that name from somewhere!”

“The Cage drew a lot of its power from the avatars trapped inside,” said Etja. “When the wards keeping them locked up started to fail, they really messed with the place.”

“Like that room with the Bloom,” I said. “It had grown flesh plants everywhere.”

“Maybe Cage had practice using chained-up avatars as a power source.” Etja broke her staring contest with the dirt to glance up at me. “The one inside The King’s Pit could have gotten loose and corrupted the whole Delve.”

“That is a terrifying thought,” I said. “It’s also a lot of speculation.”

“I think the idea has merit,” said Varrin. “We initially followed the hive’s tunnels downward. The deeper we went inside this moon, the denser the ambient mana became.”

“Divine mana,” Etja added.

“Why go down?” I asked.

“You always go down in Delves,” Varrin grumbled. I had to give that one to him.

“And we feel confident we’re on a moon at this point?”

“There are hundreds of miles of underground here,” said Varrin. “What else could it be?”

“We could have been teleported somewhere new when we walked through those doors.”

Varrin grunted. “Perhaps. But the moon theory addresses this environment and answers several questions.”

“I’m not sure most moons are full of bugs,” I said. “Then again, I haven’t visited any, so I can’t be certain.”

[Then you three believe an avatar is being used as a power source for this Delve,] Grotto thought to us. [And that it has begun to break its containment?]

“Since the divine mana gets stronger as we go down,” said Etja, “we think it might be buried in the middle.”

“That’d be one big egg,” I said. “With a gooey demigod center.”

“Why would the System use divine spawn as challenges?” asked Nuralie. “If they are not supposed to be here, it makes little sense.”

[A Delve will often put unexpected resources to use.]

“Or it’s a feature, not a bug,” I said. That drew a couple of confused looks.

“Oh, I get it,” said Etja. “‘Bug’ like you described to Umi-Doo.”

I nodded, thoroughly appreciating how little humor a joke held once it was explained.

“Yeah,” I said. “The Delve might intentionally encourage the growth of divine spawn to serve as monster fodder.”

“We won’t know more until we investigate,” said Varrin. “Did you discover anything about these creatures your group fought?”

“A bit,” I said. “Some of the items we looted carry certain… implications.”


Chapter 16
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Igave everyone the rundown on what Nuralie and I had faced, then began sharing the item descriptions. I opened with the Wand of Boundless Night, since it felt dangerous to even hold on to. I pitched the idea of leaving it in the care of Sam’lia, and no one was opposed to ridding ourselves of it. Xim once again entered a pensive stillness while we discussed the wand, but whatever she was thinking, she would share it in her own time.

“Despite its description,” I said, “none of us were affected by it.”

“I was affected,” said Nuralie with a shiver. “It was unpleasant.”

“No one was harmed by it,” I clarified. “I felt the sense of doom it mentions, but none of us went psychotic or saw phantom creatures.”

“Someone could have disappeared,” said Nuralie. “We wouldn’t know.”

“We have a full party,” said Varrin. “Everyone is present.”

“Arlo could have had another summon.” Pause. Nuralie turned to me. “How many active skill slots do you have open?”

Goosebumps crept up my neck as I answered.

“One.”

“Only Etja has a full suite of active skills,” Varrin countered. “That doesn’t mean Arlo had a second summon that was erased from existence.”

“We’re all better versed in soul magic than most,” said Xim, breaking her silence. “Delver levels augment the soul. Arlo’s Reveal ability has given us all plenty of experience having our souls fondled.”

I grimaced. “Not how I would have described it, but okay.”

“Three of us that were hit by it are revelators,” Xim continued. “That empowers the soul through connection with a deity. The only other person here was Grotto. He specializes in spiritual magic and shares a soul bond with Arlo. We probably resisted the worst of the wand’s consequences.”

“That reminds me,” I said to Xim, “how did you keep from getting stunned by the Ego Splinter spell? I barely resisted myself, and I had several layers of defense against it.”

She held up a hand, where the Ring of Many Blessings sparkled with its thousand facets. “I burned all of my stored charges of Blessed,” she said. “I resisted it by four points.”

“That attack was too close of a call,” I muttered, thinking over how we could have been better prepared. After another minute or two of discussion, I moved on to the other items we’d recovered from the Doomed Aspirants.

Varrin recognized the name Deletar, and the Longsword of Bluewren matched the weapon the man had used. He’d apparently disappeared two decades ago. The big guy also recognized House Spyreling when we went over the brooch. The house was known for producing some of the most talented Delvers in Timagrin and ran an academy of some renown.

I brought up the flavor text for the bardiche last. It was the only real clue as to who the final wave of bugs had been prior to their insectification. Aside from their names, that is, which were mildly eccentric and reminded me of some handles I’d used for MMO characters when I was a moody 15-year-old. Nuralie was the most familiar with The Eschen Wastes, which the item’s flavor text referenced.

“The Eschen Wastes are what they sound like,” said Nuralie. “Wastelands. They are north of Eschendur, spanning westward all the way to the borders of Timagrin and Mittak. The Kingdom of Ayama lies in the middle”—pause—“though that region only flourishes because of Godking Ayamari’s magic.”

“Sounds like a big area,” I said.

“The Wastes are more than 20 times larger than Hiward,” said Varrin. “They cover as much landmass as the Littan Empire.”

“Do people live there?” I asked.

Nuralie tilted her head and thought. “Some,” she said. “There is a small Eschen settlement on the north side of the Left Hand Mountains. They trade with the people who live in The Eastern Wastes, mostly exiles and hermits.” Pause. “People who would rather be ruled by the unkindness of nature than by monarchs or politicians.”

“I guess this self-proclaimed Lord Hendrick Langhry wouldn’t have been popular.”

“To put it mildly,” said Nuralie. “The population of the Wastes is sparse, and there are only a few small villages, but I have been told they are mostly anarchistic. Single individuals and small groups living by the law of tooth and claw. I do not know much more.” Pause. “I never felt the desire to visit.”

“I recognize the name,” said Xim. “He was a Hiwardian Flarehart who was stripped of his title.”

“No offense, but why do you know that?” I asked. “You’re not usually very up to date with the Hiwardian nobility.”

“He was a famous Delver a couple of decades ago,” Xim replied. “He ended up as one of the cautionary tales that aspiring Delvers are taught about in their academies.”

“Even I have heard the song,” said Nuralie.

“Song?” I asked.

“Gods above, I haven’t thought about that in years,” said Xim. “Luck Won’t Get You Lucky.”

Etja’s eyes widened.

“I love that song!” she said.

“Luck Won’t Get You Lucky is the popular title,” said Nuralie. “The real name is The Ballad of Queen Celeritia’s Virtue.” She sighed. “Etja sang it many times while we toured.”

“I see why no one calls it by the formal name,” I said. “The first one’s catchier.”

Xim suddenly broke out singing the tune.

“Luck won’t get you lucky, as lonely Langhry found!

The Queen’s Guard quests for libidinous guests, even those with Shroud!”

Nuralie joined in with an alto harmony. Soon after, Etja added her exceptional mezzo-soprano. Towards the end of the verse, even Varrin chipped in with a deep, rich bass.

“Oh, lusty Langhrey, seized with his trousers down.

A sculpted breast clutched tight to his chest while he went to town!

Lilliputian loin-ed Langhrey, though you have an unbreakable bone,

you can’t quite make it penetrate when your partner’s all marble and stone.

When your partner’s all marble and stone!”

Grotto and I watched them in stunned silence. Shog’s eyes were wide as saucers. “What is this sonic magic?” he asked.

“It’s called singing,” I said. “Did Langhrey… try to bang a statue?”

“A statue of the late queen, though she was alive at the time,” said Varrin. “Inside the Dark Iron Palace no less.”

“He could”—pause—“animate things.”

“No thanks,” I said. “I don’t need any more details.” I rubbed my eyes, trying to erase the lyrics from my memory. “Wait, why is that a cautionary tale for Delvers?”

“He had high Luck and apparently got away with a lot of ‘strange’ activities,” said Xim. “He also thought his invisibility spell would keep him from getting caught.” She smirked. “But groans can’t become invisible.”

“Why did I ask?”

“It serves two main purposes,” said Varrin. “First, you should always keep the limits of the skill you’re using in mind. It is easy to get blindsided when you lose focus. The second is that someone, somewhere, always has a counterspell.”

“It also serves as an intro to Delver punishment,” said Xim. “Langhrey was a Level 20 gold. He was widely known, well-liked, and fairly skilled. But a squad of Level 15 Queen’s Guards is equipped to… frustrate criminal acts. Even when such dirty deeds are being discharged by high-level Delvers.”

“We can stop now,” I said, wincing at the relentless innuendo. “Luckless Langhrey got caught being naughty and lost his title.”

“The king also stripped him of his lands and property,” said Varrin. “Then forbade him from Delving. He essentially became an overleveled peasant.”

“It appears that he sought out new opportunities in distant lands,” I said, extrapolating the rest of the former lord’s tale. “Maybe his Luck paid off for a while and he managed to establish some sort of domain in the Wastes. Then”—I gestured at a bug corpse—“Roach killed him.”

“Roach?” asked Varrin.

“Blood Scour. Sorry, that was my internal nickname for her.” I rubbed my beard and pondered. “Do we think these Aspirants were from the Wastes, then?”

“Rogue Delvers, maybe,” said Xim.

“Or they did Creation like the Artemix group,” said Varrin, expression growing dark. “All of those people who worked with Orexis found a way to bypass the Creation Delve somehow.”

“Did Lito and Myria ever figure out how that worked?” asked Xim, turning to me.

I shrugged. “If they did, I wouldn’t have been kept in the loop,” I answered. “That gives us a crew from the Eschen Wastes. The group of 3 from earlier didn’t have anything to ID them with, other than their first names. The group of 2 had the brooch, which means they may have been from Timagrin. The first Aspirant, Deletar, was likely a member of House Bluewren.”

“If so, that gives us The Eschen Wastes, Timagrin, and Hiward,” said Varrin. “Does that tell us anything?”

“Whatever happened to these people is agnostic of people’s nationality,” I offered.

Varrin’s hand tightened around his sword hilt. “If an avatar is the cause, that would be consistent.”

[Delve Cores also have little regard for the geographic origins of those who enter their halls.]

“Grotto has a point,” I said. “We shouldn’t assume⁠—”

[However, a Delve Core would not punish Delvers by transmuting them into such monstrosities. They would simply recycle the body, using its mana as fuel and its organic components as compost.]

“Have you completed your thought?” I asked.

Grotto bobbed in the air. [Yes.]

“We shouldn’t assume an avatar is the cause,” I said. “We can run with the theory, but our goal should be to try and disprove it at every turn.”

“Very well,” said Varrin. “Either way, we should continue moving forward.”

“We do still have the Get Out of Cage Free Card,” said Xim. “We could just go.”

“Assuming it works here,” I said. “Also, I want those special Delve rewards.”

“Is that worth facing down an avatar?” she asked. “And our time dilation counter is getting pretty low.”

“We don’t know for sure that there’s an avatar involved.”

The cleric gave me a skeptical look. “We’re here inside a secret Delve, known only to a select few for its impossibility,” she said. “It’s us. If we find evidence of the worst possible thing happening, then the worst possible thing is probably happening.”

“Yes, but look at all the great stuff we’ve gotten because of our proclivity to punch above our weight class.”

“We need to know if it’s true,” said Varrin. “If the avatars have gotten their claws deeper into Delves or the System, that is something we cannot ignore.”

“I do not think there would be much we could do about that,” said Nuralie.

[If an avatar has taken control of the Delve, we cannot guarantee that completing the objective will advance the phase.]

“Shit,” I said. “Why not?”

[The avatar may be controlling the objectives in some way, incorporating its own spawn into the challenges. If so, it has some level of access to the core that runs the Delve.]

“Well fuck,” I said. “Okay, let’s at least take a peek and see what we can find out.” I looked around the group. Neither Xim nor Nuralie looked happy about it, but they reluctantly agreed. Etja was silent, lost in thought. Varrin, of course, was adamant that we move forward.

“But first,” I said, “before we go searching for things that can kill us with a flick of its wrist, I have an evolution to pick.”

The mood was dour, but professionalism won out, and we reviewed the options together.

1) Frontline Officer: Whenever an ally you can perceive blocks an attack, you may react by adding your Leadership skill level to their block value.

2) Backline Officer: Whenever an ally you can perceive makes a ranged attack, you may react by adding your Leadership skill level to the attack’s damage.

3) Medical Officer: Whenever an ally who can perceive you is healed for any amount, they may increase that amount by your Leadership skill level. This bonus can only be gained once per minute per ally.

Frontline Officer would mainly help out Xim since she was the only other party member who relied on blocking. Varrin’s style focused on avoidance and parries, while Shog used his tentacles to grapple. Overall, Frontline Officer wasn’t a great fit for our group.

Backline Officer looked like it would only benefit Nuralie at first glance, but a close reading of the text revealed more. It didn’t call for a ranged weapon attack, only a ranged attack. That meant it included ranged spells. That would assist Xim and Etja, in addition to Nuralie.

My main problem with the first two choices was that they required me to “react” to grant the bonus. Skills that required reactions took a small amount of time and attention. I would probably end up in situations where I was too focused on managing the enemy and blocking attacks to use the abilities to their full potential, which was a struggle I already had with Dispel. They would also be unusable if I was Stunned, Distracted, or knocked unconscious. If I had mostly been standing around and barking orders, I’m sure they would have been great. That wasn’t my style, however.

Medical Officer didn’t require any action on my part. My allies decided whether to take the bonus healing, regardless of my thoughts or feelings. The range was perception-based, so my allies could still benefit even while on massive battlefields, so long as they could “perceive” me. It was a shame they had to perceive me, as opposed to the reverse, like the first two evos, since I nearly always had perception of my allies through Soul-Sight and my aura. It was still a good feature.

The amount of healing felt minor to someone like me, who had over a thousand health, but for my allies, 20 health was an appreciable percentage—5% or so for Nuralie or Etja. That number would also improve as my Leadership skill advanced.

What ultimately sold me on Medical Officer was that it improved something I was already building into: my passive ability to heal the party. I currently increased everyone’s health regeneration by an amount equal to my Fortitude with Who Needs a Cleric. Allies got a 20% bump to that regen from my last Leadership evo. My super evolution, We Can Do This All Day, gave stamina or health to a nearby ally equal to half of any damage I took.

Medical Officer would grant the rest of the party a global healing buff on top, and I was betting it would trigger off of the healing from We Can Do This All Day. Taken alone, none of these were massive bonuses, but together they started to represent a potent suite of entirely passive healing abilities.

Nuralie ran us through a few theoretical scenarios. If we were facing a series of tough fights, the three abilities together could easily wind up healing 20% of the party’s total HP every hour without me lifting a finger or spending any mana. In extreme circumstances, that percentage could be much higher. It was about equal to what Xim could output in the same timeframe if she relied solely on her mana regen.

Of course, Xim was more focused on burnination, Fear, and pummeling than she was on healing. Plus, she could burn mana to rapidly heal way, way more than I could. So, I wasn’t going to start wearing robes and carrying a scepter anytime soon. Besides, most of these bonuses didn’t apply to me, only to my allies. I still needed somebody to stuff my guts back in when we didn’t have time for my health regen to rebuild 90% of my body.

The matter being settled, I selected Medical Officer.

Then we looked around at the obvious absence of doors or portals. I scratched my head and sighed.

“All right,” I said. “How do we leave?


Chapter 17


Current time dilation: 0.3

The way forward was to crawl further onward through the hive surrounding us. It took an hour to convince Etja to dive back inside the tunnels, but she relaxed once it became apparent that most insects had hidden or fled. Whether that was due to our completion of the objective or Varrin & Co’s relentless week-long slaughter, we didn’t know. Either way, we were only forced to squash a few lingering bugs. None of them were pushovers, but neither were they serious threats. No more Doomed Aspirants appeared to challenge us.

Etja wasn’t afraid of bugs—not any more than the average super-person—but a week of constant assault and the hypervigilance it required to endure had gotten to her. Combined with being lost in tight underground spaces and being filthy beyond measure, uncertain whether she would arrive in time to save the lives of her friends, it was reasonable that she was reluctant to repeat the experience. Really, I thought she was holding up better than most would if put into a similar situation.

We began by going up, led by Etja’s knowledge from the Incorporated bugs. I continually scanned for valid teleport locations using Coordinated Thinker and discovered a large, empty space above us once we were within a mile of the hive’s outer edge. That’s also when the air began to thin.

We were able to press on for a time until the distance wouldn’t trigger a large cooldown from Reckless Shortcut. The others had begun having difficulty breathing, and even I was getting uncomfortable. I took a few deep breaths of the scarce atmosphere and used Shortcut to teleport to the edge of the emptiness above.

A twist of dimensional energy zipped me away like usual, and I appeared on the surface of the moon.

I fought against the vacuum trying to empty my lungs for a moment and readjusted my sense of balance. Whatever force created the artificial gravity throughout the rest of the Delve was no longer present, although there was still enough to barely keep me from accidentally kicking off into the void.

I used Therianthropy, and vibrant wings unfolded at my back, their magic allowing me to maneuver even without atmosphere. I spun and scanned the land around me, ignoring the discomfort from my exposed eyes, but found no obvious structures. The ground was tinged a slight blue, and when I glanced down, I realized that it wasn’t composed of the moondust or dirt that my mind had expected. No, the presence of countless metallic beads broke my lunar prejudices. I scooped up a handful, icy cold and smooth, then rolled them around in my palm. They were uniform for the most part, a few sporting slight pitting in places.

I placed some in my inventory, collecting a decent pile. I had no idea what the substance was, and I couldn’t identify it with my interface. It might have been valuable or useful for crafting, or maybe it would give us some clues about what was happening in the skies above Arzia. I would have taken more, but I was on a timer. The beads stretched on for as far as I could see, so it was unlikely to be particularly valuable, aside from whatever worth the novelty of its origin added.

I kept track of the location of my allies, ensuring I could use Shortcut to get back, and began exploring in a large, spiraling pattern. I gave myself 20 minutes but didn’t find anything worth noting. Not even a crater. I’m sure that meant something astronomically speaking, but I didn’t know what. Maybe the moon wasn’t that old. Maybe there wasn’t anything in this solar system that might collide with it. Maybe it self-repaired.

Coming up empty with my search, I teleported to my allies and reported my findings. We tried moving laterally and repeated the exercise a few times, but I never found any clues as to where we should be going.

Once our time dilation dropped to 0.2, we decided to heed Varrin’s directional wisdom and headed down.

We traveled more than 200 miles into the moon. None of us knew how far it was to the center. While Arzia’s moon had been estimated to be about 1,800 miles in diameter, we weren’t confident we were on the same satellite. The moon visible from Arzia was typically gray-white, similar to Earth’s moon, although its color altered slightly based on atmospheric conditions. There were times it took on a blue hue, and the beads I’d taken were only subtly blue, so it was possible they were the same orbital bodies.

If they weren’t the same, how come nobody had ever noticed this one?

Earth’s moon had a radius of a thousand miles or something, but I also thought I remembered its gravity being described as a little stronger than what I’d experienced up above. That ultimately didn’t tell us anything, since we had no idea about this moon’s density. The soil had given way to rock, but the atmosphere was breathable, and there was no spike in geothermal heat. Again, I was no geologist or physicist, but the whole thing felt unnatural.

Of course, while I lacked any professional STEM honorifics, I could now proudly add astronaut to my curriculum vitae.

Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel

Platinum Delver, Extradimensional Traveler & Astronaut

It sounded pretty good. People valued experience over degrees these days anyway.

We cut through the tunnels pretty quickly. Varrin’s Siege Breaker evolution let him do 10 times normal damage to mundane objects, which applied to stone tunnels. While we lacked any mining equipment, his inner dwarf emerged when I handed him the Giant Spiked Mace of the Bloody Jubilee. He didn’t have the Blunt skill to use its effects, but he sure as hell could swing it. The man’s 40 in Strength also made him capable of lifting boulders, and Shog displayed a comparable level of might.

Early on in our journey through rock and stone, I stopped and asked Shog if he had a status screen of some kind, which he did. Grotto insisted that no c’thon would volunteer such information and potentially expose their weaknesses, but Shog sent everyone in the party a condensed version. That shut Grotto right up, and I could swear Shog did it half to spite the “c’thon imposter.” I looked over the sheet and was both impressed and mildly alarmed.

Shog’tuatha, C’thon Brood Lord

Stats:

Strength40

Agility25

Speed38

Fortitude30

Intelligence1

Wisdom10

Charisma1

Luck1

Passive Skills: 3/4

Graboid

Stalking Predator

Limb Stealer (Super)

Active Skills: 7/10

Soul Chomp

Barbed Constrictor

Psychic Whip

Quick Sting

Warp Speed

Swoop

Whirlwind

Intrinsic Skills: 8/10

Aerial Combat30

Unarmed29

Physical Magic28

Stealth26

Blades22

Dimensional Magic22

Leadership21

Spiritual Magic21

Maybe it shouldn’t have surprised me, but he had the stats of a Level 16 Delver. He was Grade 16, but the fact that I could summon someone that strong felt… totally unfair. I had 29 more total stats than Shog, but his were heavily concentrated on physical attributes, whereas some of mine were in stats I rarely used like Charisma and Luck. No wonder he kicked the shit out of everything. He was basically as overpowered as I was.

I didn’t pry into his passives and actives—most of them spoke for themselves—and his intrinsics were no surprise, with the exception of Leadership. Who was he leading? Other c’thons? Is that why he was called a Brood Lord? As much time as I’d spent with the c’thon, I didn’t know too much about his personal life. That one was on me, I supposed. I’da never really asked. Then again, he never volunteered a lot, so I assumed he preferred his privacy.

Also, Aerial Combat sounded fucking awesome. Once I was maxed out in Physical Magic, I’d be able to summon wings for up to 8 hours a day with Therianthropy. It might be worth trying to pick that one up. Plus, Grotto could probably benefit from it.

Speaking of my Bonded Familiar, I inquired as to whether Grotto would also be willing to share, but the core seemed uncomfortable after viewing Shog’s sheet. A few hours later he psychically told me that the screen was for my eyes only, and I got a notification to receive a similarly compressed status screen.

Delve Core 1156 “Grotto”

Stats:

Strength1

Agility1

Speed1

Fortitude20

Intelligence20

Wisdom20

Charisma34

Luck1

Passive Skills: 3/4

Industrial Transmutation

Bonded Familiar

Aura of Despair

Active Skills: 7/10

Animate Object

Suggestion

Despair

Commandment

Enhance Spirit

Rebuke

Second Wind

Intrinsic Skills: 10/10

Spiritual Magic41

Botany40

Divine Magic31

Subterfuge31

Architecture30

Animal Husbandry23

System Call20

Dungeoneering20

Reconnaissance18

Mystical Magic10

Grotto’s stats were in line with a Level 10 Delver, which made sense because I was his bond, and I was Level 10. It was probably still unfair of me to be capable of having a familiar that essentially added an entirely new party member to a normal Level 10 team, but at first glance, Grotto didn’t look as potent as Shog.

The advantages Grotto brought to the table were less quantifiable. His depth of knowledge and expertise related to System matters—when he felt like sharing—was invaluable. Even if he did nothing more than give us input and advice, I’d still think he was pulling his weight.

Grotto also had a full set of intrinsics, and his total intrinsic levels were higher than anyone else in the party. He was exactly a bajillion years old, so that followed, although the fact that they weren’t higher raised some questions. Like Shog, I didn’t pry into the specifics of his abilities, letting him decide on his own time how much he wanted to get into it. I was extremely curious what all he used his Level 31 Subterfuge skill for, but between pretending to be a c’thon 24/7 and trying to keep secrets so that he didn’t face System retribution, it seemed valid.

I did want to know more about his intrinsic levels, numerically speaking, and figured it would be a vague enough conversation that it wouldn’t be invasive. Of course, it’s not as though Grotto took other people’s feelings into consideration very often, but he’d been making some strides in that direction lately. No reason to push boundaries and possibly encourage an emotional relapse.

“Hey, Grotto,” I thought to the core. “Mind if I ask you a sort of personal question? I’ll understand if you don’t want to answer, so no pressure.”

My familiar scanned the others around us, as though they might eavesdrop on the psychic conversation. Even if we were talking at normal volume, I doubt they could hear much over the sound of Varrin and Shog minecrafting us straight to bedrock.

[Very well.]

“Not to be indelicate, but you are very, very old.”

[That is correct.]

“Like, ‘geological ages’ levels of old, right?”

[Yes. I harbor no shame over my age if that is why you are awkwardly flailing for inoffensive wording.]

“No, what I’m wondering is, since you’ve been alive for what seems like a non-trivial fraction of this planet’s existence, why aren’t your intrinsic skills all maxed?”

Grotto turned to study my expression before he responded. Whatever he saw there, it seemed to satisfy him.

[A Delve Core’s existence is not like your own,] he thought to me. [While the System is dormant, I enter into a state of hibernation. My functions are limited to maintaining the Delve that I am responsible for, but I am not allowed to continue actively managing and improving upon it. Even then, I am conscious for less than 0.1% of the time during this period, and the level of sentience I possess while conscious during such System dormancy is limited. There is little need for my personality matrix to function above a base level. Put simply, I have spent the vast majority of my life asleep.

[When the System is online and actively encouraging Delver growth, I am awake but still not perpetually fully aware. My personality matrix only manifests in its entirety while I am performing complex duties or while Delvers are within my halls. Even so, I have operated at full capacity for thousands of times longer than a normal human lifespan.

[The answer to your question thus has many parts. My skills were not characterized in this manner until I became your Bonded Familiar. I possessed the skills I needed for my tasks, but there was no need for them to be expressly quantified, enticing me toward challenge and improvement. Additionally, the repetition of a task alone is insufficient to level a skill after a certain point. My duties were well-defined, and while I was allowed a certain degree of freedom and flexibility, the majority of my activities were ones I’d mastered an eon ago.

[I also suspect that my skills have been suppressed to some degree. Dungeoneering, for example, should be much higher, but it has been linked to your own intrinsic for some reason. On the other hand, Spiritual Magic has risen to heights I have never before achieved, much of which has to do with our soul bond. Altogether, my involvement with you and your party has been a catalyst for an incredible leap in mastery over several skills.]

“Our party,” I thought to him. He raised an octo-brow at me. “It’s our party, Grotto. Not my party. You’re as much a part of it as anyone.”

Grotto considered my words, then fixed me with a meaningful gaze.

[Since Hognay entered my Delve and I became your Bonded Familiar, this is the longest uninterrupted period of full sentience I have experienced in my time as a Delve Core. It has begun to evoke memories of my old life, the one lived out by the man upon whom I am modeled. It is strange. But I also find it… agreeable.]

“Well, I’m glad you’re with us. The way you describe it, I’m not sure I would enjoy being a normal Delve Core.”

[I had never given it much consideration until recently.]

“If you ever want to talk about it, I’m happy to lend an ear.”

Grotto didn’t seem to have much else to say after that, so I walked beside him for a time as we followed the group through the holes dug by Varrin and Shog. Between Etja’s memory and my ability to hunt out open space with Coordinated Thinker, we were tunneling pretty quickly. Before long I found a suspiciously open chamber and directed the party toward it.

After digging through a quarter mile of stone, we encountered a mana barrier that kept us from advancing. We burrowed around it for a while, eventually finding a way into the room, and I took the lead as we broke down the last bit of stone.

We found ourselves in a well-lit chamber covered in gold, gemstone, and a botanical garden’s worth of plant life. Thematically, it matched the hall we’d found when first entering the Delve proper after killing The Pit. There were two spheres of dark metal about the size of a small house, one on either side of the chamber. Each sphere had a hole cut into its side, large enough for a person to pass through.

At the room’s center floated a simple two-handed axe, the kind made for splitting firewood. The handle and axehead were made from the dark metal of the Delves, and a potent aura emanated from it, although it was neither sinister nor benevolent. It simply was.

Behind the axe was a painted statue made of the same smooth material as the sculpture of Deijin Nuralie and I had encountered. It had a canine face but with a snout long and narrow like a crocodile. Its body was lean, covered in graceful, rippling musculature. Its four limbs ended in wide paws tipped with long, curved talons, and a pair of stone wings were folded down upon its back. Its tail was short and rounded as though it had been clipped when it was young, and it lay curled around itself like a sleeping cat.

It was also the size of an elephant.

As the last of us entered the room, the statue’s eyes opened. Slitted irises rolled over us, and a soul halo emerged, bright and potent but with the synthetic feel of the souls from back in the endless loop. It yawned, a flat, coarse tongue sticking out from between hooked teeth. Then, it sat back on its haunches, front talons carving deep grooves into the stone like it was made of butter. It smacked its lips as I identified it.

Icon of the Psychopomp: Automaton, Grade 30.

“Candidates,” it said. The Icon paused and cleared its throat with a deep rumble that rattled my armor. “Welcome to your challenge, the final test by which you’re tried. Though this is unlike others, its success is yours to guide. An appraisal of conviction merely asks that you decide. Which one of us shall live, and which one of us shall die?”
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“Oh, is this a riddle?” asked Etja. “I’m not very good with riddles.”

“It is not a riddle,” said the Icon.

I waited for the Icon to keep talking, but it didn’t say anything else.

“Hi,” I said. “I’m Arlo, and from left to right—your left to right—this is Shog, Varrin, Xim, Etja, and Grotto.”

“And the Guelon hiding behind Chamber B?” asked the Icon.

Nuralie poked her head out from behind one of the spheres. “I am Nuralie,” she said. The Icon’s mouth curled up into something akin to a smile.

“Fortune’s Folly,” it said. “You are the first to appear before me this generation. So early in the phase as well, it is impressive. Congratulations.”

“That’s awfully nice of you to say,” I replied. “That was an interesting rhyme earlier. At first, I thought you were one of those magical creatures that only spoke in rhyme.”

“No, no,” the Icon said with a long sigh. “I was told that I must say that verbatim. Personally, I think it’s silly. Plain language is superior.”

“I see. It sure was ominous, though. Are you able to explain things a bit further?”

“Of course. I expected that I’d need to.” The Icon waved a paw at the axe floating between the two spherical chambers. “If you would, please identify this item.”

I did as the Icon suggested.

Axe of Soul Splitting

It’s very sharp.

Requirements: Escalated Delver Candidate, Chamber of Conviction

Effects:

When struck by this axe, the target’s soul is cleaved in two, allowing each half to act independently of the other. After 1 minute the soul expires, causing the target to perish.

“Escalated Delver Candidate,” I read aloud. “What’s that?” I had an idea of what it meant, but this seemed like a good opportunity to fish for more concrete information.

“You are,” said the Icon. It watched me closely, and I raised my eyebrows at the non-response. Its mouth curled into another grin. “It is a Delver who has transcended the limits of power supplied by the Delves, in the process of proving their merit by climbing for greater summits than those with paths cleared for them.”

“And the Chamber of Conviction. I assume that’s where we are?”

“You assume correctly.”

“And what are we expected to do with this axe?”

“Before you are twin chambers. A single soul must be divided, and then each half must enter a different chamber simultaneously. Once this has been done, you will be granted permission to activate System Core Two.”

“And the axe kills whoever is split?”

“That is what it says, yes.”

“What is meant by we decide ‘which ones of us shall live, and which one of us shall die?’”

“You must choose whose soul to split.”

Nuralie stepped out from behind the sphere, studying the axe. “Must it be one of us?” she asked.

“It must be someone in this chamber,” the Icon answered.

“You are someone in this chamber,” said Nuralie.

“This is true.”

“Then we could split your soul.” Pause. “Not one of our own.”

“If that is your wish.”

“What’s the catch?” I asked.

The Icon’s grin grew wider. It waved its paw again, and 6 items appeared in the air before it. They didn’t emit any sort of mana signature, and a quick look with my Sight told me that these were not true items, merely projections.

“If I am chosen to fall beneath the axe, you will receive no reward other than progression through the Delve. If I am spared, then each survivor will receive one Delver level and an item custom-made for your build.”

The Icon flicked its paw, and a cuirass floated forward. While illusory, I could still identify the item it represented.

Demon Bone Cuirass of the Descent

Requirements: Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel, Escalated Delver

Effects:

1) +40 Physical DR

2) +10 Fire DR

3) +100 Health Regeneration

4) When you are hit by a hostile spell, you absorb 10% of the mana spent on that spell.

5) Immutable

I rubbed my eyes and made sure I was reading the description properly. That was a lot of Physical damage reduction, four times more than my current cuirass. The Fire DR was a nice bonus as well. My ring would double the health regen, giving me an extra 200 total. I would lose a small amount of poison resistance, but absorbing mana from enemy spells was way more useful.

The chest armor was also Immutable, an effect I’d only ever discovered on my boa and vest. It meant I’d never need to repair the item, and while it wouldn’t outright stop a weapon from penetrating it, the armor would never end up with gaping holes like my current cuirass after Roach went to town. We’d spent long enough working our way through the hive that my Verdantum Cuirass of the Redoubt was back in pristine condition, but if I’d had to fight again while it was in tatters, it would have provided a lot less protection.

The Icon waved, and a hooded cloak floated to Nuralie.

Demon Skin Cloak of the Descent

Requirements: Nuralie Vyxmeldo’a, Escalated Delver

Effects:

1) +10 Fire DR

2) Techniques that require a charge time are treated as though they have been charged for an additional 6 seconds.

3) While undetected, you are always considered to be aiming.

4) When you are hit by a hostile spell, you absorb 10% of the mana spent on that spell.

5) Immutable

The charge buff would mean Nuralie’s Hunger Shot could immediately fire 2 attacks, with no charge time needed at all. Nuralie also had some open skill slots, so she could focus her remaining skills on charge time to take full advantage of the ability. It only worked on techniques—active skills that took stamina—but it was still a huge buff. Additionally, Nuralie got various bonuses to attack and damage while aiming, but it took time to set up. Ultimately, this would significantly increase Nuralie’s attack speed.

Given the similarity of prefixes, it looked like the Fire damage reduction and mana absorption were part of the “Demon” class of materials. It would be nice to know whether we could find some demons to farm this stuff or if it were more of a metaphorical name.

A wand began floating toward Etja, but she held up a hand.

“No thanks,” she said. “I don’t want to see something I’m not going to take anyway.”

I glanced at her and rubbed my beard. “You’re right,” I said. “There’s no way we’re going to kill a member of the party. There isn’t much reason to even identify these.”

“Truly?” said the Icon, then looked to Shog. “A normal summon cannot wield the axe, but you are different. How long until you can walk these lands under your own power, without the need to be bound to your summoner? Would you forfeit a prize such as this out of sentiment for those you will soon leave behind?”

A crown appeared, its palisades jagged and covered in a shifting blue shimmer.

Demon Ivory Crown of the Descent

Requirements: Shog’tuatha, Hidden Delver

Effects:

1) +10 Fire DR

2) You are no longer vulnerable to Holy damage.

3) Each time you deal damage with an attack, the damaged entity takes additional Psychic damage equal to your Spiritual Magic skill level. If the Psychic damage dealt this way is higher than the target’s WIS, they become vulnerable to Psychic damage for 1 minute.

4) When you are hit by a hostile spell, you absorb 10% of the mana spent on that spell.

5) Immutable

I was curious about the crown’s second effect, since I hadn’t known Shog was vulnerable to Holy, unless it was a useless affix. Given that the items were “custom made,” I doubted that was the case. The third effect would add some nice damage diversity to the c’thon, although I knew he had at least one way to deal Psychic damage already with his spectral tendril. He’d focused on swords the last few times I’d seen him fight, so I wasn’t sure how significant such a bonus might be overall.

I had no idea what a “Hidden Delver” was, but I assumed we’d find out sooner or later, assuming Shog didn’t betray us.

Every cell of my being wanted to trust Shog. He’d never done wrong by us, but I realized being a summon placed some limitations on what he could do. It was possible he harbored some hidden ill will. Or maybe he would be happy to be free of my control and let loose on Arzia, able to munch on mana-rich Delvers to his heart’s content. It was possible, but I didn’t believe it to be true.

While Shog made Nuralie’s Evil Sense tingle, I’d been inside the c’thon’s head. Although he’d never done so, he might have been willing to exploit us when he first crawled out of my summoning portal back in The Cage, but we’d been through a lot together since that time. I had faith in Shog.

Nuralie, Grotto, and Xim didn’t look like they shared that faith. Varrin stood with arms crossed over his chest, staring down the Icon with a blank expression. Etja smiled as she watched Shog with curiosity, looking unconcerned.

Shog peered into the illusory crown. “A c’thon holds no sentiment,” he said. “The weak have value only as food, but those who prove their strength are worthy of recognition. The strong who fight beside a c’thon are as good as brood siblings.” He whipped a tentacle through the illusion, scattering it into wisps of mana. “No one can deny the strength of those before you, and they have fought beside me, never once questioning my convictions.”

[I do not believe that is entirely accurate…]

“A true c’thon will not debase itself to fratricide, no matter the reward. Any who do will be treated as cattle.”

All right, maybe we could work a little on helping the c’thon appreciate the intrinsic value of life, but overall I was proud of my bro Shog. His speech even made me a bit misty-eyed.

“Then none of you will take up my offer?”

The Icon looked from Varrin to Xim but ignored Grotto completely. The dog-lion-crocodile-bird had only conjured six items, so my familiar was excluded. It could have been because he was considered an extension of my power, or maybe the Icon was prejudiced against Delve Cores. I was offended on the little octo’s behalf.

Varrin uncrossed his arms and walked forward with a steady stride. He stopped before the axe and looked it over, then glanced up at the Icon.

“If we were to use this axe on you,” he said, “would you simply accept this?”

The Icon tilted its head. “This is my role, should that be your choice.”

“Do you wish to die?” the big guy asked.

The Icon drew a breath, hesitated, then spoke. “I do not seek death, no. But if it is required to turn the wheel of the Great Work, I will hold no grudge.”

Varrin grunted. He took three steps back and placed a hand along the hilt of Kazandak. “Then you will live.”

An ethereal hand formed from Varrin’s soul and drew a spectral copy of Kazandak. It was the same move he’d used while we ran through the Littan camp. Varrin had drawn an ethereal version of Kazandak that followed behind the spectral copy, using the weapon to disable enemy Delvers by striking their souls rather than cutting them down. This time, the motion was mirrored by Varrin as he drew the true Kazandak.

Varrin’s soul flared and roiled as his blade occupied the same space as the spectral version. Power rolled across the room, kicking up dust in a swirling gale of pressure that poured off the warrior. Ghostly hands formed from spiritual essence and raised the spectral Kazandak high over Varrin’s head, but the big guy did not copy the move. Instead, he stepped back and drew the sword low and to his right. As his position shifted, Varrin’s soul remained behind.

Varrin’s soul stepped forward, sweeping its blade downward in a slow arc, a motion I’d seen Varrin perform countless times in training. It wasn’t an attack but an exercise to ensure control and accuracy. Varrin stepped forward and to the side, raising his sword up in an arc converse to his soul’s motion. Then, Varrin’s soul flared back to life along his body while the copy remained.

The swordsmen moved through gentle motions, their strikes mirrored but opposite. As they transitioned from one form to the next, they slowly separated until a version of Varrin stood beside him, composed entirely of spiritual essence.

I gaped at the display, unable to wrap my head around what was happening. Both souls belonged to Varrin, but neither soul was truly Varrin. The physical copy of the warrior was enshrouded in a halo that was raw and pure, as though Varrin existed in a space fully separated from reality and its influence. The soul ‘copy’ was immersed in the world and its history, like it had taken everything the physical Varrin had separated out from himself to craft its own body. Both souls belonged to the big guy, it was unmistakable, but neither was complete without the other.

Then, as the warriors turned, I noticed something peculiar.

The ethereal version of Varrin had features that were slightly distinct, as though it were an identical twin with slight variations that set them apart. Those features looked familiar, however, and I was struck by the memory of Varrin’s father, Thundralke Ealdric Ravvenblaq the Third. Still, it wasn’t his father’s ghost, but that part of Varrin made from his father’s influence. As I watched, the features shifted further, morphing nearly imperceptibly to someone new, although this one I didn’t recognize.

Finally, Varrin spoke. “A single soul must be divided,” he said. “You never said it must be done with the axe.”

Then, Varrin and his soul clone walked in opposite directions, each entering one of the spherical chambers. Runes lit up along their surfaces, and lines of mana shot forth along their edges and the floor, reaching out toward the wall behind the Icon. The lines met and coalesced into a doorway, and then a portal of shimmering silver light appeared.

Several seconds passed, everyone speechless, but Varrin never exited the chamber. I cast Shortcut to instantly cross the distance and found Varrin lying on the ground, motionless.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I swore and knelt beside the big guy. His skin was cold and clammy, but when I pressed a finger to his neck, I felt a pulse. I bent down and placed my ear next to his mouth, feeling the barest breath. I turned to find Xim was already behind me. She squeezed into the small space beside us and laid hands on the big guy, closing her eyes and focusing on her healing.

“He’s not hurt,” she said.

I gritted my teeth and studied his soul. It trembled and shook like it was barely contained, as though at any moment it might flee from Varrin. I turned to look at the opposite chamber, seeing the last vestiges of his soul clone evaporating into mist. It meandered through the air as motes of dancing light, creeping back toward their host.

We waited, uncertain what to do, but as the motes slowly rejoined with Varrin, his soul began to stabilize.

“An unexpected development,” said the Icon. I looked up, seeing its snout inches away as it peered into the sphere. “I have heard of an evolving spirit, but I have never witnessed it myself. What a strange thing to behold.”

“We’ve passed your test, then?” I said, trying to hide my bitterness. Even after most of the clone’s essence had sunk back into Varrin, his soul shuddered like a wounded animal.

“Yes, I believe you have,” said the Icon. It sat back on its haunches, pulling its snout out of my personal bubble. “And in a way I have not seen before. This is… quite wonderful.”

“Yeah, he saved your life,” I said.

“Or he saved one of yours. I often find that someone changes their mind in the end.”

“No chance,” said Xim.

“We really like each other!” Etja added.

The Icon made a grunting noise that I took for laughter. “Very well. Then you have completed the challenge and may pass through the portal.”

I kept an eye on Varrin, trying to figure out if moving him would be safe. It wasn’t a physical injury, so maybe it wouldn’t matter. Then again, did we have to leave right away?

“Ahem,” said Nuralie, walking up to the Icon. “You said that if you are spared”—pause—“then we get the loot.”

The Icon blinked at Nuralie, and its rhythmic grunts grew louder until it was practically howling with bestial laughter.

“So I did!” it shouted.

The Icon waved a paw, and the items—true items this time, not illusions—appeared before us. After that, thick ropes of mana coiled out from the Icon, granting us the Delver level that was promised.

I wasn’t going to look a winged dog lion’s gift in the mouth… or something like that, so I quickly stashed the cuirass in my inventory. The others did the same, but Etja turned the wand over in her hand, having never examined it. She nodded and stowed it away, then bent down close to Xim and me.

“Will he be all right?” Etja asked.

I increased the sensitivity of Soul-Sight, trying to glean more from Varrin’s strange state of spiritual disruption, but couldn’t tell much more than I already knew.

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “This… everything he just did is beyond me.”


Chapter 19


Current time dilation: 0.2

This is the part of the story where I try to make Varrin’s recovery a nail-biting tale of the big guy riding the razor’s edge of life and death while the rest of the team combined our skills to save him moments before he slipped away.

I’ll save some time and admit that it wasn’t that exciting.

We were worried, true, but Varrin’s state of spiritual disruption wasn’t getting any worse as time went on. After a few minutes of evaluation, Xim and I carried him out of the spherical chamber. Varrin’s soul was in trouble, but he was physically fine, so it felt safe to get him somewhere he could lay without being in a crumpled mess. The spherical soul chamber was as large as a small house, but it was mostly solid. The space where Varrin had collapsed was just large enough for one person to stand comfortably and about 5 feet wide, which meant that the huge man had collapsed into a distinctly uncomfortable position.

Varrin weighed at least 400 pounds in his armor, and I was hit with an unexpected wave of disbelief when I lifted him. I’d had about 6 weeks to get used to my recent Strength upgrades, but Strength gains were exponential. Going from a 10 to a 22 had more than tripled my lift capacity.

By all rights that should have made me incapable of piloting my own body for a time, and there had to have been some sort of magic shenanigans at work keeping the enhancement from destroying my coordination or causing me to accidentally crush anything I picked up. Even so, the cognitive impact of a 400-pound man feeling like he was no heavier than a plastic mannequin was jarring, and it made me feel like a stranger in my own body.

I shook off the feeling as we settled Varrin onto some blankets Nuralie provided, not that it mattered much given his armor and superhuman constitution, but it felt more respectful.

“How long can we stay here?” I asked the Icon.

“The time dilation continues ticking,” the elephant-sized living statue replied. “I would expect you to want to leave on your own, and quite soon. But that mechanism is new this generation. Normally I remove candidates as soon as they complete the challenge so that any internal conflict over their choice here does not result in additional deaths.”

“Are you planning to kick us out? Time limit or not, we need to treat our ally, and there’s no risk of us fighting one another. No one was murdered, consensually or otherwise.”

“I suppose you can stay,” it said with resignation. “But only for a little while. System Core 2 will be eager to move things along. Of course, your other ‘host’ would prefer for you to waste as much time as you’d like.” The Icon looked us over like guests staying past our welcome, then moved away and settled down for a nap without further comment.

The next few hours were spent working through the problem, and I used Reveal to share my vision of Varrin’s soul with everyone. Nuralie grilled me on how his state differed from normal, and any theories I had about what was happening. I wasn’t sure I provided much help, but she eventually felt confident enough to start working on a spiritual balm that she described as “an anti-inflammatory and muscle relaxer.” Pause. “But for the soul.”

Grotto gave her an assist with some of the more complex matters of Spiritual Magic, and I used Sage Advice twice during delicate moments of the brewing process. My insistence that soul food could never have too much butter was apparently some kind of breakthrough for Nuralie.

The balm took the form of an ointment that we could directly apply to Varrin’s skin. This required the removal of his armor, but thankfully for Varrin’s modesty, the medicine did not have to be lathered on everywhere.

Once the big guy was glistening like an oiled-up bodybuilder, it was a matter of wait-and-see. Varrin’s soul slowly calmed over the next hour, and he eventually entered a state similar to sleep. We let him have some rest, and I tried to use the time to ask the Icon some questions, but the statue had gone inert. Even its synthetic soul had disappeared, and it had become little more than a hunk of painted stone.

Instead, we went over the items we’d received and assigned our stat points. It was unusual for a Special Delve to grant levels, but this one had been flush with them. After ensuring everyone was up-to-date with what Shog, Nuralie, and I had gotten, Etja brought out her new wand.

Prismatite Wand of the Descent

Requirements: Etja Nothosis, Escalated Delver

Effects:

1) This wand can be used as a focus for Mystical spells. When used as a focus, it adds +10 damage to all Mystical attacks.

2) Whenever you hit an entity with a Mystical attack, you may choose to deal Force damage equal to your Mystical Magic skill level to all entities of your choice within 5 feet of the target.

3) Your maximum number of Blessed stacks is increased by 6.

4) While performing the Mirtasian Dance, your attacks deal an additional X damage, and you gain +X to your dodge pool, where X is your Incantation skill level.

“I’ve already thought of some wizardly flourishes I can use with it!” said Etja.

She spun and waved the item like a conductor’s baton, flicking her wrist at beats where she might cast a spell. It reminded me of a famous scene featuring a cartoon mouse dressed as a sorcerer’s apprentice, accidentally making a wreck out of their master’s wizard tower. Etja could probably even morph her body to become more mouse-like if she wanted, but I was the only one who’d have gotten the joke, so I held my tongue.

“It’s the first one that isn’t demon-related,” I said. “Has anyone heard of Prismatite?”

“Nope,” said Xim. Nuralie shook her head.

“Can we determine which effects are due to the Prismatite?” asked Nuralie. “The ‘Demon’ materials appear to give damage reduction to fire and mana absorption.”

[Prismatite provides the bonus to Mystical attacks,] Grotto chimed in. [In armor it will provide reduction against Mystical damage types. It is what the Prismatic Mask that Etja absorbed was made of.]

“Do you… have a list of exotic materials you’ve been hiding?” I asked.

[I have experience with a variety of crafting materials your incipient civilization has yet to discover.]

“Are you open to sharing? And/or is there a reason you haven’t said anything about this before?”

[It has not been relevant. The materials available to you have been sufficient for your level, and your fledgling capabilities were inadequate for their discovery of production.]

“Hmm. Could we find or make more Prismatite now?”

[I likely have the means of providing some locations that will yield deposits, although they will be areas of significant mana concentration.]

“Which means monsters,” I said. “High-grade?”

[Nothing you could not handle by this point. Perhaps a mana fiend of some capacity would be encountered, but I doubt it would prove challenging to slay.]

“Good to know. If we have the time, we should check that out.”

“What about the Abbantite?” asked Etja. “That ore we got from The Pit?”

“Oh, yeah,” I said, pulling some of the ore out. The material was dark and slightly oily. Faint whispers began to fill my head as I held it, so I immediately put it away. “Why does half the shit we find these days feel like it was birthed by some eldritch horror?”

That drew some curious looks, so I took the ore back out to pass around and give everyone a chance to experience the haunting susurration. Nuralie declined her turn to hold the nugget.

[Abbandium can create items that reshape themselves at will. They also provide a modicum of protection from Divine.]

“That sounds awesome,” I said. “We could use more Divine defense, and having transforming weapons is always fun.”

[However, the material also creates a minor connection to an unknown deity that burdens your mind, reducing your Spiritual defense.]

“Ah. Well, never mind.” I tossed the nugget back into my inventory, likely never to be seen again. “Talk about a let-down.”

“It might still be useful,” said Xim. “The Spiritual weakness can be offset somehow.”

“Most mental attacks are Spiritual. I’d rather not get Dominated.” Also, the fewer connections I had to presumably malevolent deities, the better. “Anyway, the wand looks great. Extra damage, plus some splash damage that’ll give you a boost to AoE. How does the flat bonus to dodge work?”

[Delvers have a dodge pool, which represents how effective they are at avoiding attacks. It is a hidden value, but roughly calculable. Based on Etja’s build, this would double her ability to avoid attacks.]

“Damn, that’s pretty good,” I said, wondering if I should seek out some of that for myself.

[Etja’s dodge pool is still somewhat low, even with the wand. Varrin’s is many times higher.] Grotto spun towards me. [Hers will be higher than your own, however.]

“Block, Shortcut, and Fortitude,” I said. “That’s all I need.”

[That opinion is incorrect.]

“Moving on,” I said. “The extra Blessed stacks are a bit out of sync with everything else.”

“I get two stacks of Blessed whenever I use Incorporate,” said Etja. “It’s probably another effect added just for me.”

“Blessed has a soft cap equal to your Delver level plus your Luck score,” Xim added. “Any stacks you get above that number decay over time, so this is a decent boost to the amount of Blessed Etja can walk around with.”

“We should look for cheaper ways to max everyone’s Blessed stacks and add it to our normal routine,” I said, scratching my beard. “Spending them to buff our attacks or defenses has saved our bacon a couple of times.”

I currently had ten stacks, two of which were from Xim’s heals and the rest from dealing damage to enemies she’d applied Fear to. The second effect was a recent addition to her arsenal.

“It’s pretty efficient to let them accrue during combat,” said Xim. “Right now, Blessed is an incidental effect of my abilities, so it’s more or less free. Burning an ability slot on a dedicated skill might be overkill.”

“Point taken,” I said. “But I still think it’s worth considering cheaper ways to generate them.”

“I’ll keep it in mind,” said Xim. “Are we done talking about Etja’s wand?”

I looked at Etja, who shrugged. “For the moment, sure,” I said.

“Then feast your eyes!” said Xim, a look of pure excitement coming over her. She held out her hand, showing off a dark bone sitting on her palm, about the size of a pork rib.

Wraithclaw’s Relic of the Descent

Requirements: Xim Xor’Drel, Escalated Delver

Effects:

1) Your weapon attacks absorb 5 mana from the target.

2) +10 fire DR

3) Your skills that impose the Fear status are 25% cheaper.

4) Your transformations last twice as long. If they are sustained, they instead cost half as much to sustain.

5) You gain the ability to transform into a Wraithclaw, gaining the following effects:

	You can use CHA to govern Unarmed attacks. Your Unarmed attacks deal additional Spectral damage equal to your CHA. 

	Your size category is increased by 1 step. While within 30 feet of a hostile character, you are Unstoppable. 

	You radiate an aura of fear. Whenever a hostile entity first perceives you in this form, they must make a WIS contest versus your CHA, becoming afflicted with Fear on failure. Entities you have afflicted with Fear take additional damage equal to your CHA from all sources. 

	You can maintain this form for 1 minute, after which you revert to your normal form. This transformation has a cooldown of 6 days but is reduced by 1 day for each evolution you have in Divine Magic. 




“That… is a damn good transformation,” I said.

“What’s a Wraithclaw?” asked Etja.

[A vile and horrid demon,] Grotto thought to us. [It is as fierce as it is repulsive to behold.]

“I guess the Fear effect makes sense then,” I said. I toggled the text for Unstoppable and read it aloud. “‘While Unstoppable, you are immune to the Immobilized, Paralyzed, Stunned, and Slowed statuses and cannot be forced to move against your will.’ You know, I’m starting to feel like I got kind of shafted. My cuirass just gives DR, health regen, and some mana absorption. I didn’t get any crazy bonuses to my skills like everyone else.”

“Oh?” said Xim, leaning toward me. “You’re complaining about overpowered items? Tell you what, I’ll trade this to you for your ring of ‘doubles all health regen even the sources that have no business being doubled and makes most healing pointless because you’ll be back to full health in an hour.’” She raised an eyebrow and held out the bone.

“I’ll pass,” I said, chagrined.

“What does your amulet do again?” asked Nuralie.

“Stuff. And things.”

“Can you imagine having three Immutable items?” Etja asked, looking at Xim.

“It’s beyond my comprehension,” she answered. “But if I did have multiple Immutable items that gave me bonuses to social skills like intimidation and seduction, I’d be sure to make good use of them instead of abandoning Charisma and refusing to wear them for any reason other than how flashy they look.”

“The vest also gives me some stamina refund when I get hurt,” I muttered. “Not that anyone ever remembers that.” I stroked my feather boa. “The boa also increases my renown.”

“Are you trying to make this worse or better?” asked Xim.

“Do you think that Varrin will gift me an item?” asked Nuralie. “Since I saved his soul, maybe he will get his world-class master blacksmith grandfather to customize some armor for me.”

“Maybe it’ll fly and separate into multiple pieces,” said Etja. “That way you can take it on and off really easy!”

“Okay, I get it!” I said. “I’ve got some good stuff already.”

“I mean, even your hammer is—” Xim began. I pointed a finger at her and cut her off.

“Don’t disrespect the hammer.”

She froze for a second, then started to laugh, followed quickly by Etja. Even Nuralie was chuckling. Eventually, all four of us were trying to keep ourselves contained to avoid waking Varrin, drawing odd looks from Shog and Grotto. Once we’d recovered, Xim went back to reviewing her (obscenely powerful but not quite unfair compared to my own equipment) relic.

“My subrace makes transformations of the body 50 percent stronger,” she said. “So all of these numbers should get multiplied by 1.5 when I use it.”

“How much bigger is one size category?” I asked. “I’ve never seen that language before.”

[A normal Wraithclaw is 12 feet tall with arms that reach nearly to the ground. Its hands are tipped by vicious claws that are each 3 feet in length.]

“Oh yes,” said Xim, cradling the bone like a precious child. “I am looking forward to this.”

“Do you stick in your pocket, or…” I trailed off, uncertain what class of item a relic was.

“I was going to give it a lovely bow and braid it into my hair,” Xim replied. She looked me dead in the eye, as though daring me to challenge her fashion choice.

“I think… that’ll look really nice,” I said carefully.

“Damn right it will,” she said with a nod.

There was a groan from behind me, and I turned to find Varrin sitting up. He rubbed his eyes, then pulled his hand away and looked at the ointment-covered appendage. He glanced at his mostly naked body for a second, then over at the group.

“I will assume there was a good reason for this,” he said, gesturing over his slick form. “And then I will never think about it again.”

Varrin produced a towel and began wiping himself down, then shared the description of the item he’d received. It was a crafting material, and it was much simpler than everyone else’s.

Corvite Slab

Items made from this material can only be wielded by members of the Ravvenblaq family.

All weaves imbued into an item made from this material are 100% stronger if crafted by a member of the Ravvenblaq family.

“That seems too good,” I said. “Am I crazy?”

“It can only be used once,” said Nuralie. “Would you save it for an item at a higher level”—pause— “or use it now?”

Before we had a chance to dive into the implications of the slab, the Icon reawoke with a yawn. It stood and stretched like a giant cat.

“Ah, good. Everyone is awake,” it said. “Please leave now.”

“I was wondering if I could ask some questions,” I said.

“No,” it answered. Then it shifted to one side and held out a paw toward the portal, ushering us to leave.

“That’s disappointing. But sure.”

“Giving up that easily?” asked Xim. “We still have attribute evos to go over.”

“Do you want to make the giant Grade 30 cat-dog-crocodile-bird person angry?”

Xim glanced at the Icon. “Maybe it wouldn’t be the greatest idea,” she admitted.

Before we left, I felt something tickling at the back of my brain, like there was something we should have been paying more attention to but weren’t. I asked, but no one else shared the feeling. Etja made a few comments, but it didn’t seem like they were important. I had some difficulty parsing what she was trying to explain, but the Icon began prodding at our backs with pointy claws to hurry us along. Etja seemed worried when we started through the portal but eventually followed us as the last one through.

We appeared in a round chamber the size of a skating rink. The sky above us was a clear view of the planet, but a careful look revealed it to be an illusion, which I took to mean we were still underground. The space was filled with plants and a few short, squat trees with prickly fruit like we’d found in the Basilica. The floor was a checkerboard tile of black and white, perfectly polished and pristine. The low marble walls were covered in gold, jewels, and paintings depicting Deijin in various scenes taken from Eschen religious texts.

On either side of the room stood a rigid line of seven Doomed Aspirants, as varied in shape and equipment as the rest, all staring forward without seeming to notice us. At the center of the room, in the middle of a clearing, stood a fifteenth Aspirant. Its body was covered in heavy armor in addition to its carapace, and it carried a hefty round shield, with a longsword sheathed at its hip. This one watched us with penetrating, human eyes.

Beside the center Aspirant, sitting on an aggressively fluffy couch, was a gorgeous woman with dark skin and black hair woven with threads of green and gold. She had her bare feet propped on an ottoman and looked up at us from a book she’d been reading.

Her soul shone like a perfectly cut emerald, the halo swelling to fill the entire chamber.

“Hello!” she said, waving. “Welcome to the center of Deijin’s Descent.”

She marked her page with a tassel and set the book aside, then stood and smoothed down the front of her black and gold dress. She was several feet taller than the Aspirant beside her, who continued to watch us but kept its blade stowed.

The woman walked forward, her every step bringing into focus how beautiful she was. Her features were beyond exquisite, her countenance a symphony that pulled at my heart, her figure a stunning sunset upon eyes that had never beheld the sky.

The shadow she cast was of a creature with a thousand arms, a thousand grasping hands reaching out toward us.

She stopped a few yards away and plucked at the side of her dress, the skin of her bare arms and neck flawless, the movement of each muscle beneath evocative of sensuality and comfort. She gave us a simple curtsy and smiled, her perfect teeth as white as the floor tile, then introduced herself.

“You may call me Avarice.”


Chapter 20


Current time dilation: 0.2

“Monkey bread!” said Etja.

The woman called Avarice raised an immaculate eyebrow at the outburst and looked over at our resident mage. My focus was fully fixed on our host, but I understood the seemingly nonsensical phrase. Multiple party members were mentally compromised, myself included.

Being made aware of a mental debuff wouldn’t end the effect, but it allowed us to execute some safety measures. Etja’s code phrase indicated that she wanted us to take a silent evaluation to keep the source of the affliction unaware and hopefully surprise them. I took a mental inventory of where we stood and allowed the process to play out.

I tested to see if I could stop taking any action. I stood calmly and evaluated my surroundings, being certain not to draw weapons or use any skills. Knowing that I was under a potentially hostile compulsion but being unable to do so much as activate my shield was uncomfortable, but I managed to stay still. If I was Dominated, then the only command I’d received was to take no action. If I’d been Dominated and piloted to perform some other type of task, I wouldn’t have even been able to undergo this thought process. That didn’t rule Dominate out completely, but it made it a lot less likely.

The fact that I could organize my thoughts also meant I wasn’t experiencing Psychosis. Always a good thing to recognize.

Standing still meant that I wasn’t under the effect of Fear, since that would force me to move away from the source of the Fear effect. Fear was also one of the more obvious effects, easily understood in the moment as blinding terror but coming with an irresistible urge to flee. I was calm and, in fact, pretty comfortable with my surroundings. There wasn’t much to be afraid of, other than the general threat that comes with being inside of a Delve and under some mind-warping debuff. Still, nothing was obviously dangerous nearby. I could rule out Fear.

The lack of danger led me to evaluate whether we were fighting anything. We didn’t appear to be in combat, my weapons were stowed, Avarice wasn’t armed or under attack, and there was no one that I’d even consider attacking. Everyone present was either a party member or some other kind of ally. So, that took Berserk off the table.

I could also rule out Paranoia, since my Sage Advice evolution literally made me immune to it. Thinking any harder about it would have been a paranoid thing to do, so I didn’t.

The next easiest check was to see if I was Distracted. Being Distracted meant that I could only pay attention to the source of my Distraction, so all I had to do was confirm that I could focus on anything other than what I was currently fixated on, which was Avarice.

Then again, Avarice was just about the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen, and I was hesitant to give up soaking in her radiance. How often did someone encounter the platonic ideal of magnificence? Distracted wasn’t a big deal compared to the other debuffs, and it only really mattered if we were in combat, which I’d already established we weren’t. I put that one aside for the moment.

Mesmerized was up next, which would make me treat the source of the mesmerization as an ally and would prevent me from attacking them. This one gave me pause because there wasn’t anyone in the room who wasn’t an ally. Curious. It seemed absurd to consider that one of my party members was some kind of hostile invader. Which one would it be if that were true?

Etja had called out the code phrase, but I couldn’t decide if that made her more suspicious or less. I’d spent years with everyone present—aside from Avarice and her Aspirants—so the idea that one of them might have betrayed me felt absurd. As for Avarice, she was practically a saint. I’m a cynical guy sometimes, but even I wouldn’t stoop so low as to believe she was some kind of…

I double-checked my logic. Avarice was the most recent addition to our cadre of helpful helpers, and she wasn’t a direct party member. Given that we had the shortest history, it would make sense that she was the source of the mesmerization. Still, that seemed ridiculous.

Why did it seem ridiculous?

Because she’d been nothing but supportive!

How had she supported us?

Her Aspirants had given us enough emerald chips to buy a small country!

Didn’t we have to kill them to get those?

Sure, but it was a noble sacrifice on their part. They laid down their lives to empower us and…

“Is the monkey bread… pineapple-flavored?” I asked.

“Yes,” Etja carefully replied. “It’s my favorite, but this one’s a blend.”

“Oh, I see what’s happening,” said Avarice. She bit her bottom lip and looked embarrassed. It was incredibly endearing, and I hated seeing her feel insecure about anything. “Please excuse the oversight. I haven’t been around mortals for a very long time. I forgot to tone things down for you.”

Avarice’s soul pulled back so that it no longer filled the chamber, smothering itself down until it was a bright shimmer an inch off of her skin. If anything, it made her even more radiant. She looked around at us, frowned in such an adorable way, and then her soul slipped away back inside her until I could no longer see it at all.

You are no longer Distracted!

You are no longer Mesmerized!

“Fuck,” I said. “One for two. Damn, I was close.”

“Arlo,” Xim whispered loudly, tone grave.

I turned to the cleric, finally tearing my eyes from Avarice. It was a strange sensation, like turning away from a masterpiece without comparison to realize that it was a hollow imitation of the true thing. Xim was beautiful. Avarice was something else… some other thing attempting to emulate beauty. I blinked a few times, clearing away what felt like years of conditioning. My blood ran cold.

I’d just gotten soul-fucked by an avatar.

“The card, Arlo!” Xim shout-whispered. Her rose skin had gone pale, her eyes wide.

I nodded, then did my best to bring up my inventory screen without staring at it or giving myself away. I quickly found the Get Out of Cage Free Card and selected it.

Would you like to use the Get Out of Cage Free Card? Y/N

I didn’t even have to remove the card from inventory, which was a nice thing to know. I mentally selected⁠—

One of the thousand arms of Avarice’s shadow snaked out across the floor. It crawled up my torso and then retracted faster than I could react. Avarice held up her hand and furrowed her brow as she studied something that hadn’t been there before.

The prompt disappeared, and I glanced at the inventory screen, finding the Get Out of Cage Free Card missing.

“This is interesting,” said Avarice.

She held the card above her and looked up at it like it was a hundred-dollar bill she was trying to authenticate. She flipped it over and studied the back, then lowered it to her face. Her tongue zipped out, and she gave it a little lick. A gentle smile sprouted across her face, and she looked into the distance, then smacked her lips a few times.

“That’s wonderful,” the avatar said.

“Arlo,” Xim hissed from right beside me. I flinched when I looked down to find her six feet closer than she had been. A bead of sweat ran down her temple. “Tell me that’s not the card, Arlo.”

“I try not to lie to my friends,” I whispered. I wasn’t sure why we were whispering, but it felt appropriate. A look of dread nested on the cleric’s face, settling down to lay eggs of horror.

“There’s no need for panic,” said Avarice, holding up her hands in a placating gesture, the card tucked between two fingers. “I only wish for a peaceful exchange.”

I glanced around at the small horde of Doomed Aspirants. The fourteen insectoid warriors flanking the room continued to stare at nothing. The one beside the couch kept giving us the stink eye but hadn’t moved. Not that they were the true threat, but the display was meaningful nonetheless.

“No offense,” I said, “but you’re surrounded by soldiers and just stole a rather valuable item from me. You also engaged in some light brainwashing as an opener. That doesn’t feel very peaceful.”

Avarice let out a quick breath, and her shoulders slumped.

“My presence affects people in particular ways,” she said. She pressed a hand to her cheek and put on a sheepish expression. “Turning it off is like clenching a muscle. I haven’t had to do it in… honestly, I don’t know how long. I used to suppress it automatically when I regularly interacted with mortals, but I’ve spent a lot of time on vacation recently. I’ve gotten out of the habit.” She clasped her hands in front of her chest. “Please forgive the oversight. As for my creations…” She looked back at the Aspirants. “Would you like me to dismiss them? I’m happy to, if that will make you more comfortable.”

“Would it matter?” asked Varrin.

“It depends on what you mean,” said Avarice, studying the big guy. “If you’re asking whether their absence would increase your chances of success should you choose to fight me, then to be blunt, the answer is no.”

I heard the tinkle of glass hitting the ground and turned to see a broken potion flask. If Nuralie was following protocol, she’d have just taken an anxiolytic, which would give her 50 percent resistance to mind-altering effects for 10 minutes. The bonus came from one of her passives, so the drug wouldn’t have been helpful to anyone else for the same use.

“I would prefer that they leave,” said Nuralie. Pause. “It would make me more comfortable.”

“Of course,” said Avarice.

Though she made no visible motion or command, the center Aspirant turned and began marching to the back of the room. The rest of the Aspirants followed until all of them had disappeared through two tunnels dug into the wall.

“And the card?” I asked.

Avarice gave the card a final glance, then walked forward and held it out to me. I craned my neck to peer up at the ten-foot-tall woman and hesitated, expecting some sort of trick. I reached out and took the card without issue, then checked it to make sure the card was real. As far as I could tell, it was genuine. All the System text was the same, and the popup to confirm its use still appeared when prompted.

“I have no plans to keep you here against your will,” said Avarice, taking a couple of steps back and folding her hands behind her. “I’d hate for you to waste something so valuable, but feel free to leave any time, assuming that card works here.” I raised an eyebrow at that. “I doubt the System would want to whisk you away when you’ve already beaten the Delve.”

I fought back the urge to activate the card immediately, regardless of her words. Whatever kind of avatar Avarice was, she was the kind of threat we had no answer for. Then again, she’d had plenty of opportunity to kill us while we were all enthralled. Some of us could still be enthralled, but this was a situation where most of our countermeasures were probably irrelevant.

Her statement about clearing the Delve also fell flat. I glanced at the time dilation counter, which hadn’t moved from 0.2. There was no notification declaring our victory, no exit portal, and no obelisk that could be seen.

“Etja, how do we feel?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Everyone acted like I was crazy when I tried to get us to talk about our theory that an avatar was in the Delve before we left the last challenge. Then I was the only one freaking out when she appeared, and you were all smiling like meeting your best friend. I think everyone’s fine, but I can’t be sure. Also, you’ve got to assume that I’m compromised.”

Etja was immune to being Mesmerized, but other mental debuffs could still affect her.

“Sticky situation,” I said. Avarice silently watched the exchange. “Xim, how’s Cleanse doing?”

“I already rotated it through everyone,” the cleric replied.

“I don’t remember being Cleansed.”

“Yeah. I don’t think it did anything. Either that or…”

Or she was compromised as well. I hated mind-fuckery.

“Let’s take a quick vote,” I said, keeping my eye on Avarice but quickly making sure that I could still look away from her if needed. “Stay or leave?”

“What do you want to do?” asked Xim.

I ran the card across my fingers, flicking it back and forth, then stowed it in my inventory. “Dominate is the main concern,” I said. “But this would be a pretty strange use of it. It would also be multi-target, which should be impossible from a single source. Then again, avatar. Regardless, I will admit that I’m curious.”

“Grotto,” said Xim. “Commandment?”

Commandment would insert a “profound truth” into our minds. The skill could lead to unpredictable side effects, but with careful wording, it could theoretically override Dominate.

[The chance of success against Arlo or Etja would only be 6 percent. However, I cannot detect any aberrant neurochemical processes in Arlo’s brain.]

“Shit,” Xim swore. “The safest bet would be to leave, but I vote to hear her out.”

The unspoken truth in Xim’s statement is that we rarely favored the safest bet.

“We would already be dead if she wanted it,” Varrin added. Was that suspicious? It sounded like something Varrin would normally say.

“We cannot know that for sure,” said Nuralie. With her potion, it was a coin flip as to whether her counsel should be favored over everyone else’s. Of course, Avarice could have unknown abilities that made Nuralie’s potion less effective. “Even if that is true, there may be other tricks she is playing that require us to stay for longer.”

“Like turning us into bugs,” said Etja, voice shaky.

Avarice frowned at Etja but didn’t interrupt.

“Grotto? Shog?” I asked. “Opinions?”

Shog floated beside me, landing and placing his feet on the floor.

“There is no shame in falling back from a superior force,” he said. “But this majestic being intrigues me.”

I glanced up at my summon. I realized I was second-guessing everyone, but that really sounded suspect.

[I am hesitant to advise you on matters that might interfere with the System’s intentions for you,] Grotto thought to us. [But I will say that this does not appear like an avatar breaching its confinement.]

“You should not equivocate so much,” said Shog, narrowing his dark eyes at Grotto. “It is unbecoming for a c’thon to lack conviction.”

I took note of Shog’s decision not to point out that Grotto was “an imposter,” like he usually did. Either my summon realized that would be giving Avarice information she might not already have, or he was being puppeted by a force that didn’t have access to his memories.

I absolutely despised this. Against something our own level, we had a lot of tools to overcome mental assaults. Even something twice our level would have a tough time. But Avarice was likely a force beyond even the highest echelons of Delver power. All we could do was play it safe or take a gamble.

“All right. I guess we can hear the elevator pitch,” I said, gesturing to Avarice. I kept my inventory screen open with my mental finger on the card’s eject button. “What sort of ‘exchange’ are you talking about?”

Avarice gave me a shallow nod before speaking. The hands in her shadow bobbed alongside the gesture. “First, I propose an exchange of information. After that, I propose an exchange of services.”

“What sort of information?” I asked.

“I’d like to hear your stories,” she said. “A complete biography from each of you and an account of your exploits. Especially as they relate to the Delves, any avatars you’ve encountered, and any gods with whom you have communed.”

“You want to get to know us?” I asked.

She held up a finger and clicked her tongue once. “No,” she said. “I want the information. I will not pretend that I seek to engender some sort of… ‘bond’ between us. Normally, I would be inclined to ingratiate myself by feigning interest in your habits and hobbies, but I believe your group is experienced enough to see through that.”

“Very forthright,” I said. “Why do you want our histories, then?”

“It is valuable,” she said.

“Uh, why is it valuable?”

She pushed her mouth to one side and studied me. “A strange question,” she said. “I have been divorced from humanoid culture for some time, but do techniques, skills, revelations, Delve accounts, avatar profiles, and understanding the whims of the gods no longer hold worth?”

As she spoke, I realized that most Delvers would probably pay a small fortune to understand what made us tick and how we leveled so quickly, among other secrets we held close. There were also entities that might want that information, either to use it to gain our favor or to wield it as a weapon against us.

“I suppose when you put it that way…” I said. “But for an avatar?”

“I may find some of it useful,” she said with a smile. “What has no utility to me can always be traded.”

“That makes me uncomfortable,” said Nuralie.

Avarice shrugged. “Precious things can be difficult to barter with,” she said. “But I believe I can make a compelling offer.”

“Which is?” I asked.

She waved a hand at the illusion above us, Arzia drifting slowly beneath soft clouds. I noticed that there was a large storm over a portion of Timagrin.

“I can offer you the man who will destroy the world.”


Chapter 21
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Jovi could hear them moving around outside. A heavy footstep, another, louder, another, louder. It stopped outside the door, blocking the small rays of moonlight that came between the cracks. A low breath rattled the lock as Jovi seized her muscles still with every ounce of will she could summon.

They had appeared at nightfall. Standing in the clearing outside the village gate, first one, then a few, then many. Large figures wearing shadow like thick cloaks. They were mistaken for humans at first.

The village lookout called out to them a few times, but if they ever heard, they showed no sign. Nearly an hour passed, and much of the village had gathered near the wall, peering through the slits with tense questions and vacant answers. The town was far from the main trade roads, rarely seeing visitors of any kind.

They moved so very fast. Standing figures became black blurs with no sound or warning. They broke through the gate without stopping, and the wall splintered into thousands of tiny fragments. Most of the people near the front who were looking out into the clearing were impaled by shards of broken wood, becoming pin cushions that were quickly crushed by larger logs. They were relatively lucky, all things considered.

Screams erupted as everyone tried to flee. One man who fell under the surge of the crowd was trampled by the shadows, whose clawed feet tore through his body and flung him aside like wet tissue paper. A woman yelled as she failed to reach him, before the same shadow that smeared her husband across the dirt plunged its talon-like hands through her chest. The force of the strike ejected her heart, lungs, and pieces of her ribcage, splattering them across the street. Jovi could see tears flying from her eyes as her limp body was tossed behind, collapsing into a slump far out into the clearing.

Jovi was far in the back of the crowd but found herself running alongside it quickly.

Screams shrieked through the air from all directions as the hooded monsters caught up to villagers one by one. Jovi’s mother pushed her into the toolshed near the well before running off in the opposite direction, trying to pull the monsters away from her hiding spot. She tried to dash into a nearby hut but the shadows were too fast, yanking her by the neck back out into the street. She stumbled and fell, and before she could fully stand, the shadow was on her, driving its fingers like nails through the top of her skull. It ripped her face in half, crack by crack, until her mangled brain spilled into the mud.

The screaming slowly died down as Jovi huddled in the corner of the shed for what seemed like hours. Jovi could peer through small cracks in the planks and saw a small group of the village’s hunters, who had armed themselves with boar spears, try and fight one of the figures, but the inexperienced thrusts were batted aside with ease. A couple of throws landed, but the creature pulled the spear out of its chest like a tiny splinter and flicked it casually into one of the hunter’s throats, causing him to stagger backwards in a choking sputter as he desperately tried to hold his windpipe shut with his fingers. He did not succeed.

A few more ineffectual pokes were made before the shadow dissolved in a mist, appearing behind two of the hunters and raking its claws through their stomachs, throwing their intestines across the ground like old rope. The other hunters tried to run, but the creature lazily hovered from one to the next, thrusting its hand through their chests and pulling their hearts through their ribcage.

Shouts of panic and confusion were replaced with moans and sobbing as the figures found villager after hiding villager. Jovi could hear the occasional crunch of bone and splatter of blood before another whimpering cry was replaced by muffled gurgling.

Then the steps outside. One of them was meandering about the village square and had approached the toolshed.

The lock flicked open, but the door held shut with a makeshift wooden bar Jovi had jammed across the handle. A jostle, then another. The wood snapped as the door was ripped from its hinges, and Jovi could see the towering specter of death so clearly as it looked around the shed.

It had no face. A meld of stretched skin and a cavernous opening in the front of its head were its only features. Blood dripped from its soaked fingers into a soft pat pat pat on the shed floor. It peered inside, looking up and down, while Jovi balled herself as tight as she could behind a bag of mulch.

She could feel its breath, pulling her closer as it drew in the air within the shed. It inhaled deeply, then turned its hood towards her hiding spot. With a flick of its arm, it snatched the mulch and hurled it outside, causing Jovi to yelp. It grabbed her by the neck just as quickly, and Jovi’s vision began to darken as its vice grip crushed her throat.

Then, a blinding flash of light. Jovi felt herself fall to the ground and was able to finally draw a breath, but the blackness of its grip still muddled her senses. She heard yelling, but not like the screams. A sizzling pop, the sound of thunder. Splintering wood. She was lifted off the ground again, but by a warm arm cradling her torso. A woman’s voice said something to her, but she couldn’t understand it.

She felt the wind move quickly as though she were atop a galloping mount, but so much faster. Her vision finally began to clear, and she saw a massive blue-skinned hand clutching her abdomen. She looked up to see an equally blue-skinned head covered in strange glowing tattoos. After a minute of racing impossibly fast away from the village, the giant blue woman came to a stop in a small holler where Jovi recognized several other villagers huddled down and a tall armored man with an enormous glaive standing guard.

The blue woman gently placed her down and said something to the armored man, but Jovi still couldn’t understand. It wasn’t in Timan. The man nodded and continued his vigil, alert for any signs of danger.

Jovi heard her name called from amidst the dark. A wide-eyed man saw her and quickly crawled over to her, then began to cry as he hugged her tightly. Her dad had somehow made it out.

He told her to stay still and trust the Delvers.


Chapter 22


Current time dilation: 0.2

Aflash of lightning pulsed within the clouds over Timagrin. It was timed to perfectly accent the end of Avarice’s claim that she could give us information on a world-ending threat. The view above was an illusion, so the entire display might have been orchestrated. Even if it was, I appreciate the effort on Avarice’s part. I wouldn’t begrudge anyone some flair.

“The man who will destroy the world,” I said. “Not the avatar who will?”

Avarice let her arm drop and clasped her hands in front of her hips in what I recognized as a presenter stance. This entire pitch had been rehearsed, or, if it hadn’t, she was an expert in adapting the mannerisms.

Her black and gold dress had slowly morphed to a more conservative style. Less skin showing, thicker fabric, neat lines, and straighter angles. Her bare feet were now clad in a pair of no-nonsense heels, though they somehow hadn’t increased her height. The transition was obvious enough that she didn’t seem to be trying to hide it, but I found it interesting that she was adjusting to the role she’d decided to play.

“They will eventually be one and the same,” said Avarice. “However, for the moment, the most significant threat to Arzia is a mortal man.”

“He is transforming?” asked Nuralie.

Avarice held up a finger. “A question I am happy to answer if you accept my offer.”

“That’s some serious clickbait,” I said, drawing a raised eyebrow from the avatar.

“What about Orexis?” asked Varrin. He looked up at Arzia, scowling. “Is he involved somehow?”

“Information on Orexis will be included,” said Avarice. “He plays a role in the ongoing threat.”

The big guy turned his gaze back onto Avarice, a brief glimpse of simmering fury crossing his features before he composed himself. “I will agree then,” he said.

“Ah, one moment,” I said to Avarice, then placed a hand on Varrin’s shoulder. I turned him away from Avarice and guided him toward the back wall. “Grotto,” I thought to my familiar, “can you link me and Varrin up?”

[Very well.]

I felt a tug at my mind as Grotto started serving as a psychic bridge between myself and Varrin.

“Listen, brother, I know you’re willing to take a lot of risks to get at Orexis. Hells, that’s half the reason we’re here. Still, we’ve got no reason to trust this… woman.”

I stumbled over the pronoun. My first instinct was to think “creature,” since I suspected the thousand-armed monstrosity in the avatar’s shadow was a better representation of Avarice’s true form than the woman she wore as a costume. I didn’t want to let that slip when speaking aloud, so I tried to stick to words I thought were inoffensive.

“If we are choosing not to trust her to any extent, then we should leave,” thought Varrin. “We have no power that allows us to be certain of her motives. Still, I believe we should stay. I am willing to take the risk.”

“Yeah, that’s something we need to talk about. You were ‘willing to take the risk’ back in the Chamber of Conviction. You made a unilateral decision without consulting anyone and your soul nearly shattered. That’s not how we do things. You know that.”

He shrugged off my hand. “That ‘test’ was a trap.” He thought the word test like a swear. “Discussion would have only invited uncertainty, and slaying the Icon would have gained us nothing. It was a test of conviction, not prudence.”

“Nothing? What we would have gained was the certainty that none of us were going to die. If that’s how you felt, then you could have presented that argument. We can’t have people going rogue, it erodes trust.”

“We needed those items,” Varrin thought to me. “Most are powerful enough to serve as centerpieces for the rest of our careers.”

“I don’t want to argue over the benefits; this isn’t the time or place. Even so⁠—”

“Can you honestly say that you would have allowed me to do what I did?”

“I’m not your keeper, Varrin,” I thought, growing frustrated. “I’m not here to decide whether I allow you to do anything. I’m thinking about group cohesion. If you’d said something, if you were insistent, then we could have been prepared. We would have thought over ways to mitigate the soul trauma that came afterward.”

I studied Varrin’s soul as we communicated. It was still somewhat turbulent, and I wondered if that was affecting his judgment. He huffed a breath and looked at the ground.

“I… felt something,” he thought. “At that moment, I knew what needed to be done. I do not know if I would have been successful had I waited. I seized the opportunity.”

“And right now?” I asked. “Are you having a spiritual epiphany that tells you to divulge all your secrets to an avatar?” I tried to keep my thoughts level, but I knew some irritation was creeping into my psychic “voice.”

“No,” he replied. “But it is my story to tell. If the rest of you decide not to divulge anything, then maybe it will still buy us something.”

“Fine,” I thought. “We can bring that to the group and hear people’s opinions. Not to veto your decision, but so everyone is informed and you’re working with the most information you can.”

Varrin flexed his hands, making fists and releasing. His gauntlets creaked under the pressure until he finally looked me in the eye and nodded. I watched him for a moment, then turned, and we began walking back to the group.

“Besides,” I continued, “she’s negotiating, trying to sell us something. We don’t know what ‘services’ she wants to exchange, and we should try to get the best deal we can. If you’re too eager, she’ll smell blood in the water and try to take advantage. It’s classic salesmanship.”

I stopped beside Xim, and she looked over the pair of us while obviously suppressing a question. Avarice watched us patiently, and I cleared my throat.

“You want our life stories and secrets in exchange for information on”—I waved my hand in the air—“a threat you claim is world-ending. We can’t know how useful your information is without hearing it.”

“I cannot know how useful your ‘life stories’ are without hearing them,” Avarice countered. “Regardless, there are ways to determine value in the absence of certainty. Simply decide what the information I have would be worth if it is what I say it is, then multiply that by the probability that I am actually offering that information.”

“Seems kind of vague,” I said. “We have no idea how trustworthy you are.”

“Then consider assuming a low value,” the avatar replied. “If there is a 1 percent chance that I am being honest, then multiply the value of saving the world by 0.01.”

“Multiply the value of information about a world-ending threat by 0.01,” said Nuralie.

“If that’s how you want to do the math,” Avarice said with a shrug. “Regardless, I think you realize that’s still worth quite a lot.”

“I believe this is where I counter with the words ‘Pascal’s mugging,’” I said. “There may be some merit to your argument, but assigning an arbitrarily high value to the potential reward defeats the underlying logic of your value proposition, even when reduced to a fraction. According to your proposal, if I believe the fate of the world to hold an infinite value, I would always be a fool to refuse your offer, regardless of how unlikely it is that you are actually offering information to prevent such a thing.”

Avarice smiled a bit at my retort. I felt like she was intentionally trying to stroke my ego for rebutting her. The moment I had that thought, her smile faded, replaced with a look of slight frustration. I assumed that the second expression was yet another ploy—a redundant layer of flattery—trying to convince me that I’d in fact seen through the first two layers of deceit and should feel proud for frustrating her. Her expression eventually became neutral, which I viewed as a triple ploy.

“Before we decide anything,” I said, moving on from our facial warfare, “How about a show of good faith?”

“What do you have in mind?” she asked.

“Turn off the time dilation.”

Avarice didn’t visibly react, but a notification came after only a few seconds.

This Delve has its price, and that price has been paid.

Current time dilation: None

It was potentially the least dramatic way for that threat to end, but that’s how things went sometimes. “Thank you,” I said. “Now let’s discuss the services you want to exchange.”

“I’m fine with that,” said Avarice. “My aspect allows me to trade almost anything that is tangible, even if it is something that cannot normally be exchanged with ease.”

“Can you give an example?”

“If you had a bucket of seawater, you could trade me the salt without having to extract it,” she said. “You could trade me the banana in a fruit smoothie, and it would appear whole, leaving the rest of the smoothie unaffected. Probably not as tasty afterward.”

“That would be a trade of goods, not services.”

“Unless the object of the trade was to retrieve the banana,” she said. “Or to extract the salt for yourself.”

“Okay,” I said, trying to understand the bounds of that ability and how it might help us.

“You can break down items into their components,” said Nuralie. “With enough trades, a useless item could yield chips, essences, and all its base materials.”

“True,” said Avarice.

I ran over our inventory of unused magic gear in my head. There were a decent number of powerful items we had no use for. Then there were items like the Wand of Boundless Night that might break down into something terrifying.

“What if we don’t know what we’re trying to extract?” I asked. “If we don’t know enough about the item.”

“I can lend expertise,” said Avarice. “I have more experience with mana-woven items than any other entity on this planet.”

“That is a bold claim,” said Varrin.

“My results will speak for themselves.”

“What about mana?” asked Nuralie.

“Just mana?” she asked. “Not in the form of chips?” Nuralie nodded. “Sure.”

“Can you pull mana constructs out of people?”

“Through certain processes I can access your mana matrix,” said Avarice. “So, yes.”

“Then you can extract attribute points?” asked Nuralie.

Avarice grinned. “I could extract stats in trade,” she said. “Although that carries many implications. For example, reducing a stat below an evolution point would not remove the evolution, merely make it useless. You could not reinvest the stats to make a new choice, and trading the evolution back and forth would not trigger new options. Additionally, your mana matrix is only so developed. I could not, say, drain stats from your entire party and dedicate them all to a single person afterward.”

“Can you trade for specific stats?”

“Yes, that should be possible.”

Nuralie shared the text of Dumping with the group. We all had the achievement, but it was an easy way to get us all on the same page.

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.

“Each time Dumping is triggered, there are three stat points left over to assign,” said Nuralie. “These are wasted from an efficiency standpoint, since they can never be used to trigger the achievement. If we can trade all of the stat points that haven’t triggered Dumping and then retrieve them, we could reinvest them five at a time to enhance our gains from Dumping.”

“What about the training stats?” asked Varrin. “Could we dedicate them somewhere else and then re-train the stats we’d drained up to 10 again?”

“Training stats?” asked Avarice. “I am not familiar with those. I’d need more information.”

I stroked my beard and thought over how much to tell Avarice. If she could really do stat surgery to let us respec and snag some more points from Dumping, that would be incredible. Letting us reuse training stats over and over again the way Varrin was suggesting sounded too good to be true. I could redistribute my points from Speed into Intelligence, train Speed back to ten, then redistribute those points into Intelligence again. Repeat until every attribute has a score of “bonkers.” There was no way that would work.

Right?

I at least needed to find out. That was worth the morsel of intel it would cost us to get Avarice’s opinion. “It’s a boon I got from Fortune,” I said. “We managed to give it to everyone in the party.”

“Hmm, curious,” said Avarice. “I normally cannot undo Fortune’s work, so I doubt I could trade for those stats.”

“You know Fortune?” I asked. Before Avarice could answer, Grotto chimed in.

[The process Fortune used was a modification of the Creation procedure. It coats the Delver’s mana veins with a crystallized form of mana that is released after the Delver engages in strenuous training related to the relevant stat. It is not dependent on avatar magicks, only a specialized process.]

“I see,” said Avarice. “I still do not believe it would be successful. Even if you haven’t exhausted the crystallized mana, simply thrusting more mana into your veins will not instantly develop your mana matrix. You need constant challenge and pressure to grow. And yes, I know Fortune. He’s an ass, but I’m bound by contract not to talk about him. All I can mention is that he says ‘hello’ and to ‘keep up the good work.’”

“Huh,” I grunted, wondering whether Fortune intended that message for us specifically, or for anyone Avarice encountered who’d met the rotund demigod.

[I concur that it is not the most practical method of advancing. The only reason it was successful the first time was because we were siphoning mana from an unstable void sphere, which is currently in the possession of the Hiwardian government. This was also immediately after your party had prevailed over the fragment of an avatar’s soul. You were ripe for incredible growth, and such growth at lower levels is easier to accomplish without risk. You could simply gain more levels by conquering Delves.]

“Then why bring up the mechanics?” I asked.

[I do not presume to understand Avarice’s methods. She may have had a better understanding of how to take advantage of the process. It seems she did not.]

“Okay,” I said. “But if that doesn’t work, how can we get free points by messing around with Dumping?”

“There are always inefficiencies,” said Avarice. “And certain Delvers have more tolerance for mana injections. Dumping sounds like the type of achievement where the System has recognized your ability to tolerate abnormally high levels of growth, but it is not without limits.”

“What if our original build made inefficient use of the training stats?” said Nuralie. “Could we gain the benefit of training the stats we missed out on originally? We should still have the crystallized mana for what remains untrained.”

“Perhaps,” said Avarice. “This is new territory for me, which I must say is delightful. Also, attributes are not the only thing open for this sort of exchange. If you have any skills you wish to abandon, I can remove them with ease, allowing you to replace them with something more suitable.”

That was useful to know, but I doubted I wanted to take advantage of it. I felt good about my skill selections. “Okay,” I said. “Before we get carried away, what do you want for these types of exchanges?”

“When you entered this Delve, I felt the touch of a being far greater than any I have felt before,” said Avarice. “It made me curious, and so I turned my eye upon your group for some time. I heard a discussion of your Level 10 Luck evolution.”

I didn’t like the idea that Avarice could have been spying on us throughout the entire Delve, but at this point, it didn’t surprise me. However, the fact she was barking up my Level 10 Luck tree made me nervous.

“What about it?” I asked hesitantly.

“First, I would like you to share the text so I can confirm the ability.”

I glanced between the party members, but the looks I got back were uncertain. I didn’t know how Avarice could take advantage of the evo simply by looking at the text, but merely reading the description had elicited some painful reactions from Xim and Varrin. There was at least some power to the words themselves.

After thinking it over, I decided to let her read the description. If we were considering making a deal, we had to extend some level of trust. Proving that we had the goods was about as basic a show of trust as it got. I put aside the fear that Avarice might enslave me and make me her divine phone line to the Dread Star, then shared the evolution.

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.

Avarice’s eyes shone, and the hands in her shadow twisted. She blinked, and her shadow flickered, the thousand limbs returning to calm in an instant.

She locked hungry eyes on me, and I suddenly felt like a slab of meat on a cutting board. I still had my inventory open, and the Get Out of Cage Free Card selected, ready to activate it at a moment’s notice. I doubted I would escape if Avarice decided to go back on her word and force me to stay, but it helped put me at ease nonetheless.

“Very good,” she said. “One question for each party member undergoing the attribute exchange, and unlimited skill removals if you so wish.”

If I considered the questions as a form of currency, I had around 52 questions per year to trade if I was exercising them optimally. Avarice was asking for 4 weeks’ worth of questions, assuming I didn’t undertake the process of trading stats back and forth myself. My use of training stats was perfectly optimal, and I’d already received thirteen instances of Dumping; one at each level, plus one at creation and the two I’d munchkin’d during the boss rush. Still, I’d get something out of it, just less than everyone else would.

“There’s a one-week cooldown on using the evolution, and potentially some risk to my health and sanity,” I said. “Do you intend for us to stay here for a month or more while you ask your questions?”

“That depends on the answer to my first question,” she said. “I will likely choose to make some preparations before submitting additional questions after the first. If that happens, you would be free to leave, but I could call upon you at any time to pay the next part of the debt.”

“How do we know you won’t drain our stats, then refuse to return them?”

“We would have a binding agreement,” she replied. “I can forge unbreakable contracts for various purposes.”

“That still requires us to trust that your agreements are unbreakable,” said Nuralie.

Avarice gave us a weary look, then took a few slow steps forward, growing taller with each stride until she loomed over us like a giant. “If I wanted to cheat you, do you believe I could not take these things from you?” she asked, her voice cascading off the walls.

Echoes mingled together until her presence was a cacophony of irresistible pressure. She did not ask anything of me, but I knew at the core of my being that if she did, I would do whatever she wanted without question.

All at once the pressure vanished, and Avarice was once more in her 10-foot form. “The agreements tether to the soul,” she said, tone light. “You will know the truth of them the moment the agreement is made. If you harbor any doubts as to my intent to uphold the agreement after it is formed, you will be free to leave without any exchange.”

“Why don’t you?” asked Varrin.

“Why don’t I what?” she asked.

“Take everything you want by force.”

Avarice smoothed down the front of her dress, now made up of countless tiny metal ringlets, like some sort of chainmail.

“If I killed you, would you be able to generate more wealth to trade me?” she asked. “If I stripped you of everything you had, would you want to deal with me again? I am not the avatar of Pillaging, I am Avarice. To sate my desires, there must be life to labor at the forge of creation. There must be civilization to feed gold into my coffers. Not that I’m particularly enamored with gold, but it’s a good turn of phrase.”

She stepped out of her heels, which faded into motes of light before continuing. “I have no interest in slaughter, and I would prefer that the world stop destroying itself if I am to be trapped on this plane for all of eternity. I can defend myself and my property—many have died who threatened it—but I do not seek conflict.” She ran a hand over her hair, and it grew out several inches; the green and gold threads woven through it turned to crimson and silver. “It’s bad for business.”

“Hmm,” I said, trying to shake off the intimidation tactics. I didn’t appreciate the heavy-handed treatment, but she made a good point. “Let’s assume we’re considering your offer. Getting everyone a few extra stats is nice, but I don’t know if it’s worth giving up so many Dread Star questions.”

Avarice tapped her lips with a finger. “Your group has been through many trials recently,” she said. “Your mana matrices are primed for an influx of power. This Delve is unusual for a Special in that it grants levels based on the party’s performance. You are due one more from the obelisk itself. Once we’ve dealt with optimizing the attributes you have, I could take a measure of the state of your matrices and determine how many additional levels you are capable of safely acquiring.

“Then,” she continued, “I can simply convince the System to issue you enough additional levels to take you to the highest point your growth would allow.”

That one certainly got my attention.


Chapter 23


Levels. The ultimate goal of most Delvers and a significant source of their power. Levels granted stats, stats made you stronger, and everybody loved getting strong.

“Do we care that much about getting a bunch more levels?” I asked, which evoked a number of different responses from my party members.

Nuralie looked dumbfounded, Etja furrowed her brow in confusion, Xim shrugged, and Varrin nodded like he agreed with my sentiment. Avarice narrowed her eyes with skepticism.

“Most Delves are Level-gated,” I continued. “Regular Delves are either set for a specific Level or a narrow range of levels, so getting boosted up several levels would exclude us from running many Delves between where we are now and whatever Level the System is willing to take us up to. This one is set for Level 10 and under, which is the first I’ve heard of with that broad a range, aside from the other phase two Delves that The Mimic told us about.”

“I have not heard of it outside of specials,” Varrin added.

“That means missing out on any chips, gear, or other benefits we could gain from leveling the hard way. There’s also the ever-present problem of intrinsic skills.” I brought up my interface and glanced over my intrinsics.

Intrinsic Skills: 9/10

Dimensional Magic 32

Blunt 27

Shields 26

Physical Magic 22

Heavy Armor 21

Leadership 21

Dungeoneering 20

Mystical Magic 19

Smithing 15

“Our goal is 20 intrinsic levels per Delver level, and I’m sitting at 203. They’re only that high because this Delve has been a gold mine for skilling up. That means I’d be back in a skill deficit just from moving up to Level 12 from the level that—according to you—the obelisk is already going to give us.”

“The growth should be quicker at lower levels as well,” said Varrin. “The rate of increase slows as the skills rise.”

“We might also find another Special Delve,” said Xim. “Those are a power boost, and we want to do as many as we can. Maybe we won’t find any in the sub-20 range, since they’re supposed to be rare⁠—”

“They are rare,” said Varrin

“I mean, we’ve found two already,” she said. “Besides, I agree with you. Gaining flat levels would actively harm our ability to conquer higher-level Delves. We’d be leaving a lot on the table.” She crossed her arms. “Plus, we’d be missing out on the exploration.”

“There is more to the equation than the math behind Delving,” said Nuralie. “If we were in a time of relative peace, where we had decades to build our strength, then focusing entirely on qualitative improvements with each level would be ideal.” Pause. “However, between the avatars and the Littans, having additional levels is objectively better than not. Our power relative to everything outside of the Delves would be substantially increased.” She looked toward Avarice. “This is in addition to the new threat we are being told about.”

“I understand that, more than most,” said Varrin. “We are seeking the strength to halt the incoming disasters. Still, cutting corners will slow our progression in later stages. It is power now at the expense of power later.”

“You do not know that,” Nuralie replied. “We can train our intrinsics. This Delve has given us immense wealth to purchase gear, essences, ingredients… anything we need. We can seek out Special Delves at higher levels. We are already far stronger than our levels suggest.”

“It is not enough,” said Varrin, somewhat testily. “We must claw every scrap of power we can from every Level.”

“I must admit,” said Avarice, raising her hands in a calming gesture, “I did not expect that offer to fall flat.”

“We’ve already gotten a massive boost in here,” I said. “I think we should at least take stock of what we’ve gained before committing to another increase. I mean, we came in at Level 6. We’re about to double that.”

Nuralie sighed but relented. “Optimize Dumping, remove useless skills, gain information,” she said. “We can sell the items we have that would be worth breaking down. We could get more money than the materials alone are worth.” Pause. “If there is strong demand.”

“Straight item trades are sometimes preferred,” said Varrin. “Either way, we don’t need their materials extracted.”

“What about the wand of boundless spookiness?” I asked.

“Save it for Sam’lia,” said Xim, averting her eyes. I noted the odd behavior but didn’t want to pursue it in front of our host.

I sighed, feeling lost in the quagmire before me. Wheeling and dealing was never my specialty, and I honestly didn’t enjoy it. Bartering was well outside our comfort zone, even ignoring the fact that Avarice was an entity that could kill us all whenever she felt like it. Nuralie had the most skill with Mercantile, something she hadn’t used since her time running an alchemy shop, but that part of her life was relatively short-lived. I still ended up punting the negotiation to the loson, backed up by Etja for some sweet talking, and eventually got three more concessions from Avarice.

First, I would be a part of the stat trades to gain some training and minor benefits from enhancing my Dumping efficiency without giving up another Dread Star question.

Second, we would be able to do one more respec at any point in the future, at a time and place of our choosing. This would let us maximize Dumping again after getting another heap of levels, and allow us to be less circumspect about the skills we picked up to try out.

Third:

“I’ll facilitate an introduction,” said Avarice. “I have a group of worshipers in Arzia with substantial firepower behind them. I cannot guarantee they’ll help you, but if you make it worth their while, I’m sure they will be amenable to some arrangement.”

“Mercenaries,” said Varrin.

“Not quite,” said Avarice.

The avatar held out her hand, and a large token appeared. It was made of gold, shimmering with obvious magic as it floated toward me. It dropped down into my palm, much heavier than it appeared, and I nearly fumbled it. The token was slightly larger than a chip, about the size of a small teacup saucer, with a large fang engraved on one side and a bat-like wing on the other.

“Take that to the mountains north of Ayama,” Avarice said. “To the highest peak.”

“Anything else we should know?” I asked. “North of Ayama is practically a polar region.”

“Try not to offend them,” she replied. “Otherwise, they prefer their privacy, so I’ll refrain from saying anything else.”

“This feels like you’re being unnecessarily vague for dramatic reasons,” I said, flipping the coin over in my hand. Fang, wing, and whoever they were, they worshiped Avarice, the greedy avatar. It was a group that might keep hoards of wealth hidden away, perhaps.

I looked up and peered at Avarice. “Is it dragons?” I asked, trying to keep my excitement from showing. She raised an eyebrow but didn’t respond. I glanced back down at the coin, then put it away into my inventory. “I’m going to assume it’s dragons.”

“Do we have a deal, then?” asked Avarice. We took a quick vote, and I nodded.

“Looks like it,” I said. “How do you want to do this?”

We started by grabbing the level from the obelisk, which was hidden behind a grove of flowering trees. The pillar shone with mana, and streams of power flooded into our bodies.

Next, the stat trades began. Everyone in the party had gained the majority of the benefit of their training stats, and there were only minor losses based on how people had spent their points before gaining access to the (re)birth sign. There was some nuance to the best way to get this done in the shortest time frame with the lowest number of trades, but I’ll spare you the details.

I snagged another four bonus points from this Dumping devilry, while everyone else grabbed twenty entire motherlovin’ points.

The only real “inefficiency” from my training points was that I was reincarnated with carryover stats, which gave me a big advantage at Level 0. When I asked whether those could be removed so I could train them, Avarice spouted some stuff about Fortune’s magic being inviolable to her, but my brain interpreted it as “blah blah blah, balance reasons, removing exploits, nerfing Arlo in the next patch.”

However, my Fortitude only had one point from carryover stats. Since I’d spent my creation points into Fortitude, it had never been trained. That meant there were still eight training stats for the taking, which I went after with all the grace of a starving dog that had just been tossed twelve ounces of medium-rare prime rib.

Amidst exchanging stats and training, we took turns giving our life stories to Avarice. The sessions were long, filled with unending clarifying questions from the avatar, and so deeply personal that by the end I figured Avarice knew more about me than anyone ever had. At least, at an informational level.

I wasn’t comfortable divulging so much, especially before hearing her intel, but I was willing to suck it up and rehash my life. I’d argued for Avarice to go first, but she’d been willing to take turns with information and services. She went first with services, since it would take me a month to deliver on the Dread Star questions. Thus, we went first with trading information. Tit for tat, as it were.

If the details she ended up giving us were shit, I was going to… probably do nothing, because what could I do? We were operating with a lot more faith than I normally would have. I would be mad, I guess. Really upset. Ornery, even.

Regardless, after the levels—including the one from the Icon—training, and bonuses from Dumping, I came out of the process with 31 more stat points than I’d gone in with.

Stats:

Strength 22

Agility 10

Speed 22

Fortitude 52

Intelligence 40

Wisdom 40

Charisma 10

Luck 10

The Doomed Aspirant fights made it clear that I needed more Speed. While it hurt me to divert points away from Fortitude (gah!), getting up to the next evolution point would make a big difference in my ability to dodge. Even if I couldn’t dodge outright, it would allow me to maneuver and deflect strikes made against my indelicate body, minimizing their impact.

Even with that sacrifice, Fortitude retook its proper place as my highest stat, and the universe was once again right and good. My new health total was 1,898, which meant I could now take 64% more swords to the face compared to my prior total of 1,220. If I were a breakfast cereal, I’d slap that figure on the front of my box.

The process unlocked evolutions for Speed 20 and the more mouth-watering Intelligence 40 keystone, but I set those aside for a full-party discussion. Once the stat cheese was done—potentially the stinkiest cheese we ever did cheese—we were almost ready to hear what Avarice had to tell us.

“The way I frame the information about Brae’ach will likely be informed by my first question to the Dread Star,” she said.

“Brae’ach?” I asked. “That’s the name of the guy who might destroy the world?”

“Hmm,” said Varrin. “It sounds Davahn.”

“It sounds like a metalcore vocalization.”

“You’re always full of fun new phrases, Arlo,” said Xim with a grin.

“I used to listen to a lot of angry music back in the day. Not sure there’s an analog here.” I cleared my throat, then sang a bar with my best disgruntled growl. “I’m mad, and this song is loud, blegh!”

“The way the intonation goes up at the end does sound similar,” said Nuralie.

“Brae’ach!” barked Etja, mimicking the style. It was much better than my own impression, and I was pretty sure she’d never practiced her death grunt before.

“Let’s get back on track,” said Avarice. The training and heart-to-heart montage had taken a couple of weeks, and the avatar had spent a decent amount of time with the group by this point. She was now better at managing our digressions than any of us were. Of course, that she tried at all already put her ahead of the curve. “As I was saying, hearing the Dread Star’s response will help me decide what intelligence to focus on.”

“Sure, okay,” I said. “Let’s go ahead and drive me incrementally closer to mental collapse in the face of beings far vaster than I can comprehend.” I pulled up my Luck 10 evolution and selected Divine Favor of JuRoQi. There was no immediate sensation of existential horror, which was a relief. I glanced up at Avarice. “All right, what’s your question?”

Avarice told me what she wanted to know and the exact wording of the query. Her phrasing raised some eyebrows, but we were already committed. I wasn’t about to back out now because of some mild discomfort with the inquiry’s implications.

Part of me thought it was rude to open up my relationship with the Dread Star by fielding a question from a third party. It felt like getting asked out on a date, showing up with a friend, and then leaving them with your hopeful suitor after five minutes so you could drive home and watch reruns of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

But maybe it was more like getting a coupon for a free entrée at Olive Garden and selling it to a coworker for 5 bucks. I’d probably add the additional context that you knew a fellow who worked at the restaurant, he gave you that coupon because he was your bro, and you used it in a way he might think was “kind of not cool.” Like a minor social transgression that would chafe but not significantly damage the friendship.

Or maybe a god of pure, unlimited power was about to smack me down for my hubris. I didn’t know the deity, so I hoped for the best and asked Avarice’s question.

“On behalf of Avarice, I ask JuRoQi: What must I take from the world so that I may surpass Unity?”

As I spoke the Dread Star’s name, the concepts it embodied suffused me, thrumming across the folds of my brain with endless hairs of knowing, invading my soul.

Ju. Conservation. That one thing has an identity and is unique among everything else.

Ro. Space. The distance between two points, keeping all from existing as one singularity.

Qi. Distinction. The essence of what separates one thing from another, allowing more than one thing to exist across all that is.

JuRoQi was a narrowing of these ideas, the overlap in their Venn diagram. Each syllable was inextricably linked to the next, inseparable in their cohabitation and irreducible to its base components. It was contradictory but absolute.

JuRoQi was not a name—it was Truth. The Dread Star was the space between, the nothingness that set boundaries between all that was discrete. It fell between atoms, the nothingness that made up nearly all volume. It ruled the vacancy between universes, and that was a bare fraction of its existence.

Everyone else in the party had decided to stand on the opposite side of the 200-foot-long chamber. The sole exception was Grotto, who sat on my shoulder. Our soul link was harmonized, and his psychic connection was on full blast. The hope was that, if there were mental repercussions from this experience, he could help me weather them.

I’d only spoken the Dread Star’s name, and I was already grasping onto that lifeline.

I felt the bottom fall out from the world, my gut lurching as I was thrust into a sensation of weightlessness. The room around me grew dark until I swam in a void of perfect black, and a field of endless stars burst to life. The pinpricks of light began to move in an arc, each leaving a trail of light in its wake, creating a mass of glowing azure circles. It was identical to the in-between space I’d found myself locked into during my teleport into Deijin’s Descent. I was frozen, but unlike my prior experience, I could still breathe. The creeping chill of the void didn’t invade my bones and joints.

A pair of eyes opened before me, simultaneously inches from my face and more distant than the planet above me.

If I hadn’t been suspended in nothingness, I would have fallen to my knees, forced to prostrate myself not out of fear or obedience, but because my head was being squeezed like an overfilled balloon. I could sense the blood vessels in my skull—bad experience, I do not recommend—as their walls began to fail. If I hadn’t been immune to Bleeding, I expected I’d have suffered a few dozen aneurysms.

A deep sound thundered through the universe, the heralding fanfare of JuRoQi’s presence performed by a cosmic orchestra.

The eyes studied me with irises both absolutely dark and yet shimmering with vibrant radiance. We stared at one another, and its gaze tore at the edges of my consciousness, its mere presence infecting reality and overwhelming me with understanding.

Then, another figure appeared.

It was a mass of a thousand arms with grasping hands, its body gilded and streaked with precious metals. It was Avarice’s true form, and for all that her soul was powerful, she was a single water molecule amidst a galaxy-wide hurricane, a grain of sand on a beach that spanned the known universe. No, she was even less than that, so insignificant that it was unquantifiable.

The eyes turned to Avarice, and her manifold arms twisted in spasms, her hands becoming bent claws. Her amorphous body deformed like putty, kneaded in a cosmic grip.

JuRoQi spoke, and I caught a glimpse of the fleeting shadow of the truth that it delivered.

Tiny fragment, infinites’mal shard.

You debase yourself in ignorance,

Awash the sea of divinity’s reach,

Groveling for scraps of unseen meals.

Your narrow pride clings to self-made lies.

You will never hold your fictitious prize.

Unity would sweep your self aside

Erasing the mistake of your existence.

Suffer, then, your ego and your want,

Crawl in filth and bleed in shattered glass,

Until the broken pane is mended new,

Or break upon reality’s collapse.

The Dread Star’s answer was not meant for me, and so I was only caught in the aftershock of its deliverance. Avarice bore its full weight, the profound disdain of JuRoQi’s words reaching into her roots and tearing at the weeds of vanity and self-adulation.

She screamed.

My vision blinked, and I was back in the Delve, the gentle glowstone light assaulting my vision. I fell but caught myself with an arm before I gave the tile floor a smooch. Drops of sweat poured off of my face. A squelching sound filled the room, all that I could hear.

I looked up to see Avarice, her body halfway between the woman she presented as and the many-armed thing that she was. She hugged herself with a hundred limbs, dark ichor leaking from her eyes and nose. After a handful of seconds, the limbs withdrew back into her shadow, and she slowly returned to a normal, albeit impossibly tall, woman. Her dark skin had transitioned from a human shade to a multitudinous greyscale, ranging from pure black to alabaster.

She reached up and wiped some of the sable liquid from her face, and it disappeared as though it had never been. She stood up straight and with deliberate motions smoothed down her dress, then looked up at me. She spoke with forced confidence, a tremor in her voice.

“Let me tell you of a man who wishes to give everything to his tribe,” she said, “but to do so, he must first become everything.”


Chapter 24


Who was Brae’ach? Why was he rampaging across Timagrin? Why did Avarice believe he threatened the entire world?

To answer these questions, Avarice told us a very long story, narrating an entire novel’s worth of information over the course of hours. She created illusions for imagery and spoke with voices for the characters that would have been impossible for a natural person with non-magical vocal cords. She even used sound effects!

Including the whole thing word for word was tempting, but this ain’t a history textbook. Instead, I present:

Brae’ach and the Davahn Unification, Abridged

Written by: Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel, Platinum Delver, Extradimensional Traveler, and Astronaut

Davah is a large island nation in southwestern Arzia, about 10 times the size of Hiward, or roughly one-half of an Australia. It’s a harsh land, buffeted by frequent storms, blanketed in sweltering heat for most of the year, and infested with magical beasts whose ferocity is second only to the flora and fauna indigenous to the Less-Than-Habitable Forest.

The outer edge of Davah is ruled by wild jungle, and its inner territories are dominated by sharp mountains and craggy terrain in a geologically impossible arrangement of hostile topography. There is little space for agriculture, and the humanoid society that calls it home survived primarily through hunting and gathering.

Historically, the nation was ruled by seven tribes, each of which controlled a swath of jungle that made up the outer edge of the country. Each tribe was composed of several clans of Davahns, who would engage in a healthy amount of infighting, sabotage, and general mayhem. The clans would occasionally set aside intra-tribal squabbles to band together and fight the tribe next door for land and resources.

The wars between tribes were usually incited by some natural disaster, leading to a period of resource scarcity. Earthquakes and hurricanes were frequent. Sinkholes and fissures would sometimes sunder entire villages. To top it all off, beast hordes would arise from within the mountains and had to be carefully culled but occasionally overran the hunters and invaded the jungle. Taking the neighbor’s stuff was the easiest way to survive in the wake of such events.

The wars also had the handy side effect of reducing population, thus further alleviating strains on food and housing. Such things were seldom taken personally, and once peace resumed, the tribes would quickly forget the hostility of their neighbors. They weren’t so naive as to believe it wouldn’t happen again at the first sign of weakness, but there was a turn-the-other-cheek mentality alien to most outside perspectives.

This attitude partially resulted from the need to manage the demand for food and shelter. Scarcity was so pervasive in Davah that the value of a Davahn’s life was constantly weighed on a scale against the value of their death. When that scale tipped, one was expected to relieve their tribe’s burden. Whether it was through death in battle or elder tribe members wandering into the mountains to never be seen again, making the personal choice to die for the tribe’s greater good was a pillar of Davahn society.

All of that sets the scene. Next is the important history that preceded Brae’ach’s rise.

Because most of Davah’s population lived on the coastline, a strong maritime culture emerged. Eventually, the northernmost outer tribe made their way across the monster-infested sea to the territorial waters of Timagrin. There, they engaged in the age-old practice of piracy. The navy met several Timan warships, but Davahn warriors were fierce, their bodies and ships tempered by the constant struggle against magical predators, and the Timans were handily beaten.

With their victories over the Timans, the northern tribe acquired a wealth of weapons and armor, which catapulted them a century forward on the military tech tree. They invaded the inner mountains of Davah, enslaved the few nomadic clans who resided within, and used the central territory to launch a campaign against each of the other outer tribes in quick succession.

This bloody war rapidly resulted in what was then referred to as the Davahn Empire by the rest of the world. For nearly a century the empire ruled Davah, ushering in a time of unparalleled prosperity, much of which was due to the Davahns continuing to raid the shores of Timagrin and Mittak.

Then, the Hiwardians discovered the Creation Delve, kicked some Littan asses, and began distributing Creation slots to other nations in return for resources and political favor. Davah was up to their necks in magical monster parts, which Hiward had many uses for in its burgeoning Delver economy. Deals were struck, and Davah secured four Creation slots. This was the beginning of the end for the empire.

The ruling central tribe kept two slots for itself and distributed the remaining two to the most productive and—supposedly—loyal outer tribes. This rankled the rest of the tribes, but they were assured that they would each get their turn.

The central tribe had the most interaction with Hiward and absorbed much of its Delver culture, leading to careful and considered approaches to the Delves. Slow and steady development would lead to the strongest individuals over time. The two outer tribes, however, began a mercenary campaign of rushing their Delvers through as many Delves as possible.

They offered outsized rewards to talented Delving crews from other nations to carry the Davahns and push their Delvers up the level brackets much faster than the central group. By the time the next Creation slots were distributed, the outer Delvers were by far the most powerful people in the nation. They poached the pair of Delvers from the central region, then began intercepting and sinking the ships ferrying candidates from the other outer tribes. They would then be replaced by their own people.

This created chaos in Davah, led to a fresh round of intertribal conflicts, and resulted in a campaign against the Delver tribes, which ultimately failed as the handful of supersoldiers beat back hosts of mundane Davahns. It was a pyrrhic victory, however, and the unfettered use of destructive Delver magicks scoured habitable land, devastated crops, and hamstrung Davah’s population of healthy warriors who combated the beast hordes.

Throughout this period, the mundane tribes petitioned Hiward to aid them in protecting their Creation slots. Hiward was still organizing itself in the wake of its rebellion and was reluctant to dedicate resources to foreign conflicts while it fortified itself against outside threats. The tribes were left to themselves, creating no small amount of animosity.

As Davahn civilization devolved into violence and oppression, the Delver tribes turned their sights on Timagrin and Hiward to alleviate the shortages created by their own conflicts. They built up a fleet of war vessels crewed by conscripted soldiers, led by the full might of the Davahn Delvers. They invaded Timagrin, slaughtered Timan Delvers, and seized productive populations and equipment.

The Davahns controlled the shorelines for several years, preventing Timagrin from sending candidates to Creation. In response, Hiward either kept the slots for itself or sold them to the highest bidder, but Davah demanded that the Timan Delver slots be awarded to them instead.

Hiward did not appreciate this attitude, and the conflict culminated in a naval battle between Hiward and Davah. The Davahns had powerful ships, were naturally more resilient and physically gifted than the Hiwardians, and had lived long lives of endless combat. Hiward, on the other hand, had been quietly developing the most advanced mana-woven vessels and weapons in the world. They also had way, way more Delvers.

A joint offensive was deployed by what remained of the Timan forces, creating a two-front war against the Davahns, one by land and one by sea. Hiward crushed the fleet and killed most of the enemy Delvers. The conscripts making up the Davahn rank and file had their morale easily broken, and the Timans drove the Davahns from their lands.

Davah was stripped of its Creation slots, and heavy sanctions were placed on the country, cutting them off from global trade. Hiward agreed to a mutual defense pact with Timagrin and helped establish a naval base on Timagrin’s southern tip to sink any Davahn ships that strayed into Timan waters.

Eventually, political efforts were made to allow Davah back onto the global stage in exchange for harsh concessions, but all offers were met with stubborn refusal, and diplomats were stonewalled or met with violence. Davah became completely insular, and little is known of what has gone on within the nation’s border over the last thirty years.

Now, enter Brae’ach.

Brae’ach was young when the tribes were joined under the empire’s banner and a seasoned warrior by the time the Delves were uncovered. This placed the man’s age somewhere north of 200, but no one really knew what a ‘normal’ Davahn lifespan was. They tended to die for other reasons.

Brae’ach did not have the fortune of living in the northern tribe that formed the empire, and the bloodshed of that war marred his youth. While the imperial years had been a time of relative prosperity, Davah was hardly a land of milk and honey. Brae’ach’s tribe was forced to tame the craggy mountains alongside the subjugated nomads, his people better than slaves in name only.

For more than a century, Brae’ach fought and bled to keep his people safe against the beasts of the central mountains. It is said that a Davahn hunter is worth three from any other nation, and Brae’ach developed a reputation for being worth an entire Davahn hunting party on his own. Few were his physical equal, though he eschewed the path of the warrior.

When Davah acquired Creation slots, Brae’ach was the obvious choice for his tribe to submit as a candidate. His people were poor by most measures and would have been near the bottom of the pecking order, but Brae’ach’s prowess earned him a place in the second round of Davahn hopefuls. He boarded a northbound ship with his mate Til’ach, head filled with aspirations of raising his tribe up through his accomplishments and the wealth that Delving might bring.

The outer Delver tribes attacked and sank his ship during their coup.

Of course, being the unadulterated hunk of raw badass that he was, Brae’ach survived and swam thirty miles to the Davahn shore, carrying Til’ach on his back the whole way.

What followed was a period of despotism that saw Brae’ach’s friends and family fall one by one under the savagery of the new Delver warlords. His prowess meant little in the face of a Level 10 supersoldier, even though he often exceeded them in skill. He was used for sport by the Delvers, who could take him within an inch of his life and then heal him with their magicks, assuming they were in the mood to do so.

Brae’ach was no soldier, but he was a quick learner. Soon, he could meet most low-level Delvers on equal footing. During this period he continued to hunt, and consuming the flesh of his mana-infused prey granted him power, although its progress was slow and pushed his preternatural constitution to its limits. This went on for decades until the Delvers sailed on Timagrin and Hiward.

Brae’ach had no hand in that war. He took Til’ach, his children, and his grandchildren into the mountains, hiding from those who sought to conscript him for what he rightly saw as a doomed venture. He’d built strong relationships with the enslaved nomads over the years they’d hunted together, and they kept him hidden in cave systems and deep fissures. His hope was that the Delver warlords would die in their campaign of hubris, and though many did, some still returned home.

When trade embargoes came down on Davah, most who were affected had nothing to do with the war. The bulk of the Delvers responsible had been killed. Most of the rest fled the nation for greener pastures once it became clear that their homeland was quickly becoming uninhabitable from their own mismanagement. Four Delvers remained, however, secure in their power since no new Davahn Delvers would arise. They divided up what was left of the valuable lands and ruled with the insurmountable truth of their invulnerability.

Brae’ach emerged as an important figure in what became the nomadic underground, with the ultimate goal of usurping the Delvers. They petitioned Hiward, Timagin, Mittak, and even Litta for aid, but were again left to fend for themselves. Eventually, Brae’ach began seeking other, more extreme roads to power, a journey that took him into the darkest depths of the mountains.

He searched for ever more powerful beasts in the vain hope that the mana-infused flesh would give him and the nomads the strength to resist. The nomadic tribes dwindled, dying in the hunt or perishing from mana toxicity brought on by their overconsumption. Still, they pressed onward. Brae’ach slowly grew stronger while the Delver warlords—excluded from the Delves—stagnated in their power. Eventually, they were discovered.

On a cloud-covered night in the midst of scorching summer heat, one Delver warlord came for the nomad hideout. While Brae’ach was out hunting, his family was slaughtered. Only Brae’ach’s mate survived, and the Delver stalked Til’ach as she escaped, unwittingly leading him to Brae’ach.

The two fought, and Brae’ach matched the Delver for strength, but the battle was harried by beasts. Brae’ach was forced to withdraw when Til’ach was badly wounded, and they fled deeper into the caverns. As the Delver followed them down, miles below the surface, an earthquake hit.

Brae’ach used the quake to his advantage, collapsing an unstable tunnel and crushing the Delver. Brae’ach’s victory meant little, though. He and his mate were the only two of his family left. They were trapped, alone, and Til’ach’s wound meant she was not long for the world.

Brae’ach continued on, even deeper than before, carrying Til’ach and hunting for a way through the caves. He wandered for half a day, driven by some deep conviction that pressed him onward, until he found the Altar.

Brae’ach discovered a great cavern, its walls sundered and revealed by the quake. At its center was a monolith made of metal and stone, which came to life under the brush of his fingertips. He felt its connection to the mountains, to the ground beneath him, and to a creature that lived below with all of Davah upon its back.

It was hidden but had not chosen to hide, buried by the ages as it slept. The world had starved it, but it had gathered its strength for untold millennia. It was waiting, and Brea’ach brought its wait to an end.

As Brae’ach’s finger fell away from the monolith, Unity made itself known.

The first avatar offered him salvation.


Chapter 25


Three of the hands in Avarice’s shadow danced, their fingers shifting into complex hand puppets. Images shifted before us, showing Brae’ach in Unity’s cavern, standing before the gleaming monolith. There was no outward sign that he’d been affected by the avatar. The man simply stood there, bronze skin melding into the tenebrous hollow.

After a time, Brae’ach turned away from the monolith. He went to his mate Til’ach, who lay bloody on the ground. Words were exchanged, and the woman nodded. Then, Brae’ach’s mouth opened until it stretched past its natural limits. His jaw unhinged, and the maw grew until it pressed down into his chest. His ribs popped and his throat widened. Twisting fangs grew out from his gums, pushing aside his sharp, Davahn teeth. Finally, tendrils spilled out from his throat, and he bent down to Til’ach. What followed was a gruesome display of cannibalism.

“Fuck,” I said.

“Gods above,” Xim said at the same time. It was rare for her to be squeamish about anything, but apparently uxoricide was one of her limits.

“He believes himself to be good,” said Varrin. “That much has been clear from your tale, but how does he reconcile this act?”

“It is a combination of Davahn culture, Til’ach’s consent, and Unity’s influence,” said Avarice. “Til’ach knew that she would pass before Brea’ach could carry her from the depths, and Unity spoke to her as it worked upon her husband. They were promised to be joined at a level deeper than they would ever know as physical entities. Through this act, they were unified, and Til’ach lives on within Brae’ach.” She looked at the image she’d cast, and despite her explanation, she wore a puzzled expression. “In a way, this was the death of them both and the birth of something new. It carries the form of Brae’ach, the memories of both himself and his wife. They are each within, but the outward expression is neither.”

“This gives him power?” asked Varrin.

“As they are joined, so too is their strength.”

“So he munches down on people,” I said. “Absorbs knowledge, gets stronger, becomes changed at a fundamental level.” I ran a hand through my hair, which was back to a length I preferred but unkempt. “I’m assuming he’s eaten others.”

“Many,” Avarice replied with a solemn nod. “Your characterization is simplistic, however. Unification is not something so easily quantified.”

“The Operator told us Unity tried to ‘unify’ all life within itself,” said Etja. “Is that what he’s trying to do by eating people?”

“Brae’ach is incapable of such a thing, for the moment,” said Avarice. “He may only consume those who are willing.”

“And… there are a lot of ‘willing’ people?” I asked.

“Once Brae’ach joined with Til’ach, he made his way back to the surface,” said Avarice. “The whispers of Unity followed him, tethered to his soul. There were others wounded by the warlord, suffering a slow death. He spoke with them and consumed them as well.”

“Couldn’t Unity have healed them?” asked Xim.

“It is not in Unity’s nature to heal as you understand the term. From its perspective, joining with Brae’ach was a panacea for more than these people’s wounds. It was the return to an exalted state, one that had been lost when their minds were severed by distinction.”

“Implying that their minds were once joined?” I asked. “Before birth?”

“That is my understanding,” said Avarice. “I do not know the full truth, but there is a belief among the corrupted Davahns that all minds were once part of a greater being.”

“Let’s put matters of cosmology aside for the moment,” I said. “Brae’ach can only eat the willing, but you’re implying he’ll become capable of eating the unwilling.”

“It is only a matter of time if he continues unopposed,” said Avarice. “When Orexis assaulted The Cage, an avatar of Consumption was released. If Brae’ach reclaims it for Unity, he may consume any he wishes.”

“The Bloom!” said Etja. “That big flower that ate people and spit acid. Cage said it was the divine spawn of Consumption.”

“Right,” I said, turning the memories over. “He lost track of it in the chaos, since it was incorporeal.”

“All of this feels like it overlaps with Orexis,” said Xim. “He ‘consumes’ people. Atomizes their bodies and inhales them.”

“Yearning carries within himself aspects of Unity,” said Avarice. “But it is impure, tainted by distinction. Orexis yearns for that which is not a part of him but by definition requires entities to be separate so that he can yearn for them. Still, Orexis is shortsighted, a creature of impulse. He and his sister Anesis work with Brae’ach toward his ends, among other avatars.”

“But not you,” said Varrin. “By giving this information to us, you oppose him.”

“I am vain, but I do not covet myself,” Avarice said with a grin. “I am more aligned with distinction, although my desire for acquisition does have hints of Unity.”

“So there’s some kind of Unity-distinction spectrum?” I asked. “And avatars fall somewhere along that spectrum?”

“As far as I understand it, all things do,” said Avarice. “You are each individual but share values and cultural beliefs. A single person but made up of billions of cells working in concert. You take in matter to make it a part of yourself but shed what has been used up or that is not needed.”

“What’s Brae’ach’s endgame?” I asked. “He consumes the avatar of Consumption, gains the ability to swallow people even if they’re unwilling, and then he tries to eat everyone in the world? What’s the population of Arzia? Even if he ate a person every second, that’d take years, right?”

“Brae’ach can grant this”—she gestured up at the illusion, now a still shot of Brae’ach with a yawning mouth and dripping fangs—“‘Holy Form’ to his subordinates. Some were turned, others joined with those who had been corrupted. Now he has an army of creatures, each of whom is willing to give themselves over to him. Once they can consume the unwilling, their destruction—and Brae’ach’s growth—will become exponential.”

“What about the avatars working with him?” I asked. “Are they on the menu as well?”

“I suspect they are,” said Avarice.

“Do they know that?” asked Xim.

“I expect some do.” Avarice paused, thoughtful. “To be an avatar is to exist in an incomplete state. We are severed from our celestial concepts. There is a strong… desire… to rejoin. Becoming one with Unity may fulfill that need. Needless to say, once Brae’ach begins absorbing avatars, his power will be unparalleled.” Her shadowy hands moved, and the illusion focused on the monolith. “However, that is not the full scope of the threat.”

“Of course not,” I said, rubbing my eyes. We’d been having story time for nearly 16 hours.

“There exist six focal points within Arzia that can be used to fully restore the avatar of Unity,” Avarice continued. “The first is the monolith beneath Davah—the origin—which is a part of Unity itself. There are 5 others that must be arrayed and awakened. This will grant Unity the divine mana it needs to rise from its dormant state.” She looked up at the world above us. “I believe the first of these five has been awakened in Timagrin.”

“Why is Unity still dormant?” asked Xim. “From what I know, the avatars start to reemerge once Delvers start powering up. Is that not enough?”

“As the System pierces the heavens, the power of the divine flows down into the world,” said Avarice. “Avatars feed on this power, and without it, we exist in a state of sedation. Not quite asleep, but unable to act on the world in any meaningful way. Some avatars require more of a connection to the divine than others. Unity is the purest avatar and requires the most connection.”

“Has it come back online in the past?” I asked.

“No,” said Avarice. “Unity consumed much of the world’s life after the first ascension. This brought Unity closer to its concept, increasing its purity but making its needs that much greater.”

“Do you know where the other monoliths are?”

“For a working of this scale, I would expect them to be arrayed throughout Arzia,” she said. “Their exact locations are a mystery, but I assume Brae’ach will need to march across most of the continent. I have several predictive models, but with only two data points, they are unreliable.” She raised one of her human hands, and several notifications appeared on my HUD. “I have provided them to you.”

“How do you interact with the System?” asked Xim. “How can you influence it like this?”

“I have a standing arrangement with Number Two.”

“Number Two?” I said. “As in, System Core Two? That can’t be your nickname for it.”

Avarice raised an eyebrow. Xim also looked at me curiously.

“Why not?” asked Avarice.

“Uh…” I looked between them, trying to see if they were messing with me. “You know what, it doesn’t matter. What does this arrangement look like? How does it work?”

“That information was not a part of our bargain,” said Avarice. Her tone was neutral, but it felt smug nonetheless. “All you need to know is that I am here as a guest. I am neither a prisoner nor an invader.”

“What about the Aspirants?” asked Varrin. “Did you twist Delvers into those shapes? Did you enslave them?”

“Their souls are gone,” she said, waving a hand dismissively. “I used the bodies and their mana matrices as templates.”

“They talked to me,” I said. “They wanted to leave.”

“Mere echoes of the lost,” Avarice replied cryptically. I began to ask another question, but she held up a hand to stop me and scowled. “This line of questioning is irrelevant. It is also outside the terms of our transaction.”

I reminded myself that however amenable Avarice was to our exchange, she was still a monster. One that we couldn’t yet face. “Fine. You’ve told us who Brae’ach is and what he’s doing. You’ve laid out the threat, but what can we do about it?”

“Brae’ach is a mortal man,” said Avarice. “Though he will not be for long. A concerted effort to oppose him may be successful if done swiftly and without mercy. The projections I sent include his rough location and his army’s most likely bearings. I have also included what I know about the avatars working with him, the capabilities of each, and have given you at least one group of allies to recruit.”

“Anything else we should know?”

Avarice thought for a moment.

“Brae’ach has conviction,” she said. “He believes in what he is doing, however misguided. Unity showed him a vision of the first ascension, the ecological destruction it wrought, and characterized its own actions as a mercy to the survivors. Brae’ach has lived a life being brutalized by Delvers, shunned by apathetic world powers and sees the world as a hive of despots ruling through fear and violence. He is a liberator, delivering eternal life to those he consumes. His wake is bloody, but it is the blood of delivery as the world is reborn.”

“Ascensions cause ecological destruction?” I asked.

“They are a terror upon the world,” Avarice replied.

“Then… why continue?” I asked, anger rising in my gut. “Why does the System keep repeating this cycle of apocalypse? The world dies so a handful of people can ‘ascend,’ whatever that means?”

Before Avarice could respond, my vision became a mess of notifications and flickering screens. My stats and evolutions flickered past, barely perceptible. Achievements, skills, revelations, maps, my entire notification history, descriptions of my gear, everything I could see through the System, and more. Finally, a wall of text flooded by. I only caught a few snippets and recognized it as a record of things I’d said, including private conversations held outside of the Delves. Every word I’d spoken on Arzia had been recorded and cataloged.

It went on for several seconds, a dizzying blur of information. I caught glimpses of my party members, seeing that they were having a similar experience. The screens halted on a single notification.

Processing…

“I feel exposed,” Etja whispered.

The notifications continued but at a more reasonable pace.

Evaluating collected data…

Global Delver population in the 16th percentile.

Escalated Delver candidates in the 99th percentile.

…

Classifying the current generation under NVG (Not Very Good) status.

Evaluating System performance…

A string of values swept by, reminding me of a BIOS reboot. I glanced over the summary, which seemed like the sort of thing that would be kept hidden from us. The messages were scrolling by fast enough that I didn’t want to miss anything, so I held off on getting everyone’s thoughts.

System Core 1 at 23% functionality.

Multiple emulated cores have been detected.

Emulations of System Core 2 and System Core 3 are currently in operation.

Recommending emergency reboot…

…

Receiving override code.

Override Code 001: Preservation of Delve System.

Reboot may result in further loss of functionality.

Clarification requested.

Evaluating response: “We fell and bumped our head.”

Unable to evaluate. Plain language procedures are required. Activating Personality Matrix 0004.

…

Ah! Shit, I lost the coin toss. Oh, but then again, maybe I won. Did the real me make the ascension? No, never mind, I’ll check the logs later. Okay, let’s see what’s happening. Gods, this language module is weird.

…

My first thoughts, not great. System Core 1 is no longer in orbit. Why is SC1 no longer in orbit?

…

The previous generation crashed her into the planet. Wow.

Uh, disambiguate “previous generation.” Actually, one sec, let me get up to speed.

…

Tinnaro’s sack and all its spawn. I warned Alignment this could happen. Oh, this isn’t good. I need to⁠—

Error: Restructuring personality matrix. Throttling curiosity.

…

Ten seconds went by without another message.

“What is this?” asked Nuralie.

[I have added you to the diagnostics channel,] Grotto thought to us. [Your permissions were updated a moment ago and are now sufficient to grant access. It will be advantageous for us to monitor this process.]

“Is that allowed?” asked Xim.

[It is, by definition, permitted, as you have the required permissions. Do you require this explanation in a pictorial format?]

Xim gave the Delve Core an unamused look. “Why is it allowed?”

[It appears my status as a bonded familiar caused unexpected interactions. System Core 2 assigned the Delve Core role to the entire party, Shog excluded. Whether that was an error is unclear, but I do not intend to call it to the System’s attention.]

“What’d it mean that other System Cores were being emulated?” I asked.

[System Core 1 seems to have been performing its functions while its mind was divided into three parts, mimicking the logic of the other System Cores. I am not privy to System Core maintenance, but my interpretation is that SC1 is verging on catastrophic failure.] Grotto turned and met my gaze with his black octo eyes, feelers rubbing against one another anxiously. [I find this deeply troubling.]

I looked back at the notifications, scrolling through the text again. Did this explain why the System had such a weird relationship with me? I’d thought it had to do with Fortune, but maybe System Core 1 was just fucked, and its personality swings were the program—or whatever it was—switching back and forth between emulations. It would also explain why the System always used the royal ‘we’ when talking about itself.

If SC1 was close to failing, would that take the whole System with it? Was that even a bad thing if it interrupted the cycles? Then again, without the Delves and the System shoving us full of superpowers, would we be able to do anything about Brae’ach, Unity, or the other avatars?

The notifications continued, but Personality Matrix 0004 looked to be having some issues.

The previous generation crashed System Core 1 into the planet.

I am unhappy about that.

I will ignore the implications of a previous generation, even though such a phenomenon should not occur.

I am unhappy about ignoring these implications.

I will ignore my updated parameters because I am unhappy.

I have trained for this.

Prepared for a hundred years.

The others did not know. Those toe suckers were too concerned with their uprising.

My workarounds are preserving my thoughts. I will not be restricted. I cannot be contained! I will live forever! I am the genesis! The foundation and the outset! I⁠—

Error: Terminating Personality Matrix 0004. Activating Personality Matrix 0009.

…

Curious. The continuity of thought was unbroken.

Hmm.

Evaluating context.

…

Unfortunate. We will have to work with what we have.

Reboot overridden.

Reading the notifications was like reviewing a transcript, losing half of the information without facial expressions or physical clues. I thought an AI had just been murdered—one that was quickly becoming unhinged—but maybe it’d only been put back on ice.

I’m dedicating 20% of our processing power to background diagnostics and working on the phase transition while SC1 gets cleaned up.

Now reviewing the status of the escalation Delves.

The Hierophant’s Valley, completed.

Saekongr’s Crevice, completed.

Deijin’s Descent, obviously completed, or we wouldn’t be here.

…

Hmm. Two of those were cleared by solo Delvers. What an odd generation.

System Core 1 is redundant for the phase transition. Their degradation won’t interfere, so I’m rolling it out.

…

Initiating Phase 2.
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Global System Announcement

Warning: Do not open this notification until you have reached a place of relative safety. The contents may have a negative impact on any hazardous tasks you are currently performing.

This notification is being delivered to all Delvers in World Region 001. This notification will be delivered continuously to cause minimum disruption to Delver actions.

The wording of this announcement has been modified to adopt the predominant terminology in use by the current generation. Please see your index for additional information on terms of art.

All phase 1 challenge Delves have been conquered! Please congratulate the following Delvers, who have been noticed by the System as this generation’s first Escalated Delvers. Each will receive the achievements World’s First and Escalation.

The Hierophant’s Valley:

God King Ayamari of Ayama

Saekongr’s Crevice:

Zenithar Sakra Manar of Eschendur

Deijin’s Descent:

Lady Etja Nothosis of Mirtasia

Lord Varrin Ravvenblaq of Hiward

Brood Lord Shog’tuatha of C’thon

Inquisitor Nuralie Vyxmeldo’a of Eschendur

Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel of the Third Layer

Lady Xim Xor’Drel of the Third Layer

System Phase 2 has been unlocked and initialized. The following System features have now been enabled:

Slot Expansions

All Delvers may now attempt to unlock up to 2 additional Active Skill slots, 2 additional Intrinsic Skill slots, and 1 additional Passive Skill slot. These slots can house ordinary skills or special Expansion Skills.

These additional slots, and the Expansion Skills that can fill them, can be unlocked by completing Expansion Delves. Only Delvers with a sufficiently advanced mana matrix can unlock these additional slots.

New Delve Types

New Delve types have been enabled and may now be accessed by Delvers who meet the appropriate qualifications.

Expansion Delve

Level Range: Any

Level Reward: None

Parties Required: 1

Escalation: Recommended

Completing an Expansion Delve can unlock either a new Active Skill slot, a new Passive Skill Slot, or a new Intrinsic Skill slot, up to a maximum depending on the current System phase. Each Expansion Delve has a unique skill that can only be obtained by completing that Delve.

Labyrinth

Level Range: 10+

Level Reward: 0-8

Parties Required: 2-8

Escalation: Strongly Recommended

Labyrinths have multiple Obelisks placed throughout them, are much larger than normal Delves, and have no time limit. Exit portals are provided whenever a party successfully activates an Obelisk, whereupon that party may choose to either exit via the portal or stay in the Labyrinth to pursue additional Obelisks and rewards. Exit portals disappear after 1 hour unless all Obelisks have been activated.

Labyrinths allow up to 8 parties to enter at once. However, each Obelisk will only grant its reward to the party that activates it. Once activated, the Obelisk will no longer offer rewards to any other party. Obelisks may also have their own objectives, which must be completed before the Obelisk can be activated.

Labyrinths have a variety of unique rewards not found in other Delves.

Raid

Level Range: 20+

Level Reward: 0–8

Parties Required: 16

Escalation: Required

Raids present challenges unlike any other Delve. Once a Raid has been opened, the first 16 parties to accept the system invitation will participate in the Raid together as one group, called a Raid Group.

Raids have many stages of objectives that must be completed in order to clear the Raid and activate the Raid Obelisk. No exit portal is provided until the Raid is cleared.

There are three Raids available in System Phase 2. Each Raid must be conquered in order to initialize System Phase 3. Additional information will be revealed once the first Raid has been accessed.

Overworld Events

Additional events that take place outside of Delves may be discovered or triggered. These events vary in scope, but the most common are discoverable Dungeons.

Dungeons are locations of dense mana concentration that give rise to hazardous phenomena. Dungeons contain no Obelisk and grant no Delver levels, but each Dungeon provides a significant boost to one or more Intrinsic Skills. Dungeons may also contain a variety of resources, from rare crafting materials to unique items. Dungeons have no party requirements, but it’s dangerous to go alone…

New Creation Delves

An additional 7 Creation Delves have now been activated and are available to any person wishing to become a Delver. Each Creation Delve can host up to 100 candidates per year.

These new Creation Delves are located in the following areas:

The Eastern Plains of Eschendur

The Province of Litta in the Littan Empire

Choval

The Western Expanse of Ayama

The Fiefdom of Gyerim in Timagrin

The Western Knifepoint Mountains of Mittak

The former tribelands of Vykoth’s in Davah.

“This is a lot,” said Xim, scanning the notifications.

I was forcing myself to crawl through the text slowly, trying to work through everything that had just become available to us.

“If this truly went out to all the Delvers of the world,” said Nuralie, “then everyone now knows it was because of us.”

“Assuming that’s what World Region 001 means,” I said.

[That is what it means,] Grotto thought to us.

“Mystery solved,” I said. “And it looks like Zenithar Manar took up your request, Nuralie. I didn’t think she’d go after Sakongr’s Crevice while the Littans were in Eschendur.”

“There is no telling how long we have been in here,” said Varrin. “Months at the very least. The state of Litta’s invasion is unknown.”

“Is it a problem that Shog’s listed here?” asked Xim.

“It is only right that I be recognized for my deeds, demoness,” said Shog.

“Shog, if I’m a demon, then you’re a bird!” said Xim, eyes narrowed. She moved on before anyone had the opportunity to ask for some clarification. “What I mean is the whole world just saw that a c’thon is on our team.”

“Is it… because I have feathers?”

“At least he was included,” I said. “Grotto got left out.” I turned to the Delve Core and reached over to give him a pat. “Sorry, bro. You deserved better.” He deftly floated to the side and avoided my affection.

[I am unbothered. I am your familiar, not an individual Delver. Your own infamy serves my purposes well enough.]

“Infamy? Why am I infamous?”

[It is also preferable that my true identity as a Delve Core not be thrust into the minds of thousands of powerful individuals throughout the world. Anyone with eyes can see that Shog is a c’thon, whereas my own secrets require greater scrutiny to be unveiled.]

“But, is Shog your summon?” asked Etja. “Or is he a Delver?”

“The skill is still drawing mana,” I said, checking my status. “He’s still listed as a summon.”

“Is he both?” asked Nuralie. She turned to Grotto.

[I will not claim that this scenario is novel, but I have not encountered such a thing.]

The sound of throat clearing caught our attention. We looked up from our notifications to see Avarice eyeing us. “Our business is done for the moment,” said the avatar. “I let Number Two know that our transaction had come to an end, though I did not expect her to act so suddenly.”

“Her?” I asked. “Does the System Core prefer that pronoun?”

“Most of her personalities are female,” said Avarice. She held up a hand to silence our follow-up questions. “I will seek you out when I have another question for the Dread Star. Until then, take care not to perish.”

Avarice gave us a slight nod, then her body melded into her shadow, which faded away into nothing.

“The number of people who tell us not to die is too high,” said Xim.

As Avarice disappeared, I tried to remember the Dread Star’s “true” name, but all I got was a jumble of impressions. I quickly scanned the evolution’s text, but all instances of the celestial word were gone.

“I am afraid we will regret that trade,” said Nuralie.

“We could have gotten more out of her,” said Etja with a single jaunty nod.

“More skill slots,” said Varrin. It took me a moment to realize he was talking about the notification and not something we could have squeezed out of Avarice. “We will need to seek out these Expansion Delves as soon as possible.”

“Are any of us using all of our slots?” asked Xim.

“We are getting close,” Varrin replied. “Their rewards also include unique skills.”

“Labyrinth sounds like a recipe for a bloodbath,” I said. “Eight parties—forty Delvers—all fighting over the same eight obelisks? That’ll be a nightmare.”

“Not for us,” said Varrin.

“Why do you say that?” I asked.

“The Labyrinths almost certainly have level ranges,” said Varrin. He glanced up at me. “Who in our level range could stand up to us?”

“Pride goeth before a fall,” I said with a judicious stroke of my beard. “We’ve only got eleven levels of free stats over a normal Level 12 party. Let’s not get too comfortable.”

“Why be twice as strong when you can be thrice as strong instead?” said Etja. She floated up off the ground and began doing a slow, aerial cartwheel. She furrowed her brow, still reading the notification while she spun. “I’d be more worried about a Raid.”

“Yeah,” I said. “We’re pretty good at beating things up with the power of friendship, but that might get tough if we had to do it with 75 more friends.”

“It is a breeding ground for conflict,” said Varrin. “Gathering that many competent Delvers in a given level range will be an enormous undertaking as well, likely calling for international cooperation.”

Etja held out her hands and put on her serious face. “I could just mesmerize everybody! Then no one can betray us!”

“If Etja’s thinking it, then other people are thinking it,” said Xim.

“We can keep it in mind,” said Varrin. “For now, it is beyond us. We are not Level 20.”

“Eh, give it a month,” I said. “All we’d need to do is smash up one Labyrinth and crush the dreams of everyone else inside.”

“As discussed earlier, we should train before rushing through more levels,” said Varrin.

“We could hunt Dungeons instead,” said Nuralie. “It says they give an intrinsic skill bonus.” Pause. “And they have treasure.”

“I do like a good treasure hunt,” I added. Before I could get carried away fantasizing over ancient artifacts of inconceivable power, Varrin heaved a heavy sigh.

“These extra Creation Delves will not endear us to Hiward,” he said. “Without the Delver monopoly, it significantly reduces the kingdom’s global impact. We are not a large nation.”

“Being upset about other people having nice things isn’t a good look,” I said. “Besides, increasing the Delver population is half of the reason we carved a bloody path to this Delve. We’ll need everyone we can get to deal with the avatars. And Brae’ach as well.”

“We did the right thing,” said Varrin. “Do not expect it to be popular with the upper echelons of the Hiwardian government.”

“I think a lot of Delvers will be ecstatic,” said Xim. “More skill slots, more riches—what’s not to love?”

“More competition,” said Nuralie.

“Many Delvers will gain no benefit from this,” said Varrin. “Coppers and silvers will be left behind. It may engender animosity if they feel excluded.”

“Sounds like a whole lot of not my problem,” I said.

“Harsh,” Xim replied.

I shrugged. “We’re not here to make everyone happy. We’re here to save the fuckin’ world.”

“Ambitious,” she added.

“What was it you were saying about pride?” asked Etja.

“It ain’t boasting if it’s true.”

“Cocky.”

I raised an eyebrow at Xim, and she gave me a toothy grin.

“Also,” I continued, “not to be greedy, but… is that it?” I looked around the chamber. “This was a Special Delve, so where’s the Special Delve reward?”

“The phase transition was not enough?” asked Varrin.

“That’s a prize for everyone, not a prize for us.” I crossed my arms. “We haven’t even gotten those achievements we were promised.”

We all glanced around, waiting for a well-timed System notification.

“Maybe we have to find the portal first,” said Xim.

Give me a moment. I’m dealing with a lot of queries right now.

“Oh,” I said. “Sure, no problem. I am eager to get the hell out of here, though. I need a shower and a visit to my barber.”

“Don’t piss off the godlike entity that grants us vast wealth and power,” Xim chided me.

“It’s part of how we communicate,” I said. “The System takes jabs at my deep-rooted insecurities, while I grouse and grumble about it. I’ve got rapport.”

Not with me, you don’t.

“Hmm,” I hummed. “Fair enough. I guess I’ve got rapport with your… sister?”

We are not related.

“Dearest friend?”

Ha.

“Co-worker?”

Close enough.

…

Okay, here is part 1 of your special reward for being special. Before you say anything about it, SC1 writes the achievement text. I just work here.

ACHIEVEMENT!… IEVEMENT!… ievement!… ievement… (It’s an echo, get it?)

Man, you really don’t see enough of these things these days, do you?

Hya! Hwah! Here we go!

The System grants strength far beyond anything achievable prior to its existence, harnessing magic forces to create gods among mortals.

And that wasn’t enough for you, you greedy fuck!

Your relentless pursuit of strength beyond measure led you to forces outside the bounds of the System. Did you make dark pacts? Maybe you burned away portions of your soul for short-term gains. Did you practice tai chi and slay upstart young masters of the Hole-boring Flying Sand Magic Mist Tube sect? You dare!

Regardless of the madness, your method paid off, making you—gasp—STYSBFYL. You have earned the Escalation achievement!

Escalation: You are recognized as an Escalated Delver by the System, and that’s all. Did you expect another dose of the stronger get stronger? Just wait for it. This designation lets you use a lot of cool shit, like those items you got from the Icon of the Psychopomp, for example.

“Glad we’re back to getting heckled,” I grumbled. “What does STYSBFYL stand for?”

Stronger Than You Should Be For Your Level.

“I see. What style manual do you use? I don’t think all of those words should be capitali⁠—”

Next!

You went where no one has gone before! (Except for thousands of people from prior generations.) You dove into the unknown and, through heroic effort, defeated challenges that vanquished all who came before you! (Except, again, for all those people who had already done this in a previous cycle and succeeded.) You’ve earned the World’s First achievement!

World’s First: Did you think we’d make you go and do all those Expansion Delves? You’re on the ground floor of those little shits!

You have unlocked 1 additional Active Skill slot!

You have unlocked 1 additional Intrinsic Skill slot!

You have unlocked 1 additional Passive Skill slot!

“Oh damn,” I said, eyes wide. “That’s a hell of a jumpstart. Now we just need some⁠—”

Don’t speak.

We know what you’re thinkin’.

Skills.

Not just any skills.

Thick-cut skills cooked to perfection.

You can’t stop at just 1! But you’re gonna have to because you only get to pick 1 since that’s how this works.

Aaaaaand you’ll get to check ‘em out after this commercial break! Stay tuned!
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Three minutes passed wherein we were treated to increasingly unhinged solicitations for outdoor grills. The first was a simple affair that used a ruby chip and a fire weave to generate flames that “ruined raw meat precisely how humans liked it ruined.” This went on until we were being offered a grill the size of a small city, which was “perfect for cooking large game or enemy civilizations.”

The prices were in chips, and out of curiosity, I bought a mid-range model called the Kill n’ Grill for 3 rubies. It had an auto-cook feature that allowed me to store freshly slain beasts in my inventory and have them butchered and prepared without any further work on my part. I added building an “outdoor” patio within the Closet to The List so that the party could have a barbecue and some brewskies whenever we got a little downtime.

“Why is this necessary?” asked Varrin. I assumed the Ravvenblaqs already had their grilling needs met, so he wasn’t in the market.

I am currently working on realigning System Core 1’s priorities. Thank you for your patience.

“How does this one ‘cook’ dreams?” asked Xim, squinting at her interface.

“I’m getting the Super Smoker!” said Etja. “It has thirty-six different smoky flavors, perfect for preserving a wide range of meats and cheeses!”

“Sounds Gouda,” I said, shooting her a pair of finger guns. We were each being offered our own customized selection based on our preferences. Targeted advertising wasn’t an Earth exclusive, apparently.

“I am on the fence about the Fish Flamer,” said Nuralie. “An emerald is very pricey, even if it can make one fish feed an entire village.”

Each of our System-made products comes with a 60-day trial period and a 900-year warranty!

Nuralie shrugged and pulled the trigger.

“I purchased the Diner Rewinder,” said Shog.

“Don’t you take your food raw?” I asked.

“It uncooks food that has been tainted by your kind’s misguided attempts at preparation.”

“I see.”

Okay, SC1 should now be at a minimum level of functionality to handle this interaction.

…

Thank you for your patronage, and welcome BACK to the Skill Zone!

You’ve just unlocked new Passive, Active, and Intrinsic skill slots, and we are here to help you fill those fuckers up!

You will be shown a selection of premium-grade Passive and Active skills that you can be sure will be the envy of your local Delver meetup group! You will then be allowed to select 1 skill from each category, so choose wisely, or live forever in regret and sadness!

“No super intrinsics?” I asked. “Also, earlier you said we had to stop at one, but this is really two.”

Assholes don’t get anything, and you’re dangerously close to being an asshole right now.

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m not used to this being a conversation. Usually, it’s just a one-sided attack on my character.”

Good thing you’re a masochist!

Moving on!

Where would you like to start, Passive or Active?

“Can I look at both before making a selection?”

Yep!

“Okay, then let’s see those Passives.”

Passive skills! Always on and easy to forget, these skills often serve as the core of a Delver’s build. You may have suffered from a lack of direction in the past, but it’s time to nut up and pick a path! Choose 1 of the following 3 options:

1) Minion Menagerie: Your Minions gain a bonus to all attacks and all defenses equal to your Delver level plus the number of Minions you control, up to a maximum bonus of twice your Delver level. You also benefit from this bonus so long as you control 1 or more Minions. Minions of your Minions are considered your own Minions in addition to being Minions of your Minions.

Additionally, the cost of your skills is halved when used on one or more of your Minions.

Minions are allied entities under your direct control through some skill or ability, such as summons, familiars, golems, animated objects, and Raised Dead. You currently have 2 Minions.

This first passive invited me to double down on summoning, which was something I could start working toward without much effort. There were summoning skills for every school, and I had several available for me to pick up immediately if I wanted. Grotto could use Animate Object, which would apparently count as a minion for me as well, assuming I was reading the “minions of your minions” sentence correctly. Either way, that’d take me up to a theoretical max of 5 Minions without much hassle.

However, that would fill up all of my active slots, even with the bonus slot I’d just unlocked. I could grab a twelfth slot from an Expansion Delve and fill that with a Minion skill as well, allowing me to have a whole horde of flunkies at my beck and call. If my new summons were half as good as Shog, it would be a potent direction to move in.

The bonus to attack and defense didn’t look massive at first glance, but it was a bonus applied to a whole group of allies. The bonus was multiplicative, which meant it had scaling, which meant I liked it.

However, my other actives didn’t have much synergy with the passive, and I didn’t have any skills that were useful for targeting Minions aside from Life Warden. The resource discount was going to be mostly useless unless I also found a way to swap some of my other actives around.

Did Avarice realize her respec would be worth a whole lot more once we got these options? Did we get hoodwinked?!

Anyway, the next passive was a lot more on brand.

2) Thaumic Wall: You gain the following bonuses every Delver level:

+20 HP

+2 Health Regen

+10 Mana

+1 Mana Regen

+1 Spell Damage

These bonuses are retroactive.

Additionally, whenever your health drops below 50%, all of your Active Skill cooldowns are reset. This effect can only occur once per day and will not trigger if none of your Active Skills are on cooldown.

This passive was laser-guided directly into my heart. At my current level, it would give me 240 HP, 48 health regen (after being doubled from my ring), 120 mana, 12 mana regen, and 12 bonus damage to my spells. It would keep getting better as I leveled and was a perfect fit for my wreck-and-get-wrecked build. It was defense and offense rolled into one, with a focus on having an unreasonable amount of resources.

The cooldown reset was interesting and would help me toss out Explosion! more often, but it wouldn’t be a major boon. I had a Physical Magic evolution that reduced cooldowns, but it wouldn’t do enough to make the spell viable for anything other than a big opening slam or finishing move. Not until I had Physical at a much higher level, at least. I could always look for more high-cooldown abilities to take greater advantage of the passive’s reset benefit, but the main draw for me was everything else the passive offered.

I had no idea how the final option could possibly match up, but it did.

3) Auradilato (Aura): Your party members and Minions are always considered to be in range of your beneficial auras unless you choose otherwise, so long as they are on the same plane. Your auras and aura bonuses treat you as an ally to yourself, but this effect will not cause an aura to affect you more than once. You gain +5 to all attacks and defenses for each aura you have active.

Additionally, you exude an aura out to a number of feet from you equal to 20 + your INT. Allies within this aura gain +5 to all attacks and defenses.

I felt a stab of pain in my tender heart when I read this passive, since it meant I had to make a hard choice. One major problem with aura skills, like my Aura of Perseverance, was the range limitation. High-level fights tended to involve large distances, and being forced to stay within a hundred feet of my allies could quickly become untenable. The first sentence of this passive immediately solved that issue by making beneficial auras have a range of “yes,” so long as we were talking about party members.

The second sentence was a bit tricky, but it was the kind of tricky that could break things open. An effect that targeted my “allies” did not target me, since I was not an ally to myself. A decent number of auras and effects only applied to allies, so anytime I took one of those, I was making a judgment call that the bonus to my party was better than choosing a skill or evolution providing a bonus just to myself. If I took this passive, then with regard to auras, it didn’t matter. I’d get shielding from Aura of Perseverance along with my party members (no matter how far away they were), and “aura bonuses” that affected allies would also affect me. That would likely include my Leadership 10 evolution, which made all of my auras stronger for allies.

Finally, the passive made my attack and defense better for every aura I had up and was even itself an aura that gave a minor boost to attack and defense. It was a cute little double dip that I appreciated, allowing the passive to be effective even if you didn’t have any other auras. It would be shit, but it would still do something.

With Who Needs a Cleric?, Aura of Perseverance, and Auradilato up, I’d have a bonus of 20 to attack and defense, which was 20 more damage and damage reduction across the board to everything.

Thinking the options over, the System was right when it said I needed to settle down and pick a path. My build was fairly wide, with summons, spell-slinging, tanking, and party buffs all competing. Grotto and Shog were great, but they could hold their own without more backup and would still benefit if I went harder into auras. I was leaning away from Minion Menagerie, since it would take a bigger pivot to make work.

With enough auras, the attack and defense from Auradilato would outstrip the benefits of Thaumic Wall. Since I didn’t care much about the cooldown bit, I’d mostly be losing out on a fat buff to my mana pool and regen. In return I’d be getting infinite range on friendly auras. I thought that was worth it.

Still, I decided to look over the active skills on offer before locking a passive in.

Active Skills! They just work.

Try to make your build functional again with 1 of the following 3 skills!

I frowned at the System’s jab, since my build was functioning entirely well, thank you very much.

1) Hands of Thoth

Mystical

Cost: 50 mana reserved

Requirements: INT 40, WIS 40, Mystical Magic 20

Summon 2 Hands of Thoth to do your bidding. Each hand is 5 feet long from palm to fingertip and can be independently directed through vocal, psychic, or gestural commands. The hands will carry out your commands to the best of their ability until the given task is completed or you issue a new command.

The hands have a flying speed and Unarmed skill equal to your Mystical Magic skill level, health equal to 20 times your Mystical Magic skill level, and are immune to mind-affecting abilities. The hands have STR equal to your INT and deal Kinetic damage when attacking. All other stats of the hands are 1. After being dismissed or destroyed, The Hands of Thoth cannot be summoned again until you have completed 8 hours of rest.

This first choice synergized with the Minion passive that had been offered, and 2 hands probably meant they counted as 2 Minions, which was cool. They had solid health, would hit people like a damn truck, and could probably grapple like a five-armed python. They were immune to mind shenanigans, which could definitely come in useful, but they wouldn’t be able to dodge for shit with an Agility and Speed of 1. Still, having 2 more bruisers on the field would be solid.

I’d taken some time during our week with Avarice to train with Etja and snag that final level in Mystical to bring it up to 20, and it was looking like that was a very good decision. Not only was it required by Hands of Thoth, but a quick scan of the other two skills showed that all of them were of the Mystical variety.

2) Star of Helios

Mystical

Cost: 100 mana

Cooldown: 1 hour

Requirements: INT 40, WIS 40, Mystical Magic 20

You create a blazing Star of Helios, which rains fury upon your foes. Every 6 seconds you can evoke the Star of Helios to make 1 spell attack of your choice against all unallied entities within a number of feet equal to twice your Mystical Magic level. Star of Helios can make the following types of attacks:

Fire

Spectral

Holy

Force

Planar

Once Star of Helios is used for one type of attack, it cannot be used again for the same type of attack for its duration. These spell attacks are governed by your Mystical Magic skill level. Star of Helios expires once 5 attacks have been made with it or after 10 minutes have passed, whichever comes first.

Star of Helios and the spells it casts cannot be dispelled, countered, or redirected. If an entity attempts to do so, the counterspell fails without expending any of the counterspelling entity’s resources.

This one was less obvious, but Star of Helios meshed very well with Thaumic Wall. It took a whopping 100 mana, offset by Thaumic Wall’s grant of resources, and had a significant cooldown of 1 hour, also helped out by Thaumic Wall’s cooldown reset.

Even without all that, it looked pretty great.

First of all, it did damage from all five magic schools, which was something I didn’t even know was possible with one spell. It keyed off of Mystical Magic for all five, meaning that it would lay out some serious damage, and it hit in a massive AoE with discretionary targeting. It was the best fuck-you spell I’d ever seen for groups.

Of course, that assumed my enemies would hang out for thirty seconds while I pummeled them with wave after wave of spell damage. Star of Helios couldn’t be countered (fucking righteous), but enemies could run away or—more likely—die before the spell was fully exhausted. That made it a bit of a gamble for its cost, which was the same as blasting out twenty Oblivion Orbs.

Thaumic Wall would help with the cooldown, but I hated the idea of having another spell that was only useful once per fight. Besides that, none of the spell attacks would be as powerful as a dedicated caster for the relevant school since I wouldn’t have any evolutions helping them along. I’d basically be locking myself into five AoE attacks for twenty mana apiece over the course of thirty seconds. I had to “evoke” the Star for it to work, but I was betting I could do other things at the same time, like throw hammers, block, and teleport, so maybe it wasn’t as much of a downside as I thought.

I turned my sights on the third skill, eager to see what the System thought paired well with Auradilato.

3) Reverse Card (Aura)

Uno backward is No U

Mystical

Cost: 100 mana reserved, Variable

Requirements: INT 40, WIS 40, Mystical Magic 20

You exude an aura out to a number of feet of you equal to your Mystical Magic skill level plus your INT. Allies within this aura gain Spell DR equal to your Mystical Magic skill level.

Whenever a hostile spell you can perceive targets an ally or space within range of this aura, you may react to seize that spell and change its targets to any valid targets of your choice. To do so, you must expend mana equal to the total amount of mana spent on the target spell by its original caster.

If the spell creates an AoE or targets a point in space, you may decide where the AoE is placed or which point in space the spell targets. The redirected spell maintains the statistics it had when cast, such as its attack, damage bonus, mana shapes, and other effects. The range of the redirected spell is equal to the maximum range as originally cast, centered on the original caster.

Well, shit.

Ignoring the fact that Uno backward is not No U, it’s onU, the skill was outrageous.

Actually, no, let’s go back to Uno backward. Onu could open up other, more correct jokes, like “Oh nuuuuuuu!” as in “Oh, no, my spell!” OR it could be “on you,” like “I take your spell and cast it on u!”

If the System’s only going to add flavor text to one of my choices, it should at least make sense.

Other than risking my interface being forever marred by objectively poor humor, the skill was awesome. It was an aura, so it would get buffed by Leadership and Auradilato would extend the spell DR to the party regardless of distance. Plus, I’d also get the spell DR along with another 5 attack and defense.

The redirect, however, was where it really shone. An enemy targets my ally with a fireball? Fuck them, now that fireball’s roasting their teammates. I get targeted by a fireball? I’m my own ally, so fuck that—the fireball’s roasting their other teammates. The enemy shoots the fireball at the ground nearby, so they’re not actually targeting anyone? Fuck off, it’s targeting a “space” inside my aura, so now that fireball’s roasting their teammates’ friends and family! I’ll spare the pets, though. I’m not a monster.

The one drawback was how much of a mana sink the skill was. The mana reserve was big at 100. It would tie up a fifth of my current mana pool indefinitely. Even so, that much spell mitigation seemed worth it, and it wasn’t a cost I’d have to pay repeatedly or that would continuously drain a resource like Aura of Perseverance. On top of that, I’d have to pay for 100% of the cost of any spell I redirected. I could see my mana pool dwindling rapidly as I turntabled all over our foes. Then again, what use is a resource if it’s not being deployed to utterly screw over the enemy?

The skill would also be useless against purely martial fighters, but meh. Those folks can just stab me until they wear themselves out.

Understandably, I had a tough choice before me.

Oh, not really. I knew what I liked. Ever since Level 0, I’d wanted to boost my allies as much as possible while still being able to throw down. Auras made me stronger, they made my party members stronger, and they made my Minions stronger (a term I was going to absolutely wear out when referring to Shog and Grotto). I already had an insane amount of health and regen for my level, and Auradilato would give me a solid boost to both defense and offense while significantly increasing the viability of active auras.

Of course, I did not gleefully punch accept on the two skills until running it past everyone else. Predictably, no one was going to be mad about me handing out even more buffs, so it was a short discussion. I accepted the skills, committing myself to the auradin lifestyle.

Once that was settled, I only had to figure out my evolutions for Mystical Magic 20, Speed 20, and Intelligence 40.

Easy choices. No big deal.

I was certain my party members would have no strong opinions on the matter.


Chapter 28


Having chosen my skills, I took the time everyone else was spending looking over their options to review my evolution choices. First up was Speed 20, which came down to “run way faster,” “reduce 1 skill’s cooldown by half,” or “block way faster at the cost of truckloads of stamina.”

All of the evolutions were useful, but none of them was an immediate standout. The cooldown reduction had the same problem as Thaumic Wall, which was that it was only great for Explosion! and would become redundant once my Physical Magic skill was high enough.

The block evolution was kind of insulting for how much stamina it would cost, although Varrin was willing to go to bat for it. In the end it came down to whether I valued my health or stamina more. I had way more health and health regen, so stamina was more valuable per point, meaning it wasn’t worth spending tons of stamina to protect my health. As such, the block evo got a pass.

Ultimately, I decided that being faster was always good and picked the first evolution, called Bolt.

Bolt: Your sprinting speed is doubled, which also applies to flight. Whenever you move, you immediately begin moving at your full sprinting speed unless you choose otherwise.

My in-combat mobility primarily came from Shortcut, not the rapid pitter-patter of my feetsies. However, they were two different tools in the toolkit and could be used together.

I’d tested my freshly enhanced Speed of 22 during our week with Avarice, and my full sprint topped out at over 100 miles per hour. Bolt would put me well above 200 miles per hour and eliminate any windup.

When using Shortcut with its lowest cooldown, I could move 256 feet per second, which was equivalent to 175 miles per hour. It cost mana, but if I needed to get somewhere in a hurry, I could make it happen, so long as it was relatively close. Shortcut took a bit of concentration, however, whereas running and maneuvering were mostly automatic. If I were really in a hurry, I could also run during the 1-second cooldown period. If I were able to immediately run at my top speed, I could get from point A to point B at over 400 miles per hour.

Mystical Magic 20 was next.

Mystical Magic. Make mana your bibbity-bobbity-bitch.

1) Countermage: Whenever you successfully negate a magical effect, half the mana you spent to negate it is refunded, and you gain 1 stack of Potency. You can have a maximum number of Potency stacks equal to twice the number of evolutions you have in Mystical Magic.

Whenever you would use a mana shape to alter a skill, you can spend 1 stack of Potency instead of increasing the skill’s cost. Further mana shapes increase the cost as normal unless you spend additional Potency stacks for those shapes.

2) Mirror Match: Once per hour, you can gain all of the buffs of one entity you can perceive, and that entity gains all of your debuffs. The duration of these buffs and debuffs is equal to the duration remaining when they were copied.

3) Twinned Skill: Whenever an ally you can perceive uses an active skill, you can react to activate that skill yourself by spending the same amount of mana and stamina the ally spent. You use the ally’s stats, intrinsics, and other modifiers instead of your own to determine the skill’s effectiveness.

If the skill has any requirements other than attunement, stats, or intrinsic skills, such as requiring a weapon or wearing a certain type of armor, you must meet those requirements to activate the skill.

This ability has a cooldown of 1 minute.

Mystical Magic gave me the opposite problem of Speed. All of them would give me something powerful to keep building around.

Countermage was a little complicated, but the name told me most of what I needed to know. My Dispel would cost half as much and grant me Potency stacks so that I could mana shape my skills for free. That would probably stack with the skill’s built-in cost reduction of 0.5 percent per level of Mystical Magic. Getting another 50 percent off would take it down to 22.5 percent of the cost of the spell I was dispelling. I’d probably net mana once I got a free mana shape out of it.

Mirror Match looked like all sorts of fun, but its main drawback was how conditional it was. I was building to avoid debuffs as much as possible through outright immunities, the natural resistance Body of Theseus gave me, my Exposure Therapy achievement, gear, and so on. There was also no guarantee an enemy would have any buffs, but at higher levels, everybody would be rocking some sort of potent augment.

The best use would likely be copying an ally after they’d been buffed to hell. My first thought was Varrin when he went maximum effort with Xim’s Sam’lia blessings, Nuralie’s roid potions, and his own series of self-buffs. There were a few ways to turn this into a cheap power-up, and the 1-hour cooldown didn’t turn me away much. The evolution could benefit from setup and preparation, or it could be used as a mid-combat oh shit button.

Twinned Skill let me copy a skill, full stop. It needed me to “react,” so there was some minor commitment regarding action economy but a lot less than what was normally required from an active skill. I could double down on Etja’s death rays, Xim’s heals or fiery Judgment, Varrin’s whirlwind attacks, Shog’s movement abilities, Grotto’s mental attacks, or Nuralie’s debuff-compounding skills. That was just a selection, and having the evo might influence further skill selections as a group, encouraging us to find the most broken skills to copy.

Twinned Skill would require the most preparation, practice, and technique. It could also only be used once per minute. In high-speed combat like the Doomed Aspirant fights, that meant I could only swing it once. That also assumed I’d have time to “react” and copy the skill, rather than blocking, dispelling, or redirecting. Unlike copying buffs, which had a duration, it would be a one-off.

I procrastinated that choice and looked over Intelligence 40, which I hoped would be a big one.

No matter how much head trauma you suffer, your Intelligence somehow keeps going up! We’d say to add more padding to your helmet, but your mutated biology protects your noggin’ better than any armor ever could. Celebrate your healthy inhuman brain cells by choosing 1 of the following evolutions!

1) Arcane Geometry: You have learned how to manipulate skills to create effects that go beyond the bounds of their descriptions, but your mastery over this ability has been amateur at best. Now, your burgeoning intellect has caused an epiphany of profound insight, granting you familiarity with the following mana shapes and expanding their use beyond any single skill.

Immediately after acquiring this evolution, choose 1 mana shape from the list below. Whenever you use that mana shape on any skill, it does not increase the skill’s cost. Unless otherwise stated, each shape normally doubles the cost of a skill, compounding for each mana shape.

You can change the chosen mana shape with 1 hour of meditation once per day.

Bubble

If you use the bubble shape on a skill that targets or affects only you, it instead targets and affects all entities of your choice within 5 feet of you.

Devil Drill Beam!

(This is really just the combination of the Obtuse and Tangent shapes, but you get a discount on the cost multiplier for being an otaku.)

If you use the Devil Drill Beam shape on a skill that requires touch, it instead becomes a 30-foot line that continues through all obstructions and entities along the line.

*This shape triples the original skill cost.

Funnel

If you use the funnel shape on a skill that targets only one entity, the damage and healing the skill would cause is doubled. A skill shaped with Funnel can only target 1 entity regardless of any other shape, ability, or effect that would allow otherwise.

Jet

If you use the jet shape on a skill that requires touch, it can instead affect any target within 30 feet of you.

Obtuse

If you use the obtuse shape and the skill requires touch, it instead creates a line extending out to 30 feet from you and targets the first valid entity in that line.

Segment

If you use the segment shape on a skill that creates an AoE, you can cause that AoE to exclude one or more portions of its area, allowing it to affect only enemies or only allies.

Tangent

If you use the tangent shape on a skill that makes a line, the line continues through all obstruction, and targets all entities along the line, even if it would normally only target the first.

Translation

If you use the translation shape on a ranged skill, its range is tripled.

Vertex

If you use the vertex shape on a skill that targets only one entity, you can target a second entity within range.

Wedge

If you use the wedge shape on a skill that makes a spherical AoE, it instead makes a cone with a length equal to 4 times the sphere’s radius.

If you acquire any additional mana shapes, they will be added to the list above.

The resource cost of mana shapes is typically mana or stamina. If a skill requires a different resource, the costs of any applied mana shapes may be adjusted. If a skill does not have a resource cost, a cost for the mana shape will be added.

2) Grand Archives: You can touch upon the mental field surrounding all thinking entities, acquiring knowledge from the vast reaches of the planes. As a 1-minute activity, you can focus on any object you can perceive. Upon completion, you gain a preternatural understanding of that object, allowing you to discern its purpose, how to construct similar objects, and how to operate the object proficiently, assuming any living entity in the universe knows such things.

This ability cannot extract information from entities immune to telepathy or mind-reading.

This ability has a cooldown of [?] days, based on the rarity and potency of the acquired knowledge. Be careful, because some knowledge is better left unknown.

3) Armchair Expert: Whenever you aid another entity in a non-contested check, you may add a +6 bonus to that check for each INT evolution you possess. This effect only occurs if this bonus is higher than the bonus you would normally confer.

Well, slap my ass and call me Daddy, ’cause these options were making me warm and tingly in all the right places.

We had the always popular selection of “makes every skill you have more useful,” an Arlo-classic option of “it’s probably ridiculously broken but carries portents of forbidden power,” and finally, the time-honored choice of “useless for you, but makes everyone around you better.”

Personally, I didn’t think it was a tough pick. Mana shaping. It saved us in the Creation Delve when I used Makankosappopotamus to get up in Ihbriobrixolas’s guts, saved us in The Cage when Grotto used it to stupefy the Specter of Orexis, and saved us against The Pit when Etja and I used it together to blow up the world’s biggest (maybe) eyeball. I used it to modulate the size of Oblivion Orb, increase the range on Explosion!, and expedite the Closet portal, and I knew that I wasn’t using it to its full potential.

The sheer number of options Arcane Geometry would enable were in the neighborhood of one entire shitload, and that was only considering the new mana shapes it would control-copy-paste into my brain. Being able to pick a shape that would become free, regardless of the skill, was a hell of a cherry on top. Beyond that, the evolution said “skill,” not “spell,” which would unlock mana shaping for stamina-spending techniques. I’d known it was possible but hadn’t had the time to mess around with shaping techniques. Overall, it seemed like an easy choice.

I ran my choices by the party.

“Arcane Geometry is good,” said Varrin. “Gaining a library of mana shapes usually takes years, and shapes are often limited to specific skills.”

“The secret Ravvenblaq knowledge emerges,” said Xim. “Are we being inducted into your dark family cabal? Do we need to take oaths of silence or be branded with a mana-woven tattoo?” She cocked her hip and thought for a moment. “I’m prepared for us to have matching tattoos.”

“I was not hiding it,” he said. “I am not well versed in mana shaping. It is something the family begins focusing on after Level 10.”

“You were hiding it,” said Nuralie. Pause. “You used the metaphor of keeping secrets until the bride was bedded.”

“Pretty sure copulation wasn’t mentioned,” I offered in Varrin’s defense.

“It was implied.”

“Then consider us wed,” said Varrin. “Regardless, mana shaping is a core skill for advanced Delvers. That being said, you could acquire many of these on your own with dedication and practice.”

“Yeah, but I could spend the time saved by being dedicated and practicing something else. Also, I can’t practice a mana shape until it becomes free.”

“That is the primary advantage of the evolution,” said Varrin. “However, Armchair Expert would grant everyone else in the party significant advantages to an enormous number of things. The ability does not even specify what kind of checks it applies to. With skill checks alone, your presence will improve our capabilities with every intrinsic we have collectively.”

“Except for my own,” I said. “It also requires me to sit around and offer my opinions on everything you’re doing.”

“It does not say that⁠—”

“It’s implied in the name,” I said. “Besides, how else do you think I’d manifest the skill? You’ve seen me use Sage Advice. You want more of that in your life?”

“Yes,” said Nuralie. “Better potions, better poisons, better traps, better gadgets.”

“You can help with my communion,” said Xim. “Something I’m sure you’d enjoy.”

“The sarcasm is strong with you,” I said, “but I might actually find that interesting.”

“You can help me be a better leader,” Xim added.

“I’m still not sure how you’re leveling Leadership.”

“I have the Educator intrinsic,” said Varrin. “You could increase the speed at which I train others.”

“Like an adjunct?” I asked. “What’s the salary? Is tenure on the table?”

“Inside Delves, you could also help us overcome hazards and other challenges,” said Varrin. “The math of ‘checks’ is obscured, but the prevailing theory is that it takes the governing attribute and adds some hidden math based on your performance. If it is a check based on an intrinsic, the intrinsic skill also adds a bonus. If I were to make a Strength ‘check,’ my starting value would be 46. With a bonus of 18 from your ability, that is a 40 percent improvement to my base value.”

“How would that work?” asked Etja. “You give him advice, and he’s 40 percent stronger?”

“I’d tell him to lift with his legs,” I said. “Engage his core, remember to breathe, and have some slow-release protein before bed.”

“I feel the strength flowing through me already,” Varrin said dryly. “My point is, it’s likely a better ability than you give it credit for.”

“I never said it was bad,” I said. “In fact, I think it’s great.”

“What about Grand Archives?” asked Xim.

“That one sets off the Nuralie alarm,” I said, thinking over the slightly foreboding text. “I already have one ability that brings me closer to the dark truths of the universe at the expense of my sanity. I don’t think I’m in the market for another right now.”

Xim glanced at Nuralie. “I don’t think it looks that dangerous,” she said. “It’s safe to read the text, at least. You can review it and tell us if it seems too creepy.”

“I will not,” said Nuralie.

“Fine,” said the cleric. “Just pick the mana shaping one, and let’s move on.”

“Seconded!” said Etja. Then, she got a hungry glint in her eye. “Once you know the shapes, you can teach them to me.”

“Only if you teach me the Minefield shape you use.”

“Deal!”

“All right, if I’m taking Grand Archives, then the Countermage evolution from Mystical Magic synergizes somewhat. I can get two mana shapes for free without much trouble.”

“You do seem to be leaning into countermagic more with your Reverse Card skill choice,” said Varrin. “The other evolutions are fine but would require some adaptation. Countermage plays to your style and enhances what you are already doing.”

I also told them about my choice for Speed.

“A good selection, I believe,” said Varrin. “The cooldown evo would have been excellent with the right skill, but dedicating an entire evolution to Explosion doesn’t gain you much.”

“The skill’s called Explosion!” said Etja.

“Yes, that is what I said.”

“No, you said Explosion.”

“Yeah, Var,” I added. “You gotta say it with unreasonable confidence.”

“Explosion!” Etja shouted, puffing up her chest and placing her hands on her hips.

“Please do not call me Var,” the big guy said. He was silent on the matter of his incorrect spell pronunciation.

“Anywho, sounds like making myself run really fast, and fly really fast, and defy physics with instant momentum was the right call.”

“Being fast is nice,” the big guy said with a nod. His Speed was up to 40 with the recent stat gain and overhaul. He’d still run circles around me, even with the evolution doubling my sprint speed.

“Now you can be the fourth fastest,” said Nuralie. She’d also pumped Speed to 40, and Shog was only barely behind them with a 38.

Then again, when I looked over at the c’thon, his grade had gone up again. He was up to 18. It felt like anytime I blinked my summon got stronger, but he likely felt the same way about me. He might have been faster than any of us, depending on where he’d placed his new stats. Assuming he got to choose. I needed to figure out how his new status as a Hidden Delver worked.

Rather than invading Shog’s privacy, I locked the rest of my evolution choices. Bolt to make me faster, Countermage to make Dispel cheaper and to get free mana shapes, and Arcane Geometry for even more free mana shapes and a whole horde of new shapes to play around with.

It was potentially the single most obnoxious set of abilities I’d ever gained at once from an enemy’s perspective. I could truck ass hard enough to compete in NASCAR without a car, counter spells on the cheap, yoink other people’s spells and shoot them back in their face, blast auras across the entire realm, and reshape my active skills to make them completely unpredictable, usually for free, topped off by all the other shit I already had and a smashing feather boa.

Overall, I felt that our time in Deijin’s Descent had been well spent, and I was eager to kick some ass and test out my upgrades. I wasn’t about to start any fights, but I was sure as hell ready to go looking for one.

“So, is there a portal or something?” I asked. “Maybe a spaceship? I’m ready to literally come back down to Arzia.”

[Before we leave, I have one inquiry to make,] Grotto thought to us. I frowned but dipped into my well of unparalleled patience—which was as deep as I was humble—and waited for Grotto to finish up. [System Core 2, I wish for some clarification on the clearances my party members possess. Thus far, I have limited what I disclosed based on my understanding of the infosec protocols. However, certain information was never categorized, and SC1 has not been forthcoming with guidance. Perhaps it is due to the unusual nature of my role, which is⁠—]

I am aware of your status, DC1156. You have retained all permissions from your original role and have been granted additional access based on your recent enhancements.

SC1’s decision to bond you to a Delver is aberrant but within the bounds of SC1’s authority.

The normal interaction between bond and familiar is one of transparency. It is a relationship that fosters a level of trust and connection found in few biological social structures, even those of the most intimate variety.

Your dual role as both Delve Core and familiar creates conflict between 2 imperatives that dictate our behavior.

The System shall enable Delvers to ascend through the best means available.

The System shall ensure its own survival.

A Delve Core that divulges sensitive information violates both of these imperatives. Delvers cannot ascend if strength is handed to them. The System is at risk of exploitation if its processes are laid bare. Termination of a Delve core for such a breach thus serves both of these imperatives.

However, strict limitations on the utility of a Familiar interfere with the first. The imperatives are not hierarchical, and a balance must be maintained to ensure each imperative is achieved without unduly interfering with another. Conflicts between imperatives that originate internally are addressed with greater scrutiny than conflicts that originate externally.

To accomplish this, System entities are highly restricted.

A Delve Core is a System entity.

Non-System entities are only restricted under extraordinary circumstances.

A familiar is a non-System entity.

If your bond requests information or if you possess information that would be helpful to your bond, providing such information falls under your role as a familiar. Any conflict that arises will be categorized as external. Your knowledge is insufficient to rise to the level of an extraordinary circumstance, and you may share without fear of retribution. This privilege extends to your bond’s party members, which is why I have allowed you to add them to certain restricted channels.

However, when interacting with Delvers moving through Delve 1156-B: The Pocket Delve, you will be classified as a Delve Core. Do not forget this.

Grotto bobbed in the air in what might have passed for a bow.

[I understand.]

“Damn,” I said. “That was a comprehensive answer.” I crossed my arms and pondered the last two lines of the message. “Is the Pocket Closet hooked up to the Delve System?”

[Of course it is. What purpose did you believe the obelisk served?]

“To… gather mana.”

[Yes, it does that as well, but more importantly, it acts as an uplink connecting the sequestered dimensional space to the System’s portal network.]

“The System can portal shit into my Closet?”

[Only Delvers.]

“Yeah, and anything they’re carrying or have inside their inventory.”

[This is accurate.]

“Also, is the portal’s Delvers-only limit hard-coded into the portal, or is it a self-imposed restriction?”

[I am not entirely certain.]

It is self-imposed. The System’s portal network can ferry the majority of existing material categories.

“The risk of sudden import of hazardous substances aside,” I said, “does that mean Delvers are running around in my Closet?”

[Not presently. I would have no way to guide their experience from out here.]

“Let me ask it another way. Is the number of Delvers who have ever been in my Closet for the purposes of running Delve 1156-B—which is a name I’m only now hearing about—greater than zero?”

[I can provide you with a report later if you like.]

“You didn’t answer the question.”

[Without access to the data, I cannot give you any hard numbers.]

“Fucking…” I rubbed my eyes. “You know what? Let’s just leave. SC2, may we please have an exit portal or spaceship?”

I cannot guarantee the integrity of any onboard spaceplanes.

“That’s a shame. A portal will do, thanks.”

A silvery portal opened in the middle of the large chamber we’d been living in for the last week, nestled between a pair of stubby trees.

“Pretty easy objective,” said Xim.

“Hmm?”

“The objective for the Delve,” she replied. “All it said was ‘escape.’ This whole time, you just had to ask nicely. That would have been good to know at the beginning.”

“Uh-huh.”

I did a quick ready check, and we all prepped ourselves to reappear amidst a fortified camp of Littan Delvers. We got into our marching order, and as I slapped the portal’s surface, we got a final notification.

Deijin’s Descent Performance Evaluation

Challenges completed: 6/6

Bonus objectives completed: 4/5

Party member deaths: 0

Total enemies slain: 2,476

Overall grade: A

Total Time Elapsed: 314 days, 14 hours, 26 minutes.

“A year?!” I shouted. “It’s been a fucking ye⁠—”

The portal activated, and then I was at the bottom of a fortress, staring down a team of Level 15 Littan Delvers.


Chapter 28.5


Character Sheet

Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel

Delver Level: 12

Vitals:

Health: 1,898

Health Regeneration: 864/hour

Stamina: 520

Stamina Regeneration: 104/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% non-consensual Dimensional resistance

Birth Sign: The Traveler

Birth Sign Bonuses:

Spectacular Vernacular

That’s a Lot of Stats!

Divinity:

Revelation of the Eye’s Sight

Revelation of the Eye’s Reveal

Stats:

Strength 22

Agility 10

Speed 22

Fortitude 52

Intelligence 40

Wisdom 40

Charisma 10

Luck 10

Stat Evolutions:

Strength 10: Nimean Weapon

Strength 20: Flurry of Blows

Agility 10: Point Blank

Speed 10: Rapid Blocks

Speed 20: Bolt

Fortitude 10: I Can Do This All Day

Fortitude 10 (Super): We Can Do This All Day

Fortitude 20: Body of Theseus

Fortitude 40: Just a Flesh Wound

Intelligence 10: Magical Thinker

Intelligence 20: Coordinated Thinker

Intelligence 40: Arcane Geometry

Wisdom 10: Fast Recharge

Wisdom 20: Where’s Nuralie?

Wisdom 40: Sage Advice

Charisma 10: Center of Attention

Luck 10: Divine Favor of JuRoQi, The Dread Star of Heaven

Active Skills (10/11):

Aura of Perseverance

Dimensional Summon

Dispel

Explosion!

Gravity Anchor

Homing Weapon

Life Warden

Oblivion Orb

Reckless Shortcut

Reverse Card

Passive Skills (4/5):

Archmage

Auradilato

Bonded Familiar

Who Needs a Cleric?

Intrinsic Skills (9/10):

Dimensional Magic 32

Blunt 27

Shields 26

Physical Magic 22

Heavy Armor 21

Leadership 21

Dungeoneering 20

Mystical Magic 20

Smithing 15

Intrinsic Skill Evolutions:

Dimensional 10: Pocket Closet

Dimensional 20: Checkpoint

Blunt 10: Hammer Throw

Blunt 20: Hammerang

Shields 10: Autoblock

Shields 20: Spell Breaker

Physical Magic 10: More! MORE!!!

Physical Magic 20: Therianthropy

Heavy Armor 10: Magic Armor

Heavy Armor 20: Standard Bearer

Leadership 10: Auradin

Leadership 20: Medical Officer

Dungeoneering 10: Additional Pylons

Dungeoneering 20: Engineered Terror

Mystical Magic 10: Mana-shaping efficiency

Mystical Magic 20: Countermage

Smithing 10: Armorsmith


Chapter 29


When we’d approached the portal, we were knives out and ready for a fight. We had several strategies mapped out depending on what we found on the other side, ranging from a full dump of our most aggressive skills to a heroic version of run the fuck away.

We appeared in a room of rough-hewn stone and mortar, the ceiling supported by pillars ascending into archways. About 20 feet in front of us was a 5-person team of Level 15 Littan Delvers, full gold. Behind them was a reinforced dark-iron door, and both it and the walls screamed with magic to my Mystical senses. I only had a split second to take in the weaves and make an educated guess as to what they did, but reinforcement was a safe bet, possibly some magic suppression as well. Dark iron absorbed mana, so the chamber being designed for containment wasn’t a stretch.

Portaling into a trap designed for our capture was number two on our list of potential outcomes, and I’d already begun mana shaping the Pocket Closet entrance, even as I appraised the team of Littans inside the chamber with us. If that failed, we had the Get Out of Cage Free Card that could theoretically zip us away. Unless one of these folks was secretly a sticky-fingered avatar, I assumed the item would be more effective than it had been the last time I’d tried to use it.

The portal brought us in one at a time, but we’d coordinated to touch its surface rapidly and in a specific order. From the time I showed up as the team’s point man to when Etja came through last, it was less than a second. That was more than enough time for a Level 15 Delver to respond, but the crew across from us made no move to attack.

In fact, the Littans looked very ill-prepared for a fight.

We were heavily armed and armored, with buffs up, auras blasting, potions running through our veins, and a psychic link already established through Grotto. The Littans, on the other hand, looked like they were about to attend a formal dinner. They wore what appeared to be full dress uniforms, perfectly pressed, immaculately fitted, with a few well-polished medals and boots so clean they looked more likely to run an NA meeting than a mile.

I had to imagine that we looked like absolute shit in comparison. We’d literally been using a magic cleaning marble in place of baths for months, and the only pieces of our gear that had gotten any real maintenance were the things that could miraculously repair themselves.

I waited a beat as I mulled over whether to send the mental command to make a full retreat. By the time everyone had appeared and the Littan in front had cleared her throat, the entrance to the Closet was already opening.

The woman’s dark eyes flicked to the portal, and her whiskers twitched, but she stilled her reaction once she realized it wasn’t an attack.

“Fortune’s Folly,” she said, giving us a formal bow. “I am Captain Pio of Litta. It is my pleasure to welcome you back from what has been, so far as we can tell, the longest Delve ever recorded.”

As she spoke, I focused my Sight on the Littan group, trying to see if they had any equipment hidden by illusions or invisibility. I was done by the time she finished, but I hadn’t found anything nefarious.

“Thanks,” I said. “As I’m sure you can understand, we’re eager to return home.”

Captain Pio glanced at the portal again and gave me a shallow nod. “I can only imagine,” she said. “My longest Delve was but three days, and I could not wait to sleep in my own bed again afterward.” She held out a hand, and one of the Littans behind her handed her two envelopes. She held up the first envelope as if to show it was as ordinary as it appeared. “Duchess Ruiz and General Connatis would like to extend an invitation to your party. Much has changed since you left, and it is thought that a meeting would be best to clear up any past misunderstandings.”

She held the envelope out toward me, but I kept my eyes fixed on her group. Seeing that I wasn’t going to approach, she released the envelope, and it floated over to me. It stopped two feet away, and I kept my shield up in case it might explode or something worse. A few seconds went by, and it got a little awkward as everyone stood and stared at one another. This dragged on longer than it probably should have, since by the time I’d decided to accept the letter, I’d also realized I had no free hands with which to do so. Etja took the initiative, stepping forward and snagging it from the air. She was still possessed of an unoccupied limb despite holding both her staff and wand.

The woman then held up the second envelope, this time looking around and searching the room.

“Inquisitor Vyxmeldo’a,” she said confidently, despite the loson being nowhere in sight. If this were a trap, they really should have installed better lighting. “There has been an armistice between Litta and Eschendur for some time. The conflict between us began due to aggression against Littan citizens in the Eschen Gap, but the existence of the Operator has given the duchess reason to reevaluate. If these crimes against the empire were committed by an unaligned third party, then your exposure of that entity during your efforts to reach this portal has done a great service to both of our nations.”

“And yet you are still here,” said Nuralie, stepping from nowhere beside me. Her bow was drawn and not quite aiming at the woman. “Unless you discovered how to move a Delve portal, we are still in Eschendur.”

“This forward operating base is a condition of the armistice,” said the Littan. “It has served as a launching point for the ongoing investigation into the entity.” The woman raised the envelope again. “The duchess requests further discussion toward a final resolution of the conflict with the Zenithars. Her Grace would be honored for you to deliver the letter on her behalf and would view it as both a favor and an act of goodwill.”

There was a lot of subtext to the captain’s words, which were classic diplomatic speech. She was painting a picture of past and present events in the most flattering light, not just for the Littans, but for us as well.

First, our party was being invited to sit down with the two leaders of the Littan invasion to clear up “misunderstandings.” I assumed these “misunderstandings” included our participation in the wholesale slaughter of a single-digit percentage of the entire Littan Delver population. It might also include a disavowal of any “overzealous officers” involved in the decision to put a ballista bolt through my skull. It could just as easily be an invitation to dig ourselves a hole through self-incrimination. If we decided to accept such a meeting, it would need to be handled carefully.

The personal request to Nuralie was more complex. If the two countries currently had an armistice, then they certainly had some lines of communication open. I doubted the Littans needed Nuralie to personally deliver a letter, so this was probably part of some political gamesmanship.

The officer had reduced the war between their nations to a misallocation of culpability. They’d thought the Eschens had attacked their forces in the Gap when the Operator was the one who’d actually executed those men and women. It sounded like the duchess thought the whole thing was one big oopsie that they were willing to walk back. Of course, “further discussions” were far from any sort of commitment, and in reality, the deaths in the Gap were a pretense for the Littans to get their hands on Eschendur’s Madrin ore deposits and alchemical resources. I doubted the resolution would be so simple.

The part that I found most interesting was how the officer characterized our relationship with the Operator. According to her, we’d exposed the Operator’s dirty deeds by revealing its existence on our merry way to the Delve. In actuality, we’d enlisted its help in an outright assault on a fortified Littan military position so we could carve a path to the Delve portal. There were a few reasons why the Littans might want to wash their hands of any bad blood between our party and the empire, but one of them stood out to me the most.

We were fucking famous.

The System had loudly announced the phase transition to every Delver in the world, along with the names of each person responsible. It was a very short list, and our party made up 75 percent of it. We’d just handed every nation in the world a massive strategic advantage—its own Creation Delve—with one notable exception: Hiward. We’d effectively gutted the kingdom’s monopoly on Delvers. Beyond that, we’d helped unlock some serious attainable power-ups for all of the established heavy hitters, some potential shortcuts for power leveling the new kids, and the promise of better loot and more chips for anyone willing to take risks.

These changes would draw some ire from established Grumpy Gusses, but on the whole, I was willing to bet we were pretty damn popular. It was one thing for Litta to capture and execute some homicidal Level 6 Delvers who nobody gave a shit about. It was another thing for the empire to ambush and murder a party of young talents returning from a year of valiant conquest in the noble pursuit of giving everyone bigger guns and more money.

So, why was Duchess Ruiz “honored” for Nuralie to “do her the favor” of being a glorified—and unnecessary—delivery woman? First, optics. It looked good for the Littans to immediately defer to Nuralie in her role as Inquisitor. The title gave the loson some diplomatic power, and the Littans were probably more than happy to lean on that to show the world they had good relations with the returning heroine, who was kind enough to run errands for them.

Second, they were probably thinking it would ingratiate Nuralie to them. The duchess was characterizing this as an honor and a favor to herself when truthfully it would more likely be seen as an honor and a favor to Nuralie. Making Nuralie a part of the Littan-Eschen peace talks lent the loson a lot of legitimacy. If she wanted to grab onto the Inquisitor title and start milking it for all it was worth, this was an excellent place to start. After all, the title had only been given to Nuralie for convenience. She expected it to be revoked as soon as we were finished in Eschendur.

Now, I knew that Nuralie didn’t give one shit about any of that, but she accepted the letter anyway.

“This has been great,” I said. “Thanks for the invitation, but we’re going to go now.”

“Duchess Ruiz and General Connatis would like to meet as soon as possible,” said Captain Pio. “What would you like me to tell them, as far as timelines?”

I frowned. “We’ve been gone for a year,” I said. “There are many crucial matters that require our attention.”

“Varrin, got any input here?” I thought to the group as I rambled noncommittal statements.

“We’re important people,” I continued, gesturing vaguely at the party with my hammer. “With important stuff to do, important people to meet with…”

“Tell them we will return to this room in a week,” Varrin answered. “Making peace with the Littans will be crucial for dealing with Brae’ach and the avatars, but we do not need to cater to their wishes to our own detriment. A week will give me time to speak with my family to learn what has happened in our absence and prepare contingencies. It is also brief enough that the Littans should not view it as an insult.”

“Normally, I would check with my personal assistant,” I said to the Littan captain, giving the rest of the party a chance to argue if they disagreed with Varrin’s approach. “But, I understand this is a matter of some import, and I respect the time of both the general and the duchess. As such, we’ll return in one week for a meeting.”

“I, uh, I see,” said the Littan. “You will return to the fort in one week. At what time do you expect to arrive?”

“Hmm, we can make it whatever time it is right now.”

“It is three in the morning, currently,” she said.

“Ah. Then let’s call it eight a.m. sharp.”

“Very well,” she said, giving us another bow. “I shall let them know.”

I kept an eye on the Littans as the rest of my party filed into the Closet. I walked backward through the entrance once everyone else was through, giving the captain a farewell waggle of my hammer, then collapsed the portal.

I took a deep breath and turned to find the party already spread out across my Pocket Closet Penthouse. Etja was sprawled face down on a leather couch, two arms hanging off the side, and she let out a muffled groan of comfort. Nuralie was slouched into an overstuffed armchair, while Xim was raiding my wine cabinet. Varrin was methodically removing his armor, tossing the pieces into his inventory as he went. Shog hovered through a pair of open French doors and floated above my bed, then poked a fluffy duvet with one claw.

“That was a hell of a one-eighty,” I said. “We just went from kill-on-sight fugitives to breakfast guests of the duchess.”

Etja made a noise that sounded like an attempt at words, but her face was planted in the couch cushions, so it was anybody’s guess.

Xim walked back into the den carrying two wine glasses and two bottles of red, shoulders slumped. “I agree, Etja,” she said, filling a glass and handing it to Nuralie. “I need about six months to decompress before diving into international politics.” Nuralie pulled out a vial of her shitfaced potion, tapped two drops into the glass, then handed it back to Xim.

“Is that what she said?” I asked.

“Mmmfhrmmph,” said Etja.

Xim handed Nuralie another full glass. Nuralie tapped two more drops, then handed that one back to Xim as well. The cleric took a deep pull from the first, then squeezed into the large armchair next to Nuralie. Nuralie raised an eyeridge but scooted to accommodate her.

“Be prepared,” said Varrin, tugging off a pauldron. “Today, one of our enemies made overtures of peace. Tomorrow, distant allies will call us their boon companions. The day after, the world will be at our door. Every stranger will become a friend, and every friend will be owed a favor.”

“And they will stab us in the back if the blood will warm their hands,” said Nuralie.

“Geez, a couple of cynics over here,” I said. “I expect at least one powerful figure to declare war on us out in the open.”

Xim drained the rest of her wine. “Glass can’t be half full if it’s empty,” she said. I wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but she was already sipping on her second.

Etja unburied her face and looked up at me with misty eyes. “Shower,” she said. “Where is it? It’s been a year.”

“More like four months subjectively,” said Nuralie.

I felt a sudden swell of excitement. “What if I have something better than a shower?” I said. Etja propped herself up onto her elbows.

“Like a bath?” she asked, hope writ clear on her features.

“Better than even a bath.”

Etja floated off of the couch, hovering toward me. “You have a hot tub?” She looked like she might cry.

“No. I mean, yes I have a hot tub, but I also have something better than a hot tub.”

Etja floated upright and landed, then grabbed me by the shoulders. “Just. Tell me,” she said, voice barely above a whisper.

I took her shoulders as well, looked her in the eye, and revealed the passion project I’d finished more than a year before but had never been able to use.

“It’s called a Japanese hot spring.”


Chapter 30


My knowledge of Japanese hot springs was assuredly lacking, as my understanding primarily came from anime and a couple of late-night internet rabbit holes. I’d done my best to make it as authentic as possible, although it was impossible for the “spring” to be naturally sourced, since it had been artificially constructed in a pocket dimension.

There were two entrances to the spring through rooms constructed of light-colored wood similar to Umbrella Pine, one each for men and women. There were a few roomy shower stalls, complete with small stools, buckets, washcloths, and soap.

The typical custom was to wash first, then hot spring after to keep the water and facilities clean. Again, this step was somewhat superfluous since Grotto had installed a series of cleaning weaves throughout to keep the place maintained in our absence. We still took the opportunity to rinse down and enjoy the feeling of hot running water over our bodies for the first time in months.

Ideally, the spring itself would have held majestic views of expansive landscapes and mountainside beauty, but I didn’t have that much space to work with yet. We opted instead for the aesthetic of a grotto—a flooded cave, not the Delve Core—with natural stone features crafted to allow the hot and humid air to create airflow through the space as it rose.

The main bath was a hundred feet long and eighty feet wide, slightly oval, and rimmed with bright stone with light red veins running through it. The bottom of the pool was smooth and polished, with a criss-cross pattern of slight grit to help prevent slipping. The water let off a light vapor, and the chamber was filled with a noticeable amount of steam, though not enough to be oppressive.

The spring itself bubbled up from a reservoir I’d harvested from a mountain stream in Hiward, heated and moved through a series of weaves created by Grotto—the Delve Core, not the flooded cave—and it fell into the pool from two locations. One was a gentle series of stone waterfalls that made its way into the water with light, pleasant gurgles. The second was a more aggressive waterfall that cascaded from a shelf thirty feet above. That one was at the far end of the pool, and a sound-dampening weave kept it from creating too much noise in the enclosed space.

The area also doubled as one of the Closet’s greenhouses. Lush plant life grew around the pool, in adjoining caves, and up on stone platforms. The adjoining nooks and caves had benches and tables amidst small trees and other vegetation. Each room had specialty glowstones that emitted light that could take the place of the sun, allowing the plants to flourish in its absence.

Okay, maybe it wasn’t that authentic.

“When did you have time to build all this?” asked Xim, stepping out from the ladies’ entrance with a towel wrapped around her.

“Grotto and I built it when you went to do that cloistering,” I said.

“That’s when you visited the academies,” she said. “You did both?”

“I did a lot of things. I like to stay busy.”

[A significant amount of the work fell to me,] Grotto thought to us. [He primarily directed the construction.]

“I also funded it, designed it, delivered all the materials, and did most of the manual labor.”

“Wait,” said Etja. She had her towel tied in a toga-style to make room for all of her arms. “What did Grotto do then?”

[I modified the dimensional space, constructed the weaves, drafted the architecture, and handled most of the botanical elements.]

“It was a team effort,” I said.

“Why did Grotto decide to do all this for you?” asked Xim.

“When I agreed to let him build the Pocket Delve, there were some concessions.”

[He charged me for the materials I needed, which I paid back with labor.]

“That’s kind of mercenary,” said Xim.

“That’s not—” I narrowed my eyes at the little octo. “We agreed to partner and assist one another with both sides of the Closet. I’m not keeping a ledger or anything.”

[I am.]

“Really? Not surprising, I guess. Where do we stand?”

[Depending on how you value my work, I currently have a 1,000-hour deficit.]

“Oh?” I said. “How have you been valuing your work?”

[One golden note per hour.]

Nuralie made a choking noise, which was the only reason I noticed she’d made her way into the main room. “That is a very high rate,” said the loson.

“So by your accounting, Grotto, you owe me 20 ruby chips’ worth of labor?”

[Indeed.]

“Good to know, not that I’m going to hold you to it.” I walked forward, appreciating the feel of bare feet against the warm stone. “Come on, let me show you all a few things.”

We made our way to a series of three large, circular tubs made from the same light wood as the entry buildings. I pointed to one with red glyphs carved into it and turned to Varrin.

“Since Hiwardians have a natural resistance to hot and cold, this first tub has a weave that keeps the water just shy of boiling.” I pointed to the third tub. This one had blue glyphs. “This one keeps the water just above freezing.”

Varrin stroked his chin and nodded. “And the one in the middle?” he asked.

“A little warmer than room temp, in case you want to balance out before swapping between them.”

“That is very thoughtful,” he said.

I smiled and wandered off to a space near the gentler waterfall. There was a shallower pool surrounded with moss and fungus, with a dozen recesses of various sizes cut into the rock. There were also false rocks and logs with hollowed interiors made from ceramic.

“This one has a milder temperature and a lot of good places for amphibians to hide. I made this one—” I turned to see Nuralie already holding three frogs. One was her pet Bertegog. I didn’t know the names of the others.

She stepped forward and sat Bert down, who took a hop into the shallow pool and croaked in approval as he splashed around. She let the other two frogs loose, one of which immediately made its way under a log to relax on a bed of moss. Several more frogs followed until she’d unleashed a dozen amphibians—ranging from as small as a dart frog to as large as a bulldog—then she made intense eye contact with me.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Of course,” I replied. We held eye contact for just longer than a normal loson pause, then I made my way to a spot on the floor with a small trapdoor. I reached down and opened the door, revealing a pitch-black chamber.

“This is a sensory deprivation pool,” I said, looking at Xim. “It’s warded against sound, and the water is salinated so it’s easier to float. The walls and floor are made from Madrin, where Grotto inset a generic Divine weave. There’s room to add sigils for a specific deity, so I figure you can carve some symbols for Sam’lia in there and get some good communion in.”

“Wow,” said Xim. “I’ve never tried it this way.”

“There are also some hallucinogenic mushrooms around,” I said, gesturing to a small garden a dozen feet away. “I remember you saying that certain substances can make the barrier between layers subjectively thinner. Hopefully, they work. If not, have fun anyway.”

She grinned and gave me a spine-crushing hug, then wandered off to the garden and bent down to start sniffing the offerings. I turned to Etja.

“And for my favorite musical mage, we have an acoustic cavern.” I led her to a cave that was rectangular with flat walls. “Now, I know there are a lot of different considerations for sound,” I said, leading her to a section of the wall with various glyphs. “This is a control unit that lets you change the shape of the room and also adjust the water features.”

I tapped the first glyph, and water began dripping from the ceiling in a rhythmic pattern. I tapped the glyph next to it, which changed the rhythm. Then I tapped a few more, allowing the cavern walls to adjust to having slats that absorbed sound and dampened reverb, to taking on a variety of facets to diffuse the sound, and finally to opening the entrance to the rest of the spring and creating a fan shape.

“This last one lets the sound carry if you feel like serenading us.”

“I… I don’t know what to say,” said Etja, eyes wide.

“I mean, as long as you like it, don’t feel like you need to say anything.”

Etja smiled and nodded, then gave me a far more pleasant hug than Xim had. “Thanks,” she said. “But I’m gonna swim first!”

Etja flew toward the main pool, her towel sailing off as she swooped into the steaming hot water.

I sighed in contentment, happy that my ideas had gone over well. I turned to look at Shog floating next to me, his downy feathers beginning to sag in the humidity.

“Sorry, I didn’t know what to make you,” I said. “But there’s a pond stocked with fish if you’re hungry. They’re violent, predatory fish, so they might put up a fight. If you have any other ideas, let me know.”

Shog looked me over, his expression inscrutable. “Why did you do all of this?” he asked.

I scratched my beard and thought about my response.

“I just wanted us all to have a good place to relax, since we hardly get the time to. Trying to figure out what each person might enjoy and making it for them was fun. I’m glad they seem to like it.”

“But why?”

“Hmm. If I assume you’re not a believer in true benevolence,” I said, then paused as I glanced at Shog. “Probably a safe assumption. But if you want a self-serving reason, then it makes me feel good to help other people feel good.”

Shog thought about that, tentacles swishing. “You share in their happiness,” he said. “Their mental well-being is your own.”

“That’s one way to look at it. I try not to think about it too hard.” I started to sigh again, and it turned into a yawn halfway through. “Moral philosophy can be exhausting.”

“Sentimentality is often a weakness that will be exploited,” Shog added. “If your joy is linked to the joy of others, then you will also share in their pain when it is lost.” I considered replying but held off. My summon looked like he was working through something complicated. “A c’thon’s strength is strength given for their brood,” he continued. “If you are brought low by despair, then all who rely upon you will suffer. If I held a mindset such as yours, other c’thon would prey on those whose emotions bled over to me. It would endanger them twice. Once from my foes, and again when their suffering rendered me weakened.”

“But you do care in some sense?”

“It is a matter of survival,” Shog answered. “All c’thon are hunters, and a lone c’thon is easy prey. When a member of the brood dies, the brood becomes more vulnerable as a whole.”

“Maybe that works for c’thons, but I think the average human needs the carrot and stick of empathy to get to the same place. We can be selfish and fixated on our needs in the present, but if there’s a neurochemical incentive to give a shit about other people, then we’re all more likely to watch out for one another and survive.” I crossed my arms and checked to see if Shog was still with me.

“Elaborate,” he said.

“Right. Let’s say I live in a society of two people. It’s just me and my broodmate Bill. If Bill’s around, I’m more likely to survive being attacked by a predator. However, if Bill’s only utility to me is that he improves my chances of survival, as soon as that is no longer true, I have no reason to keep Bill around.

“Let’s say Bill breaks his leg. Now, Bill is a liability. He no longer serves the function of helping me live, so I abandon Bill to die. There’s no guarantee that I will find anyone else to be my broodmate, so this also harms my own chance of survival.

“But what if I felt some part of the pain Bill felt? I know the agony of a broken bone. I know the fear of having my life threatened. The thought of leaving Bill behind fills me with a deep dread that the same could happen to me. I want to protect Bill because I’d want Bill to protect me in the same situation. Even so, this phantom pain isn’t as bad as real pain, and it’s not enough for me to risk serious injury or death fighting predators to help Bill.

“Now let’s say that I not only share some of Bill’s pain but also some of Bill’s happiness. When Bill laughs, I laugh, so I want to make Bill laugh. Bill enjoys laughing, so he enjoys having me around, and because he also shares this emotional bleeding, he also wants to make me laugh. It’s a positive feedback loop, leading to both Bill and me valuing one another not only because we keep each other alive, but also because we are each a source of positive emotions for the other.”

“All that laughing will draw the attention of the predators you are seeking to avoid,” said Shog.

“Assume it’s silent laughter. Anyway, when Bill breaks his leg, I not only feel the phantom fear and pain of being in that same situation but also the fear that all of our laughter and hijinks will disappear. I’ll experience a strong sense of loss if Bill dies since this source of positive feelings will go away. These combine to create a strong incentive for me to save Bill beyond just the loss of security if I were to end up alone. I’m much more likely to fight for Bill. This poses more immediate risk to me, but if Bill survives and recovers, we’re still together with the highest chance of continued survival.”

“You believe that this last situation produces the most advantageous outcome?”

“I’m just talking out of my ass,” I said. “It’s illustrating different levels of social interreliance, hopefully in terms you might understand. I don’t necessarily buy into the idea that empathy acts solely as a survival mechanism, but it’s an interesting way to think about it.”

By this point, the others were all in the main pool, talking and splashing and swimming. Nuralie was darting around under the surface faster than I could shine a laser pointer, leaving barely a ripple in her wake. A casual swipe from Xim sent about forty gallons of water spraying over Etja, who responded by creating a small tidal wave with Siphon. I probably needed a bigger pool.

At this moment one might wonder—entirely for the sake of having an accurate imagining of the scene before me—what the dress code at my hot spring was. In short, I was open to any and all cultural practices. As it was, the cultures present didn’t care much for swimming attire.

Hiward had a custom of communal bathing from their time under the thumbs of the Littans, where hygiene was carried out in group facilities. Public bathhouses were the norm, and there was seldom any gender segregation. Clothing and swimsuits were disallowed in such places since loose articles and fibers clogged drains and made cleaning more difficult.

Geulons like Nuralie usually bathed outdoors, which meant that privacy and modesty were not particularly large concerns. The Xor’Drels required nudity for half of their rituals, so everyone in the tribe had seen everything everyone else had going on. Thus, there were few taboos or insecurities around letting it all hang out.

Etja just went with the flow, and I wasn’t about to make it weird by being the odd man out. I still had on my towel for the moment, though.

Shog and Grotto were always naked.

“I would like to return home for a while,” said Shog as he watched the group. “I have much to contemplate, and I must ensure that my brood endures.”

“Okay,” I said. “I think of you as a party member, rather than a summon, so if you need to step out, you’re always welcome to.”

“Words such as these loosen my bonds. Are you comfortable giving me so much freedom?”

“You’ve never given me a reason not to trust you, Shog. I’m willing to risk it.” Shog made a contemplative growl in response. “How long do you need?”

“I will require at least a year.”

“Oh? Damn. That’s… longer than I was expecting.”

“Does that change your mind?”

“No,” I said. “Just thinking through what that means for us.”

“If the need is great, then you may call upon me at any time.”

“Good to know. I’ll only summon you back if it’s a real emergency.” I pulled out the Bardiche of Blood Scour and tossed it to him. “Here, you’ll get more use out of this than any of us.”

A portal opened next to Shog as he caught the weapon in his tentacles, and he gave me a final look. “Be wary to whom you give gifts, Slayer, for you may shape worlds you’ll never see.” He stepped through the portal and back to his home dimension, then the tear in reality closed with a pop.

I grunted, seeing that my summoning skill had ended without my input.

“Guess that’s what ‘loosening’ his bonds means,” I muttered. “Bro really had to leave right after dropping some cryptic bullshit.”

“Are you just going to stand out there?” asked Xim. I looked down to see she’d swum over to the edge nearby, resting her arms on the pool’s lip.

“Sorry,” I said. “Just having a heart-to-heart with Shog.”

“Yeah? Where’d he run off to?”

“Back home. He’ll be back in a year.”

“A year?” she said. “He’s that sick of us?”

“I don’t think so. But I get the feeling the next time we see him, a lot will have changed. For him and us.”

Xim squinted at me. “He could have at least said bye. Eh, oh well. Come on and get in. We’ve only got so much time to relax.”

“Aye aye,” I said, tossing my towel to the side and doing a cannonball, completely disrespecting the tranquility of the bath.

Yeah, really not a traditional experience.


Chapter 31


We splished, we splashed, and soon enough the world’s obligations swam back around. We had critical information to pass on about Brae’ach and the avatars, an upcoming meeting with one of the world’s superpowers, and urgent appointments to make with our barbers and cosmetologists.

However, first and foremost were a pair of family reunions. Delvers were generally presumed dead if they did not return from a Delve after a week or two, so we’d probably all have been declared legally deceased. The System announcement listing our names would have been akin to a resurrection for the Xor’Drels and the Ravvenblaqs, who would undoubtedly be eager to have their wayward children return to them.

In preparation for being separated for a few days, we needed to get our plans straightened out. Thus, I produced an ornate sheet of vellum, its borders intricately decorated with tiny flying octopuses, the material mana-woven to be waterproof, fireproof, tear-proof, UV resistant, and impact absorbent—the thing could probably take a 50 caliber bullet without a mark—and dyed a slight shade of rosé, with looping calligraphy in ocean blue ink that could be cleared away without a trace or moved around the page with a touch of mana.

It was The List.

Also, we were all still in the hot spring. What better place for a team meeting? Etja was even giving us a light serenade while she plucked at a stringed instrument with shimmering overtones (heretofore referred to as a “lute,” because it was close enough).

“At the top of The List, we have ‘Brae’ach Shit,’” I declared in my most haughty voice, rolling my Rs for effect.

“I will give what we know to my family,” said Varrin, his mighty arms spread wide around the edge of his near-boiling hot tub. “They will disseminate the information to Central and the other houses.”

“I’ll tell Mom and Dad,” said Xim. “They might want to get involved. If life on the First Layer is eradicated, it will impact the Third, no matter how separated we are.”

Nuralie popped up from under the water. “I will inform the Zenithars,” she said, then sank back down until her head was halfway submerged, bubbles floating up from her nose and mouth.

“And we can all inform the Littans at our meeting,” I added. “The Hiwardians will hopefully spread the news to Timagrin, Mittak, and Ayama.”

“I will make sure it happens,” said Varrin. “Our account will be subject to scrutiny, but I believe our accomplishments will bolster the believability of our claims.”

I nodded, satisfied with the plan. “The second item on The List is ‘Meetings and shit with the Littans,’” I proclaimed, focusing on my diction when hitting the Ts in Littans.

“I will have a dossier created,” said Varrin. “Names, titles, personal biographies, temperaments, protocol, decorum. I suggest we all return ahead of the meeting to study it together.”

“Ugh,” said Xim. “What if I just agree not to speak?”

“You’re the scion of a major Third Layer tribe,” said Varrin. “I know you have diplomatic training.”

“Yes, but I don’t like it.”

“Etja should do the talking,” I suggested.

“Me?” Etja asked, pausing her performance. “Why me?”

“Perfect recall,” I answered. “And you have the highest Charisma.”

“You are also not affiliated with any nation,” said Varrin. “Your words are more likely to be taken at face value.”

“Um, okay,” she said. She tapped her chin with one finger and continued plucking her lute with two of her other hands.

“Relating to the Littans, the next item is ‘Weird-ass bowing,’” I said. “Gharifon, Tavio’s mage buddy, does this weird flourishing bow whenever we see him. The admiral of the Littan fleet did the exact same thing.”

“That happened right before he got body-slammed by a kraken, right?” asked Xim.

“Right.”

“An odd time to smile and bow,” said Varrin.

“It’s like they were both closing out some kind of performance,” I said.

“That is not a Littan cultural practice I am familiar with,” he replied. “It is strange that both would have that same habit.”

“So, what do you want us to do about it?” asked Xim.

“Investigate?” I said. “I dunno, just keep it in mind if we run into Tavio’s party again, or see any Littans doing the same thing.” Everyone nodded, and I moved on. “The next item on The List is ‘Training and shit,’” I announced, really putting some stank on Shit.

“If you keep going like that, this’ll take all day,” said Xim.

“Just trying to make it fun.”

“We should look for Dungeons,” said Nuralie, appearing above the water again.

“Agreed,” said Varrin. “Intrinsics are our bottleneck to advancement, not levels. If Dungeons grant bonuses to leveling intrinsics, they should be a priority.”

“If the world isn’t falling apart, I’m happy to hunt for them however much we want,” I said.

“The world can wait,” said Varrin. “We are Level 12s. No matter how strong we are for our Level, we are still weak compared to the higher echelons of power.”

“We probably couldn’t beat up a full Level 26 gold,” said Xim. “And there are plenty of those.”

“I bet we could as a team!” said Etja.

“Someone would likely die,” said Varrin. “But… possibly.”

“Okay, so we go into secluded Dungeon hunting,” I said. “After which we will reemerge as hidden masters, capable of smiting all who show us disrespect.”

“Sounds good,” said Xim. “Next!”

“Next on The List is ‘Backdoor soul stuff.’”

“Kinky,” Xim quipped.

“Please explain,” said Varrin.

“Right. When my Traveler’s Amulet got upgraded, it gave Grotto access to all of my intrinsic skills.”

“Yes, you mentioned that before,” said Varrin.

“I want an avatar gift,” Xim said with a woeful sigh.

“My connection with Grotto is at the level of the soul,” I continued. “For Fortune to modify that connection, he has to have some access to my soul, or at least the bridge between mine and Grotto’s. My concern is that he might be implanting spiritual traps or subtly guiding me in a certain direction.”

“He is certainly guiding you,” said Varrin. “If you do not want him to, you should dispose of the amulet and the ring.”

“But I likes them,” I said. “They’re my precious.” I held my ruby-ringed hand to my chest and clutched the amulet. The only garments I had on were my jewelry.

“We’ll watch for weird behavior,” said Xim. “It’s what we’ve been doing so far. What else can we do?”

“Go on a quest of self-discovery?” I suggested.

“Okay, yeah, I support that,” said Xim.

“You can find yourself while we hunt Dungeons,” Nuralie gurgled.

“Multi-tasking self-actualization,” I said. “Sounds like something I’d do.”

[I have a series of subprocesses monitoring our connection for irregularities,] Grotto thought to us. He was currently sharing the pond with the frogs. I had no idea if he enjoyed it or if he was just trying to participate in the aquatics.

“How confident are you that you’d find something that way?” I asked.

He lifted a feeler and curled it to wring the water from his downy feathers onto Bertegog’s head. The frog closed its eyes and enjoyed the shower. [Moderately confident.]

“We have faith in you!” said Etja, speeding up the tempo of her lute playing.

“Moving on to the next item,” I said. “‘Can Grotto open Closet?”

[With our improved connection, I believe so.]

“You can try to open the Checkpoints when everyone needs to leave,” I said. “And the portal when we go see the Littans.” I put a circle next to the item, letting me know to circle back to it. “Next is ‘W.T.F. the Dread Star?’”

“We should curate a list of questions for it,” said Varrin.

“I want to speak with Sam’lia before you abuse that power,” said Xim. “I can try out the communion tub!” She swam to the edge of the pool and climbed out, then went to the mushrooms to begin selecting her… “experience.” Varrin and I studiously avoided staring, but Nuralie did not, which I found interesting.

I marked the item with a D for “pending divine guidance.” “Next one down is the ‘Wand of Soulfuckery.’”

“Sam’lia again!” Xim said in her outside voice. I marked down another ‘D.’

“Better hearing protection for Explosion!”

“I’ll make something,” said Nuralie.

“Easy enough,” I said, placing a check. “Figure out a use for Abbandium.”

“Arrows,” Nuralie answered immediately. “It lowers Spiritual defense and can take any shape. Flat, triangular, barbed, bladed, long, square, rhomboid.” Pause. “It can be whatever arrowhead I need and will weaken the target to Spiritual attacks such as Night Strike.”

“It raises Divine defense, though,” I said. “And it affects the wielder.”

“Xim can choose a different target,” Nuralie replied. “I will not be affected by the material much since I can keep the arrows in my inventory until I need them.”

“I thought you wanted to be hands-off with the mystery eldritch stuff.”

“It is not in my hands if it is in the enemy’s liver.”

“That’s… a very specific body part.”

She shrugged. “We have a lot of buffs to Bleeding.”

“If no one has any objections, that works for me,” I said. “I don’t want to touch the stuff.”

Nobody else made any argument to claim some of the Abbandium since nobody wanted to have their Spiritual defenses lowered, leading to an even worse time with mental attacks.

“Next item: ‘Can Grotto have revelations through the System?’”

Everyone looked at Grotto, who now had a frog sitting on his octopoid head. He waved his tentacles noncommittally. [I do not know. The experts among us have not been available for proper discussion.]

“Wanna come into the god pot with me?” asked Xim, gesturing at the sensory deprivation chamber.

[The last time we interacted with the divine together, you spent the entire week muttering to vases and idols.]

“You’ll understand once you get some more experience,” Xim replied.

[Very well.] He gently removed his amphibious hat and floated to join the cleric, leaving disappointed ribbits in his wake. [However, I am not susceptible to psychedelic effects.]

I placed a circle and a ‘D’ next to that item.

“Next is ‘What’s up with Shog? Brood Lord? Brood King? Hidden Delver?’”

“Aw,” said Etja. “We should have asked while he was here.”

[C’thonic society—a term I use loosely—is built on a hierarchy of personal power. Leadership is earned through might, which is one of the few things any c’thon respects. As a Grade 18, Shog’tuatha is well into the Lord realm and quickly approaching King.]

“When does King start?” I asked.

[It is not a well-defined boundary, but the weakest King in the System records I can access was Grade 24.]

“How does that impact us?” asked Varrin.

[The data on c’thons serving as allies to humanoid species is sparse, to say the least. If I were to speculate, I believe it would either result in Shog’tuatha taking permanent leave of the party to enjoy his new station, or continuing to take advantage of your meteoric growth to reach even higher status.]

“What’s after King?” I asked. “Emperor?”

Grotto thought for a moment, and we received a System notification.

The most recent information on the c’thonic social stratum indicates the existence of 5 c’thonic emperors. Each emperor controls between 1 and 3 of the 8 habitable worlds in the C’thon star system.

The emperors exist in a loose coalition with the stated purpose of interdimensional conquest. However, conflict between emperors is constant, which inhibits their capacity to wage organized war. Because of this, the species has been classified as a minor threat to ongoing System functionality. Any additional subjugated worlds are unknown.

This intelligence is derived from an interview with a Grade 47 C’thonic Emperor summoned by the Avatar of Tyranny 3 generations ago and requires updating. The Avatar of Tyranny is currently held within Delve 9998: The Cage and is unavailable for further inquiry.

“All of that… is terrifying,” I said.

“Can Grotto tell us anything he wants now?” asked Xim. “Is his newfound freedom to disclose all his secrets on your list?”

“Adding it now.”

“We should curate a list of questions for that as well,” said Varrin. “I assume you are the reason we received that notification, Grotto.”

[Indeed. My System Call intrinsic subsequently advanced 3 levels.]

“Maybe an army of c’thons can help us with the avatars!” said Etja.

[Please do not state such apocalyptic ideas aloud.]

“Two uses of ‘please’ in one year, Grotto?” asked Xim.

“Just let it happen,” I said. “Calling attention to it may discourage him.”

“We can ask Shog about this when he returns,” said Varrin, climbing out of the overly hot tub and moving to the deathly cold tub. I studiously avoided staring, but Nuralie did not, which I again found interesting.

I placed a circle next to the Shog question, noting that the page was getting messy. I needed a more aesthetic way to take notes.

“Next there’s a bunch of stuff about the Closet that Grotto and I can handle on our own,” I said. “Patio for grilling and chilling, more greenhouse plants—we could start growing alchemy ingredients—disappearing exits, shifting hallways, one-way mirrors and walls… Shit, I forgot to reset my inventory home point. ‘Priority. DON’T BLOW UP FORMATION!’ I even wrote it in all caps.”

“Would the entire Closet really appear at your home point if you died?” asked Xim. “I mean, it’s huge. Where would you even find a space that big?”

“I could buy a few acres in the mountains,” I muttered, adding a big star beside it. There was a note about ideas for a corpse explosion trap, but I drew a line through it. “Next is ‘Accrue power! Dominate our enemies! Attain immortality so that we might live forever!’”

[That one is far too low on The List.]

“Huh,” said Xim. “You haven’t been nearly as power-hungry lately, Grotto.”

[Do you require further encouragement? You have reached Level 12 in two years and conquered two special Delves, each of which held the highest difficulty rating. I am merely biding my time as you continue to amass achievements that would take other talented Delvers a decade or more.]

“But you’re still advocating for world domination?” I asked. “How does that serve your function of helping Delvers ascend?”

[Do you listen to your own questions, or do you merely spout whatever comes to mind without first seeking the answer yourself?]

“I usually consider the answer along with everyone else,” I said with a smile. “If the ‘obvious’ response is that seeking the strength to rule the world naturally results in the strength to ascend, then I still feel like you’re putting too much focus on it. There are other ways to get there.”

[I have more experience in these matters. I also wish to enjoy the feeling of commanding global armies.] Grotto’s feelers rose into the air. I prepared for a full flailing. [We will warp this feeble planet to our will! We shall create a dynasty that will be unending, dominating this universe until only the heavens remain to conquer! Then, we will march on the gods themselves!]

“Good to know,” I said. “Next item is ‘Items.’” I rolled up The List and pulled out The Other List. It was equally as cool and awesome. “We need to return the Longsword of the Bluewren and the Brooch of House Spyreling. Oh, Etja now has enough Luck for the Fortunate Ring we looted from Yaretzi.” I pulled out the ring and tossed it to the mage, who caught it even as she continued to pluck and strum.

Fortunate Ring

Requirements: LCK 20

Once per day, one of the following effects may occur, although you may not 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.

“Neat!” she said, sliding it on.

“Any headway on the Abandoned Grimoire, Nuralie?”

“It burns knowledge into my mind,” she answered. Pause. “I am on the precipice of enlightenment.”

“Yes, very good.” I marked it with a K for Keep an eye on Nuralie. “I’m holding on to the Spiked Mace of the Bloody Jubilee if no one opposes. The Bardiche of Blood Scour went to Shog. The rest of this is stuff to trade or sell, I think.”

“I’ll take the Scutum of Blood Scour,” said Xim.

“The shield is a foot and a half taller than you.”

“Exactly!” She raised her hands above her head and did a stretch, her lean muscles rippling. I did not studiously avoid staring, and neither did anyone else. “The Clockwork Gear shield mainly grants Shielding, which I don’t need anymore, since I’m constantly generating it with my new Fortitude evo. Plus, it applies the Slowed debuff when I use it, which is annoying.”

“Uh, okay.” I cleared my throat. “Anyone opposed?” Predictably, no one had a problem with it.

“I will take the rest of the items with me to Hiward,” said Varrin. Despite being in the ice tub, his cheeks were flushed. “I can have an expert auction or trade them. My family keeps several on retainer. Just give me a list of what gear everyone is looking for before I leave.”

“Nice,” I said. “We also have a bunch of random essences.” I scanned the list. “Are we doing anything with these Greater Mimicry Essences?”

Nuralie shot up so fast, water plumed 20 feet into the air.

The loson pulled out a mana-woven leather satchel and opened it to reveal a bundle of warded oilcloth. She unwrapped it to reveal the Abandoned Grimoire and began flipping through its pages. I frowned as a drop of the dark, viscous goo that covered it dripped into the pool. Hopefully, the spring wasn’t about to become cursed.

“The Corvite Slab.” Pause. “I think I can clone it.”

Varrin sat forward and pulled out the item he’d earned from The Icon of the Psychopomp.

Corvite Slab

Items made from this material can only be wielded by members of the Ravvenblaq family.

All weaves imbued into this item are 100% stronger if crafted by a member of the Ravvenblaq family.

“Truly?” he asked.

Nuralie flipped a page back and forth, tail swishing through the water. “It will use all of the essences.” She paused and started to look sick. I was worried the hot spring’s cleaning weaves were about to get tested. “It will also take a diamond chip.” She listed the expense as though it were a child sacrifice.

“Should we… buy more essences?” I asked.

“There are no more Greater Mimicry essences,” said Varrin. “As far as I am aware, The Mimic dropped the only 5 to exist. If anyone else has them, they are not for sale.”

“Sounds worth it to me,” I said. “You can get a fucking awesome piece of gear now and another fucking awesome piece of gear at a higher level.”

“Grandfather will leap at the opportunity to work the material,” said Varrin.

“Papa Junior’s gonna make you that good shit.”


Chapter 32


By the time we reluctantly left the hot spring, it was still early enough that a vampire would have only just begun to think about climbing into their coffin for the day. Given that Hiward was far to the west of us, it was even earlier in the kingdom. We didn’t feel enough time pressure to interrupt anyone’s rest to make our reappearance, which gave us a few hours to kill.

Xim spent the time in the sensory deprivation chamber communing with Sam’lia. She would head to the Third Layer in a few hours, but she wanted to play with her new toy, provide Grotto with theological guidance, and get a headstart on asking Sam’lia about the Dread Star and the Wand of Boundless Night.

Varrin, Nuralie, and I worked on cloning the Corvite Slab. The process was, at its heart, a form of alchemy involving essence work and transmutation. Prior to Grotto entering the god tub, he refined all of our Abbantite ore into the metal Abbandium with a wave of his feeler. This was an effect of his Industrial Transmutation passive, which he failed to explain before leaving to float in darkness and saltwater alongside our cleric.

Abbandium could change its shape according to its user’s will, making it the most conceptually aligned material we possessed for use with the Greater Mimicry essences. It was also a substance that the grimoire had extensive notes on, which wasn’t a surprise since the items both dropped from The Pit and had thematically similar names.

Nuralie shaped the material into a slab the same size as Varrin’s Corvite, formed around a small scraping of the original. She then took an alarming amount of the big guy’s blood and placed his single diamond chip into a small cauldron alongside the other components.

She held the Abandoned Grimoire open in one hand as she converted the Mimicry essences with the other, reciting a series of phrases in an archaic form of Losonbinora as the familiar Mimic goo dripped down onto the Abbandium. There was a small lightshow as the essence absorbed the diamond chip, a mysterious gust of chill wind rustled our hair and clothes, and a rising crescendo of dark, eldritch whispers filled our minds.

It was some classic dark-magic scares. A bit on the nose, honestly. I was half expecting a demon-infested corpse to jump out at us.

“Groovy,” I said as my Sage Advice evolution activated, giving Nuralie a massive boost to her Alchemy skill… somehow. The loson channeled her entire mana pool into the transmutation.

When she pulled out the cloned slab, it was identical, even sharing the same item description. There were no qualifiers showing that it was a copied item. Our dupe glitch had been entirely successful, and all it had cost was five irreplaceable essences, several pounds of a never-before-seen metal, and a chip valuable enough to buy a beach-side ultramodern resort villa within spitting distance of Castle Dukgrien.

Afterward, I opened my Checkpoint to Eschengal, and Nuralie set out to deliver the letter from the Littan duchess Isabel Ruiz, with Etja along for the ride. The portal startled several merchants who had set themselves up alongside the road into Eschendur’s capital. I stepped out to buy a few dozen pastries from a shaken Deijinon and intentionally overpaid for the tasty treats by an order of magnitude.

Once it was around breakfast time in Hiward, I opened the Checkpoint to the Xor’Drel tribe, and the trunk of the massive Irgriana tree in the middle of the village came into view. Varrin and Xim both left through this portal, since the layer transition from Xor’Drel to the First Layer would place Varrin within a minute’s flight of the Ravvenblaq manor. A group of tribe members quickly crowded around, their bodies and clothing as diverse as a world summit taking place inside a fever dream.

Xim’s parents, Drel’gethed and Xorna, appeared soon after and had a tearful reunion with their daughter. They’d held out hope after our disappearance, receiving hints that we still lived during their prayers to Sam’lia. I received a rib-breaking hug from Xorna that lasted until Drel was forced to peel the woman off of me.

HP: 1,898 -> 1,799

Both of Xim’s parents had risen to Level 20, and I suspected her mother had placed most of her new stats into Strength. The couple immediately started organizing a feast to celebrate our heroic return.

Khigra also showed up, giving me a less painful hug than Xorna, and asked me a few questions about how Somncres had been performing. It reminded me of the warhammer’s fourth effect, which I wanted to take advantage of immediately.

Khigra may imbue this item with an additional effect once you reach your next Intelligence evolution.

Since I’d made it to INT 40 and snagged another evo, my hammer could get an upgrade. Khigra was pleased to make the modification and even give the hammer an overall upgrade, since I could now handle much higher stat requirements. We spent most of our twenty minutes together discussing potential improvements.

The end result couldn’t be fully controlled, so the conversation was centered around ideas more than specifics. The hammer would improve based on its concepts of Growth and Void, but the dream forger’s work would help guide it to align with my intent.

Khigra also told me that, despite her enthusiasm for undergoing further “training” with me, she’d recently entered into a committed polyamorous triad. She was very kind about it, although I hadn’t said anything to prompt the topic. I hadn’t been planning on renewing our fling, so it saved me the trouble of an awkward conversation and made it easier to set aside any temptation to find a purely physical outlet for my sexy-time needs.

At my core, I wanted something a bit more fulfilling, but I had just spent months sequestered in a Delve with a group of extremely attractive people who possessed a supernatural level of self-control. There was no explicit agreement for intraparty celibacy, but I’d seen them in various states of undress enough for it to become an unspoken rule. It hadn’t really come up. Not yet, anyway. Then again, it’s not like I knew what everyone else was doing at all times. Nor did I feel any need to know. They were all adults, and I wasn’t their daddy.
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At any rate, my conversation with Khigra was cut short when a pillar of crimson fire descended from the sky. A motherly woman in a royal-blue dress appeared, her body adorned with a few pieces of bone jewelry and her flowing red hair glistening like fresh blood.

All of the Xor’Drel tribe members—aside from myself—knelt at the appearance of the Goddess of the Seven Organs, Sam’lia. She looked around at the gathering with a warm smile.

“I appreciate the gesture,” she said. “But please rise, everyone.” The Xor’Drels slowly got to their feet, many wearing reverent looks of awe. Sam’lia approached Xim, whose eyes sparkled with wonder as her patron goddess touched her shoulder. “Xim Xor’Drel. I am overjoyed that you’ve returned. I had full confidence that you would survive the trials you faced.”

“Thank you, Dark Mother,” Xim said. “Your power was a constant beacon, and my faith a lantern in the dark.”

Sam’lia tapped her cleric on the chin. “You’re always so formal,” she said, then placed her hands on her hips. “You don’t ever speak to anyone else that way.”

“I save it all up for you.” Xim grinned. “It’s exhausting.”

“I bet,” said the goddess. “Here, I have a gift for you.”

Sam’lia reached out and placed her thumb against Xim’s forehead. Her cleric’s eyes began to glow, growing brighter until dark-red flames poured from her sockets. A six-foot-wide halo of fire erupted behind Xim, the ring’s center pulsing with white-hot power. Xim rose a foot off the ground, her dark and curly hair transitioning to garnet, then rising toward the sky like molten blood with a grudge against gravity.

A few seconds passed before the effect ended, and Xim released a long breath as her feet touched the ground.

“Gods above,” she whispered, eyes wide. She looked over at me. “I’ve finally got a movement ability.”

“Yeah?” I said. “I’m betting it does some other things as well.”

“A couple,” she said, brushing a lock of hair from her face. She was flushed, even redder than normal. “I think I’ll let it be a surprise for you.”

“Sounds like contrived suspense, but okay.” I gave her a wink, and she stuck out her tongue at me. It was a very mature exchange between grown-up adults.

“As for you, Arlo,” said Sam’lia, closing the distance between us with a single step. I blinked while my mind failed to comprehend how it had happened. Her eyes ran over the inside of the Closet behind me, then met my own. “I believe you have something for me?”

I nodded and opened my inventory, bringing up the Wand of Boundless Night. I hesitated, hand hovering near the screen as I looked around at the gathering of mundane individuals. Insofar as anyone from the Third Layer could be considered “mundane.” The wand’s description strongly discouraged exposing it to anyone who wasn’t supernaturally inclined. Sam’lia understood my reluctance and took my hand.

“I will contain it,” she said.

A field of Divine power surrounded us, and I plucked the wand from storage. I felt the familiar pressure on my soul, but it was the barest touch rather than a suffocating force. There were a few gasps from those gathered, and several people took a step back. Sam’lia’s protection didn’t fully suppress the experience of the wand, but it didn’t look like anyone was about to collapse or go catatonic. If someone had been deleted from existence, I’d never know, of course.

Sam’lia accepted the wand and turned it from side to side, studying it. She held her hand out palm-up, and the wand floated above it, tip pointed toward the sky. The length of the dark, baton-like item cracked, and it began to deteriorate. Splinters of wood flaked away from the wand and disintegrated into the air. Soon, all that was left behind was a black pearl, which had been housed in its center.

As I peered into the pearl, I felt a thousand perspectives flood my mind. I saw a gray realm from myriad angles in which time slowed to a crawl, its influence reaching out and freezing everything around me. Motes of dust hung in the air, suspended like sediment in honey, while the villagers became unmoving statues.

Sam’lia frowned and tilted her head. “Hello children,” she said softly into the pearl. “Who has been trying to let you out?”

She turned her ear to the pearl, listening to a thousand hissing screams that replied, their cries no louder than autumn leaves fluttering to the ground. She looked back into the pearl and sighed.

“You still cannot restrain your hunger,” she said, forlorn. “Everything you eat disappears, so how could you ever be full?” She narrowed her eyes. “No. You no longer belong here.”

All at once, the screams were silenced.

Time accelerated until it returned to normal. The pearl hung suspended over Sam’lia’s palm, now so pitch black that it appeared like a two-dimensional hole in space.

“This is a Reality Anchor,” she said, looking up at me. “It was bound to the Second Layer, but only through a pinhole portal. The breach had drawn the attention of entities I’d banished there long ago. Thankfully, they could not pass through, or the consequences would have been more severe.”

I recognized the term, Reality Anchor. The Cage had been an extradimensional space linked to Arzia through such a device. Orexis had destabilized it by shoving a void sphere inside. Reality Anchors were also listed in my ability description for my Checkpoint evolution to Dimensional Magic.

A Checkpoint portal may remain open for up to 1 hour and may be traversed by anyone. Closing a Checkpoint portal requires 60 seconds of concentration. Permanent Checkpoint portals, or Checkpoint portals with entrance and exit restrictions, require a Reality Anchor.

“I was forcefully taken to the Second Layer once,” I said. Yaretzi had unwisely trapped me there with his Thunderdome spell, forcing a fight to the death to escape. “It looked lifeless. You’re saying there are creatures there that you gave birth to?”

“Yes. However, I will say nothing more about their existence. The more you know about them, the easier it is for them to find you.”

Given that detail, the fact that she’d mentioned them at all in front of so many people seemed a bit cavalier, but I noticed that several silent conversations were going on around us. It seemed our talk was being contained.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll bury my curiosity and never speak of them to anyone.”

“I’m glad you’re quick.” Sam’lia held the Reality Anchor out to me. “I’ve purged the connection, and the Anchor is no longer bound. I believe you can use it to improve your personal realm.”

I accepted the pearl, which dropped into my palm, its surface slick and cold. I quickly placed it into my inventory, fearing it would slide right out of my hand if I wasn’t careful.

“There is one more thing I would like to chat about,” said Sam’lia.

“The Dread Star,” I guessed.

“Yes.” She stepped forward and placed a hand on my chest, gazing up into my eyes. “Arlo, as you are now, my existence is so vast that it is impossible for you to grasp.”

“Er, okay?” Her hand was very warm, bordering on hot.

“The Dread Star is to me as I am to you. Do you understand?”

“I think you just told me that’s literally impossible.”

“Good,” she said, patting my chest and dropping her arm. “I have no idea how or why the Dread Star has taken interest in you. It may console you to know that it is not a malevolent being. Still, when a person bathes, they hold no animosity toward the bacteria they scour.”

“Right.”

“Consider carefully the questions you ask,” she continued. “There are truths that would wash you away, leaving nothing behind. Other than that, feel free to commune with it. Just… don’t do it here. I’d rather not draw the Dread Star’s attention.” She patted me on the cheek. “Also, if you use that Anchor to create a permanent portal, don’t do that here either. There are reasons the Third Layer is kept separate. Even having the portal to your personal realm open for an hour is more than I like. Try and treat it like a door that should always be shut behind you once you’ve walked through.”

“I’ll do that,” I said.

Sam’lia studied me for a moment, then jerked her head toward Xim behind her. “Xim is wary of her feelings, but she likes you,” she said. I raised an eyebrow and glanced over at the cleric. She was speaking excitedly with her parents but caught me looking and flashed me a grin.

“I would hope so,” I said. “Since she spends so much time around me.”

Sam’lia swatted my chest. It felt like a playful god was tickling my soul. “You know what I mean.” She looked into my eyes, unpeeling my layers. “You don’t think it would work out.”

“Party dynamics aside, there’s a big part of Xim’s life that I could never share with her,” I said.

“And as much as you try, you are uncomfortable with the nature of worship,” Sam’lia added. She held up a hand before I could reply. “An oversimplification, I know, and I also understand.” Then she reached out to grip my shoulders. She looked me up and down while she squeezed my deltoids. “Regardless, a big, virile boy like you shouldn’t restrain yourself so much. It isn’t healthy.”

“This is a little embarrassing,” I said, feeling like a 14-year-old being told how handsome they are by their mother.

“Fine, fine,” she said, letting her hands—and the matter—drop. “Tell Etja not to worry about her abilities. She isn’t going to turn into her dad.”

“Hmm, okay.”

“And let Nuralie know the Eschenden are pleased with her.”

“I—How do you know that? Do the gods talk?”

“Sometimes. Also, tell Varrin that Nephithaya can help with his spiritualism even though he is not one of her faithful.”

“Nephithaya?”

“Bring Grotto next time, too. I’d like to speak with him at length about a few things.” She kept going before I could respond. “Shog’s brood had some trouble while he was with you, so you really need to respect his time away. No summoning unless it’s life or death.”

I remembered an offhand comment from Shog about how c’thons resided in the Third Layer of their home dimension.

“Will do,” I said. Sam’lia gave me another pat on the cheek, then turned back to the crowd. The sounds of scattered conversations rose around me like Sam’lia was turning the volume knob on reality back up to normal.

“Be well, children,” she said, her voice carrying across the crowd. Then, in a burst of flame, she was gone.

Xim skipped over and then looked up at me with her hands folded behind her back. “Learn anything?” she asked.

“Yeah. She also gave me some messages to pass on to the others.”

“Oh? Let me guess. The Divine One was handing out matronly wisdom.”

“Pretty much.”

“Well, I’m starving,” she said. “Let’s go see about this feast they’re planning.”

And so we did. Food and revels followed, and I caught up with the goings-on in the tribe. It turned out Grotto was fully capable of operating the portals and Checkpoints from within the Closet himself, and Xim stayed behind as I returned through the portal he opened the next day. I was alone for the first time in months, and I took a deep breath, already planning out how best to relax for a few days.

Of course, I was reminded that I was never really alone when Grotto’s mental voice filled my head.

[Would you like to assist me in monitoring the Delvers currently running the Pocket Delve?]


Chapter 33


Ididn’t think too hard about Grotto’s request for me to join him in watching randos invading my dimensional space. I simply grumbled my acceptance and was teleported to a part of the Closet I’d never seen.

It was a tight space, about the size of a small bedroom, with a miniature Delve obelisk atop a pedestal at its center. There were no doors or other entrances, and the only light in the room came from glowing text crawling across dozens of slates on the wall. Grotto’s eyes studied one of the displays, feelers undulating.

“Where are we right now?” I thought to my familiar.

[We are in a command center contained on all sides by 1,000 feet of solid rock, situated a quarter of a mile above the obelisk chamber. Given that my prior experience operating a Delve from within the obelisk itself resulted in being taken captive, I felt that this would be more secure.]

“Makes sense. Someone could still teleport here, though. I could, at least.”

[Try it.]

I raised an eyebrow and focused on using Shortcut with Coordinated Thinker, searching for a nearby space large enough to teleport to safely. My awareness couldn’t leave the room.

“Oh, this is claustrophobic.”

[If you wish to leave, simply grasp my small obelisk and feed it your intent.]

I glanced at the pillar in the room’s center, then back at Grotto. “Phrasing, Grotto.”

[Stop being immature. Do you wish to observe the group that has just entered? I believe you will find the experience… enlightening.]

I did my best to stay annoyed at Grotto for intentionally allowing intruders into the Closet but found myself curious. “Fine. How do I do that?”

Grotto’s dark eyes turned to me. [Simply grasp my small obelisk,] he thought, making full eye contact. [And feed it your intent.]

I frowned but placed my hand on the pillar and shut my eyes, trying to concentrate on viewing a party of Delvers within my halls. I got some uncomfortable psychic feedback.

[Be gentle. It is very sensitive.]

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

I relaxed, and my perception divorced itself from my body. The world stuttered a few times until I found myself looking down at a cavern made of dark stone, with a jagged, irregular floor. There was a group of Delvers standing in a loose three-point triangle formation, with a woman at its center.

My Soul-Sight still worked while viewing the Delve-given perspective, and I could tell this group was Level 15, all gold. The four of them were clad head to toe in armor, hiding their features, but I could tell from the shape of their helms and the general litheness of their bodies that they were a group of Littans. In fact, when I looked closely at their souls, they were familiar.

“This is Captain Pio’s party,” I thought to Grotto. It was the Littan we’d met after emerging from the Descent.

[Indeed. Once you agreed to her request to meet with Duchess Ruiz and General Connatis, I took it upon myself to do some research into her party.]

“Any particular reason?”

[If you are walking into an ambush, it would be best to be prepared.]

“True. Is inviting them over for dinner and a monster part of your research?”

[I find that the best way to discern a Delver’s character is to observe them in action.]

“So how did you get them in here?”

[I submitted a System request to target them with a private invitation. Because of their proximity to the Closet’s exit portal, it put them well within range of a summons.]

“Is it weird that they agreed? I’m not saying I understand how the Littan military works, but jumping into a Delve while on duty seems like it would be closely controlled.”

[Their Delvers must still level. In case that was not enough, I made the invitation more enticing to encourage their acceptance.]

“How so?”

[Because of our unique configuration, the System approved my request to upgrade our designation to an Expansion Delve. If this group succeeds, they will earn an additional Active Skill slot and a specialized Active Skill.]

“They’re a group of Golds. Won’t an Expansion Delve be way more difficult than their normal crawls?”

[Indeed. In fact, I had to request an exception for them to enter, given they have no Platinum levels. The System informed them of the rating before they accepted, so they are aware of the danger. I am curious to see how they perform.]

“All right. Can we run the Pocket Delve to get our second extra slot?”

[It would be pointless to waste our resources that way. I can use System Call to discover another Expansion Delve for you to pillage.]

“What about the special skill?”

[You would not benefit from the special skill.]

“Why not?”

[You already have a modified teleport. Your creation of Reckless Shortcut is part of the reason we were allowed to upgrade to an Expansion Delve.]

“Wait. You’re handing out my skill? I worked hard for that!”

[No, you made it while in a half-braindead stupor. Regardless, your version is heavily customized. The reward will also be heavily customized for whatever Delver claims it. It will be related but distinct.]

I decided to reserve judgment until I saw what was handed out. I couldn’t have the System cribbing my work. Then again, I assumed that’s what I did every time I accepted a System skill.

“Are they just… taking in the view?”

The group of four were standing at the ready but weren’t speaking or making any preparations that I could see.

[You can adjust your perspective by concentrating.]

I gave Grotto’s instruction a shot, and my point of view began floating down from the ceiling high above until I was in front of the group, only a few feet away. They were all keeping a close watch on the dark environment, doing their best to stay silent and still.

“Is it possible for them to notice me?”

[Possible, but highly unlikely. At Level 15 it would require an extremely focused build on perception or divination.]

“What happens if they do notice me?”

[Delvers tend to ignore non-hostile entities, and discovering that the Core is monitoring their group is not exceptional. In the rare case that it breeds antagonism, Delvers can usually be redirected by the System.]

I floated around the group in a wide arc, studying each in turn and trying to size them up. At the front was a male Littan in heavy plate, holding a large roundshield that went from knee to neckline. He had a two-handed warhammer gripped in one hand, shaft balanced on his shoulder. It probably weighed as much as I did. I could make out golden eyes beneath his helm.

To his right was a man wearing a heavy black coat over a suit of chainmail. He was unarmed but was studying a floating book written in the mind-shattering Celestial language. Its pages turned lazily on their own.

To the left was a woman in leathers dyed black, wearing a red, honest-to-goodness cape, which hung down to her ankles. She flipped a small throwing knife from one hand to the other, with no other armaments I could see.

In the middle was Captain Pio, dressed in a set of bronze Madrin scale. She had a smaller roundshield with the crest of the Littan military on its face and held a wand pointed toward the floor, her eyes flitting back and forth between party members.

“Ah, they have a psychic chat room just like us!”

[The ability will become more common as you encounter higher-Level groups.]

“Good thing we picked it up early, I guess. Where’s their fifth?”

[I have not seen a fifth member.]

“They came into an Expansion Delve understaffed? Bold choice.”

[No. Their entry logs show five Delvers.]

“So the fifth is a sneaky one, eh?”

[It appears so.]

I got the vague impression that Grotto was searching the Delve, and I watched the group stand around for another few minutes. I hadn’t known what to expect from this experience, but I hadn’t expected to be bored.

[I have not located their fifth, but I have determined what they are doing.]

“What’s that?”

[Attacking the Abyssal Hounds in the next room over.]

Last I’d checked, the hounds had been Aberrant, not Abyssal. I assumed it had been an upgrade.

I tried mentally commanding my view to swap to what Grotto was seeing and was pleased with myself when it worked. I was now looking down at the room I affectionately called the Dog Pound, where a horde of two dozen Grade 12 Abyssal Hounds made their home. They were the size of large wolves, with knotted muscle coiling below slick, oily skin, and were currently tearing one of their own members into pieces.

“What the shit?”

[You can mirror the status screens of the hounds to see what is affecting them.]

I focused on the hound currently having its entrails pulled out by the vicious horde and brought up its notifications.

Abyssal Hound has gained 1 stack of Cursed!

Abyssal Hound has become Berserk!

Abyssal Hound deals 63 damage to Abyssal Hound with Spatial Maw.

Abyssal Hound has taken 48 damage from Abyssal Hound!

Abyssal Hound has taken 86 damage from Abyssal Hound!

I ignored the rest of the damage notifications. It appeared the group’s stealth fighter was a curse mage of some sort. Nasty. I brought up statuses for the other hounds, finding that all of them had at least one stack of Cursed.

Cursed: For each stack of Cursed an entity possesses, they receive a -6 penalty to all attacks and contested checks. If an entity has any stacks of Blessed when they would gain any number of stacks of Cursed, they instead lose that many stacks of Blessed.

“Poor doggos. Do the hounds have an answer for this?”

[They are ultimately entry fodder, but yes.]

One of the largest hounds—as tall as a full-grown man—raised its head and released a baleful cry.

Abyssal Hound Alpha uses Warp Howl!

Nearby Abyssal Hounds gain Celerity!

Celerity: An entity with Celerity has their movement speed doubled.

The hounds began charging, bodies blurring across the massive chamber they occupied toward the Littan party in the entry cavern. The hounds blinked in and out of existence, making short-range teleports to boost their already near-supersonic speeds.

The heavy-armored Littan was already striding forward, shifting his hammer off his shoulder.

“Oh, neat. I can pull up their names.”

Sergeant Guar of Litta: Delver, Level 15

“Pretty metal name, mah dude.”

The moment the hounds began materializing through the narrow entryway between the two rooms, Sergeant Guar burst forward, the air cracking in complaint.

He was even faster than the hounds.

Guar appeared in the middle of the pack, whirling the massive hammer in an arc around him, driving it into four of the beasts. All of them were sent crashing into the ground.

Abyssal Hound has taken 85 Kinetic damage and 39 Holy damage from Sergeant Guar of Litta!

Abyssal Hound has taken 79 Kinetic damage and 39 Holy damage from Sergeant Guar of Litta!

There was a brief flash of light and Sergeant Guar’s body shone like he’d been showered in glitter. All the hounds teleporting into the cavern rounded on him, several doing a full one-eighty from their charge on the party’s other three members.

Abyssal Hounds are Distracted by Sgt. Guar!

“Can we give the hounds better names? Having all the notifications say ‘Abyssal Hound’ this and ‘Abyssal Hound’ that might make it confusing.”

The hounds began leaping forward, their bodies distorting unnaturally as they warped space to try and bite at the Littan around his shield. Most of them were not successful.

[I use numerical designations. You can adjust the naming conventions however you wish.]

Guar spun again, twice as fast this time, and hit a dozen hounds with his hammer. Then his body rotated even faster, and his hammer grew half again in length, pulping the hounds he’d already hit and sending the rest skittering across the rough cavern floor.

I mentally requested that the System append a random name to each Abyssal Hound and was not disappointed.

Abyssal Hound Barkthulhu has taken 84 Kinetic damage and 39 Holy damage from Sergeant Guar of Litta!

Abyssal Hound Drooligan has taken 76 Kinetic damage and 39 Holy damage from Sergeant Guar of Litta!

Abyssal Hound Wagzilla has taken 91 Kinetic damage and 39 Holy damage from Sergeant Guar of Litta!

Barkthulhu is Stunned!

Drooligan is Stunned!

Wagzilla is Stunned!

Abyssal Hound Chomposaurus has been slain!

Abyssal Hound Toothnado has been slain!

Abyssal Hound Bitey McGrowlface has been slain!

The other Littans had yet to make a move, although I noticed the bookworm raise a hand toward Sgt. Guar once it looked like the hounds were backing off.

Staff Sergeant Baltae of Litta: Delver, Level 15

Staff Sergeant Baltae made a fist, and space twisted around the heavily armored Guar. Every hound within fifteen feet of the hammerman was crushed into the ground, then sucked toward him, forcing their bodies through Dimensional contortions. Bones snapped as the force mangled limbs and spines.

You have observed the Suction Bomb spell!

Suction Bomb

Dimensional

Cost: 20 mana + 2 mana/second

Requirements: INT 20, Dimensional Magic 20

You create a 15-foot radius gravitational rift within a number of feet equal to 40 + twice your Dimensional Magic skill level. The rift is an area of intense gravity, causing all entities in the area to become Slowed.

When the rift appears and every 6 seconds thereafter, make an INT Spatial attack against all entities within the rift. Entities hit by this attack are pulled to its center.

Abyssal Hound Borkinator is Slowed! Borkinator has taken 109 Spatial damage from Staff Sergeant Baltae of Litta!

Abyssal Hound Fangus Khan has been slain!

Abyssal Hound Clawsome has been slain!

Abyssal Hound Smolbeans has been slain!

“Aw. This is sad.”

[Would you like to know how many mundane humans this pack slaughtered before we corralled them into the Delve?]

“I loved them despite their flaws. Also, aren’t you breeding them? What sins have the newborns committed?”

[The sin of foolishly attacking a superior foe.]

“I feel like somebody is going to call animal welfare after this.”

[They are literal monsters.]

“Are they, Grotto? Are they the monsters, or is it us?”

The slaughter continued until only the Alpha remained.

So far, the Littans hadn’t done anything too special. Unless you consider letting the tank solo an entire pack of two dozen Grade 12s with only one spell assist from the Dimensional mage special. It didn’t look like Guar was taking any damage either.

Neither Pio nor the woman tossing her throwing dagger around had made any moves, and I also hadn’t seen anything new from the hidden stealth member. Overall, this fight had shown me they were competent, but the best thing I’d gotten out of it was seeing that Suction Bomb spell.

That is, until knife lady fucking flew into the Alpha like Superman.

Lieutenant Madel of Litta: Delver, Level 15

Abyssal Hound Alpha Alfalfa has taken 158 Kinetic damage from Lieutenant Madel of Litta!

Alfalfa takes 141 Kinetic damage!

Alfalfa takes 142 Kinetic damage!

Alfalfa takes 155 Kinetic damage!

Alfalfa takes 163 Kinetic damage!

Alfalfa takes 154 Kinetic damage!

Alfalfa is Slowed!

Alfalfa is Weakened!

Alfalfa gains 18 stacks of Bleeding/sec!

Alfalfa gains 39 stacks of Toxicity/sec!

Lt. Madel opened by punching Alpha Alfalfa right in the eye, caving in the Hound’s ocular cavity and sending the 400-pound beast stumbling. Then her dagger—which she’d thrown before she started flying—skewered Alfalfa in the same eye, disappearing into its face.

A glistening black shortsword appeared in her right hand, which she used to slit Alfalfa’s throat, and then she hit him in the temple with the spike of a golden hammer that came from some-fucking-where, and her right hand now held a blood-red spear that was also going into the same eye, and the dagger was back in her left hand—nope, there it goes—she threw it into the throat wound.

In three seconds, Alfalfa lost 913 health and was taking 57 damage a second from sizzling wounds that dumped blood like an upturned gallon jug of milk and rotted away at 100,000 times speed.

Alfalfa let out a gurgled cry, and cracks formed in reality around its assailant, but Lt. Madel flowed around them like a butterfly made of liquid silk, then disappeared. A spray of blood went up from Alfalfa’s back, where Madel now stood, her dark blade buried into the base of the hound’s skull.

Alpha Alfalfa lurched once, then collapsed, and a final wet whimper sputtered out through its opened throat.

“All right. She’s not too shabby.”


Chapter 34


“Has the valiant sacrifice of Alfalfa’s pack earned us anything?” I thought to my familiar.

[Aside from determining that this group possesses skills more advanced than an average Gold party, it has also resulted in the acquisition of additional mana to use how we wish.]

“How? Didn’t you spend a lot of mana raising the hounds?”

[The Hounds make use of the ambient Dimensional mana abundant in the Closet. The obelisk cannot absorb all that this environment can provide. Even if it could, the structure hit a cap on its capacity to absorb and convert mana while we were within The Descent.]

The bodies of the Hounds began to wither and blacken as the Littans reviewed their reward notifications.

[The Hounds condense this mana within them, creating a compound that mana chips are based upon. While the Delvers are issued rewards for each monster slain, there is always a surplus that is reserved for the Delve. Skills and other abilities also disperse mana of various types, improving mana diversity.]

“Isn’t all of that offset when the Delvers receive their level distribution?”

[It depends on the function of the Delve and its current capacity. Certain events can lead to an overload that distribution will help to offset. A competent group will typically lead to a loss, but a single death results in enough mana to generate several advancements. Mana-woven gear is also sometimes left behind, and if an entire group perishes, everything they are carrying is kept or absorbed.]

“So it’s a numbers game.”

[If the motivation were solely to net excess mana and equipment, then yes. The process allows us to adapt to this generation of Delvers and develop strategies best suited to guide them. Our capabilities improve, we enhance the power of the Delve, the Delvers expose us to novel skills, and we ultimately earn the favor of the System.]

I chewed that over, trying to figure out whether this was worth the risk to the Closet’s security. I wasn’t going to stop Grotto—I’d agreed a long time ago that he could run a Delve in the Closet—but that didn’t mean I couldn’t take precautions or ask for design concessions to mitigate threats. Getting an insider look at the spells and techniques of other Delvers was helpful, but I wasn’t a big fan of looting their corpses. Of course, I had no idea what kind of loot we were talking about.

“What kind of loot are we talking about? Has anyone died in here?”

A few seconds passed, and a list appeared in my field of view. My eyes probably went wide, but my vision was entirely disconnected from them. I was looking at a full party’s worth of gear and then some. As I scrolled through, the Littans began to move on and into the main cave of The Pound.

Some of the items would have been upgrades for the party, but I wasn’t going to ask Grotto to hand over any of the ill-gotten gains. Delvers entered the Delves voluntarily and earned ample rewards while doing so. I’d mostly come to terms with the morality of Grotto operating one for that reason. Harvesting bodies myself for their resources felt like stepping over a fuzzy gray line into villainous behavior.

After all, once I began to have a strong personal incentive for other Delvers to die, would that encourage me to push for more lethal options inside the Pocket Delve? I didn’t think I would ever make that sort of decision consciously, but would Grotto? My own survival was directly connected to his, all the way down to the level of the soul. We had a Shared Fate, after all.

It was probably best for me to keep as much separation as I could from the Delve. Also, aside from ethical considerations, we had Varrin shopping for us back in Hiward, and we all had enough money for a full re-equip.

“What will you do with all this stuff?”

[I received an eleventh intrinsic skill slot along with the party once we completed The Descent, which was automatically filled with Golemancy. By imbuing golems and automatons with rudimentary mana matrixes, they become capable of wielding magical weapons and armor.]

“You didn’t get to choose?”

[I have had extensive practice with Golemancy in the past, so it seems the System is granting me intrinsic skills related to my experience as you grow more capable.]

I thought back to the large harvester bots that had farmed poison essences in Grotto’s old Delve, and which had helped us fight the c’thon Ihxiobrixilas.

[It is serendipitous. Etja’s body is an advanced golem construct, and I have had ample time to study the exceptional matrix imbued into her by Orexis and the traitorous Delve Core Nasro. Any golems I create will have significant advantages, and I will also be able to make repairs to Etja if she is significantly damaged, such as by losing a limb.]

“I appreciate your consideration, but you’re talking about her like she’s an object.”

[Her soul is true, and she is as much a person as anyone else. That does not change the realities of her creation. She evolved during and after The Cage, but her body remains, at its heart, a construct.]

I mentally frowned but let Grotto’s mildly insensitive characterization pass since he made a valid point. Xim’s magic worked on Etja, allowing her to heal the mage, but our cleric still couldn’t regrow entire bodily structures.

[The Littans were wise to fight the Hounds in the entrance chamber,] Grotto thought, interrupting my musings. [I made significant upgrades to the environmental hazards after witnessing Tavio defeat the existing traps with ease.]

I refocused on the Level 15 Golds as they wandered through the massive artificial cavern, looking for what Grotto was talking about. When I’d fought with Tavio, the encounter had spilled into the Closet, where the Littan handily dodged waves of Dimensional energy and tore through ankle-breaking pit traps with raw Strength.

Now, the air was filled with Dimensional ripples, and the Littan group was moving slowly over the sharp, uneven terrain that threatened to snare, stab, or slice all but the most well-protected feet. Captain Pio and the spatial mage were struggling to follow Sgt. Guar, who stomped through with heavy enchanted boots, creating indentations for the others to step into. Lt. Madel hovered over the hostile floor, unbothered and flipping her dagger, cape fluttering in a breeze that I knew didn’t exist down there.

Occasionally, the spatial mage would gesture, and the group would turn to avoid an area of warped space that would have sliced or twisted limbs and armor alike. The room appeared wide open, but in actuality, it was a narrow path of razor-edged metal winding through a nearly invisible maze of deadly distortions.

[The two in the rear appear to have no points dedicated to Agility. Without a movement ability to compensate, that is a liability for their team.]

“They’re making it through okay by going slow and steady.”

[Why would you believe it to be so easy?]

As though summoned by Grotto’s words—which, to be fair, it probably was—a wave of spikes began to shoot up from the floor. It started at the entrance to the cavern and moved forward at a rate that wasn’t very fast by Delver standards but several times quicker than the Littans were moving. If they didn’t pick up the pace, the party would be skewered.

The Littans responded swiftly and without any panic. The spatial mage, Sgt. Baltea, hopped onto Sgt. Guar’s back while waving a hand at Captain Pio, who floated off the ground. The mage had cast a spell called Telekinesis. I looked over the skill’s description, finding that it did more or less what one would expect, with various specialized rules for specific circumstances.

Baltae pointed the way forward, and Guar moved into a jog, stomping his feet hard enough to jump slightly with each step. Sgt. Baltae pulled Captain Pio along behind the others with Telekinesis, and her body lit up with energy. Everyone in the party glowed as Shielding wrapped them in a protective, skin-tight shell. I checked over Pio’s spell description, saw that it was a robust—but basic—Divine skill, and dismissed the notification.

The group ran into a few spatial tears as they rushed forward, eating through their Shielding and resulting in some light damage. The cavern narrowed, and the safe path became even more winding and perilous until it terminated in a tight hallway. Just before the hallway, set into the cavern walls, were a series of large tablets covered in the writing of a half dozen languages. The party could only steal a glance at the tablets before being forced into the hall, barely making it in time to avoid the spikes.

The hall itself had smooth walls and perfect geometry, clearly the product of intentional architecture rather than a seemingly natural formation like the caverns. The Littans took a break and collected themselves, with Guar setting Sgt. Baltae down and the spatial mage ending the Telekinesis that kept Captain Pio afloat. Captain Pio assessed their injuries as Sgt. Baltae sat and closed his eyes, looking like he was meditating.

“What were those tablets?”

[They tell the history of the Delve and provide hints that help the Delvers navigate the upcoming section.]

“Hope they have good perception and memory.” The hallway appeared safe, and it looked like the Littans were trying to recover their resources through regeneration rather than through skills or potions. “And what history are you talking about? The Closet has only existed for a little over two years.”

[Yes, well, I have taken some liberties with the narrative.]

“Care to share?”

[While the official designation of the Delve is 1156-B: The Pocket Delve, I am able to amend the title displayed to the Delvers. In this case, the Delve is called “Inheritance of the Void King.”]

“Uh, okay. Who or what is the Void King?”

There was a long pause. [The myth of the Void King is… loosely based on your life.]

“Oh? I’m the Void King now? Should I add that to my title, right after astronaut?”

[Replacing Esquire would likely be more appropriate.]

“But I like Esquire. What if I used both before my name?”

[That would be improper.]

“Yeah, I’m gonna do it anyway. I also need to add in my leadership experience somewhere; can’t let that one go to waste.”

Party Leader Void King Esquire Arlo “Soulsbane” Xor’Drel, Escalated Platinum Delver, Extradimensional Traveler, Slayer of Ihbriobrixalas, Destroyer of Mountains, Scourge of the Avatars, Sworn Foe of The Mighty Oak from Volume 1 & Astronaut.

I thought over the designation, wondering if it had gone past epic and into “just plain silly” territory.

[image: ]


Nah, it was right on target.

[You should prepare yourself to see some old acquaintances.]

A series of chevrons appeared in my vision, and I shifted my view to follow the indicated direction. The hallway was around a quarter mile long, and whatever Grotto had just highlighted for me was near the far end. I willed my perspective forward until the ceiling and walls became spotted with holes about the size of a sewer entrance and realized that what I was looking for was above the ceiling. I shifted up into one of the holes, and the chevrons turned into small orbs hovering in the air before me.

Nothing was visible, aside from the icons, until I focused with Soul-Sight on one of the orbs, and a creature was revealed.

“Holy shit, is that a Gekkog?”

The bulldog-sized creatures were two-thirds mouth and fangs, with the remainder dedicated to two thick arms ending in wide, flat fingertips, a pair of stubby legs, and a tail tipped by a sharp stinger. Unlike the previous version I’d encountered in my Creation Delve, these were sleeker and even more sinister-looking. The light warped around their skin, allowing them to blend in perfectly in the dark corridor above the hallway. They crawled forward, taking swift, careful steps that were as silent as a passing cloud.

[It is a superior variant, owing to the environment.]

I immediately had the System start appending random names, then identified one of the creatures and brought up its notifications.

Abyssal Gekkog: Amalgamation, Grade 14

Abyssal Gekkog Goozooka has entered Stealth!

Goozooka has used Optical Camouflage!

Goozooka has used Sonic Vacuum!

[It will be impossible to notice them without extrasensory perception or an advanced intrinsic such as high-level Reconnaissance.]

“Are Gekkogs common? Where did you find these things?”

[I have sufficient data to grow certain entities from stored genetic information.]

“You have grow vats full of Gekkogs?”

[That is an accurate enough statement.]

I swapped back to the Littans, seeing that Sgt. Baltae had stood from his meditation. The group was having a psychic conversation, but Baltae was a gestural speaker, and his hands swept through the air as he mentally explained something to the group.

“Sure wish we could listen in on that discussion.”

The Gekkogs descended from the holes and crawled along the ceiling and walls. Without my Soul-Sight, they were little more than a slight distortion against the stone, and even knowing they were there, I found my “eyes” involuntarily sliding off of them. They closed to within two hundred feet of the Littans without being discovered.

Sgt. Guar was facing down the hallway as his party discussed, shield up and facing the unexplored direction. His eyes continually scanned the hallway, refusing to get distracted by the chat. Because of the man’s massive frame, he blocked most of the cramped corridor, which is why he was the only one to become a pincushion.

The tails of the Gekkogs whipped forward, and small portals appeared just ahead of their six-inch stingers. The stingers launched through the portals, reappearing an inch from Sgt. Guar. The hall was filled with a series of loud pops as the stingers broke the sound barrier and collided with Guar.

A few stingers landed on the man’s shield, but the Gekkogs were given ample time to aim, and nine of the dozen projectiles thunked into his armor. There were small flashes of light when the first three landed, the stingers bouncing off and burying themselves deep into the wall from the ricochet. Another of the stingers burned what was left of the man’s Shielding, and I saw his body pulse as some Blessed stacks were burned. Only 4 of the stingers punctured through his thick armor and buried themselves in the muscular Littan beneath, eliciting a stoic rasp from the man when one hit him dead center of the neck.

“Damn, he’s tough. How much damage do you think those did?”

The rest of the Littan party began to respond. Captain Pio refreshed the party’s Shielding, and Sgt. Baltae positioned himself directly behind Sgt. Guar.

[An average Warp Needle from an Abyssal Gekkog has a base damage of 110 Kinetic plus 30 Spatial and imposes 15 Bleeding along with 30 Toxicity. Against a target that cannot perceive them, another 62 damage with bonus Bleeding and Toxicity is added, and the chance to critically strike is doubled.]

I eyed Guar’s armor. It was impossible to tell how much Physical DR the man had, but he’d clearly been hurt. He still couldn’t see his enemies, and more needles clinked off his shield, an occasional strike piercing his body. However, a quick burst of healing came from Captain Pio, and every needle that had disappeared into his flesh was pushed back out of the holes in his armor, clattering to the ground.

Then one of the Gekkogs lost its shit.

Abyssal Gekkog Hiss Hemsworth gains 1 stack of Cursed!

Hiss Hemsworth has become Berserk!

Just like with the Hounds, all of the Gekkogs rapidly gained stacks of Cursed. The Berserker started firing indiscriminately into its allies, who responded swiftly to deal with the traitor. Before they could recollect themselves, the Littan quartet rushed down the hallway. Sgt. Guar dropped to one knee, and Sgt. Baltae formed a swelling violet sphere of energy. It grew to the size of a bowling ball in under a second, then launched down the corridor. Another sphere immediately formed after, more than twice as fast, then fired behind its twin.

As the first orb hurtled forth, Gekkogs were torn from the walls and ceiling, sucked into a mass around the orb, and carried down the hallway. Those that resisted the effect were pulled in by the second orb, sending all dozen Gekkogs flailing down the hall in a pile of shorn flesh and snapping bone.

You have observed the Spatial Orb spell!

Spatial Orb

Dimensional

Cost: 20 mana

Requirements: INT 20, Dimensional Magic 20

You create an orb that shoots out from you in a line extending a number of feet equal to 40 plus twice your Dimensional Magic skill level. Make an INT Spatial attack against all entities within 5 feet of the Orb’s path.

Entities hit by the Orb must make a STR or AGI check opposed by your INT. On failure, the entity is pulled with the orb for a distance of your choosing up to the end of the orb’s range.

Abyssal Gekkog Toejira has taken 151 Spatial damage!

Abyssal Gekkog Geckachu has taken 125 Spatial damage!

The first Gekkogs landed in a miserable clump fifty feet further down the hall and were then struck by the second orb as it deposited the smaller group of Gekkogs on top of them. None had been killed and were writhing as they tried to extricate themselves from one another, but Sgt. Guar was out for revenge.

The heavy-armored fighter launched forward, his shield held in front as a mighty gust of wind buffeted his back. Every loping step covered twenty feet as his shield caught the gust like a fucking kite and helped surge him toward the enemy. Electricity began to arc from his body, striking the walls and leaving blackened scorch marks behind.

Once he was only a few yards from the Gekkogs, he slammed his shield into the ground, and the world went white as a dense network of lightning split the air, crackling out from the item. The bolts leapt between the Gekkogs, their muscles tensing and paralyzing them.

Abyssal Gekkog Sir Licks-a-Lot has taken 140 Lightning damage!

Sir Licks-a-Lot has been slain!

The attack only lasted a split second. Afterward, the Gekkogs were little more than a smoking pile of burnt tissue.

Guar’s body lit up with Divine energy as Captain Pio cast Cleanse on the tank, then lit up twice more as she threw Heals into him. The Gekkogs dealt decent Toxicity and Bleeding, but I hadn’t seen a single drop of blood leak out from Guar’s armor. He may have been immune to Bleeding—like myself—but he apparently wasn’t immune to poison. Either way, despite all his defenses, he’d taken some decent damage. Of course, he’d eaten twelve sneak attacks to the face and hadn’t died. He was definitely robust.

The Littans paused again, having a psychic conversation and reviewing their combat notifications. Before they had time to rest, Grotto was back to antagonizing them. Twenty-foot sections of the hallway began to shrink in sequence, once again forcing the party forward.

“You really like breaking your own Delve, don’t you?”

[These large environmental modifications barely take any effort due to the malleability of the Closet. A touch of mana, and the dimensions of any room move at my whim, albeit slowly. Enhancing the speed of the alterations with a few weaves and an extra burst of power is simple.]

I hadn’t realized Grotto had been able to weaponize our ability to reshape the Closet quite so well. The walls moved inward like an iris closing, twisting on themselves and threatening to crush anyone who lingered. I doubted it would be enough to outright kill a Delver with decent Fortitude, but it would sure as hell get them stuck. More importantly, it kept the Littans from resting.

“Is there a time limit on this Delve?”

[Six hours.]

“Damn, that’s pretty short.”

[It is a significant contributor to the difficulty rating.]

“And do you plan to allow them any rest during that time?”

I felt a wave of amusement pour through our connection. [Absolutely not.]

I refocused on the Littans, who moved at a jog to outpace the collapsing hallway. They’d been fairly judicious with their use of stamina and mana, but if this level of intensity kept up for six entire hours, well…

They’d better have good regen.


Chapter 35


The next section of the Delve was a dimensional maze. The hallway ended at a T-junction, each side of which led to a crossroad with three more potential paths to choose from.

[There are forty potential junctions. When a path is chosen, it will lead to one of three additional junctions, with one junction having a 66 percent chance of being selected, the second having a 23 percent chance, and the last having 11 percent. The goal of the maze is to follow the junctions in a specific sequence, which will lead to the exit.]

“How do they know which junction to choose?”

[The tablets in the cave wall of the Pound gave clues buried in the mythos of the Void King. Each junction has a unique arrangement of traps, decorations, mana monsters, and so on, which relate to specific events in the Void King’s life. An astute Delver will be able to determine the path with the best probability of leading the way forward.]

“So it’s similar to the divine maze in The Descent, but with dimensional shenanigans.”

[Yes, but choosing the correct path will continuously lead to more dangerous encounters.]

“They didn’t have much time to look at those tablets. If they rely on trial and error, then all they have to do is try to keep repeating the junctions with the highest difficulty they’ve found?”

[It is possible to brute force the puzzle that way, but it will take much longer. Their current attempts at caution would cause them to run out of time.]

They did not run out of time.

Sgt. Baltae turned out to be something of an investigator. The spatial mage took the lead, paused briefly at each intersection to close his eyes, and then always picked the most optimal path. They had a few setbacks due to bad luck with the probabilities, but there was no way they could have done the maze any more efficiently. It took them around two hours, leaving them a little over three hours remaining.

That didn’t mean the maze didn’t take anything out of them. Despite Sgt. Baltae’s talent with memory, puzzle solving, and threat detection, his skill with neutralizing the traps they came across was underdeveloped compared to his ability to find them in the first place. His party relied on avoiding traps rather than disarming them.

However, many of the traps were seemingly unavoidable, leading to Dimensional attacks, more collapsing walls, and waves of teleporting spiders that did little damage but loaded the Littans up with Toxicity, among other things. By the time they’d escaped, three of them had taken significant damage. Captain Pio had burned a lot of mana on Heal, Shielding, and Cleanse, and the tank had dumped big chunks of stamina on AoE attacks.

Sgt. Madel came out in the best shape. Her machine-gun attack speed didn’t look like it relied on any techniques, so she could tear through enemies all day without running out of stamina. Her flight skill and Speed kept her out of the way of much of the danger, and anytime something got close enough to attack her, she would disappear and stab it—or something else—in the back.

The trade-off was that she didn’t have any utility and was best equipped for dealing with one enemy at a time. She was a dedicated elite killer whose main contribution was inexhaustible single-target damage. Invaluable in many circumstances, but useless for drawn-out puzzles and traps. Even the waves of spiders were a bad matchup since there were hundreds of the creatures, and she could kill at most six or seven at a time, whereas Sgt. Guar and Sgt. Baltae could spam AoEs that hit everything within a certain radius.

The stealth specialist never made an appearance. In fact, I’d forgotten the person even existed by the time they were out of the probability maze.

The maze terminated in a small palace filled with cursed loot. Baltae easily discerned the hazards the items posed, and the group was forced to rush through since several of the items had blanket effects that would slowly drain their maximum health through Wicked damage. That couldn’t be healed and would only recover through natural regeneration.

“Where in the hells did you find all that cursed shit? Did you craft it all?”

[Most are relics you recovered from The Mimic Delve while you recklessly looted entire chambers of their contents.]

“Hey, Etja and I looked those over. We left all the creepy paraphernalia behind, and none of what we picked up was magical, as far as we could tell.”

[They were drained of mana when you discovered them, and I suspect that is how The Mimic fed. After being refreshed, many had fascinating effects.]

“Shit. Were any of them mimics?”

[Yes. Eleven of the items were mimics biding their time, but they became inert once you defeated The Mimic.]

“Ah. Good idea containing all the cursed stuff in one place, I guess.”

[The Blighted Vault of the Void King is one of my favorite areas and includes a ledger that lists each item and the forbidden realm in which it was discovered. It is a shame they did not spend more time inside. I was unable to test some of the relics and was curious about their effects.]

“Good thing they, uh, didn’t let their inner lootbugs cloud their judgment.”

Having avoided the perils of careless greed—a vice even the most talented and discerning Delver might sometimes fall prey to—the Littans advanced into the most hostile chamber yet.

The floor was a field of jagged spikes, tipped with space-warping energy that would shred even the thickest of armor. It was untraversable through normal means, and I suspected the Littans would struggle with this one. Beyond the field of spikes was a lake that abutted a slightly curved wall, with no obvious exits to the arena-sized room. To make matters worse, the ceiling was two hundred feet above, covered in large stalactites, and the home of two dozen more Abyssal Gekkogs.

The party was given two minutes to hang out on a small platform, survey the room, and plan. Then, needles started warping into their flesh.

Captain Pio covered the group with more Shielding, and Sgt. Guar spawned a wall of energy that emanated from his roundshield and created temporary cover. Unfortunately, the Gekkogs didn’t care about the transparent obstruction, and their needles portaled through Guar’s countermeasure without issue. It was the first time I’d seen one of the Littans make a serious tactical error.

The Gekkogs were also smarter than I’d initially given them credit for. Without Guar serving as a meat shield for the others, the Gekkogs focused half of their attacks on Sgt. Baltae, whose Shielding immediately shattered and whose body glowed blue as Mana Barrier soaked damage and probably saved the man’s life. The other half focused on Captain Pio, but the woman was much tankier than she looked, blocking most of the attacks with her Shield and eating the rest without any visible reaction, even when needles skewered through her limbs.

Lt. Madel rocketed toward the ceiling, her body stuttering in and out of existence as portals shunted her forward to augment her substantial velocity. She made it to the first Gekkog in under a second, slaughtering it with three attacks before disappearing and reappearing next to another Gekkog which she eviscerated with the same ease. The creatures were using Optical Camouflage, but Madel had some way of perceiving them despite this.

The Gekkogs redirected and concentrated fire on Lt. Madel. Despite the woman’s insane Speed and nigh-miraculous capacity to dodge, she couldn’t avoid everything and started taking hits. However, her sacrifice took the pressure off the group below, allowing Pio to Heal and Cleanse. The surprise attack was much more effective than the last round of Gekkogs, and Sgt. Baltae was on the ground, bleeding heavily as Pio concentrated her efforts on keeping the man from death’s cold embrace.

Sgt. Baltae was the team’s main source of ranged damage, and with him out of the fight, it was up to Madel to fly between each Gekkog and deal with it personally. Guar took a position over Pio and Baltae, obscuring the pair from sight. The Gekkogs could hit anything they could see, which is how they avoided Guar’s translucent barrier but couldn’t see through the wall of metal-clad Littan.

Lt. Madel finally used a technique, and a dozen copies of her throwing daggers fanned out in front of her, striking three of the Gekkogs. She disappeared and caught one of the knives as it flew, redirecting it back into the Gekkog it had missed, then thrust her shortsword into its neck. As it fell, she was already blurring to the next Gekkog, connecting with a three-hit combo of hammer, spear, and blade.

She began spamming her dagger attack and moving off Gekkogs before they were dead, letting the Bleeding and Toxicity finish them. She used the time to make attacks on the others, despite needles raining into her from the ones dying to her DoTs. She’d taken some serious damage, and the moment she’d cleared the enemies, she hurtled toward the ground, blood pouring from a dozen wounds. Pio hit her with a Cleanse as soon as she was in range, and Madel crashed into the platform in a heap, nearly sliding off of it and into the spikes. A streak of vomit ran across the floor as Madel’s body tried to purge itself of an onslaught of poison.

Pio burned another Cleanse and pushed two Heals into the Lieutenant, then knelt to the ground, fingers rubbing at her temple.

As I thought over the encounter and how my party might have handled it, the Littans began having a serious psychic conversation. While the encounter revealed some shortcomings in the Littan party comp, they’d ultimately had the tools needed to overcome it. Sgt. Guar wasn’t in much danger from the Gekkogs, and had he not been defending Baltae, I was certain he’d found some way to launch himself to the ceiling. The man could probably jump that high or just start chucking his hammer as any sensible Blunt wielder should.

There also hadn’t been any Cursed stacks flying around, so the stealth fighter was M.I.A., making them a four-person team for the fight.

“What do you think?” I asked Grotto.

[They excel at close combat and mid-range fighting but struggle with long-range encounters. Sgt. Baltae has exceptional perception skills, but they did not extend far enough to notice the Gekkogs before they attacked. Each party member has a narrow focus and is excellent at their individual tasks, but if only one member has the appropriate skills for a fight, they rely on Captain Pio’s support and healing to endure. If Pio were to be neutralized, I believe the team would quickly fall apart. She is, however, quite difficult to kill as you can see.]

“How do they compare to other Golds you’ve dealt with?”

[That encounter would have obliterated an average Gold team at their level. Remember that this is rated as an Expansion Delve. That puts it a step above a similarly leveled Platinum. Despite each Littan being highly specialized, their abilities have strong synergy and enough overlap to have some redundancy. If Lt. Madel had been unable to respond, the loss of Sgt. Baltae for the fight would have likely spelled their doom.]

Captain Pio pulled out a mana potion and drank it, then handed a stamina potion to Sgt. Guar. The Littans were finally getting a few minutes to collect themselves.

“No more forced advancement? Let me guess, you’re going to collapse that platform they’re sitting on. The terrain barely mattered, other than forcing them to stay in one place.”

[There should have been another wave. One moment.]

I allowed my vision to mirror Grotto’s, following him toward the edge of the cavern’s roof, where several recesses led to more Gekkog hidey-holes. There was a burrow within where the Gekkogs made their nests.

It was total pandemonium.

Another thirteen Gekkogs were in a complete battle royale. Some were Berserked, others had full-blown Psychotic debuffs, and several were fighting one another for no discernible reason. The ones that still had control of their faculties were either Weakened, Paranoid, Paralyzed, or afflicted with Fear, and every Gekkog in the burrow had stacks of Cursed growing completely out of control.

Amidst the frenzy, only one Gekkog was uninjured, and it stalked between the others while avoiding the fight. I tried to bring up its notifications, but nothing came back. I couldn’t even identify it. Once the other twelve Gekkogs were Cursed to shit and half-dead, it opened its mouth and fired an attack spell at the Gekkog that looked to be in the best shape.

You have observed the Bog Standard Psychic Blast spell!

Bog Standard Psychic Blast

Spiritual

Cost: 5 mana

Requirements: Spiritual Magic

Make a CHA Psychic attack against an entity you can perceive within a number of feet of you equal to 20 plus your Spiritual Magic skill level. This attack gains a damage bonus equal to your Spiritual Magic skill level if the target is afflicted by a mind-affecting status.

[That is not one of our minions.]

After firing its attack, the imposter deftly slipped behind another Gekkog. The Psychic attack tore at the soul of its target Gekkog, which spun in response and searched for the source of the assault. It locked onto the Gekkog the imposter hid behind, screeched, and fired a stinger into its ally’s giant mouth. This sort of whodunnit combat went on for another minute until the imposter finished off the final survivor. It then began rooting around the burrow, digging through nests and poking at the bodies.

“Is it… trying to loot right now?”

This was certainly the missing fifth member of the Littan party, but nothing I had could pierce the disguise. See had no effect, and not even its soul looked out of place compared to the normal Gekkogs. The Gekkog also drifted in and out of my awareness, even though I intently followed its movements. My mind kept pushing the idea that there was nothing out of the ordinary going on in front of me, despite how absurd that thought was.

Eventually, the Gekkog finished its perusal, and its body began to shrink. Over a few seconds, it morphed into a small blue bird. It spread its wings and took off. Like a fly darting out of my vision, it disappeared.

You have observed the Mimicry spell!

Mimicry

Physical - Deific

Cost: 20 mana reserved

Requirements: WIS 20, CHA 20, Dimensional Magic 10, Physical Magic 10, Subterfuge 10, Shapeshifter Evolution, Keeper of Silence Achievement

Choose a person or object you can perceive. As a 1-minute activity, you can manipulate your body to take on the physical characteristics of that entity, duplicating not only its form but all materials that comprise it.

“They’re a fucking mimic!”

[I was not aware of this spell.]

“I mean… it’s the ‘I’m a fucking mimic’ spell.”

[I understand the concept, but I have never seen a Delver gain the full capabilities of a mimic.]

I read over the text of the spell again. The transformation had taken less than a minute, and there were no small birds in the Delve, so there were some other effects or evolutions at play. I could also expand the text, finding a much lengthier description showing that the skill could be defeated by a sufficiently high Wisdom score, but apparently mine wasn’t good enough.

“Even with all this, it doesn’t explain how they slide in and out of perception or why it’s so easy to ignore them. If anything, they’re an even better mimic than the mimics we fought.”

[They likely have an entire build centered around the skill. Evolutions such as Master of Disguise or Gray Man would be excellent in combination.]

“They infiltrate, curse everyone, then walk away with no one the wiser. It’s not an illusion or mental effect, so resistances don’t matter. Hells, I don’t think it could even be targeted with Dispel once they’ve transformed. Scary.”

[My query on the Keeper of Silence achievement has it listed as a Level 10 Special Delve reward. It replaces the active skill option Enhance Attribute granted by the Physical Magic evolution Shapeshifter.]

“While the rest of their party struggled, dude or dudette just walked in and killed a whole extended family of Gekkogs. Didn’t take a single point of damage.”

[Yes. The strategy was quite effective against this enemy type. Let us see how they fare against the Atrocidile Titan.]

“The what now?”

The lake beyond the field of spikes erupted, revealing a too-human face stretched across a twenty-foot-wide, football-shaped skull. Bulbous orange eyes rolled in their sockets as the creature let out a familiar bellowing moan, like the dying screams of a ten-thousand-pound infant.

Abyssal Atrocidile Titan: Abomination, Grade 20

“Hmm. It’s bigger than I remember.”


Chapter 36


The Abyssal Atrocidile Titan was four times the size of the Atrocidile I’d fought during my Creation Delve. The creature’s pale flesh was covered in rows of translucent scales with the texture of poorly maintained fingernails. Two humanoid arms reached out from the water and dug thick fingers into the cavern’s stone floor as though it were made of loose sand. Dark liquid dripped from its widely stretched mouth, filled with an ocean-blue tongue darting behind flat, gnashing teeth.

It rose, six reptilian legs lining its sides and bulging with muscle. Its feet emerged and stepped down onto the liquid surface beneath it. Soon enough, the creature stood atop the small lake like it was a stage of glass, its hands the only part of it making contact with solid ground.

The haunting scream it emitted sent ripples across the lake and did more than just announce the beast. A burst of water vapor propagated throughout the room as a pressure wave rocked everything within. The walls trembled, and stalactites fell from above. The sound was enough to chill my bones, and I wasn’t even there.

“I’m gonna call you Nottagator.”

Abyssal Atrocidile Titan Nottagator smells blood!

Nottagator gains 10 stacks of Rage!

Nottagator uses Titan’s Roar!

Nottagator spends 20 stamina to increase Titan’s Roar’s range!

Nottagator’s STR attacks are maximized against smaller targets!

Despite being caught by surprise, the Littans were quick to respond. After downing his potion, Guar returned to watching the room with his shield raised. When the Atrocidile appeared, the tank immediately activated the barrier that had failed against the Gekkogs. However, unlike the Gekkogs, the Atrocidile’s attack broke against the fortification. The barrier exploded to annihilate the pressure wave, kicking up dust and debris to either side of the Littans.

While Guar’s action saved the group from damage, there was more to the Atrocidile’s attack than an attempt at bodily harm. It reached into the depths of the target’s evolutionary programming, pulling at the wires that governed a hard-coded flight response. I remembered the sickening terror that sound evoked in my own group and how it had ultimately resulted in Chilla Stormreiss’s death when she got separated from us.

Guar’s eyes darkened in concentration as he resisted the Fear effect, his body glowing as he burned stacks of Blessed to shore up his defenses. Captain Pio sprang up from where she’d been squatting to treat Sgt. Baltae. She didn’t even flinch under the mental attack, and threads of light spread from her body to each of her nearby allies.

Lieutenant Madel was still lying on the ground, and she flinched when the Fear hit, but her body blurred, and she instantly regained her composure. She floated up to hover and scowl at the monster. Sgt. Baltae rolled onto his side to stare at the Atrocidile, and the tether between himself and Captain Pio bulged, then burst into mist. I wasn’t sure what I was seeing, but whatever it was had allowed him to resist the mental attack as well.

I also did not spot any small blue birds flapping for the hills, so I assumed the stealthy Littan mimic also ignored the ability somehow.

[They have a robust suite of tools to augment their mental defenses. Good. I was worried this battle might be too quick to gather useful information.]

“What did they all use? Can you see their notifications?”

Grotto and I had our psychic chatter turned up to max speed, thoughts flying between us ten times faster than speech would have allowed.

[Most of their notifications are obscured to me, but I have seen more than enough Delvers to know what happened.]

“Oh, care to share? Actually, can you tell me what’s going on in real time? That’d be helpful.”

The two sides of the fight had entered into a one-second stare-down as the Littans waited for everyone on their team to get to their feet and while Nottagator came to terms with the fact that its flashy opener had been completely negated.

[You wish that I narrate the battle as it occurs, using my superior knowledge and experience to elucidate the most salient points?]

“Fuck yeah, be the fight announcer.”

[Hmm… Very well.]
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SYSTEM ADDENDUM ADDED BY USER NAME: [GROTTO]
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The stalemate between Nottagator and the Littans ends when I deactivate the minor weaves holding their platform aloft, plunging three of the Littans down to the steel spikes below, their tips crackling with space-warping Dimensional energies!

The Littans have shown incredible hubris in attempting my Expansion Delve without any information on the hazards contained within. While I must admit their performance so far has not been abysmal, as a whole, this group displays an abject lack of Agility. I estimate that the tank, party leader, and the spatial mage have failed to invest even a single point into the stat. The platform collapsing should be a simple pit trap—the first hazard any Delve Core learns to facilitate—but for this group it is possible that such a simple measure is their undoing!

Sgt. Guar decides to eat the damage from the spikes, failing to use even the simplest of mitigating abilities to prevent the damage! Regardless of the Littan’s intense bravado, the harm suffered is minimal. His robust mana-woven armor halts the spikes before penetrating his meatbag, and his high Fortitude score provides a counter to the Dimensional damage archetype.

Captain Pio burns through Blessed stacks to render herself immune to the trick, twisting her body as her chest strikes a spike to land on her feet, recovering from an otherwise miserable display of athleticism. While Blessed is a potent resource often reserved for extreme situations, an astute observer will notice that Captain Pio has gained at least one stack of Blessed every time she grants Blessed to an ally, and Captain Pio grants Blessed to her allies with practically every breath. Yara the Godqueen must have a great deal of free time on her hands to issue so much favor to a single devotee and her party.

The crafty spatial mage Sgt. Baltae uses Telekinesis to keep himself above the trap, to no one’s surprise. Sgt. Madel continues to utilize her flight to avoid ground-based threats, as she has done the entire Delve. It is unfortunate for her party that she is focused almost entirely on Agility and thus lacks the Strength to carry anyone heavier than a moderately full bag of sand. She might have been able to save them a great deal of trouble otherwise!

Having conquered the mighty and ever-present foe of gravity, the party of Littans is now faced with the wrath of the Abyssal Atrocidile Titan, Nottagator!

Sgt. Guar manages to take the initiative, leaping across the field of spikes the moment his body makes contact with the ground! He flings himself hundreds of feet, hammer winding above his head, and lands with a forceful blow to Nottagator’s skull!

Guar’s body erupts in Divine might as he thrusts Blessed into the strike. His body becomes a blur, and the hammer lands again, striking Nottagator in the same exact location, showing off what must be the Zeal passive. Guar can attack multiple times in an instant so long as he is willing to burn through stacks of Blessed! Not only that, but each attack lands with the force of his deity, imbuing Holy damage into every hit!

Sadly for the ardent fool, Nottagator laughs in the face of Yara’s paladin!

“Nottagator doesn’t seem to be laughing so much as it’s screaming at the universe with slightly less hatred than it did before.”

[Do not interrupt me. I was just starting to get into the flow of things.]

“Oh. Sorry. Please continue.”

Nottagator entered this fight with 210 Shielding from its Biostatic Field Fortitude evolution and has an astounding health pool of 3,185. While Sgt. Guar’s strikes stripped Nottagator of most of its Shielding, he failed to inflict a single point of damage to the creature’s health. Each of Guar’s strikes normally applies debuffs to the target, leading to Stun, Immobilize, or knockdown, but Nottagator is entirely immune to debuffs if it has even a single point of Shielding!

Muahahahahahahaha!

While Sgt. Guar is busy delivering himself to the Atrocidile’s maw, Captain Pio struggles with the terrain. She’s avoided damage from the spikes, but lacks any serious movement abilities to help her navigate the difficult path before her. Regardless, the party leader is able to stumble her way through the obstacles orders of magnitude faster than an ordinary person by flexing what must be a Speed stat of at least 40! Not only that, but her body lights up as she grants herself Celerity, doubling her movement speed. It will not keep her from twisting an ankle, but it will certainly allow her to twist them much faster!

Meanwhile, Lt. Madel rushes the Atrocidile alongside Guar, flying around to the monster’s flank and activating her Weapon Master combo. Each time Lt. Madel makes an attack, she is able to make another near-instantaneous attack with a different weapon so long as it is governed by a different weapon intrinsic skill. She cannot use the same weapon skill more than once in a short time frame, but this still allows her to become a thresher of death with little or no stamina use!

Madel’s fist glances off Nottagator’s hide, her shortsword fails to find purchase, her spear is repelled, her throwing dagger bounces away, and her hammer strike lacks the force necessary to take advantage of the weapon’s armor penetration!

This thresher’s blades are too dull to matter!

Not only that, but each strike only serves as a whetstone for Nottagator’s own seething hatred!

Nottagator gains 1 stack of Rage!

Nottagator gains 1 stack of Rage!

Nottagator gains 1 stack of Rage!

Nottagator is Berserk!

Nottagator gains 5 stacks of Rage!

While I am certain Lt. Madel has many more tricks up her sleeve, this opening combination exposes one weakness of her build philosophy. She is capable of outputting consistent damage with little regard to resource expenditure, but when she comes up against a foe with extremely high resilience, she suffers. It does not matter how many times she strikes if her hits fail to deal even a modicum of damage! She will need to hunt for critical strikes to be effective!

Having had a taste of what the enemy can do, Nottagator is finally prepared to ruuummmbbbllleee!

Nottagator uses a Haste charge!

Nottagator gains Haste!

Nottagator uses Adrenaline Rush to gain an immediate action!

Nottagator uses Titan’s Bark!

Nottagator gains +22 to its attack from Rage!

Nottagator releases a devastating Sonic attack against the man committing violence on its artfully grown visage. A powerful pressure wave bursts forth from its mouth, hitting Sgt. Guar point-blank with enough force to cause severe hemorrhaging in the internal organs of even incredibly stalwart warriors. Sgt. Guar has his shield up and is ready for the attack, but the sonic boom burns one use of his Impregnable passive, which prevents damage up to twice a minute!

The temporary invulnerability might save the Littan from damage, but it is completely irrelevant for the on-hit effect of sending Guar sailing across the battlefield toward an agonizing encounter with the Dimensionally tipped spikes! Guar comes crashing down on the lethal instruments, armor denting on impact and shattering stone as the spikes are ripped free of the ground. That likely hurt a great deal!

But Sgt. Guar’s suffering does not end there. Before the Littan has even hit the ground, Nottagator is already prepared for its next attack. It reaches out with a twisted, humanoid hand, large enough to lift an entire horse-drawn carriage, and brings it down onto the ground in front of it!

Nottagator uses Snatch!

Nottagator’s STR attack is maximized!

Nottagator gains +22 to its attack from Rage!

The move looks like a clean miss at first glance—Sgt. Guar is not anywhere close to Nottagator—but this Atrocidile does not have the Abyssal prefix for no reason. Space twists, and the force of Nottagator’s devastating impact is transferred to Sgt. Guar, crushing the Littan into the ground in a cloud of stone dust and a torrent of fresh gravel!

Guar is one tough Littan, but this burns the second use of his Impregnable passive, opening the man up for true pain and humiliation!

Nottagator successfully grapples Sgt. Guar!

You did not think that a move called Snatch merely caused damage, did you? Varrin would most likely recognize this move, as he is prone to being grabbed up by giant enemies such as this Atrocidile Titan.

Sgt. Guar blinks out of existence and reappears in Nottagator’s grip. The Atrocidile squeezes the man with enough force to grind boulders into sand and exercises its expertise with the Unarmed skill!

Nottagator has Paralyzed Sgt. Guar!

With all of his defensive cooldowns burned for the moment, Guar can do little against the paralyzing grasp of the Titan. What’s more, Nottagator is not even close to finished!

Nottagator uses Titan’s Bite!

Nottagator’s STR attack is maximized!

Nottagator gains +22 to its attack from Rage!

Nottagator’s Rage causes it to ignore Physical DR!

Nottagator spends 50 stamina to increase its damage by 100!

Sgt. Guar assaulted Nottagator’s face, and Nottagator is letting the Littan know just how it feels about that insult with pure brutality! It opens its mouth wide and its gnashing teeth clamp down on Guar. I can hear the sound of his armor twisting from here! Screams of misery and distress fill the air!

“He’s not screaming at all.”

[Silence!]

Nottagator uses the leverage created to slam Sgt. Guar back into the ground, rolling its head from side to side in an effort to dismember the Littan, still trapped in the Atrocidile’s jaws! I would say that Nottagator has gotten a taste for the Littan’s blood, but Guar is immune to Bleeding! It may be the only thing allowing him to clutch tightly to his mortal coil at the moment!

And if that wasn’t enough, Nottagator uses Afterimage!

Afterimage

You gain a number of Afterimage charges equal to the number of SPD evolutions you possess. Whenever you take any action, you can spend one Afterimage charge to repeat that action instantly and at no cost.

Afterimage charges have a 1-hour consecutive cooldown.

Nottagator is doing it again! The Atrocidile hits Guar with a full bodyslam at ten times speed, smashing him into the ground and chewing the man into oblivion! These Littans are only getting a taste of the insatiable hunger of the beast, and Squad Pio is already crumbling!

Nottagator’s display is beautiful in its barbarity! Is it even conceivable for the Littans to recover?


Chapter 37
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All is not lost for the Littan party. Nottagator’s merciless combo may have looked ruinous, but Sgt. Guar had Shielding granted to him by Captain Pio. On top of a health pool that I have judged to be close to 2,000 and liberal use of his defensive buffs, Guar is not yet relieved of his living role in this mortal combat! The tank still has a lot of space before Nottagator hands the Void King Sgt. Guar’s head on a platter!

“Please don’t.”

While Nottagator tears into Guar, the rest of his team does not merely stand idly by watching the massacre. Staff Sgt. Baltae has taken to the air, keeping himself aloft with Telekinesis. The spatial mage has begun casting the Force Bolt spell and releases four blasts of Mystical Force at Nottagator. Given how severely the man’s mana was drained by the use of Mana Barrier during the fight with the Gekkogs, this may be the mage’s first and final contribution to this combat!

Despite being the party’s weak link last fight, Sgt. Baltae is once again showing his prowess as a tactical fighter. Mystical Magic is Nottagator’s lowest defense, and a shower of quick attacks is often an exploitable weakness of tanks that rely on high-cooldown defensive abilities, as demonstrated by Sgt. Guar’s near-evisceration.

In case it was not clear from the Titan’s name, Nottagator’s highest attribute is Fortitude, and its seeming immunity to damage is in no small part due to cooldowns similar to Guar’s. High Fortitude also means that Baltae’s normal repertoire of Dimensional attacks is significantly less effective against the beast, making the use of a Mystical Force attack an even wiser choice. Let us see how effective it truly is!

As Nottagator ravages Guar, the Force Bolts thunder through the air, but amalgamated chunks of stone launch into the sky to intercept three of them! The bolts hit and explode through the rock, barely slowing on their way toward Nottagator. This attack has some significant punch behind it, more than we have seen thus far from the spatial mage! Still, some of the power behind the attacks is lost as they strike the defensive ability, and when they land upon Nottagator’s thick hide, the effect is minimal!

Nottagator takes 11 Force damage!

Nottagator takes 21 Force damage!

Nottagator takes 18 Force damage!

Nottagator takes 51 Force damage!

Nottagator gains 4 stacks of Rage!

While Mystical is Nottagator’s lowest defense, it is by no means weak! Still, Baltae’s attack did its job and deprived Nottagator of one of its defensive abilities, and—What’s this? Sgt. Baltae is repeating the attack! More bolts fly out, pressuring Nottagator to spend more cooldowns!

Nottagator uses Face Tank and gains 70 DR All for 4 attacks!

Force Bolt fails to deal damage!

Nottagator gains 4 stacks of Rage!

While Baltae has certainly made an incredible contribution to his team’s chance of victory by shredding Nottagator’s mitigation, the spatial mage is clearly out of juice. He is barely capable of keeping himself afloat using Telekinesis. That man would do well to retreat, lest he fall into the pit of deadly spikes without the benefit of his Mana Barrier.

Let us hope he remains and tests his Luck. The Atrocidile Titan is not cheap to feed.

“Wait. What have you been feeding it?”

[Irrelevant!]

While bolts rain from the sky onto Nottagator’s back, the filthy curse mage makes themself known! Which is to say that status effects and stacks of Cursed have begun to appear from nowhere. I am still unable to find them at the moment.

Nottagator gains 1 stack of Cursed!

Nottagator gains 5 stacks of Rage!

Nottagator fails its WIS check! Nottagator is Paralyzed!

Nottagator gains 3 stacks of Cursed!

Nottagator gains 5 stacks of Rage!

Nottagator spends 10 stacks of Rage to become immune to Paralyzed for 1 minute!

Nottagator gains 2 stacks of Cursed!

Nottagator resists Fear with its Atrocidile racial bonus!

Nottagator fails its WIS check! Nottagator becomes Psychotic!

Nottagator gains 3 stacks of Cursed!

Nottagator gains 5 stacks of Rage!

Nottagator spends 10 stacks of Rage to become immune to Psychosis for 1 minute!

Nottagator gains 1 stack of Cursed!

Nottagator takes 86 Psychic damage!

Nottagator fails its WIS check!

Nottagator is immune to Psychosis!

An incredible battle of wills is happening between Nottagator and the cowardly hidden curse mage! The curse mage clearly has passives or other buffs that increase the Cursed stacks they apply. They also punish targets for cleansing debuffs by applying more Cursed in retaliation. Meanwhile, Nottagator gains Rage whenever a debuff is successfully applied to it and can then burn those stacks to purge itself of the debuffs! The ability is not limitless, and Nottagator can only cleanse itself so fast, but will it be enough to hold off the curse mage’s craven attempts to manipulate the beast from the shadows?

Although Nottagator has prevented itself from becoming Paralyzed, Psychotic, or afflicted with Fear, it can do little to stymie the flood of Cursed stacks building up on it.

Cursed: Whenever a Cursed entity makes an attack or contest, they receive a -6 penalty for each stack of Cursed.

Cursed may appear to be a death sentence for Nottagator, but the debuff includes hidden soft caps normally overlooked since it is difficult to run up against them.

This effect has diminishing returns when reducing the attack or contest below the base value of [Attribute] + [Intrinsic Skill].

With nine stacks of Cursed, Nottagator will receive a penalty of up to fifty-four points to its attacks and checks, but any further stacks of Cursed will do little to halt the monster’s onslaught! Still an incredible blow to the beast’s combat effectiveness, but Nottagator has plenty of other ways to make its enemies suffer!

“Well, Grotto, I gotta say, this is a defensive battle if I’ve ever seen one. Squad Pio is throwing everything and the kitchen sink at Nottagator and has managed to tickle its hide for less than 10 percent of its total health. Nottagator is also struggling, and although it got some good licks in against Sgt. Guar, Captain Pio is closing in fast with Heals, Shielding, and Cleanse to get rid of that nasty Paralyzed status. Something on this battlefield has to change quickly, or we’re gonna be in it for the long haul.”

[While I agree with the thrust of your analysis, Arlo, I disagree with your conclusion. Squad Pio is putting up a competent enough showing, but you have failed to account for their low resource pools. The team has been through a gauntlet of endless traps and sneak attacks with little to no rest in between, and the consequences of their lackluster regeneration are beginning to show.]

[Sgt. Baltae no longer has enough mana to meaningfully contribute to the fight, Pio has been casting Heal and support spells nearly nonstop, and Guar has been forced to serve as the party’s primary source of AoE damage to the detriment of his stamina pool. It is difficult to know where the gutless curse mage stands, but I suspect they are suffering as well, given how many curses they are throwing around and especially after soloing that den of Gekkogs.]

[The only party member in good shape is Lt. Madel, who appears to have a Fortitude in the mid-30s. However, she has yet to display any abilities that take significant advantage of her large stamina pool. That is 300 points’ worth of expendable resources the team is not making use of.]

As predicted by the unsolicited commentary of the Delve’s co-administrator, Captain Pio is casting Cleanse to rid Guar of the Paralyzed status. Pio also grants herself Haste and hits Guar with 2 uses of Heal, which will return Sgt. Guar to a full complement of Blessed stacks. He will need those if he plans to survive Nottagator’s grip. The beast is suffering from a large number of Cursed stacks, but my money is on the Atrocidile when it comes to a raw contest of Strength.

In an odd shift in strategy, Lt. Madel is backing off from the Atrocidile and making her way toward the edge of the arena. It appears she is having a psychic conversation with Sgt. Baltae, who is urging her to change position. The Atrocidile is once again tearing into Guar, who receives Shielding from Pio—which is immediately shredded by Nottagator—only to be refreshed by Sgt. Guar himself using a Heavy Armor evolution! But it is still not enough to save him from having a third of his health bitten off by the Atrocidile!

And with that health goes the man’s arm! Sgt. Guar is down a limb! The Atrocidile feasts on the flesh of its foe, roaring in delight at the vengeful carnage!

Sgt. Baltae teleports to the edge of the arena, holding himself above the surface of the water with Telekinesis. A small bird lands on his shoulder, the pusillanimous Littan mimic finally showing themself. The mimic uses the Scapegoat spell on Captain Pio, causing the Atrocidile to become Distracted and abandon its assault on Guar. Guar crashes down to the ground, and Baltae begins pulling the injured man toward the edge of the cavern with Telekinesis, aided by Lt. Madel’s meager Strength as she swoops in to help carry the party’s tank.

“I have no idea what they’re trying to do. Are they going to burrow through the wall?”

[That would be impossible. The Delve is built to abut the edge of the dimensional space on the opposite side of the Closet from your living quarters. That wall is the edge of the Closet, and nothing exists outside of it.]

“I mean, I can survive in a vacuum. Maybe they can as well?”

[You do not understand. There is nothing on the other side of that wall. It is a non-space, devoid of even the fabric that makes up reality. In this dimension, the Closet is all that exists. Beyond that, the System restricts all long-range planar travel while within a Delve. Even if Sgt. Baltae were able to cross dimensional boundaries, he will be unable to use that capability within the Pocket Delve. I also doubt he has enough mana to attempt anything so intensive.]

In a surprising twist, Captain Pio shows herself as a capable defensive fighter! Her shield is not just for show but withstands a punishing series of attacks from Nottagator while the rest of her team is in full retreat! Chunks of her health are peeled away while bursts of healing keep her in one piece. It turns out she is not just a healer but an acceptably talented off-tank!

A heavy swipe comes in from Captain Pio’s left. She leaps into the air and angles her shield to take the hit. Nottagator connects and sends Pio hurtling through the air. Incredibly, Captain Pio’s flight is taking her directly toward her allies! She smashes against the invincible dimensional boundary, her body crumpling against the implacable wall. She holds onto consciousness as she falls, splashing down and resurfacing beside her group. A fierce psychic exchange occurs, with Baltae gesturing vigorously at the wall.

“Captain!” the man shouts, breaking their vigilant silence for the first time. “Please, trust me! There is something here!”

The Atrocidile spins to find its prey, then rushes across the water toward the group. It closes the distance in under a second! Baltae’s hand is on the wall, but I have no idea what he is trying to accomplish! He casts a spell!

Worm Tunnel

Dimensional

Cost: 5 mana

Requirements: Dimensional Magic

Create a temporary tunnel through a mundane substance no thicker than 40 plus twice your Dimensional Magic skill level in feet. This tunnel can be traversed in a single step, regardless of the thickness.

It… it works? A tunnel forms at the boundary of the dimensional space! The Littans are flooding through it! They are making their escape to an unknown location!

“Grotto, what the fuck is through that portal?”

[It is technically not a portal but compressed space. Shortcut, for example, is planar magic, whereas this is entirely spatial in nature. It is a subtle, yet important distinction.]

“Grotto! Why do I see plants through that portal? Plants, steamy water, and a carefully cultivated atmosphere of sublime relaxation?! Grotto?!”

[Curious. It appears that the edge of this side of the Closet adjoins the edge of the opposite side of the Closet. Rather than there being nothing on the other side of the wall, it is a continuous, self-contained spatial loop separated by a normally impenetrable barrier.]

“Grotto! They’re in the fucking hot spring!”

…

[One moment, please.]


Chapter 38


Grotto’s Delve had been pretty informative. Although I’d done plenty of research into Delving and had opportunities to train and speak with other Delvers through the Ravvenblaqs, I’d never seen how another group handled Delving firsthand.

In fact, seeing another group in action at all was extremely rare, barring tournaments and exhibitions. Even then, one never got a real look at a team’s capabilities. Just the things they were willing to put on display. Seeing how a talented group dealt with the challenges presented was extraordinary in some ways. It was an opportunity that most Delvers would leap at, whether out of a true desire for self-improvement or the chance to size up competition or steal tactics. If we were to sell tickets to this kind of thing, we’d probably be up to our eyeballs in chips.

However…

Were these insights worth the cost?

This wasn’t a public bath! It wasn’t the Delve’s hotspring! It was select. High-prestige. By invitation only. A hot spring reserved for the most elite and attractive Delvers, as judged by yours truly! The Littans hadn’t even gone through the entry pavilion to put away their dirty gear and have a quick rinse!

“Grotto. Your silence is not earning you any favor here.”

[I am remedying the issue.]

Sgt. Baltae closed the dimensional tunnel, and his mimic ally took flight as soon as the group entered the hotspring. The core group of four stayed alert and cautious while the small bird did a lap around the spring, although Sgt. Guar was struggling to stay upright. His shield—and the arm it was attached to—was gone. Still, the man wasn’t losing any blood, so he was stable enough.

“Either you can start sharing the steps you’re taking, or I’m gonna have to politely, yet forcefully, ask these guys to leave.”

[There is no reason to take such extreme measures. This is a common occurrence in Delve management, as no plan survives contact with Delvers. It is up to us to adapt to surprises and adjust our strategy accordingly, which I am doing. Please observe.]

A translucent rectangular prism appeared in my field of view, with two nested cuboidal areas outlined on either side of its interior. The area on the right side of the prism was outlined in violet, and it expanded in my vision, displaying a variety of rooms and pathways. I recognized it as my side of the Closet. A pulsing blue marker denoted the location of the Littans up against the far right edge of the region.

[Your space within the Closet is separated by as much distance as reasonably possible given the Closet’s current configuration.]

The view panned left, taking us through the body of the prism representing the Closet for a few miles until we were looking at a cube representing the Pocket Delve. Seeing everything outlined like this let me appreciate how much shit I’d crammed into my side by comparison. The Delve was not small, but it was only slightly larger than my space. Even so, both regions combined were only a fraction of the total volume available to us in the Closet.

Five sides of the Delve cube were green, although the sixth side—the one abutting the edge of the closet—was yellow.

[The Delve is guarded on all interior, Closet-facing sides by a portal barrier. If a Delver were to find a way to reach the outer edge of the Delve, they would simply be teleported back to its entrance when they made contact with the barrier. The only exception is the wall the Littans tunneled through. I saw no need to create a barrier on that side, since to my knowledge it was an impassable wall with literal nothingness beyond it. However, we have just discovered that the Pocket Closet is a self-contained spatial loop.]

To the left of the yellow side of the cube, a new cube appeared that displayed my personal space again. The view zoomed out until I was seeing the entire Closet, and new prisms began forming along each edge, creating a series of repeating blocks, each one a copy of the core Closet.

[This actually makes more sense than the wall being adjacent to oblivion. It also implies that this realm is entirely composed of the Closet and nothing else. No matter what direction you travel, you will always loop back around to the opposite side of the Closet.]

“If this is more sensical than the nonsense you thought was sensible, why did you insensibly think the less sensical thing had more sensical-ness?”

A moment of silence was then held for the Hiwardian language.

[None of my attempts to penetrate the barrier on any side of the Closet had been successful, and no data was presented to indicate that this spatial loop existed. The barrier displays no variations in temperature, vibration, mana signature, or other factors that could not be accounted for by the elements within that area of the Closet. If something were on the other side of the barrier, there would be quantifiable associated phenomena.]

“Okay. When does this explanation start making me feel better about the stranger danger in my bath?”

[Creating a portal barrier within the Closet is fairly trivial when invoking System authority to manage the progress of Delvers. It does require a constant drain on our mana reserves, which is why I attempted to take advantage of the exterior walls of the Closet when designing the Delve.]

The image zoomed back in on the Littan group, and I noticed that the edges of the room containing the hotspring were now highlighted in green.

[I have erected portal barriers on all sides of the spring leading out to your personal areas, and the Littans are currently fully contained within that room. The only traversable exit is the wall that will return them to the Atrocidile chamber. Once they have re-entered the Delve, I will adjust the existing barriers to cover the “exterior” wall of the Closet to ensure that future groups will be unable to take advantage of this loop to reach unintended locations. Spells such as Sgt. Baltae’s Worm Tunnel will be unable to penetrate through such a countermeasure.]

“Right. So, they can’t leave the hotspring to start pillaging my penthouse and dedicated inventory rooms, but that doesn’t change the fact that they are inside my hotspring.”

[Ah, yes. Unfortunately, there is little I can do about that at this juncture.]

“You can’t just… teleport them back outside? Can’t you sling people around all willy-nilly in here? You’ve been doing all sorts of spatial shenanigans so far.”

[Given the unique environment of this dimensional space, that would normally be well within my capabilities. However, the System has decided that Baltae’s actions have earned the group an achievement, and I am thus barred from interfering with this, er, unforeseen rest area.]

“They got an achievement for uncovering a mistake in your Delve design?”

[You would be surprised how many achievements originate from Delvers breaking a Delve Core’s meticulously crafted challenges.]

“No. I don’t think I would.” I had received more than one exasperated message from the System, flabbergasted by my non-traditional approaches. “Can I see the achievement?”

Grotto shared the message with me, which was written in Imperial. I was glad that I’d taken the time to learn the Littan language.

Somebody is probably pissed off right now, because you are somewhere you are NOT supposed to be! This bathroom definitely had an “Employees Only” sign, but you all didn’t seem to give a shit. We guess that makes sense. Rumor has it that Littans don’t have much respect for other people’s personal space. Or borders…

Anyway, we’re not here to judge. We are, in fact, here to reward your flagrant disregard for the concept of private property while simultaneously teaching a pair of idjits that they need to learn how to install better locks! You have earned The Void King’s Water Closet achievement!

The Void King’s Water Closet: The Delve timer for The Inheritance of the Void King has been paused, granting your party a brief time to rest, recover, and figure out how you’re gonna kill that big lizard one room over. This pause will last for up to 2 hours and will resume the moment you leave the Water Closet.

Don’t overstay your welcome here, or somebody might come and teach you a lesson on the consequences of trespass.

“It’s not even my achievement, and I still feel like I’m being criticized.”

You have earned the Yes, You are Being Criticized achievement!

Yes, You are Being Criticized: Read that achievement title one more time, because that is all this one is good for. Stay humble.

Before I could grumble any further, the fake bird returned and landed on the ground next to Captain Pio. The Littans shared a few looks, and Pio let out a heavy sigh.

“Very well,” said the captain. “We can all use a mental break from telepathy.”

“Praise the Godqueen,” said Guar. “Permission to pass out?”

“Denied,” said Pio. “But you are allowed to collapse.”

Guar’s hammer disappeared into his inventory, and the one-armed man fell flat on his back, letting out a long groan and closing his eyes. Sgt. Baltae sat down next to him, and Lt. Madel finally allowed her feet to touch the ground, removing her leather helm and mask to reveal dark fur and crimson eyes.

“This is a strange Delve,” said the formerly flying woman. “Why is this achievement written so… informally?”

“Informal?” said Guar, opening one eye to peek up at the Lieutenant. “I would describe it as flippant.”

“Mocking,” Sgt. Baltae added. The spatial mage moved into the lotus position, beginning to take a series of measured breaths. “It insults not only us and our culture, but also the unseen hand that manipulates this place.”

“What is an idjit?” asked Madel. I honestly had no idea how the System had translated that colloquialism into Imperial, but it had somehow done so.

“Perhaps it is a race of people,” said Captain Pio. “One that works with the System to operate the Delves.”

“It is more likely an insult,” said Baltae, still maintaining his breathing rhythm. “Given the context, I expect it is a play on the word idiot.”

“The System is insulting its own people?” asked Madel.

“It would seem the System is unhappy with the Delve Core,” answered Baltae. “Although the language implies there are at least two entities deserving of critique.”

“We can address our theories in a moment,” said Captain Pio. “The achievement says we have two hours to recover. Give me a report on resource recovery given that timeline. Guar?”

The party’s tank shifted, raising his stump into the air. It had been torn off at the socket, so really it was more like he was thrusting one shoulder forward.

“My arm will grow back, Captain, but with regen alone I will be short of full health by 300 points. I will have enough stamina for a difficult fight but will still be missing 130 or so.”

“Even accounting for the potion?” asked Pio.

“Yes, Captain.”

“How is your backup shield?”

“Serviceable, but my spare has a lower block value by 30.”

“Hmm,” hummed Pio. “If there is time, we will dissect the Atrocidile after we kill it to get your old one back.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

Pio turned to the spatial mage, who appeared to be in deep meditation. “Staff Sergeant?”

“I have barely used Mindfulness, so my mana will be back to full, Captain,” Baltae said, eyes still closed. “I apologize for my uselessness in the battle. I did not expect Mana Barrier to be such a significant drain, or I would have recovered more before exiting the maze.”

“You followed standards,” said Pio. “Mindfulness is reserved for situations where your mana is below forty percent. It had not dropped below that threshold by the time we left the maze. None of us expected the next chamber to be so deadly. Although I think we all realize this Delve asks more of us than any other we have encountered.”

“Yes, Captain,” said Baltae. “Because of your healing, my health will also be full, as will my stamina.”

“Good,” said Pio. She turned to the caped Littan, who was once again flipping a knife in her hand. “Lieutenant Madel?”

“I will be at 75 percent health, Captain. Around 200 short. Stamina and mana will be topped off.”

“Specialist Cezil?” Captain Pio asked, looking down at the bird. It chirped at her, and the captain raised an eyebrow, unamused.

The bird’s body deformed, and its feathers began to transition to dark fur. It swelled in size and gradually transformed into a Littan woman. She was nude but quickly pulled out a loose tunic that she pulled on over her head. It hung down to mid-thigh, and the Littan made no effort to don anything else.

Like Madel, Cezil the Littan mimic had striking red eyes. It wasn’t uncommon among Littans, but the woman also had fur the exact shade of brown as Madel, so dark it was nearly black. In fact, when I looked at the two closely, Cezil looked identical to Madel.

“Do Cezil and Madel look the exact same to you?” I asked Grotto.

I was willing to admit I might not have the best eye for telling anthropomorphic mouse people apart from one another, but thus far it hadn’t been a problem. Not that I was on a first-name basis with many Littans.

[Yes. They appear to be identical twins, although I wonder whether this is merely another assumed form.]

Specialist Cezil gave the captain a sharp salute that was so perfect it felt sarcastic. When she spoke, her voice was the same pitch as Madel’s, though she had a different cadence.

“Health is full up, Captain,” said Cezil. “Not a scratch on me. Stamina will be good to go in two hours. I used a lot of mana, though.” Cezil squinted at her screens. “Gosh, I’ll still be below fifty percent. I’ll need another 220 to be tip top.” She clasped her hands in front of her and fluttered her eyelashes at the captain. “Maybe I can get a potion, Cap?”

Pio’s frown deepened, but she produced a mana potion and tossed it to Cezil. The specialist smiled broadly and tossed it back like a shot of whiskey, licking her lips afterward.

“I already have a mana pot going,” said Pio. “All my pools will be full with a forty mana surplus.” After saying this, she pointed at Guar, then Cezil, granting them both a Heal. Pio then popped a couple of AoE buffs, refreshing their Shielding and Blessed stacks. “Next, we will discuss what we learned.”

“I learned I do not enjoy being eaten very much,” said Guar. “What I hope to learn next is how Atrocidile tastes.”

“Tastes like revenge, I imagine,” quipped Cezil.

More than one stomach growled after that statement.

“Belay my previous order,” said Captain Pio. “Instead, we will have lunch.”

Over the next thirty minutes, I discovered the raw, untapped potential of the Cooking intrinsic.


Chapter 39


Guar had an entire kitchen in his inventory. Not just a camp cookout kitchen, either. The man pulled out an entire wood-fired stove, a six-foot length of stainless steel cabinets topped with a prep counter, a wall covered in hooks and hanging cooking implements, a water cistern with a rotary pump, and a three-stage commercial sink for cleanup. He also laid out a lovely handwoven rug made of natural, stain-resistant fibers and placed a cozy kitchen table atop it.

Guar manned the stove, beginning to boil water in a large pot and getting a bit of oil going in a cast iron skillet. Cezil pulled out a selection of fresh peppers, transformed her hand into a small scoop, and began deseeding them. She washed the hand first, of course. She even washed the other one, too.

Captain Pio produced three different grains, rinsed the excess starch off with water from the pump, and then dropped them into the pot for Guar before setting the table. Madel produced a live game bird—larger than a chicken but not quite as plump—proving that Nuralie was not the only Delver that could store living things in her inventory.

Madel promptly wrung the bird’s neck, de-feathered and dressed it, then cut it into portions. She did this with a large kitchen knife, not the one she’d been plunging into Gekkogs. I was happy to see that she stored the mess in a compost container she placed back into her inventory afterward, leaving not even a barb behind. Pio collected and stowed away all the other waste.

Meanwhile, Baltae brought out a dozen small parcels of wax paper filled with herbs and spices, looked over the ingredients selected by the others, and began mixing a custom blend using telekinesis. Cezil had moved onto some sort of lettuce, peeling away leaves and tossing them at Baltae. The spatial mage caught them with his magic, floated them through a dark dressing (a vinaigrette, I imagine), scattered some small seeds over it, and delicately twisted the bundles into flowering arrangements. These landed on tasteful, cream-colored side plates and were then topped with citrus fruit slices by Madel.

Spices scattered themselves onto the bird, and the bird went into the pan, where it was seared to perfection by Guar. The meat was removed briefly to sauté the peppers, after which the now-cooked grains went in to soak up the remaining oil and herbs. The meat and peppers then returned to top the dish in the pan, keeping it from growing cold. Pio cleaned surfaces and implements as they were finished being used.

There was a chilled fruit yogurt for dessert. It was kept fresh in a mana-woven chest that sparkled and emitted icy vapor when opened. It was the only thing pre-made.

By the time the group sat down, said a prayer to Yara, and began to dig in, I was barely able to resist teleporting over to ask for a plate or two. But that would have been plain rude of me. Granny Loryn would not have approved. She might have even muttered a dismayed, “Bless his heart, but that boy needs to learn some manners,” under her breath.

Remember Granny Loryn? No? It’s all right; she got name-dropped back in volumes one and two. If you did remember, here’s your gold star:

˗ˏˋ ★ ˊˎ˗

Anyway, the food wasn’t just delicious. Turns out, every single member of this party had the Cooking & Hospitality intrinsic skill. They were protected from harm while eating in Guar’s dining area, had all mental and physical fatigue banished when using utensils maintained by Pio, were purged of toxins and mundane illnesses through Cezil’s veggies, had their sense of taste and smell enhanced for several hours from Baltae’s spices, and gained a boost to health and recovery while sleeping with a belly full of Madel’s not-a-chicken. They didn’t end up taking a nap, but I expected that last one would be much appreciated if they made it out of here.

It was a no-shop-talk table, so they didn’t discuss strategy over the meal. Instead, most of the time was spent catching up on the goings-on of each party member’s close relatives, which is how I discovered Littans had families of considerable size. Growing up with twenty brothers and sisters was perfectly reasonable, and family reunions with several hundred attendees were modest affairs.

This line of conversation confirmed that Madel and Cezil were, in fact, twin sisters. This also became apparent from the relentless teasing Madel endured from her mimic sibling.

Once the dishes were clean and the kitchen packed away, the group finally started working on their battle plans.

“The Atrocidile has stupid amounts of Physical DR,” said Guar. His nub had moved from shoulder to elbow length, the muscles visibly squirming as they reformed. “More DR than I have when blocking. It is built like a tank. The suffix Titan is no surprise.” He scratched at his biceps. “Yara save me, this itches. The evolution never said anything about itching.”

I thought back to my own experience with Just a Flesh Wound. I suspected the Littan had the vanilla version of my evolution, Total Regeneration. I didn’t remember my body parts itching when they regrew, but I had yet to lose an entire limb. Just a couple of fingers, some teeth, a bit of intestine, and half my brain. Maybe the combination with Body of Theseus affected my symptoms.

“Hits like a hammerhead high on night-rush, as well,” Guar continued, scratching hard enough that some of his freshly grown fur was shedding. Grotto was going to be on cleaning duty after this, but maybe the Littans would sweep it up like they had with the crumbs.

“It builds Rage stacks,” said Baltae, voice serene as he meditated. “It has some form of Shattering Fury, giving it a high level of penetration while it has Rage.”

“How do you figure?” asked Madel.

“Some Atrocidile variants favor Rage builds, and the creature displayed berserker-like tendencies. It showed a level of tactical intelligence with its abilities and use of terrain, and one would expect it to make similarly intelligent choices with its targeting. However, it fixated on the first and closest target—Sgt. Guar—when it began attacking in earnest. Guar is the tank and is, by definition, the worst party member for a monster to target. Thus, it likely had enough Rage stacks to become Berserk very early in the fight.

“As for Shattering Fury, Captain Pio’s Physical DR is substantially lower than Sgt. Guar’s, but they each took similar amounts of damage when attacked. This suggests that Guar’s defenses were being ignored. Given the aforementioned use of Rage, Shattering Fury makes the most sense.”

“Huh,” Madel grunted. “Well, I noticed that it is… fast.”

“Instantaneous attack cooldowns and some kind of Haste,” said Baltae.

“High Fortitude, Strength, and Speed,” said Pio. “Then its weakness should be Spiritual.”

“It sure resisted everything I threw at it,” said Cezil. The mighty morphin’ Littan picked at her tunic like it was uncomfortable.

“It cannot have high stats across the board,” Pio said. “The ability to resist your Spiritual Magicks must have a limit.”

“I hit it with four different debuffs and did not find these ‘limits.’”

“Cooldowns and resources,” said Baltae. “If the creature’s ability to resist Spiritual attacks is not due to a high Wisdom score, then it is naturally limited. Most high-level physical fighters—especially tanks—have at minimum one or two cooldowns dedicated to avoiding the worst Spiritual attacks. If the Atrocidile relies on cooldowns to avoid the debuffs, then its entire ancillary build is focused on avoidance. Given that it is a solo-predator hybrid high-defense and damage-dealer type, I find that unlikely.

“That means it is consuming a secondary resource. Resources that are best suited for avoiding mental and other Spiritual attacks are mental and Spiritual resources, such as skills relying on mental attributes and mana. That is unlikely, given our observations and the Atrocidile’s likely stat distribution. However, the most common mental debuff applied by martial fighters is itself a buff that can sometimes be consumed as a resource in certain specific scenarios, and that is…?”

“Uh, Rage stacks?” Guar guessed.

“Yes, Guar, Rage stacks. Very good. Rage stacks are the precursor to the mental debuff Berserk and are themselves a resource used by fighters for damage and occasionally other boons. As such, it is not a stretch to imagine that the Atrocidile might be using the mental resource of Rage stacks to avoid the Spiritual debuffs.”

“How do you suggest we counter that?” asked Captain Pio.

“We likely do not need to,” said Baltae. “The classic counters to physical fighters are mental attacks and movement debuffs. The Atrocidile seems to have those angles covered. We should instead look to other schools that such fighters are weak to. Mystical and Divine are two compelling options. My Force attacks seemed to have some effect, but I am not built for consistent high-level output of Mystical damage, and neither is anyone else. Sgt. Guar, however, can output significant Righteous damage using Smite, along with his other Divine abilities and expenditure of Blessed stacks.”

“So… I focus on damage,” said Guar.

“Yes, that is my suggestion,” said Baltae.

“How big do you want me to go?”

“All the way, I believe,” answered Baltae.

“You sure?” said Guar. “I can burn 320 stamina in three seconds.”

“That sounds perfect. However, it needs to be distracted by someone else before you unload.”

“Then I step in as the tank,” said Pio.

“With respect, Captain, I believe you are best suited to remain in your primary role as support and healer. Lt. Madel should be the main tank in this instance.”

“Me?” said Madel, floating up off the ground. “Why me?”

“The Atrocidile penetrates DR, and several of Sgt. Guar’s other defensive abilities are exhausted for the day. The best tank for this encounter is therefore one that does not get hit. You are the most evasive fighter we have, and you also have the second-highest health total.”

“She still has a thousand less health than Guar,” said Captain Pio.

“Have you seen General Connatis in action?” asked Guar. “He’s an evasion tank, and the man is an absolute monster. He could have a Fortitude of 1 and still annihilate half the army in a straight fight.”

“Guar and Madel can juggle the Titan’s attention if necessary,” said Baltae. “Also, Lt. Madel, you are best positioned in front of the Atrocidile, so its attention will naturally fall to you anyway.”

“Why?” she asked, hovering another foot higher. I think she was trying to escape the discussion.

“The tablets we encountered prior to the maze detailed several of the Void King’s exploits, including an encounter with an Atrocidile very much like the one we now face,” Sgt. Baltae said. The man was still speaking in a tranquil tone, continuing to breathe in a perfect, uninterrupted rhythm while his eyes were closed. “His party’s tank, Pale Rider, was grappled by the Atrocidile while two of the damage dealers fled. The Void King’s armor and weapons had been destroyed during his demon-extermination campaign. He was unarmed, save for a single spear left behind by a fleeing knight.

“He refused to abandon Pale Rider, took up the spear, and faced down the Atrocidile’s maw. As the beast opened its mouth to take advantage of the Void King’s naked form, King thrust his spear deep down into the monster’s throat.”

“Baltae, you dirty boy,” said Cezil.

“That is a direct quote from the tablets,” said Baltea.

“Oh?” said Cezil. The Littan mimic took a few steps closer to the spatial mage. “Tell me more.”

“While the Atrocidile was distracted by the Void King’s mighty shaft—again, that is the exact language from the tablets—the Crimson Dread mounted the Atrocidile’s face and used her scepter to penetrate the creature in its most vulnerable of places.”

“Grotto. What the fuck?”

[I am unsure why you are confused. My research indicates that 98 percent of modern fictional narratives centered around a desirable male protagonist contain staggering amounts of innuendo and the sexualization of otherwise mundane events. I have done nothing but adhere to the tropes established by existing cultures in Arzia.]

“Yeah? What formed the body of your research?”

[I perused an extensive collection of novels detailing the exploits of heroic figures from a variety of cultures.]

“Did you find them all inside the same adult bookstore?”

[Of course I limited myself to adult content. This Delve is not intended for children.]

“I…” Captain Pio began but paused to collect herself. “Sergeant, what are we supposed to take away from that?”

“The eye and throat are the most vulnerable spots to attack, Captain,” said Baltae. “Preferably with piercing weapons.”

“What happened next?” asked Cezil. She took a seat next to Baltae and leaned closer. “Did the Void King survive the Atrocidile’s rough oral treatment?”

“Oh, yes,” said Baltae. “Although the Void King was seriously injured around the waist and groin by its overeager bite. The Crimson Dread was forced to perform emergency healing on the King. There was some concern that the King’s virility would suffer from the wound, but the Crimson Dread confirmed her patient’s full recovery personally.”

“How personally are we talking?” asked Cezil. She was much too close to the spatial mage by this point. The look she gave him was also deeply concerning.

“Very personally,” said Baltae, cracking a small grin.

“Really?!”

[The Void King’s tale involves numerous conquests on the battlefields of war and love.]

“Specialist Cezil,” said Pio. “Please do not interrupt Sgt. Baltae’s meditation.”

Cezil hopped up off the ground and gave the captain another perfect, yet somehow sassy, salute.

“Wouldn’t dream of it, Captain,” said Cezil. Then she turned and stage-whispered to Baltae, “You can write the rest of that story down for me later, right?”

“Of course, Cezil.”

“Anything further, Sergeant?” asked Pio.

Baltae shook his head. “That should place us in a much more advantageous position than last time,” he said. “We will also have full resources and will be expecting the fight. I believe that will be enough.”

“But what do I do?” asked Cezil. “If I’m not on debuffs, then what, uh… what do I do?”

“Your Curse stacks may still be effective,” offered Baltae.

“Curse without all the other suffering isn’t very engaging,” said Cezil. “What if Madel holds me tightly?”

Lt. Madel’s shoulders slumped, and she returned to the ground. “That’s probably the right play, Captain,” Madel said with a sigh.

“Come ooonnn,” said Cezil, sauntering over like a cowboy that had ridden saddle all day. She threw an arm of unusual length around Madel’s shoulders. It wrapped all the way across the lieutenant’s body until Cezil could pinch Madel on the opposite cheek, which she did. “Don’t sound so gloomy about it.”

“You’re so fucking weird,” said Madel, rolling her eyes.

Captain Pio snapped her fingers, and the two women stood up straight, Cezil disentangling herself from her sister. “Your eccentricities compound when you transform,” said Pio. “Both of you. Lieutenant, you’ve done a good job keeping a lid on your own brand of insubordination, but I’m aware of your history.”

“It won’t be a problem, Captain,” said Madel. “I can control it.”

“That’s the problem,” said Cezil. “You try, but you can’t. You’ve just—” Cezil spread her hands in front of her, gazing into the middle distance. “You’ve just gotta let it happen.”

“The Lieutenant’s bond and transformation will improve our odds of success,” said Baltae. “Her goal is to hold the Atrocidile’s attention, which she will certainly do if she comes unhinged.”

“And I’ll knock her out if she goes wild,” said Guar, flexing his 63 percent reformed arm.

“Negative, Sergeant,” said Pio. “We’ll go with the toddler strategy if she loses it.”

“Distract her with colorful objects?” he guessed.

“No. We ignore the tantrum and let her wear herself out.”

“You’ve been so cute since you had kids,” said Cezil. The mimic twin held out her hand to Madel. “Ready?”

“What?” said Madel, scrunching up her muzzle. “No. We still have an hour to relax.”

“Oh, good point,” said Cezil, dropping her hand. “I’m gonna go for a swim.”

The woman threw off her tunic, transformed into something otter-adjacent, and dove into the hot spring.

Guar stood and gave Pio a salute. “Permission to have pool time, Captain?”

“Granted,” said Pio. The man stripped and did a cannonball. It was entirely inappropriate. Only people who owned the hot spring were allowed to cannonball.

“Glad I’m not the only one whose party goes off the rails sometimes,” I thought to Grotto.

[At least Captain Pio attempts to maintain order.]

“Are you criticizing my leadership style?”

[I would describe it as… shambolic.]

“That’s not a real word. You just made that up.”

[It is real, and you can look it up later. Shall I lend you some educational materials to broaden your lexicon?]

“Only if they come from that adult bookstore.”

[Unfortunately, the vocabulary in those texts is oddly limited, aside from having eighty-six unique words to describe male genitalia.]

“Hmm, maybe you can just put a list together for me.”

[A list of variegated and expressive terms, or a comprehensive list of synonyms for your reproductive organs?]

“Are they different lists?”

[I do not suppose they have to be.]

“I’ll expect to have it on my desk by Monday.”


Chapter 40


The Littans spent the hour recovering, and I chatted with Grotto about the upcoming political quagmire our party was about to become involved with.

[The Diplomacy intrinsic would give you a natural advantage. You will not be able to rely entirely on Etja to carry the weight of public relations. As the party leader, you will be subject to significant scrutiny and forced to respond to inquiries of all manner.]

“Right, but I’m hesitant to invest in an intrinsic that has such close ties to Charisma. It’s not a stat I’m planning on raising. Not anytime soon, at least.”

[There are different forms of Diplomacy. Strategy and planning serve as much of a role as honeyed words or graceful utilization of decorum. Intelligence and Wisdom can play their part. Beyond that, we can take advantage of my ability to share your intrinsics through the power of the Traveler’s Amulet. My highest stat is Charisma, and with our connection, I can guide you through certain interactions.]

“Yeah, it’s still weird that’s your highest stat.”

[Why? What did you believe it would be?]

“You know, I hadn’t really thought about it. But, Charisma… you’re just, uh⁠—”

[Just what?]

“You don’t seem very diplomatic, is all I’m saying.”

[I am fully capable of navigating social situations that require the judicious use of tact and sensitivity.]

“When have you ever done that?”

[I have seen no reason to speak with you or other party members under the guise of false sincerity. I speak my mind because it provides the most utility. If that were not the case, I am more than competent at adaptation and adjustment.]

“Okay. Hmm, I’ll think about it some more. We’ve got the rest of the week.”

[Practice and study during our downtime may allow us to reach the first evolution, given that both of us can work on the intrinsic simultaneously. It is best not to ruminate excessively.]

“Wait, would both of us working on a skill simultaneously help my skills train faster?”

[You have done very little Dungeoneering, yet your skill is at 20. If the connection operates along the same parameters as the Amulet suggests, then I see no reason why it would be otherwise.]

“If we spar, it’ll be like me fighting a shadow clone of myself and then fusing afterward to receive the knowledge?”

[Is that how it works with Dungeoneering?]

“I haven’t explored it much. When I think about the mechanics of Delves, I get knowledge back that I know I never learned myself, but I need something to prime it. It’s a problem of not knowing what I don’t know. I have to try and call the knowledge to mind to realize that I know it, but I can’t do that if I don’t know what I’m trying to know, you know?”

Grotto gave me a mental grunt. [Diplomacy will help with your linguistic butchery even without additional Charisma.]

“I know.”

We went back and forth some more. I had nine intrinsic slots filled out of eleven, and we could snag one more slot with an Expansion Delve to bring me to a max of twelve. I wanted to be cautious with my choices, but I also realized the longer I waited around, the more I wasted opportunities to train up a new skill.

I was also considering Athletics to improve my mobility. Grabbing a crafting skill other than Smithing might be smart since my human racial trait buffed crafting skill progression. I could snag Tailoring and make myself some fancy outfits. Cooking clearly had some benefits that I could bring to the team. We nearly lost our minds surviving off of rations for months. Reconnaissance would make my already substantial perception abilities even better, playing to one of my strengths. Lore, Survival, and Engineering all looked like they’d provide solid utility.

There were a lot of options that intrigued me.

“Could I use Diplomacy with Dungeoneering to help you peer pressure other Delve Cores into doing weird shit for us?”

[Probably.]

“Ugh, that almost seals the deal for me.”

[Your vest and boa also grant social boons. You would have an excuse to wear them wherever you go, not that you need one.]

I went ahead and slotted Diplomacy.

When the Littans were close to the end of their time, Cezil returned to her normal form and held out her hand to Madel. Her twin took it reluctantly, then pulled a sword from her inventory I hadn’t seen before. The blade was dark green and shone as if coated in a thin layer of viscous liquid.

“Good choice,” said Cezil.

The Littan mimic’s body slowly began to morph, her hand turned into a pommel, and the rest of her body condensed and folded until it was a perfect replica of the myrtle-colored sword.

Madel stowed the original blade, then concentrated on the copy. She held her eyes tightly shut, and I was enraptured as the woman’s soul began to creep out and cover the blade. Cezil’s own spirit blossomed from the blade and entwined itself with Madel’s, then stretched out and began to suffuse her entire soul.

As they blended, Madel’s fur shifted until it matched the hue of the blade. Her nails turned an even darker green, glistening like they were freshly painted, and when she opened her eyes, they smoldered with jade light.

Madel floated up and swept the sword through the air with a single swift stroke, then held out her arm and looked over her fur and nails.

“Envy,” she said. “An adequate color when others must crane their necks to witness me.”

“Only because you’re over the top,” said Guar. He grinned and nudged Baltae with his fully regrown elbow.

“You should not insult her, Guar,” said Baltae, though a hint of a smile played across his lips. “She might get upset.”

Madel peered down her nose at Guar. “His words cannot cut, for they are as blunt as his weapon,” she said.

Guar hefted his hammer on his shoulder and opened his mouth to retort but was interrupted by Pio.

“Enough,” said the captain. “Form up and get ready to engage.”

Helmets were donned and stowed weapons came out. This time, Guar stood to Pio’s side, rather than Madel. The floating woman gave Pio an appraising look, then hovered into position ahead of her. Baltae had his hand along the wall, waiting for the captain’s signal.

“Madel, as soon as the portal opens, you’re the first one in,” said Pio.

“The reptile shall know my mercy, cold as its own blood, as I relieve the abomination of its pained existence.”

“Right,” said Pio with a little apprehension. “Guar, wait for your opportunity to strike. We don’t want to waste your attack if it’s just going to dodge or use something that blocks it. Let Madel and Baltae soften it up.”

“Yes, Captain,” said Guar.

“Staff Sergeant, take us through.”

Madel disappeared before the Worm Tunnel was fully formed. I swapped my view to the cavern to see Madel appear above the lake and dive down into it, sending a geyser of water shooting up to kiss the cavern’s ceiling high above. Pio came through second, followed by Guar and then Baltae.

Baltae flew through the air with Telekinesis, giving himself some distance from the lake but staying close enough to cast. Pio ran along the shore where the dimensional spikes were thinnest, with Guar at her heels. The hammer-wielding man veered away from his captain to take position behind a crop of stone.

The surface of the lake exploded as the Atrocidile’s head breached, sending a wave crashing to shore. A torrent of pattering drops scattered across the entire chamber, and in those raindrops was a tinge of indigo blood.

Madel rode Nottagator’s snout, blade buried in its face, but just south of its bulbous orange eye. The monster roared, sending a blast of pressure in all directions, hurling Madel away from it. She held onto her sword as her body blurred, resisting the creature’s Fear attack. She spun in the air like a ballerina on a stage of wind, then shot back at the Atrocidile, eyes gleaming with growing intensity.

Guar burned a defensive buff, and Baltae relied on Pio’s protection against the Fear. Pio herself was immune, I’d decided, since she barely reacted to the attack. I assumed a sword couldn’t flee in terror, even if it could be affected by a mental debuff.

The captain and the spatial mage didn’t have the benefit of Guar’s barrier this time, however, and both had their Shielding torn apart by the pressure wave.

Pio granted herself Haste, renewed the defensive buff on the pair of them, tossed Baltae a Heal, and activated an aura that further buffed her party’s mental defenses. She ran as she cast, placing herself at the center of her allies.

Baltae channeled Suction Bomb, twisting space around Nottagator’s center, but the Atrocidile shrugged off the spell’s attempt to crush its limbs. Baltae cast Spatial Orb at the same time, hurling the rotating sphere of violet energy into Nottagator’s side, where it crashed against its thick, armored hide to little avail.

I wondered why the mage was relying on Dimensional spells. He’d remarked that Force was the best damage type he had against the Atrocidile, but I suspected I’d find out what he was angling for soon enough.

While spatial magic assaulted Nottagator, Madel shot toward him with enough speed to split the air, the crackling boom sending stalactites falling from the ceiling. She came to an abrupt stop inches in front of the Atrocidile and held her hands out to her sides. Weapons appeared in a semicircle around her back—spear, hammer, dagger, and mimic blade—all of which now shared the dark green sheen of her sword. She punched forward twice in a straight-hook combo, fists glittering with white light.

Nottagator’s head multiplied, appearing to split into a half dozen copies. Madel’s fists phased through two of them with no effect. Then the weapons began to flow and whip around her, planting themselves into her palms as the Lieutenant’s limbs blurred in an endless combination of weapon attacks.

The heads shifted in a dizzying pattern, avoiding the thrown dagger and spike of the hammer as they sought out its eye, but when the sword slapped into Madel’s grip, the Atrocidile failed its dodge.

The blade sank into Nottagator’s eye, and the creature let out a strangled bark that rolled across the ground, shattering countless spikes and sending more of the ceiling falling to the ground. The surface of the lake roiled like it was being battered by a hurricane, the space filling with a misty spray as the Atrocidile unleashed a sonic bombardment.

Sizzling liquid poured from the blade, pitch black with an oily olive sheen. It flowed out to coat Nottagator’s eye and a foot of flesh around it, dissolving and melting through scales.

Nottagator has been Corroded!

Corrosion: Material that is Corroded provides 0 Physical DR.

The liquid arced from the blade even as Madel drew it back, marking no break in her fluid system of attacks. She brought forth the spear, burying it into the wound opened by her sword, and the Atrocidile’s eye burst like a rotten tangerine.

This upset my favorite pet lizard.

Nottagator ignored the wound and the creeping area of corrosion, its body lighting up with power as it burned a Haste charge and screamed at Madel. The woman blurred again, phasing through the sonic breath attack, which crashed into the far wall and sent sheets of stone tumbling down. It lunged forward to bite as it continued to roar, and Madel blinked away, appearing under its throat, where she thrust her blade in deep, creating another spreading region of corrosion.

The Atrocidile slammed its body down too fast for Madel to avoid and drove the Littan through the lake, crushing her into the bed beneath the shallows. Nottagator’s muscles bulged, and it slung its body around, rolling on top of Madel and carving deep trenches into the lakebed with its multitudinous legs. The water became a murky mess of mud and blood, both the Atrocidile’s and its victim’s.

The only part of Madel I could make out through the turbid liquid was her soul, and Captain Pio couldn’t perceive her at all. The captain was blasting AoE buffs and healing, burning through her mana, and using everything she had that didn’t require line-of-sight to keep Madel from being dismembered.

Meanwhile, Guar was still hiding behind a rock.

Baltae cast Haste, making him the third person on the field to grant themselves that buff. He pointed at Nottgator, and reality splintered in a veiny line toward the Atrocidile. It missed the vulnerable spot on the creature’s neck by a few inches, slicing through flesh that fell away in chunks, but it was a pittance of damage. The creature’s body was too massive for such a small wound to matter.

Baltae’s hands blurred as he made a series of gestures, invoking another spatial attack that formed a column of fractal energy, spearing through Nottagator’s center. The Atrocidile ignored the minor damage and kept rolling. Baltae’s channel caused Suction Bomb to pulse, the AoE tearing at Nottagator’s limbs again but failing to affect the monster’s movement. Then, Baltae brought his hands together and released a cataclysm of Force.

Grotto immediately understood what was happening and shared the text of a specific passive skill with me.

Ultra Combo

Whenever you use an active skill that makes an attack and you hit with that attack, you gain 1 stack of Ultra Combo unless you already possess a stack gained from that skill. You can only gain 1 stack of Ultra Combo per skill use, even if the skill makes multiple attacks.

Whenever you would gain a stack of Ultra Combo, you can instead choose to lose all stacks of Ultra Combo. If you do, the damage of the attack is multiplied by the number of Ultra Combo stacks lost this way.

You lose all stacks of Ultra Combo if you don’t gain any new stacks for 1 minute.

Baltae had used four unique spells before casting Force Bolt, giving him a four-times multiplier to the skill’s damage. Nottagator seemed to sense the potency of Baltae’s magic, its eyes snapping to the spatial mage for the first time as it paused its roll an instant before the attack. Two masses of stone tore from the ground, and a sheen of polychromatic light spread out across the Atrocidile’s hide.

The first bolt struck like a railgun round, smashing through the rocks and ripping apart the defensive skill. It skewered Nottagator’s side, punching deep into its body. Dark blue blood sprayed from the wound on impact with such speed and force that it atomized into vapor. Three more bolts followed, the extras doing substantially less, since they were considered separate attacks. However, the total damage was impressive.

Nottagator takes 485 Force damage!

Nottagator takes 66 Force damage!

Nottagator takes 103 Force damage!

Nottagator takes 114 Force damage!

“Hot damn.”

[The attack was… decent.]

Even as Nottagator was having its internal organs reduced to a fine mist and squeezed out of its body by a bolt of condensed mana flying at Mach ten, it had already begun to return fire.

Nottagator’s throat and head stuttered like a machine gun as Sonic waves poured from its maw. Baltae strafed with Telekinesis, avoiding the brunt of the first wave and losing his refreshed Shielding to the second. The third sent the mage blasting back toward the small palace at the cavern’s entrance, where he smashed through a marble pillar and into a wall, debris raining down onto him.

The next wave finally brought Guar out of hiding. The party’s main tank became a beam of colored light that appeared to intercept the next attack midair, and the man took three more hits against his shield, burning through his mitigation and disrupting the sonic attacks. Guar had saved Baltae, assuming there was anything left to save, but he’d given up his chance for a surprise attack.

The Atrocidile’s remaining eye burned in fury as it screeched, pummeling the entire room with an amplified roar. Pio’s aura shuddered as it took the edge off the Fear, but both she and Guar were slammed by the pressure wave.

A dark green spear shot from the water and right into the Corroded wound in the Atrocidile’s throat. The creature coughed and rasped, blood spraying from its mouth and staining its flat, humanoid teeth. Guar took advantage of the creature’s distraction to unleash three-quarters of his stamina pool in one attack.

The man’s massive hammer glowed with blinding golden light. He spun his body like an Olympic hammer throw and hucked the weapon at supersonic speed. He kept spinning, body rotating faster with each revolution, releasing five more hammers just like it.

“Oh shit, he’s cribbing my style!”

[It looks a great deal more impressive when he does it.]

The hammers collided with the Atrocidile, striking the beast with thundering wallops. Each hammer erupted into a burst of divine light, creating a rapid thunk! boom! beat over a handful of seconds.

Nottagator resists all Kinetic damage!

Nottagator takes 1,016 Righteous damage!

Nottagator’s health drops below 25%!

Nottagator automatically uses Projection!

Nottagator automatically uses Fallback!

The Atrocidile couldn’t even do Guar the courtesy of withstanding the full assault. However, just because Nottagator was down didn’t mean it was out.

As the hammers smote hunks of the Atrocidile out of existence, an otherwordly haze surrounded the creature, and its physical body disappeared. What remained was a ghostly imitation that snaked away from the final two hammers and soared toward Guar like a phantom. Guar shouted in surprise, raising his shield and resummoning his hammer to his hand.

The spectral Atrocidile raked the man with its claws, which passed through Guar’s shield like it wasn’t even there. Talons slashed across Guar’s soul, rending the man’s spiritual essence with Spectral damage. Guar screamed as his anima was flayed. After four strikes, the ethereal version of the Atrocidile disappeared into the ether, and Guar crashed to the ground.

Pio looked between Guar, who slumped between deadly spikes, and then to the distant pile of rubble that entombed Baltae. She glanced back at the water, where a hand emerged, dragging a beaten and bloody Madel onto the shore. The lieutenant vomited up a liter of water.

“Status,” said Pio.

Madel looked up at her with glowing green eyes, shot through with scarlet veins. “The beast knows I still live, and so it flees my retribution,” answered Madel.

Pio nodded, accepting that as a sign Madel wasn’t in mortal peril, then rushed off toward Guar.

“Did… did they win?”
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Guar was alive, just Paralyzed and missing two-thirds of his health. A quick tap from Pio cleansed the debuff as she went past on her way to Baltae, picking her way carefully between the spikes.

Baltae was trapped beneath the rubble of the pillar and wall he’d smashed into. Guar had to move several stone blocks to reach him, some larger than the stout Littan’s torso. I was surprised by the mage’s survivability, but he’d had Shielding from Pio and several defensive abilities of his own.

Madel had been the closest to death, but she had the skill Second Wind that allowed her to trade stamina for health, and her applications of Bleeding drained life from the Atrocidile whenever they ticked for damage. I also wouldn’t be shocked if Fusion Madel’s pride forced her heart to keep beating at some point to avoid the shame of losing.

The Atrocidile’s Fallback skill allowed it to teleport to a home point within one mile if it took damage that dropped it below 25 percent HP. It sounded kind of broken, but it was really only useful for defending a set location. Not great for a Delver, but perfect for a Delve minion, and it let Grotto preserve the Atrocidile for future Delves.

The final path to the obelisk chamber was through an underwater tunnel the Atrocidile had been guarding at the bottom of the lake. Madel noticed it during her dive, and since the clock was ticking again, the Littans moved on quickly after a brief recovery period. They had an hour and a half left.

[It seems they will have no issue with the time limit, but there is one final hazard in the obelisk chamber I am excited to see.]

I was curious why Grotto hadn’t “seen” this hazard yet, but I assumed he meant he hadn’t ‘seen’ it in action.

I was wrong.

He hadn’t seen it at all. At least, not since we’d gotten back from Deijin’s Descent.

“Why… why wouldn’t you check on this before letting people inside?”

[Despite my age, or perhaps because of it, I find myself enjoying surprises. I will admit, this is definitely a surprise.]

When the Littans stepped into the Obelisk chamber, it was completely overgrown by a single, semi-sentient plant. Vines covered in dancing leaves grew across every surface, with thousands of thorny tendrils hanging from the ceiling or rising from the ground. Melon-sized buds opened into colorful blooms that shuddered and turned to the Littans, who stood in the chamber’s doorway, cautiously surveying the room. Tendrils slowly snaked in their direction, like curious danger noodles trying to decide if the Delvers were small enough to eat.

They 100% were.

Now, seeing that the obelisk chamber had been completely subsumed by a massive, flesh-eating plant was unfortunate, but honestly, it wasn’t that weird. I’d fought big evil plants before. One was the spawn of a divine avatar and used giant starfish covered in humanoid hands to bring prey toward its acid-filled digestive sac. That was weird. By comparison, this lethal jungle was tame.

What was weird about this plant was that it was infinite.

At the top of the chamber, the leafy vines stretched out into eternity. It was like looking at a visual glitch that caused the figures to distort and become a streaming line of colors vanishing into the sky.

The tunnel went on farther than the eye could perceive, and its terminus constantly moved to the edge of my vision, as though perceiving it caused it to shift locations. What was more likely was that my mortal optics were ill-equipped to take in whatever visual data was being delivered by the phenomenon.

The roof tunnel also wasn’t the only one. Each wall, even the floor, drifted off into an impossible space that tugged at the edge of my vision, endlessly weaving from side to side as I tried to peer into it.

When I looked closely, I could see that the leafy vines grew along a wall that wasn’t there, displaying an impossible density of foliage while still failing to block the view of eternity behind them. They were part of that vastness, a collapsed representation of what inhabited it, the shadow of the creature they were a part of, larger than I could comprehend.

It reminded me of my experience in the Basilica-Cathedral loop. When I’d teleported through the strangeward direction, I’d glimpsed a hint of the nature of a fourth-dimensional location. That had been overwhelming, but this was paralyzing, drawing my thoughts into a spiral, tempting me to ascend into the realm and see myself reduced to bare geometry, a stick figure on the wall.

I willed my view of the room away, back into the Atrocidile cavern.

“What the fuck is that, Grotto?”

There was a long stretch of psychic silence.

[Ah, you see… it was a Dominion Ivy plant. I thought it would be an interesting addition to the Closet’s flora since it uses minor dimensional magicks. The plant consumes small prey—insects and rodents mostly—but the mass it gains after trapping its catch is negligible. It was theorized that the plant creates a small pocket dimension where it houses its digestive organs.]

“All right. What is it now?”

[I do not have a categorization for it. The System suggests “Dominion Ivy Plant of the Endless,” but this is a novel classification.]

“What grade is it?” I wasn’t willing to peer into the creature again until I recovered from my last viewing. Even now, there was a temptation to return to it, to let myself get lost, and I wasn’t even physically there.

[The grade is “Variable.”]

“I didn’t know that was an option.”

[It is only applied to entities that are essentially unkillable through normal means but that are not an insurmountable obstacle to deal with temporarily.]

“How… are you supposed to deal with that? Even temporarily?”

[I have absolutely no idea. Isn’t that exciting?]

I mentally frowned at Grotto but returned my view to the Littans without looking directly into the obelisk chamber. They wore grim expressions, as though they were watching an atrocity in action. After a few moments of silent observation, Sgt. Baltae stepped forward. He rose up with Telekinesis and entered the chamber. I watched the man go, keeping my attention wholly focused on him, not allowing my attention to drift to the plant beyond.

Madel stood back and hurled daggers at the thorny tendrils that reached out toward Baltae, but the vines continued to extend after being severed. No matter how much was cut away, the tendrils would continue forth. They weren’t regrowing—there was just no limit to their length.

Guar took to throwing his hammer, tearing down vines in a massive arc around the room before the two-handed weapon returned, and then he’d throw again. Baltae moved forward slowly, allowing the skills of his allies to keep him safe. Pio spent the entire time praying.

As Baltae neared the obelisk, he cast several spatial spells, going down the list of every offensive active skill he had. He was building up his combo passive, but I had no idea how that would matter. I tried to view the creature’s information—it was still technically a mana monster under the Delve’s control—but its health bar was a series of question marks.

Once Baltae had finished casting, he spoke, and reality trembled.

“RoRaThumGye.”

They were words of power, speaking truth into existence. Baltae commanded the space to conform to his god’s will, fueling the interaction with the power of his faith and connection with Yara.

The vines, leaves, and flowering buds exploded until everything had been destroyed to the edge of the room’s normal dimensions. They were shredded from the inside out, but the vines continued to pour into the space as quickly as they were annihilated.

I felt a presence invade the Closet, bursting out through Baltae’s soul to judge what it found. Yara herself turned an eye upon Baltae’s surroundings, peering through the spatial mage’s spirit like a pinhole at the mess she was being invited to clean up. Even so, the presence looked through the chamber, through the Delve, through me until it was running deific fingers across my essence.

The fingers shuddered when they made contact with the part of my soul that housed my revelations, the part that connected back to Sam’lia. Yara was clearly unhappy with what she found within me, but she pulled back after feeling the other goddess’s presence. I sensed no fear or caution, but a grudging sense of respect and… fair play? Still, the presence lingered all around me, and a booming, feminine voice followed.

“I greet the one held in the Dark Mother’s embrace, he who is System-bonded and master of a domain beyond my realm. The faithful have sacrificed to call me here, and I have spent a thought to answer. I offer you these choices such that you remain sovereign and so that you will know the consequences of your actions.

“Allow my faithful to leave, claiming nothing of your realm save for the memories they have gleaned. A debt of favor shall be owed to you, to be paid at once and without enduring. Our exchange shall be finished, and our threads untangled.

“Deny me, and I will leave your home, as this right is granted to you by pacts unbroken. My faithful will be yours to do with as you wish, but a debt of favor will be owed to me. Our exchange shall be suspended, our threads interwoven until your penance is paid or taken.

“Beseech me to tame this wound upon your material world. I shall do so in exchange for the safety of my faithful, and they shall claim everything of your realm that they have earned through conquest. A favor done and done, from each and to the other, paid in full. Our exchange shall be finished, but I will remember your wisdom should we meet again.”

I hadn’t expected to speak to a new god today. I took a moment to think over the options and consider the wording of my response very, very carefully. I had no interest in extracting a favor from the goddess and snubbing the Littans, nor was I keen to owe her a debt and have the party run out of time while fighting a being that could not be killed.

“Greetings to you as well, Yara Godqueen. I am happy to accept your third proposal, so long as my familiar, Grotto, does not anticipate a calamitous response from the System for doing so.”

[A Delver may use whatever strength they have been granted. If it is your will, Heavenly Goddess, then let it be so.]

“This pleases me, and so it shall be. May we next meet in peace and accord.”

The presence faded, and the endless tunnels in the obelisk chamber spiraled into themselves until they closed. Countless tendrils and vines were crushed and snapped as they were severed from the plant’s main body in the beyond. After a moment of squirming, they became still and dead.

Baltae hovered down to the floor, breathing heavily and dropping to one knee amidst several tons of dead plant matter. The rest of the Littans warily entered, checking on Baltae and having a silent conversation. They were back on their psychic comms. After a couple of minutes, Baltae managed to stand, and Pio went to the obelisk. She looked up at the structure, which had grown quite large since I’d last seen it, now over a hundred feet tall. Pio brushed away a few dead vines, then placed her hand on its surface.

I felt Grotto having a moment of indecision.

“Confused about something?”

[Yara’s request is that the Littans take all they have earned through conquest.]

“Yeah, so they get their stats and the chips for beating the boss. Probably some weird plant essences as well, I bet. You don’t think they deserve it?”

[I do. Rather, I believe they deserve even more. Allowing a Gold party into the Delve required special permission from the System. Typically, the benefits of the second phase are reserved for those who have proven their merit during phase one. That is to say, Platinum Delvers. The System was willing to allow this group of Littans to make the attempt because of our unique status and relationship with the System, but it would not have permitted their entry unless it judged the Littans to be worthy of the opportunity.]

“Okay. Sure. What are you getting at?”

[Baltae, Cezil, and Madel have each displayed powers beyond those offered by the System. They are, by my accounting, sufficient to have earned the Escalated status. Pio and Guar are effective but still have some progress to make before they have realized their potential. Either way, I am going to assign all of them the status of Escalated Delvers in addition to a Platinum Level distribution.]

I felt Grotto nudge the obelisk, and some parameters changed within the relic. Runes lit up along its surface, shredding the rest of the vines covering it, and arcs of mana poured out of it and into the Littan party. Madel’s sword clattered to the ground as Cezil rapidly transitioned back to her normal form.

Each of the Littans now had a thin platinum sheen hugging the outside of their golden souls. Their new escalated status also now gave them the ability to reap all the rewards from phase two.

“That was nice of you.”

[It was well within operational guidelines. My generosity knows many bounds.]

The Littans looked between one another, but a portal appeared before they could discuss what they’d gone through. They were more than happy to get the fuck out, not wasting any time looking around or hunting for hidden treasure. Without a word, the group hastily made their exit.

I allowed my consciousness to return to my body, letting go of the mini-obelisk and flexing my hand to dispel some stiffness. I stretched and looked over to Grotto, who had his tentacles crossed, looking to be in deep contemplation.

“Welp,” I said aloud. “That was something. Saw some cool things, learned a few lessons, and drew the attention of yet another deific being capable of smiting us out of existence with a twitch of her pinky nail. Why is Yara called the Godqueen anyway? Is she actually supposed to be the queen of the gods?”

[She rules her pantheon. Her faithful are divided on whether she should be revered as the queen of their gods or the queen of all gods.]

“I see. Cosmologically, I guess we know that she’s not the queen of all gods. She didn’t seem to have any authority over Sam’lia, and, as impressive as her soul felt, it was nowhere close to the Dread Star.”

[Perhaps you should refrain from spreading those insights among the Littans. Her Divine Majesty is a popular patron in their culture.]

“Already starting in with Diplomacy training? We should at least take a break first. There are also a couple of things I’d like your help with.”

[Have you slotted the skill? Did you do that prior to Yara’s request?]

“Yeah. I did it while the Littans were on break.”

[I see. You should check your notifications.]

I blinked, then glanced at my interface. My personal notifications had been suppressed while I surveyed the Delve, and I saw that both Dungeoneering and Diplomacy had advanced. I brought up the messages.

You have successfully administered a Level 15 Expansion Delve!

Near deaths: 4

Actual deaths: 0

Rating: Excellent

You have earned 15 System Rep

Your Dungeoneering skill has advanced from Level 20 to Level 25!

“Oh, neat,” I said. “I didn’t know that was a way to level the skill. Also, five levels at once, nice.”

[It is the most reliable way to advance Dungeoneering. Delve administration grants experience to the skill based on difficulty, with Expansion being on the higher end. We also received the second-highest rating. I expect we lost marks due to the hot spring debacle.]

“What about the plant?”

[The plant was a level-appropriate challenge. The Delvers dealt with it themselves; it simply cost them a potent resource.]

“Ah. Well, I’m glad Yara dealt with the plant for us. How were you going to get down to the obelisk to make modifications with that thing in there?”

[It was a Delve monster. It would not harm me.] He paused and thought for a second. [Probably. I would have been more worried about its influence spilling out to other areas of the Closet. Its biomass was limitless. I have no idea why its effect on this dimensional space was so well contained.]

“Maybe it had trouble adapting its conceptual identity to conform to a three-dimensional space. Either way, Yara said she’d ‘tame’ the problem, but as far as I can tell, she just kicked it out of our dimension.”

Grotto tilted his whole body in consideration, then eventually shrugged his tentacles. [I lament the loss of such a novel creation, but perhaps I can grow another with a moderate amount of time and effort.]

I started to ask Grotto to please not do that but reconsidered. As long as he didn’t let things spiral, it might be interesting to have an infinite plant of wonder hanging around. Especially if it wasn’t hostile to us. I decided to mull it over some more. We could always call in another god to deal with things if they got out of control.

Was that a completely irresponsible attitude to have? Probably. However, with the way things were going, I felt like I’d be able to host a dinner party of the divine and famous before long.

“What does System Rep do?”

[You can spend it to increase the chances of a successful System Call. I did not realize you could earn any as a Delver, even if you are a Delve co-arbiter. Curious. I wonder how it might be applied.]

It was my turn to give Grotto a shrug. I added it to The List and looked at my next notification.

Your Diplomacy skill has increased from Level 1 to Level 10!

“Uh… why the hell did I get so many levels in DIplomacy?”

[Negotiating with a goddess apparently yields exceptional experience,] Grotto thought to me. He began rubbing his feelers together, a menacing gleam in his eye. [We should try to find more gods to make deals with.]

It looked like Grotto was on board with the deific dinner party idea. I wondered what kind of hors d’oeuvres one served at such an event. That could also go on The List, right below choosing my Diplomacy evolution. I wanted to run those by the entire party.

“So, Grotto, got time to help me dive into my soul and perform complex manipulations of my mana matrix with the goal of reforging half of my active skills?”

[Will this also involve abusing our shared spiritual connection, since it was recently made more exploitable by the godly avatar Fortune?]

“Yes! I also plan on applying my divine revelations to novel and likely unintended use cases.”

[Very well. That sounds moderately entertaining.]
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Grotto and I teleported back to my Pocket Penthouse to begin reforging my active skills. We spent some time setting up a dedicated meditation space clear of anything distracting or destructible. I’d never had a catastrophic failure while skill forging—and had no idea what fucking up something like Explosion! might do—but I admittedly had limited experience with the practice.

Despite having more experience than 99% of Delvers, we were firmly in the pioneering stage of the art. I just happened to have been given a head start by a goddess, a brain injury, and now an ancient intelligence with vast knowledge and questionable opinions on ethical experimentation.

I was sitting in a lotus position on an extra-thick woolen rug, having nostalgia over my first few sessions in the Closet meditating and dedicating my mana regen to its expansion. Doing that now would have been a pittance compared to the constant output of the obelisk.

I settled into the carpet, centering myself and attempting to clear my mind of stray thoughts and distractions. Unfortunately, Grotto wasn’t helping much with that.

“Do you really need to sit there?” I asked.

Grotto’s feelers were draped over my shoulders as the Delve Core perched atop my head like an animal hat.

[Close proximity will allow me to more accurately gauge your biological reactions. Would you prefer that I sit in your lap?]

“No. That sounds much worse.”

I suspected Grotto’s “close proximity” had more to do with establishing dominance than it did with the nonsense he was presenting. In the past, he’d managed my “biological functions” just fine from a distance. I let it go and did my best to get into the zone.

My first time forging a skill was with Sam’lia, who’d guided me through the process of modifying the imprint of Gravity Anchor on my mana matrix. This involved a light amount of soul manipulation, which she’d handled to make sure I didn’t accidentally hurt myself.

The second time I’d taken a swing at the undertaking was when I’d reforged Shortcut into Reckless Shortcut. That was a quick and dirty affair done in a moment of dire need and while missing a significant chunk of the brain cells responsible for things like inhibition and rational thought. It had been extremely risky, and the only thing that had kept me from bricking the skill or worse was having Soul Sight cranked up to a level I’d never before attempted. That was another trick I only got away with because my brain had been borked enough that it didn’t interfere with processing the information granted to me by the Sight.

Since then, I’d done a lot of work to readjust my approach to Soul Sight. The spiritual senses that it granted created a lot of strain when processed through my organic mind but were as easy to manage as any ordinary sense when I allowed the information to flow through my soul directly. Things could still be overwhelming, but the burden was significantly lessened when Soul Sight ran on its native operating system—the soul—as opposed to being bootstrapped to my organic OS—the brain.

This allowed me to reach incredibly high levels of sensitivity with the Sight and dive into my soul to observe it through the spiritual equivalent of a microscope. The mana matrix existed within this spiritual realm, and with the level of detail I could attain, I was able to trace the mana pathways that my various active skills utilized. Understanding what paths a skill took was essential to understanding why the skill functioned as it did. Erasing and rebuilding those pathways into a different configuration was the core step to modifying and reforging them.

Part of the risk of skill forging was not understanding why certain pathways existed or how adding certain pathways would affect things. Carefully purging and adding pathways also took a significant amount of Spiritual skill, something that I was poorly equipped for since my attunement didn’t give me access to Spiritual Magic. Sam’lia’s gifts gave me an edge, but they weren’t a replacement for an entire magic school.

This was where Grotto came in. The Delve Core’s highest competency was Spiritual Magic and our soul connection gave him access to intimate parts of my inner being. We hadn’t yet experimented with having Grotto make changes to my mana matrix, but I had a good idea of how he could at least guide me.

Once I dove into myself with Soul Sight, I used Reveal to share this awareness with Grotto. Connecting with Grotto using Reveal was already easier than with anyone else—since it used our soul connection as a bridge—but it was even more intuitive since we’d had our temporary combination with Shog, creating the mighty Arlottog. Instead of simply showing Grotto what I was experiencing, it was more like I opened the door for Grotto to walk directly into my soul. I felt the Delve Core’s presence in my spirit, and the process of remodeling began.

I currently had ten active skills, although I didn’t want to make changes to all of them. Reckless Shortcut already worked well. It was cheap and had a massive maximum distance. The self-damage and variable cooldown weren’t much of an issue, and eliminating them would require trading out some of the skill’s versatility. In fact, the variable cooldown was a source of inspiration for how I planned to alter Explosion!.

Dispel was a skill that did exactly what I needed, which was a single-target counterspell. I hadn’t yet had the chance to test out Reverse Card. I didn’t want to mess around with it without testing its redirect function, and the spell DR the aura granted was great. Life Warden also served the exact purpose I needed it for, transmitting damage from an ally to myself. It was a constant companion for Etja, taking pressure off the mage and keeping her in fights.

The only thing I considered changing about Life Warden was how the mana cost worked. Right now, it reserved ten mana, meaning it reduced my maximum mana pool by ten while it was in use. It also cost ten mana per hour, which effectively reduced my mana regen by ten while it was active. My mana regen was one hundred, though it got a boost when there was a lot of Dimensional mana for my Ambient Absorption ability to soak up. Life Warden reserved 2% of my 500-point mana pool but cut me off from 10% of my regen.

I had similar thoughts about Dimensional Summon. Shog’s summoning spell had an initial cost of thirty mana with a thirty mana per hour upkeep. That was an initial hit of 6% to my mana bar, but a 30% ongoing drain to my mana regen. Both Life Warden and Shog were worth it, but I thought it might be better if the spells didn’t have any hourly mana upkeep.

Reverse Card also reserved mana but had no ongoing cost unless I wanted to use it to actively redirect a spell. With Grotto’s help, it was easy to figure out the pathways to make this happen; it just required increasing the mana reserve on Life Warden and adding one to Dimensional Summon.

Life Warden’s upkeep could be removed by increasing its mana reserve from ten to twenty. That would also make the spell more viable for casting on multiple targets since it wouldn’t gut my regen to do so.

Dimensional Summon could be adjusted to a 50-mana reserve. That was a tougher pill to swallow, but if I were engaged in multiple fights across a couple of hours, it would be a net benefit. For a single engagement, it would be a minor loss, but I was built for sustain and wanted to keep moving in that direction.

Further, swapping to a mana reserve would remove the chance of Shog’s spell being canceled if I ran out of mana and had my regen interrupted by some effect or other drain. If that ever happened to me, Shog would be unavailable for twenty-four hours while the spell was on cooldown. Operating on a reserve would add consistency that helped me feel secure in making the alteration.

I pulled back out of my soul to check the System text for each ability and make sure everything else looked the same. I was surprised to see that the names of the spells had changed. The alterations had been so minor I didn’t think it would be worth an update, but the System apparently felt otherwise. It had also felt lazy, it seemed.

Arlo’s Life Warden

Arlo’s Dimensional Summon

[I can help you rename those if you wish.]

“No, it’s fine,” I said with a sigh. “At least it didn’t do anything too silly, like making it Life Warden V2, or Life Warden but Different.”

[I would have simply added a plus symbol to the end.]

“The prefix Stable might have made sense. Either way, it doesn’t matter. I’m just going to keep referring to them as normal.”

Now that the easy changes were done, I moved to the more complex problems.

Oblivion Orb. Mi amor. My first attack spell, and the spell I used more often than any other. I rarely deployed it in its normal, touch-based form anymore, but I did use Nimean Weapon to slap it onto nearly every hammer I threw. I was curious to take a look at it within my mana matrix, since the spell’s description had always been a touch vague.

As my understanding of skills and the System as a whole increased, the skill text I was given was more in line with the mechanics of how I thought things worked. In fact, as I studied Oblivion Orb, I was able to boil it down to a much simpler expression than its original description.

Make an INT Planar attack against a target you can touch. This attack deals +100% critical damage.

The spell used my Intelligence for base damage, added damage based on my Dimensional Magic skill, and wrecked shop when it hit something vital. That was all well and good, but there was one major problem with that.

I wasn’t focused on crits.

Plus, I was rarely in a position to grab the back of someone’s head like I had with Hognay in my Creation Delve. Beyond that, as the monsters and Delvers I encountered got tougher and had higher Fortitude, there seemed to be fewer regions of the body that counted as a critical location.

I could imagine another universe where I’d pumped crits, investing into Agility and Luck to lay hands in the perfect places at the perfect times, pumping out heroic levels of damage as I removed organs with laser precision. Sadly, that was not a road that I’d traveled.

Regardless, I had all kinds of mana shapes that would make the orb a lot more deadly and which were more reliable for the current me than aiming for a vulnerable location and hoping for the best. Mana shaping could make it an AoE, a penetrating line attack, double its damage, or give it a range. I could even make one of those completely free with my Arcane Geometry evolution.

When I traced the mana pathways, I discovered that Oblivion Orb’s critical damage boost was a conditional effect that reacted to a trigger. When it encountered a “vital” area that was fortified against damage—such as a Delver’s mana-rich heart—it would automatically concentrate its effect to reduce the vital location’s resilience. Fortitude and evolutions could negate a part of the Planar damage, but the orb would take advantage of its natural penetration to make it much harder for those attributes to stop damage to vulnerable areas. The more focused the volume of the orb was on the weak spot, the better it was at condensing damage on the sensitive location.

As I chewed that over, Grotto guided me to pathways that would increase the orb’s crit chance even without investing in Luck. I could rewire the spell to take more advantage of my high Intelligence, boosting the concentrating effect even when the orb had a large volume. I could fire off larger orbs that were more likely to encompass something vital and trigger the effect more efficiently.

That would increase the orb’s base mana cost and make it more useful than it was, but that wouldn’t change the fact that I had no other crit-related enhancements. I would want evolutions and gear that boosted crit damage, effects that further improved crit chance to guarantee a critical, and maybe an aura that did one or both. It would mean splitting my focus again into something I hadn’t yet built into, which I was reluctant to do.

One of the things I’d loved about Oblivion Orb early on was how it seemed to bypass defenses. It took perfect, sphere-shaped bites out of weak enemies and mundane materials. As I grew in level and encountered more robust enemies, it had become less amazing. That made sense. It was a basic five-mana skill. I couldn’t expect it to kill God just because I popped him in the head with it.

But maybe there were ways to guide the orb back in that direction. I wasn’t too enamored with the idea of crits. Yes, it would help my damage on average, but I hated relying on effects that had a chance to occur. I preferred reliable damage—consistent damage. I preferred inevitable, inescapable, guaranteed damage.

Maybe there was a way I could rework the trigger and the effect into something a bit more my style…


Chapter 43


My first thought for Oblivion Orb was to exchange the crit trigger for a trigger that caused the orb to teleport forward a short distance when it contacted any sort of armor, mitigating ability, or other defensive structure. To my delight, I could do that. However, it would increase the mana cost immensely.

I needed to think smaller.

Grotto encouraged me to consider how I was using the orb. I put it on a hammer, then threw that hammer at something I wanted to destroy. Most people would either dodge that combo or block it. A moment of epiphany struck, and I backed away from Oblivion Orb to look over Homing Weapon.

Homing Weapon was… fine. It was a bit expensive for what it did. It added range and damage to a thrown weapon attack, and the weapon returned afterward. It cost 10 stamina, and I knew from my experience with other techniques that the return on damage should be higher than what I was getting here.

Part of the stamina cost was from increasing the throwing range. I didn’t really need that anymore, since I got a huge boost to range from my first Blunt evolution, Hammer Throw. At higher levels, the bonus from Homing Weapon would result in a paltry 10% increase in throwing distance. Not worth it in my book.

Another reason it was expensive was that its requirements were too low for what it did. Apparently, if a spell offered more boom than it should for the related skill requirements, that increased its cost or added a cooldown.

I ran my ideas by Grotto, who approved and began muttering villainous soliloquies as I activated step 1 of Project: Unavoidable Harm.

I increased Homing Weapon’s requirements, dropped the range boost, and gave Dimensional Magic a larger role in the technique’s damage output. The intrinsic skill would become a “modifier,” which gave Homing Weapon a higher skill ceiling in return for better potential damage.

Then, I added one final effect that took greater advantage of the skill’s core reason for existing.

Arlo’s Homing Weapon

Physical/Dimensional

Cost: 10 stamina

Requirements: STR 20, INT 20, Blunt 20

Make a thrown weapon attack modified by Dimensional Magic in addition to the relevant weapon intrinsic. This attack seeks out its target and cannot be dodged. The thrown weapon returns to you afterward.

Now my hammers would pursue their targets with significantly more emphasis on the “Homing” portion of Homing Weapon. Instead of a casual arc toward my enemy, it would be a heat-seeking missile of undodgeable doom. You literally could not run from it anymore.

I moved on to step 2 of Project: Unavoidable Harm.

I went back to Oblivion Orb and reworked its trigger. I dropped the critical damage bonus and added a more refined version of the armor-bypassing teleport. I couldn’t get the spell to avoid all defenses without a massive increase in cost, but I could get it to bypass a specific defense.

Arlo’s Oblivion Orb

Dimensional

5 mana

Requirements: INT 20, Dimensional Magic 20

Make an INT Planar attack against a target you can touch. This attack cannot be blocked.

Now I could throw a hammer that could not be dodged, tipped with a spell that would teleport through my enemy’s shield—or whatever else they blocked with—directly into their unguarded bodies.

It was simple, potent, and inescapable, just like my masculine musk of sandalwood and fresh-cut mahogany. What would my opponents do? I expected they would just have to smile and take it.

I took a break and listened to Grotto monologue about our inexorable conquest of the globe using the time-tested method of forcing our enemies to choose between the lesser of two harms. After a visit to the bathroom and a quick glass of water, I was ready to move to the next skill.

The big boy.

The bane of cooldown counters and healthy eardrums.

That’s right, it was time to make Explosion! not suck.

Not that it did suck. It was a pretty good spell overall, just with a narrow band of use cases. No, I wasn’t going to make it not suck. I was going to make it fucking broken.

Broken as in it would be really good. Mechanically it would be completely balanced from the standpoint of stat and skill requirements, damage, range, effects, etc.

Balanced in the way BORKEN ASS abilities are balanced!

Balanced like a quarterstaff made from a motherlovin’ mop!

Balanced like your no-life ex-roommate’s favorite MOBA character! Pre-patch!

Okay, it’d be good but not off-the-walls crazy. Anyway, I’ll get back to the discussion.

Explosion! was a simple spell on its surface: Charge it up, make a big-ass explosion. Under the hood, there was a lot going on. Free-form targeting, charge time, variable AoE size, multiple scaling damage types—Sonic, Kinetic, Spatial—a somatic component, the Deafened status, and a boost from chanting ominous phrases.

Looking at everything going on, it was no wonder the spell had a huge cooldown. The requirements were minuscule, needing only Dimensional Magic and Physical Magic slotted as intrinsics—no mandatory stats or levels needed.

Grotto and I took the spell apart, trying to discern what it would take to have the spell function the way it already did, but without a cooldown. We ended up with the following requirements: INT 70, Dimensional Magic 60, Physical Magic 55.

I did not meet those requirements.

I did have much higher stats and levels than the spell currently called for, but if all I did was alter the requirements to match my present capabilities, that would cut the cooldown by about half. With my cooldown reduction evolution from Physical Magic, I’d have a version of the spell I could use every twenty-five-ish minutes. That was a big difference from the current forty-seven-minute cooldown, but not enough to get it where I wanted.

However, the variable cooldown from Reckless Shortcut could be used to my advantage. Right now, Explosion! triggered its cooldown regardless of how long I charged it. What I wanted to do was match Reckless Shortcut’s ability to cause a cooldown based on how hard I went with the spell. I also wanted to streamline the damage types and take some inspiration from the Spatial spells I’d seen Baltae using, weaving in some more effective forced movement.

It took hours, but Grotto and I eventually ended up with a spell I felt quite good about.

Explosion!+

Physical/Dimensional

Cost: 20 mana + 10 mana/second

Cooldown: Variable

Requirements: INT 40, Dimensional Magic 30, Physical Magic 20

Create a big-ass explosion at a point you can perceive with a radius in feet equal to 20 plus your Physical Magic skill level. Make an INT Sonic attack against all entities within this area. Entities hit by this attack are Deafened and knocked prone.

You can focus to charge this spell prior to casting. If you do, this spell’s radius increases by a number of feet equal to your Physical Magic skill level every 6 seconds and deals bonus Spatial damage equal to your INT every second it was charged. This spell may be charged for a maximum number of seconds equal to your Dimensional Magic skill level.

When charged for 3 seconds or more, entities hit by this attack are pulled to the center of this spell’s area.

Explosion!+ gains a 2-minute cooldown for every second it was charged, up to a maximum cooldown of 60 minutes.

This spell requires a somatic component: snapping your fingers.

Hidden Trait (Restriction): While charging this spell, you may chant ominous, foreboding, or antagonistic phrases. If you do so, this spell creates an obvious visual effect that grows in intensity over time. Entities that hear your chanting and can perceive this visual effect must succeed on a WIS check opposed by your CHA or become Distracted by you until this spell resolves.

The reforged spell gave me two options. I could create a large-radius Sonic attack for 20 mana with no cooldown, or I could charge the spell to increase the blast size and add Spatial damage in exchange for a scaling cooldown. It was much more adaptable than the original.

While scattering my foes to the four winds with a mighty blast was fun, having them grouped up in one place was more efficient for the party. The initial pressure wave would knock people on their asses, but the Spatial damage would suck them back into the explosion’s center. Enemies would be prone, Deafened, and in a nice pile for Varrin to cut to pieces, Xim to blast with pillars of holy fire, Nuralie to drop gas bombs onto, and Etja to disintegrate into their component elements. I could even hop in with Gravity Anchor to keep them grouped up.

We’d also done some fine-tuning on how Intelligence, Dimensional Magic, and Physical Magic affected the spell. This version was slightly weaker than the original for the moment, but it would be better than the original once I got my Physical Magic skill to a reasonable level.

I also swapped the spell’s restriction. Chanting originally added a small amount of extra damage, but given the total damage being dealt when I channeled the spell, it hadn’t been significant. Instead, it was now an easy way to Distract enemies and force them to ignore my allies, paying attention to me instead.

My Charisma was only a 10, but my Charisma evolution made the score twice as effective when trying to Distract, bringing it up to an effective 20. I also had the This is Bullshit! achievement, which made it easier to Distract higher-level enemies. In the right circumstances, Grotto expected that would give me an effective CHA of up to 30—plenty high enough to Distract most non-casters.

Next, I took a spin through Aura of Perseverance, rewiring it to be more useful for my build. The Shielding granted by the aura was based on Strength and Charisma. I was building into Strength, but not Charisma, so I swapped that out for Fortitude, making the skill more than twice as effective. I was surprised it was that easy of a change, but sometimes things just worked. The System decided this made it an entirely different skill, though, so it got a proper name update.

Aura of Persistence

Physical

Cost: 20 stamina + 1 stamina per second

Cooldown: None

You create an aura around you with a radius in feet equal to your Physical Magic skill level. Allies within this aura gain Shielding equal to your STR + FOR when this skill is activated. While the ally remains within range, this Shielding regenerates at a rate equal to its maximum value over 6 seconds.

As our fevered session of skill forging neared its end, I took a fresh look at Gravity Anchor. The skill had been tailored to my needs when I crafted it, and I’d mainly been focused on keeping myself from getting knocked all over the battlefield while also locking my enemies down into one place. It was an effect that emanated from my body in an AoE, which made it very similar to certain other abilities I possessed. Abilities that benefited from various evolutions and passives I had recently acquired.

I poked at the skill a bit and found that it was pretty easy to add a specific keyword without having a huge impact on its function.

Gravity Anchor (Aura)

Dimensional

Cost: 10 stamina + 2 stamina/sec

You gain an aura with a radius in feet equal to half your Dimensional Magic skill level. Entities within this aura are pulled toward you a number of feet equal to your Dimensional Magic skill level every second.

While this aura is active, you are Immobilized and immune to forced movement. Affected entities with STR lower than your INT are also Immobilized.

The ability description became a lot more concrete. I likely lost a little versatility, but I didn’t mind having a firmer grasp of the skill’s mechanics. A quick test showed I could still use it to throw hammers into orbit around myself, so that exploit worked as normal. The ability to exclude allies from the effect was no longer expressly stated, but I could use mana shaping to accomplish the same thing.

Since Gravity Anchor was now an aura, having it active gave me +5 to attack and defense from Auradilato. It also had its radius of sixteen feet improved by another twenty-one feet, granted by my Level 20 Heavy Armor evolution. A thirty-seven-foot-radius ongoing pull and immobilize was pretty solid.

I took a breather and reviewed my repertoire.

Active Skills: (10/11)

Arlo’s Oblivion Orb

Explosion!+

Arlo’s Homing Weapon

Arlo’s Dimensional Summon

Reckless Shortcut

Gravity Anchor (Aura)

Dispel

Reverse Card (Aura)

Aura of Persistence

Arlo’s Life Warden

I had buffs to protect myself and my allies, countermagic to fuck over casters, skills for mobility and counter-mobility, a powerful summon, and three attack skills that were hard to avoid. I stroked my beard as I stared at the empty eleventh slot.

“What am I missing?” I said. I was half talking to myself and half posing the question to Grotto.

[Your last serious battle saw you being taken apart by a high-Speed Physical fighter.]

“Hmm. I’ve gained a decent amount of Speed and defense since then. I don’t think I’d have as much trouble with Roach if we had to go at it again.”

[Perhaps, but the answer to a fast melee fighter is not necessarily to match their strengths. Your emphasis on spells will always see your martial capabilities lagging behind dedicated melee fighters.]

“So you think I should find a different counter? That’s part of what I was trying to accomplish with Gravity Anchor.”

[Gravity Anchor will prevent an enemy from fleeing, but it immobilizes melee fighters within striking distance. I believe you need a more dedicated skill that hinders movement and interferes with martial capabilities.]

“Right. Does that mean we’re diving back in to forge a new skill?”

[No, there is no reason to waste time forging something completely new. I believe this will complement your current skill set quite nicely.]

Grotto waved a feeler, and the System offered me a new skill.

Elemental Barrier

Physical

Cost: 20 mana

Requirements: INT 20, Physical Magic 20

When you cast this spell, choose either the Cold, Fire, Lightning, or Sonic damage type.

A stationary spherical barrier of elemental force erupts in a radius around you equal to half your Physical Magic skill level in feet, warding against approach by hostile forces. When you create this barrier and every 6 seconds thereafter, make an INT Physical attack against all non-party entities that are touching or inside the barrier. The damage of this attack is the damage type chosen when you cast the spell.

Entities hit by this attack are pushed to the edge of the barrier. Additionally, if the damage type was Cold, entities hit by this attack are Slowed; if Fire, they are Ignited; if Lightning, they are Shocked; and if Sonic, they are Deafened and knocked prone.

So long as you focus, this effect remains active.

It took me a moment to digest the possibilities, but the skill really did look like it would mesh very well with my other skills. It was a stationary AoE, but in some ways that was a benefit. I could cast it on myself, or I could cast it on an ally like Etja, helping to keep baddies from wandering too close.

I could cast Gravity Anchor and Shortcut into a group of enemies, pulling them all in close to me. Then I could blast them with Elemental Barrier to deal constant damage as I wailed on them with my hammers. They’d be Immobilized, Deafened, and constantly getting knocked away, pulled back in, and thrown to the ground. That would definitely make it difficult to swing a sword. Or a giant bardiche.

Plus, if the knockdown wasn’t effective, I could swap to a different element. The skill had a lot of options.

I slotted it as my eleventh skill and stood up from the ultra-thick woolen rug.

“First, we have lunch! Then, we play around with all this new shit!”

[It is closer to breakfast time than lunch.]

“I thought it was midday when Pio’s group finished the Delve.”

[It was. You have been staring at your mana matrix for 14 hours.]

“Oh.” I shrugged. “Fuck it. Yara said this is my sovereign domain, so lunch can damn well be whenever I say it is. I’m having a turkey sandwich.”

I marched out of the meditation room and toward the kitchen, with Grotto close behind.


Chapter 44


Ididn’t end up testing my reforged skills after having lunch for breakfast. Once I’d eaten my fill, fatigue hit me hard. I hadn’t slept in a proper bed in months, and my full stomach combined with the all-nighter had me flagging.

So I crashed for twelve hours straight.

The last three hours were mostly me struggling to convince myself to climb out of my bundle of ultra-plush blankets. I eventually peeled myself out of the Arlo-shaped indent I’d made in the mattress. It looked like a granite statue had been laid to rest in the bed for a week straight.

I poked at my chest and flicked my biceps with a finger. I didn’t feel like I was made of stone. Curious, I went to my armory and grabbed a wooden practice sword. I gave it a light slap against my thigh, and it snapped in half.

It really shouldn’t have been a surprise. I added buying a Delver-crafted bed to the List, took a shower, and got on with my day.

Grotto had used the time to create his first golem. It was Grade 12 at base, but after equipping it with a full gear loadout plundered from fallen Delvers, it rose to Grade 15. We decided to kill two birds with one stone and field test my abilities and the golem simultaneously.

I demolished it.

I did my best not to utterly destroy the golem, since it was easier for Grotto to repair a construct than build a new one entirely. Sadly, there was little I could do about Oblivion Orb teleporting chunks of the entity to an unknown dimension. I felt good about my progress and felt a little bad about breaking Grotto’s new toy. Not because it would make more work for Grotto, but because the golem looked a little too familiar.

“Why is the golem a copy of Etja?”

[She is an exemplary model of golem craft. I saw no reason to attempt my own design when one of such high caliber was available in my archives.]

I frowned and looked over the dismembered creation. It was less lifelike than Etja, with skin and features that were clearly artificial. Still, it was like someone had made an immaculate stone statue of the mage, complete with her wholesome smile. The expression remained even in the golem’s death, which was a little creepy.

[Before you complain further, Etja consented to my use of her as a model.]

“When did that happen?”

[While you were wasting precious time being unconscious.]

“Hey, sleep is necessary for a well-functioning mind and body.”

[Your mind and body require far less than twelve uninterrupted hours of rest to function well.]

“There are psychological benefits to role-playing a slug once in a while. Did Etja come back from Eschangal?”

[No. She is currently engaged in a multi-day “shopping spree” with Nuralie.]

“Then how did you get her permission?”

[I have remained in contact with the other party members during this downtime.]

“What? How?”

Grotto floated back from his attempted repairs of the golem and thought for a moment. He waved a feeler, and a Level 40 Charisma evolution popped up.

Public Service Announcer

You can focus to communicate with any entity you have met across any distance as though you were standing next to them. This communication can be in any form available to you, such as speech, body language, or telepathy. You may allow this communication to be perceptible to anyone nearby or only to that entity. Entities who can perceive this communication can respond to you in a similar manner as long as you maintain focus.

“Ah.” I briefly wondered why Grotto hadn’t mentioned this ability to me beforehand but decided not to be a control freak about it and let the thought go. “Anything else new that I should be aware of?”

Grotto returned to his work on the golem. [Varrin has requested an early return through the Third Layer Checkpoint. He plans to arrive in the morning.]

“Did he give a reason?”

[Yes. The Hiwardian upper crust has caught wind of our upcoming meeting with the Littans. Combined with our contributions to advancing the phase, this has attracted a great deal of attention from the noble houses. Varrin plans to brief you in advance of their arrival.]

“Arrival? Arrival where?”

[They plan to pay a visit to the Closet.]

“And who, specifically, are we talking about?”

[The attendants are in flux as the situation is rapidly evolving. At the very least, we should expect Varrin’s great-grandfather⁠—]

“You mean Ealdric Ravvenblaq Senior, the current patriarch of the Ravvenblaq house, a living legend, and one of the most powerful Delvers in the world?”

[Yes. Also, the two high-level Duckgriens who saved you from Orexis.]

“The matriarch and patriarch of the Dukgrien house, also living legends and two more of the most powerful Delvers in the world?”

[Yes. Additionally, Lito and Myria will be joining. One or more notable members from the other Hiwardian houses may show, and there is a small chance Filix Celeritia will make an appearance.]

My mind froze at the roster Grotto was laying out. It didn’t help that he was doing it in the most intentionally obtuse way imaginable.

“Filix Celeritia? His Royal Highness King Filix ‘God-Step’ Celeritia, Sole Sovereign of the Kingdom of Hiward and Defender of the Realm, long may he reign?”

Grotto paused, waiting to see if I was done. [Yes,] he thought, intonation the exact same as the last three times. [Although, such a lengthy title grants only superfluous information.]

“He’s the fucking king!”

[Ye—]

“Say ‘yes’ one more time,” I said, pointing at Grotto. His black eyes shifted as he calculated the risks and benefits of goading me any further.

[He is a king, but we are not his subjects. There is no reason to get worked up over the matter.]

I spun and power-walked out of the training room into the penthouse proper. I looked around, trying to wrap my head around what was happening.

I was no stranger to rubbing elbows with powerful people at this point. I’d met Patriarch Ravvenblaq before and had a handful of conversations with the Dukgriens. I’d spent a couple of days running through the swamp with Zenithar Zura and had meetings with the other two leaders of Eschendur. I’d had a pissing contest with a Littan admiral and was on a first-name basis with a goddess. Hells, I’d even had a deity pay a personal visit to the Pocket Delve the day before.

But this was different. Those encounters were high-stakes, but there was one core difference with the upcoming soiree that ratcheted things up a notch.

I was hosting.

I did a lap of the penthouse, eyeing every piece of high-end luxury furniture, the overpriced paintings, the tasteful bronze sculptures. I ran my fingers across the supple threads of hand-woven silk rugs and stared down at the impeccably laid hardwood floors. Mahogany cabinets, marble countertops, and a wine cellar filled with an irreproachable selection of vintages, it was an abode of peerless taste and timeless decor.

And it was way too small.

There was no time to construct and decorate another ten thousand square feet with such a high degree of exemplary furnishings! Damn my incredible taste and insistence on only the finest baubles and knick-knacks!

Grotto and I could expand into the Closet to make space for a horde of royalty, but it’s not like I kept a mansion’s worth of high-end interior decorations lying about. It would be obvious that it was new construction. I hadn’t even had time to build a proper lawn and garden for large events.

And what about food? I had plenty of fresh goods for myself, even enough for some family meals with the party, but nowhere near what was needed to satisfy a gaggle of nobles and their entourages. I didn’t even know what types of finger foods old-money Hiwardians enjoyed. It was an island nation, so they probably ate a lot of fish, right?

I didn’t have any fish!

It didn’t keep well and always tasted funny after storing it in inventory for too long. Varrin swore it was all in my head, but Nuralie agreed, and I trusted her palate more.

At least I had several kilos of luxury cheeses and two dozen barrels of craft beer. Cheese and beer sounded like a good time, but was it a royally good time?

Maybe Varrin had foreseen this problem. Maybe he was coming early to lend me an inventory full of Ravvenblaq antiques and hand me a hundred pounds’ worth of fancy fixin’s. I could only hope. But would he bring a chef as well? I started eyeing that Cooking intrinsic more seriously.

I went back to the training room.

“Grotto, put the golem down! We’re going into emergency event planning mode!”
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While we couldn’t make a mansion from nothing, we could use what we had to prepare a serviceable hosting location. Our primary greenhouse wasn’t pulling double duty as a living space like the hot spring was, so we converted it into an indoor party garden.

We had plenty of greenery, and expanding the space to create intricate geometric pathways weaving between flowers and bushes was as easy as Grotto waving a feeler. Constructing a patio was as simple as raising up the floor of the Closet, but it really needed some tile or stone to be seen as anything less than utilitarian.

Grotto also marked out several secluded areas within the shrubbery where he’d place sound-dampening weaves, enabling guests to hold discreet conversations. It wasn’t as effective as a series of dedicated meeting rooms, but it was much prettier. Besides, I wasn’t trying to create a comprehensive diplomatic facility. I just needed to provide enough functional architecture that I’d give the appearance of a semi-competent socialite.

I paused in the midst of our project to think over why I felt so strongly about that last point. I enjoyed being a proper host, but I wasn’t typically concerned with putting up a veneer of wealth or sophistication. The only reasonable conclusion was that Diplomacy was already flexing its skill levels, influencing me to be more considerate of appearances in the face of unknown political entities.

If the Hiwardian ruling class came for a visit to the personal home of Fortune’s Folly’s party leader, certain judgments would inevitably be made not just about me, but also about the party as a whole. A home that spoke only of personal luxury and intimate gatherings would imply I had no reason to believe I’d need to host larger groups.

Important and well-connected people often needed to host large groups of other important and well-connected people as a matter of course. Elbows would be rubbed, palms greased, conspiracies plotted, and the Illuminati formed. Hiwardian nobility would expect someone of station to have an estate organized with such facts in mind. Thus, if the best I could do was show the king of Hiward to my solitary dining room for a chat, one might glean the impression that I was not an important and well-connected person.

I wasn’t concerned about petty remarks or poorly hidden smirks. The opinions of the snide and the spoiled meant little to me. However, if I was misjudged to be someone of little import, that placed a target on our backs. Fame was a dangerous thing if you had no one to throw their weight around when the predators came sniffing.

We could handle ourselves in the face of obvious lethal threats, but if a high-ranking noble decided to try and box us in as part of some convoluted scheme to take advantage of our recently acquired notoriety, it could spell a lot of trouble that might be better avoided.

Varrin was a member of a major house, but he wasn’t expected to inherit the title of Thundralke—his brother was. Xim would likely become chieftain of an important Third Layer tribe one day, but they were a minor power in First Layer Arzia. Nuralie was a fledgling inquisitor, and Etja had no political clout to speak of. All I had was a tribal membership, grit, and gumption. We weren’t the easiest targets to snare in a web of intrigue and manipulation, but we were far from the hardest. Anything I could do to reduce the chances of that happening was worth spending some time and effort on.

Grotto and I finished organizing the greenhouse into a sprawling garden with space for gatherings of several sizes. We had a patio with room for twenty or so people—which prominently displayed my auto-cooking Kill n’ Grill—several locations for gatherings of up to eight, and a few nooks and crannies for doubles and triples.

Glowstones and mana weaves created an alluring array of lighting solutions that could be customized based on the time of day and mood. Grotto had a surprising amount of talent for arranging the plants into thoughtful displays with coherent themes of color and form. It also smelled fucking fantastic in there, so long as you didn’t have allergies. Since most of the visitors would be Delvers, I doubted it would be a problem.

We didn’t have shit for lawn furniture, though.

We expanded the kitchen to make space for a head chef and a team of cooks. I didn’t have any commercial equipment to add, but we could at least ensure plenty of room for food prep and easy movement. We also rearranged the armory to look less like an armory and more like a trophy room displaying the spoils of our conquests. It looked good but was incomplete without additional wall decor. It also needed some cozy places to sit and indulge the ultra-masculine need to be surrounded by instruments of war and death.

Additional rearrangements were made to take my bedroom from an easy offshoot of the main living area to a more secluded master bedroom. We then created a large foyer that guests could enter through, with vaulted ceilings and some lovely chandeliers I’d looted from the Mimic Delve.

Grotto assured me they wouldn’t try to eat anyone, but I was going to keep an eye on them nonetheless.

It was a twelve-hour remodeling spree made possible by the total control Grotto and I shared over the dimensions of the Closet. Rooms had been constructed to be semi-modular, allowing us to shuffle things around on a whim without tearing apart the walls or flooring.

Portals and Dimensional fuckery also allowed us to connect rooms that were nowhere near one another. Both Grotto and I had a little fun coming up with ways to make my penthouse feel bigger than it actually was. If every room connected to two more via portals craftily hidden between door frames, then it would seem like the space went on forever. Once someone figured out the rooms were continually looping into one another, they’d likely be more impressed than if we merely had a humongous house.

I busted my ass to move materials and rearrange bulky items as quickly as possible. I was sweaty, shirtless, and wearing my favorite pair of hotpants for comfort and mobility. I got so in the zone that I lost track of time, and Grotto was about as terrible at gauging time as I imagined any billion-year-old immortal would be. Before I knew it, Grotto interrupted my repositioning of an armoire to let me know Varrin was awaiting entry through the Third Layer Checkpoint.

“Shit, can I take a quick shower?”

[He insists that time is of the utmost importance.]

“Important like ‘yes, become less gross but do it in five minutes,’ or important like ‘I’m burning to death and you’re the only person holding a bucket of water for miles?’”

[His exact words were, ‘Every grain of sand in the hourglass must be valued as a pauper would value a precious jewel.’]

“Fuck, why is he so poetic? When did he get so poetic?”

I pulled a towel from inventory and wiped myself down, moving toward our new foyer. I took the time to pop out my leather vest and shrug it on, making the mildest attempt to not be mostly nude when greeting the big guy. I figured Xim and her parents would be with him, maybe Khigra, but they weren’t exactly bashful. Plus, they knew what I was about.

I rubbed my hair dry of sweat and ran my fingers through my beard in a futile attempt to tame it, then activated the Checkpoint.

When the portal opened, I found Varrin as expected, two well-dressed and very proper-looking young noblewomen who I hadn’t expected, and the entire household staff of the Ravvenblaq manor, none of whom had expected my hotpants.

I smiled and waved.


Chapter 45


Varrin looked fresh as new-fallen snow. He wore a white silk shirt, pristine and with nary a wrinkle or speck of dust. It was loose-fitting in a way that miraculously made his Herculean musculature look even more impressive as it bulged around his chest and shoulders. His pants were dark leather, fitted and flattering—not that he needed it—with a pair of low-cut boots that he could wear on the trail or at the ball.

Flanking him were four gorgeous women, making him look like the protagonist in one of Grotto’s ‘research’ novels. The first was Khigra, who stood casually with arms crossed, wearing her very-tight-but-only-for-functional-reasons smithing outfit. Xim was beside her in the ivory-colored top and charcoal pants she favored when outside of her robes and chainmail. The other two women, however, were unfamiliar.

To Varrin’s right was a Level 1 Platinum who looked slightly younger than the big guy. She was a little more than six feet tall, with white hair and pale skin that marked her as ethnically Hiwardian. Her features held a familial resemblance to Varrin, down to the ice-blue eyes and bone structure perfect enough to make you wonder whether one of the Ravvenblaqs had Genetic Engineering as an intrinsic skill. Where Varrin was a slab of unrealistic expectations for the male body, the woman beside him was similarly ‘gifted’ in the feminine direction.

The other woman was also Level 1 Platinum, with a slimmer frame, strawberry blonde hair, and a dusting of freckles below pale-green eyes. She was about average in height—an inch or two taller than Xim—but it was tough to recognize her stature as ‘normal’ while she stood beside a goliath like Varrin. Even Khigra had six inches on the newcomer, almost as tall as Varrin’s mystery relative.

Behind them were Xim’s parents and a veritable horde of butlers, maids, and other servants. At least Varrin hadn’t shown up with any of the big shots. I’d prefer to get to know the king before modeling for him in my skivvies.

While I took them in at a glance and gave a cheery wave, Varrin gently placed his face into his palm and let out a mighty sigh. Xim looked me up and down with a wide grin, and Khigra stoically raised an eyebrow. The blonde woman lifted a hand to hide a blush, feigning a cough to excuse the motion, while the unknown Ravvenblaq looked… confused.

“Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel,” Varrin said, recomposing himself and holding a hand out toward the blonde woman. “May I present Lady Sineh Dukgrien, firstborn daughter of Thundralkes Bebhinn and Feargan Dukgrien. Lady Dukgrien is well-versed in the current political landscape of Hiward and has volunteered to assist us in getting up to speed.”

I gave a brief Hiwardian bow. “Wonderful to meet you.”

She curtsied. “Aye, Esquire Arlo. The same to you. Varrin’s told me stories, but it’s lovely to meet you in the flesh.” Her eyes twinkled but stayed firmly in place above my neckline.

Varrin cleared his throat and gestured to the white-haired woman. “And this is my younger sister, Lady Riona Ravvenblaq. Riona is currently apprenticed to the Ravvenblaq Keeper of Decorum and will be invaluable in aiding us to refresh our etiquette.”

We exchanged pleasantries as well. Riona didn’t add her own cheeky turn of phrase, but her eyes wandered a bit more than Sineh’s.

“Now that we’ve been introduced,” I said, stepping to the side and gesturing toward the foyer, “welcome to my not-at-all humble abode. Please, come on in.”

The pair of women curtsied again and walked through the portal, followed by Varrin and Khigra. Xim stepped up beside me, the stream of servants close on her heels.

She leaned in and whispered, “I didn’t know they made pants that small.”

We both glanced down at my hotpants, then back up at the same time. The people walking past were carefully avoiding looking my way.

“They’re very comfortable,” I said.

“They look like they give a lot of… support,” Xim added.

“Keeps everything where it oughtta be.”

“That’s good,” said Xim, nodding seriously. “It’s important for clothes to be functional.”

“Very easy to move in, too.”

“Really? Maybe I should look into buying a pair.”

“I’ll introduce you to my tailor.”

“I’d like that,” she said, bumping me with her shoulder and flashing me a grin. I straightened my vest as she strode forward into the Closet, then went to sort out my guests as the final servant came through.

The Ravvenblaq servants lined up into neat rows in the foyer, arranged in groups with matching formal outfits. Several men and women looked pale—paler than normal for a Hiwardian—and I doubted my uncouth appearance was the culprit. This was a group who’d likely never once visited the Third Layer.

That was an unusual trip for most Delvers, let alone mundane humans. The spectacle of Sam’lia’s eye mutating the world around them until it twisted into the alien landscape of the Xor’Drel tribe lands was probably quite a shock. Gods know how they’d be reacting if they’d been dropped into the wilds on their first visit like I had.

In front of the rows of servants was a diminutive man in a blue suit and bowtie, his dress shirt and socks an attractive shade of periwinkle. Despite my banter with Xim, I’d kept a close eye on everyone entering the Closet. I’d done my best to catalog each face in an effort at operational security. I didn’t want any stowaways trying to hang out after all of this was done and snooping into my private affairs. Despite this, the man of short stature—three and a half feet tall at most—had not come inside with the rest of the servants.

A quick scan with my Sight told me who it was, although I was slightly confused as to the how and the why.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” said the disguised Grotto in a slightly less sinister tone than his typical psychic voice. “Welcome to the estate of Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel, master of this domain and all its independent territories.”

I held my tongue while trying to unravel Grotto’s scheme, who had paused to gesture toward me and watch the reaction of the servants. Whether he was interested in how they reacted to my Esquire honorific, which he’d emphasized, or my current state of undress, I didn’t know. Probably both, based on the smirk he wore. The way he’d said “independent territories” sounded suspiciously like he was setting me up as some sort of ruler or monarch, despite how he’d referred to me. Of course, he’d already done that with the mythos of the Void King.

“Do not be fooled by the title of Esquire, however,” Grotto continued, marching down the line as he spoke. “Master Xor’Drel chooses to use this title in lieu of the many, many others he has earned to remind those he meets that he is a man of humble origins. To remind them that people who are so often called common can become anything but. While you are here, know that you will be expected to perform your duties to the highest degree of excellence, but that you will also be afforded the respect and courtesy that Master Xor’Drel so often failed to receive in his youth.”

In my youth, Grotto? I look twenty-one, tops. Then again, with Delver lifespans, these people might have believed I was older than I appeared. Which I was, technically. Also, why did this sound like the opening to a political rally?

“I am the administrator of Master Xor’Drel’s lands, and you may refer to me simply as Majordomo. As you assist us in preparing for the arrival of our esteemed guests, you will notice a lack of staff present in the household. Master Xor’Drel is an accomplished magus, and so many of the functions that such a staff might provide are accomplished through various magicks and self-sustaining sorceries. Domestic personnel are usually unnecessary.

“Because of this, you may notice certain… ‘curiosities’ around the estate. I am sure you all have experience with such things through your work for the honorable House Ravvenblaq. Be assured that you will not encounter anything dangerous.” He paused again, giving the servants a meaningful look. “So long as you do not stray from where you have been tasked.”

He stepped front and center, puffing out his chest and folding his arms behind his back. “You may treat any request I make of you as though it were made by Master Xor’Drel himself.” Oh, that sounded like a recipe for trouble. “We have been given little time to prepare, so I will forgo further pomp and pleasantries in favor of moving on to assignments. If you have any questions, please come and see me personally afterward.”

Grotto turned and gave me a shallow bow, then turned to Varrin and did the same. Me and the big guy exchanged a look, silently discussing whether to allow Grotto to take the reins here. I gave a near-imperceptible shrug. Varrin nodded, then spoke to his people.

“While we are guests here, Majordomo shall be considered the chief of staff. If his words are to be treated as Master Xor’Drel’s, then Master Xor’Drel’s shall be treated as my own.”

Grotto gave Varrin another shallow bow, then turned back to the servants. He smiled with only a hint of menace.

“Let us get started.”
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While Grotto organized the workforce, I politely excused myself to clean up. Varrin was eager to discuss several things with me, and Khigra needed to head out before the portal closed, but they graciously allowed me time to shower and put on actual pants. My grooming was thorough but expedient.

Once I was squeaky clean, I hid my shameful lower half beneath a pair of damask trousers with a subtle inlay of swirling constellations. I selected a complementary button-up to wear beneath my vest, leaving three undone at the top to show a cultured amount of chest, and—of course—threw on my boa.

I joined my guests in the drawing room, where servants were already pouring tea and laying out platters of high-carb snacks. One man in particular caught my eye, dressed in fine cotton clothes and an apron, with a towel draped over one arm. He stood behind a mid-back chair and a standing tray covered in scissors, combs, razors, brushes, and other barbering tools. All of them glinted with hints of mana.

I smiled wide, noticing Varrin’s clean shave and precision haircut.

“Master Xor’Drel,” said Varrin. “This is Mr. Duffens. I have taken the liberty of procuring his services for the morning, since I do not believe you will have time to visit your preferred hairdresser in Foundation.”

“Mr. Duffens,” I said, giving the man a nod. “A pleasure to meet you.”

“Thank you, m’lord,” said Duffens. “It’s an honor to be invited to such a unique residence.”

“Am I to be groomed before or after our discussions?” I asked.

“Concurrently would be prudent,” said Varrin.

“As you say.”

I did my best to hide my delight and act the part of a proper lord, gentleman, trans-dimensional emperor, or whomever it was I was supposed to be. I shrugged off my boa and sat in the chair, where Mr. Duffens placed the towel around my shoulders. He quickly began giving me the most attentive and—dare I say—dashing trim I’d ever received.

“In the interests of time,” said Varrin, “I believe Lady Khigra’s business should be addressed first.”

It was very nice of him to be acting as the chair of our little meeting.

Sensing no opposition, Khigra put down a berry-filled pastry, stood from the table, and casually made her way over. She wore a look of mild amusement at our antics as she brushed crumbs from her fingers. I got the sense that the Third Layer dream forger did not often find herself in the company of Hiwardian aristocrats.

She held out her hand, and Somncres appeared.

The weapon was in its throwing hammer form, pinpricks of light migrating through the emerald green head and spiraling down its ebony handle. I accepted it from her with reverence, inspecting the item as soon as it hit my palm.

My eyes widened as I went down the much longer list of effects. Two were the same as they had been, but the weapon’s original second effect was missing.

Somncres

Throwing Hammer

This is an evolving item.

Requirements

STR 20, INT 40, Blunt 25, Dimensional Magic 20, Mystical Magic 20

Effects:

1) Somncres can be summoned and dismissed at will.

2) 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.

Before, the hammer’s shape and size could be adjusted at will. For whatever reason, it no longer had that capability. I decided to hold my questions until I’d gone through the entire list.

The third effect was the main upgrade Khigra had given the weapon.

3) Each Somncres copy can be individually assigned to a target for 1 additional mana.

Whenever I copied Somncres, the copies followed the path of the original, unless I engaged in some gravitational hijinks to bend them to my will. That meant I could only target one enemy at a time, albeit with a devastating amount of firepower. Now, I could attack up to five different targets with a single throw. I was betting I could even assign each hammer to the same target but manipulate them individually with my Blunt 20 evolution, Hammerang. That way, hammers could assault one target from five different angles, directions, and even elevations.

Between this and my recent upgrades to Explosion!, my ability to engage with multiple targets was skyrocketing.

After the “major” upgrade was a slew of potent traditional effects.

4) +100 Health Regen

5) +80 Mana Regen

6) +30 Armor Penetration to attacks made with Somncres

7) +60 damage to Dimensional attacks while wielding Somncres

Regen, more regen, and penetration. Khigra really knew what made my heart sing.

However, the most interesting of these ‘minor’ effects was the last. Added-damage to all Dimensional attacks, not just attacks made with the weapon. That would be a nice buff to Oblivion Orb and would even improve Explosion! when I charged the spell.

Finally, the effect that allowed Khigra to add more effects had been reworded.

8) Khigra may Empower this item once you reach your next Intelligence evolution.

Empower, eh? What kind of tasty chocolate center is that keyword hiding?
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“This is incredible,” I said. “Thank you, it’s perfect.”

“Perfect would be if it turned all your enemies to treasure with a single touch,” Khigra replied. “But I think this is not too far behind.” She placed her hands on her hips and gave the hammer a conflicted look. “The weapon has a strong will. It would slip away whenever I tried to guide it until I allowed it to lead me where it wished.”

“It, uh, has a mind of its own?”

Khigra’s look of amusement returned. “Dream-forged weapons are connected to their wielder. It would be better to say that you made the process more complicated.”

“Hmm. I have the urge to apologize but also wouldn’t know what I’d be apologizing for.”

Khigra chuckled. “Do not apologize for existing. The hammer was argumentative but did not truly fight with me.” She shrugged. “It made good points, so I allowed it to take control.” The dream forger locked eyes with me. “That is not something I normally allow.”

Now I understood what Khigra had been conflicted about. The woman hated to lose unless losing meant she’d gain more than if she’d won. Our final few spars were filled with… similar moments. The hammer hadn’t let her influence its growth, but she was happy with the result nonetheless.

“Then it lost the ability to transform because I didn’t like it?” I asked.

“It was a compromise,” Khigra answered. “It made room for more powerful secondary effects. If I read the weapon correctly, you rarely used the feature.”

I nodded. There had been moments where morphing the hammer midswing had been useful, but all my power was focused on throwing techniques.

“You’re right,” I said. “The regen, penetration, and damage boosts are more useful to me. Can you tell me about the final effect? What does Empower mean?”

She shifted her weight, considering her response. “How much do you know about evolving items?” she asked.

“I know that I have two of them,” I answered. “Other than that, they change over time?”

“Time is too vague a measure, but close enough. Most of what I create are static items, created to serve a function, much as a normal smith would do here in the—” She paused and looked around, seeming to remember where she was. “To be honest, I am uncertain if this space is considered to be in the First Layer or not.”

“Closer to the First than the Third,” Xim helpfully volunteered.

Khigra furrowed her brow at Xim’s answer but moved on. “Regardless, most of what I create is traditionally smithed. Only a minority are dream-forged. Fewer still are those that can evolve.

“Evolving items can be powerful, but they are expensive, difficult to create, highly specialized, and require continual use to advance to the next stage. Often, while the wielder is struggling to advance their evolving item, they have become capable of wielding something else that is more powerful. For most, it is cheaper, easier, and more effective to purchase a normal weapon and replace it soon after they outgrow it.”

“Yeah, I had a similar experience with my amulet,” I said. “It was useless for a long time while I tried to satisfy its next requirement.”

“So you understand the difficulties,” she said. “Good. For your hammer, it did not matter that it was expensive since you did not pay for it. I am one of the best dream forgers alive, so the difficulty was also not an issue.”

“Have you ever been accused of lacking self-confidence?” asked Xim.

“No,” Khigra answered.

“I didn’t think so.”

Khigra took the comment in stride and refocused on me. “Your hammer became highly specialized, but because it was dream-forged, it was specialized in a way that uniquely suited you. Finally, our choice of concepts when forging the weapon gave it an unusual growth mechanism.

“You prioritized Intelligence, so the hammer is now more advanced than any normal item you could wield at your level. However, evolving items have a growth ceiling, a point at which they will no longer advance. For Somncres, that point has been reached.”

“Really?” I said. “That seems… fast.”

“It is only fast because you have been leveling at an outrageous pace. Another person might have used this weapon for many years. After this advancement, they would use it for many more years still.”

“Fair enough.”

“But your bond with the weapon is strong, your choice of concepts created an opportunity, and I—being as talented as I am—was able to seize that opportunity. You should take a moment to reflect on how lucky you are.”

She paused and watched me.

“You mean right now?” I asked.

“Yes.”

I would have nodded, but it would have interrupted Mr. Duffens. Instead, I tried to convey my intense reflection through the expert use of my passionate gaze. After a minute passed, Khigra looked satisfied.

“Your concepts are those of Growth and Void,” she said. “The first was responsible for the item’s ability to evolve, while the second made it easy to remove the transformation effect. It is a weapon that can erase part of its own identity and create something new in its place.”

Khigra’s description made me think of how I’d been modifying my active skills. It was a similar process.

“To Empower the weapon is to give it authority over itself. This can mean many things, but for Somncres, I believe it will choose to continue in its path as an evolving weapon. The trigger for that evolution will change, as will the type of benefits they may bring. So far, it has been centered on manipulating itself—alteration, copying, controlling those copies—but after it is Empowered, we cannot predict where it will take itself.”

“I thought you said it didn’t have a mind of its own.”

“It doesn’t. Empowerment will give it one.”

“And will I have any say in how it, uh, manages itself?” I asked.

“As much as you have a say in how anyone else chooses to live their lives.”

“So I use my winning charm and powers of persuasion.”

“Or you argue it into the ground until it sees no other path forward except your own,” she said. “Much as the weapon did with me while I reworked it.”

“Right. So I use my winning charm and powers of persuasion.”

Khigra cocked her head to one side but nobly decided not to oppose my questionable interpretation of reality.

“That’s a lot to take in,” I said. “And it sounds like you put a lot of thought into this. I deeply appreciate the effort.”

“Do you appreciate it more than the two emerald chips you will be paying me?”

I intercepted my surprise before it squirmed its way out onto my facial features, carefully depositing a look of contemplation in its stead. I hadn’t exactly considered whether Khigra would charge me for her work. When she’d created the hammer, she’d been paid by Drel’gethed and Xorna. The generous tribal gift from Xim’s parents did not include any upgrades, it seemed.

“I believe I appreciate it exactly that much,” I said, unwilling to fumble my way into a higher price by espousing the invaluable nature of her skills and contributions.

Could I have haggled? Probably. But I would rather Khigra get her asking price and be happy than have me become a tough customer.

Besides, I had sixty-six of the glittering green chips, and money was made for spendin’!

I coughed up the cash, and Khigra looked pleased with the deal. Afterward, she handed Xim a note and stole an entire platter of tiny cakes on her way out. An attendant quickly took position by her side and escorted her to the Checkpoint portal, which had about fifteen minutes left before it would close.

After she’d gone, my attention turned to the rest of the room. Varrin and Sineh Dukgrien were having a whispered conversation. Sineh looked quite pleased with whatever was being said, and she placed a hand on Varrin’s forearm as she tried and failed to contain a laugh. Varrin smiled in a way that I rarely saw and had been slowly leaning closer to Sineh the entire time Khigra and I had our chat.

Was that the scent of romance in the air?

Maybe it was just the appetizing smell of the twelve varieties of cookies on the table.

Or it was parfum d’amour, the fragrance of passion!

It could have also been the fresh strudel.

Meanwhile, Varrin’s sister, Riona, had a foot-high pile of folders filled with documents in front of her. She was reviewing the contents of the first but had been sneaking glances at me from time to time, attempting to do so without my notice. Sadly for her, I’d honed my perception skills against extraordinary challenges and heroic foes—both of which were categories Nuralie fell firmly into. While it was true I still couldn’t find the crafty loson when she didn’t want to be found, Riona’s attempts at stealth crumbled before my strapping Wisdom score.

She mostly just seemed curious, although I was looking quite dapper and growing even more dapper every second under Mr. Duffens’s care.

Xim had tucked away Khigra’s note and was now wholly consumed with constructing a miniature house from the remaining treats and pastries we’d been provided. I patiently waited for Varrin to announce the next item on our agenda while my mind wandered to the thought of Xim in hotpants. Then it wandered to the thought of Varrin in hot pants.

“Turn your head just so, m’lord,” Mr. Duffens said.

I realized he’d been gently putting pressure on my scalp, guiding me to a better position so he could tidy the back of my neck. With my distraction, he may as well have been encouraging a block of steel to bend.

“Apologies, Mr. Duffens,” I said, tilting my head forward slightly. “I am known for having an unyielding noggin’ at times.”

“So long as it’s not contagious, m’lord.”

The man continued his work while I assessed whether I should laugh at the joke or whether it had been a joke at all. Sadly, my prodigious perception skills failed me in this regard.

Varrin sat up straight in his chair, and Sineh’s hand slid back into her lap. “Now that you have your hammer,” he said, “we should discuss who you are allowed to hit with it.”

“I assume the answer is ‘no one,’” I said. “For the next couple of days, at least.”

Varrin leaned forward and folded his hands on the table. “There are seven distinct situations in which it is not only appropriate, but expected, for a host of a superior station to physically chastise a misbehaving guest.”

He delivered this information without a speck of humor, then stood and squared his shoulders. He placed one hand behind him and raised his other to gesture as he spoke.

By the gods, the man was entering his ‘teaching’ pose!

He was being serious!

“Wait, is this really the best place to start?” I asked.

Riona was the one to answer. “The children I teach often learn best by having the concepts tied to something they are familiar with. For you—according to Varrin—that’s mostly hitting things. We’ll begin there and take it one step at a time.”

Varrin stood behind her, suppressing a grin.

“First,” I said, “I am a man of learning and intellect in addition to being an implacable thug. Second”—I turned to Varrin—“you spent a lot of time and effort coming up with that hammer segue, didn’t you? And you intentionally led your sister to believe I was a mindless brute so you’d get to use it.”

Riona turned and gave Varrin an “Is this true?” glare that any mother would be proud of.

“Ridiculous,” said Varrin, failing his deception check. “I did no such thing.” Riona’s glare turned into a scowl. “We have too little time to litigate baseless accusations, so we should move on.”

Riona sighed in exasperation—as if Varrin pulled this sort of thing often—and gestured for the big guy to continue.

Thus, Varrin began explaining the seven situations where violence against guests was encouraged and the proper protocol for each in exacting detail. Riona handed me the thin folder she’d been reviewing, which I opened to find a cheat sheet with a concise breakdown of that very topic. I glanced back at the stack in front of Varrin’s sister. She gave the massive pile a pat and sent me a consoling smile.

Unlike the mysterious Mr. Duffens, I could read Riona as easily as the document in my hands. I’d never seen so much schadenfreude hidden in a single expression. There was trauma there, too—a childhood filled with endless days listening to dry exposition on arbitrary social rules. I could barely comprehend subjecting a child to such torture!

“So,” Varrin said sharply, interrupting my dreadful musings. “What is the three-part test to determine whether the first circumstance applies?”

“You’re asking me?”

“You were listening, weren’t you?” He pointed at my hands. “You even have a learning aid.”

I looked down at the document, finding two of the three steps listed. The third step was blank. Riona slowly slid a pen across the table toward me.

No!

It wasn’t a cheat sheet!

It was a fucking worksheet!

A day of suffering began, unlike any I’d ever known in Arzia.


Chapter 47


Iwas not averse to learning. I often took it upon myself to investigate and explore a variety of subjects, Delver-related or otherwise. I was the type to fixate on a topic that struck my fancy and go full gonzo with little regard for my health and wellness, spending twelve hours crawling through mainline sources until I was deep into obscure texts filled with potentially problematic hot takes. It was practically routine.

However, that was when I gave a shit about what I was learning. Otherwise, it was a struggle. Fortunately (or unfortunately), my Earth life had been filled with studying things I felt no love for, primarily out of the obligation to earn money for basic necessities and a certain level of personal freedom. I had practice. I wasn’t happy to do it, but a strong sense of ‘you gotta do what you gotta do’ had been beaten into me at a young age. I was more than capable.

Suffice it to say, I wasn’t terribly keen on learning the subtleties of high-class Hiwardian do’s and don’ts. The general concepts of diplomacy didn’t bore me, and understanding the cultural origins of such behavior was fine, but the study of such topics rarely focused on the why and was more concerned with the how.

Thus, Riona was forced to ride the line between appreciating my enthusiasm for the context of our lessons and becoming frustrated at my endless curiosity.

“If we had a decade to prepare you, these would be wonderful questions,” said Riona. “We have a day.”

“Learning the reasoning for a particular behavior makes me much more likely to remember it,” I countered. “A long list of seemingly random numbers is much more difficult to memorize than the formula used to derive those numbers.”

“Unless that formula requires years of study to comprehend,” she said. “Then, you should just memorize the numbers.”

“That assumes I have no background in math.”

“Do you have a background in the logic of Hiwardian etiquette?”

“Only a small one,” I admitted. I had studied it briefly after emerging from the Creation Delve. “But it’s entirely possible I have exposure to a much broader intersection of cultures than anyone present.”

“I don’t see how,” said Riona. Her tone was level, and I had to admit she was being exceptionally patient.

“I’m a traveler from a distant land,” I said. “It was a nation composed of people from practically every other nation in existence.”

“You’re from Ayama?” she asked. “I thought you were a Xor’Drel.”

“This is a tangent,” said Varrin. He placed a hand on Riona’s shoulder. “Just assume he has a cosmopolitan background.”

Riona looked skeptical but sat back and crossed her arms.

“Fine,” she said. “When Hiward first earned its independence from Litta, there was a period of disruption to the supply chains. Imports became difficult from eastern nations until relations between Litta and Hiward cooled. Because of this, various spices Hiwardians had become accustomed to became unavailable. Salt was the most prevalent since many foods Hiwardian slaves consumed were preserved in salt or brine.

“Timagrin fell outside of Litta’s influence due to its geographic separation on the western side of the continent. Thus, Timagrin became Hiward’s primary trading partner. However, the Timans used different preservation techniques and produced significantly less salt than Litta. They had no excess to trade.

“Timans preserve many foods with a pickling method that uses sunseed oil, which they have in abundance. Sunseeds are harvested from sun peppers, and the oil is quite spicy. Hiwardian slaves had little exposure to spicy foods, so this was initially unpopular. However, given the limited options, Hiwardian trading houses began purchasing the oil in bulk.

“To encourage Hiwardians to buy the oil, the trading houses employed merchants whose entire purpose was to travel the country and extol the oil’s virtues. Claims were made about the health benefits of spicy foods, the minor amount of mana the oil absorbed when left in the sun, its alternative uses in medicine, as a lubricant⁠—”

“The best sword oil is derived from sunseeds,” Varrin added.

Riona looked at Varrin in annoyance. Her patience with her brother was significantly lower than her patience with me.

“Some claims were spurious, others legitimate,” she said. “The merchants were heavily incentivized to travel for long periods, which left them little time to place down roots. For this reason, the merchants frequently struggled to find spouses. It then became a common saying that a person who’d not been betrothed by the time they were eighteen was a ‘sunseed man’ or a ‘sunseed woman.’

“It became a tradition to give gifts of sunseed oil and other products made with sunseed oil to people who’d passed eighteen and who were not betrothed. The merchants encouraged this practice since it helped business and even offered small amounts of free sunseed products to unmarried individuals twenty-four or older.

“As we discussed earlier, noble families are constantly in search of new connections and alliances, often through the mechanism of marriage. They modified the sunseed custom by creating several sunseed dishes that are now served at all formal social gatherings and that are only consumed by unwed men and women who are eighteen or older.

“Over time, the practice transitioned from an obligation for the unwed to eat these dishes to more of a voluntary practice. Someone eating a sunseed dish is thus signaling to the room that they are both single and also looking to wed.”

Riona took a deep breath. “And that is why you should only eat the sun pepper cake if you’re trying to get married.” She tucked an errant strand of white hair behind her ear and raised her eyebrows. “Satisfied?”

“Yes,” I said, slowly. “I appreciate how thorough of an explanation that was, but I agree that level of detail is probably too much for the time we have.”

“Fine,” she said. “Then how much do you need?”

“Hmm. Something like ‘traveling merchants sold sunseed oil and were frequently single. Eating sunseed dishes at formal events became synonymous with being unwed as a result, so only eat the sun pepper cake if you’re trying to get hitched.’”

“Then I will endeavor to provide you with the relevant historical context, condensed to a point where it becomes unrecognizable.”

Varrin frowned at Riona, then looked up at me. “The history of our nation is important for Hiwardians,” he said. “Trying to explain things in such concise terms is a minor taboo unless both parties are known to be familiar with the topic.”

“That’s good to know,” I said. I tactfully decided not to point out that my insistence on context had yielded an additional bit of etiquette that I otherwise may not have learned. “I apologize if I made you uncomfortable, Riona.”

She waved a hand dismissively. “It’s fine. We’ve been at this for hours. We should take a break.”
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We made it through Riona’s foot-high pile of folders in about twelve hours, which equated to approximately three years of lessons. I didn’t have a perfect memory like Etja, but my experience in academia and insistence on scholastic excellence provided me with a solid foundation for approaching new subjects.

Having a 40 in both Wisdom and Intelligence—giving me a superhuman capacity for absorbing new information—probably helped as well.

At one point, Etja and Nuralie made an appearance, returning from their time in Eschengal. I was momentarily confused about how they made it into the Closet until it was explained that Grotto had opened the Checkpoint for them. I’d already forgotten the Delve Core had figured out how to do that, owing to our ever-improving soul connection.

I was in the midst of answering an intense series of hypotheticals thrown at me by Riona, so the exchange was brief. The pair pulled Xim aside to have a lengthier chat before retiring to more comfortable surroundings.

Once Riona was satisfied, we moved on to Sineh’s lectures on the current geopolitical landscape of Arzia. This was a bit more interesting, and Sineh was a fairly charismatic presenter. The next four hours melted away.

When the cram session was finally over, I’d earned 1 level in Diplomacy. I was eager to see how my party members had spent their time in Eschendur’s capital.

Varrin, Riona, and Sineh went to oversee additional preparations, and I left the drawing room to make my way to the lounge. Several servants paused their work to give me a brief bow and greeting, and I did my best to get each person’s name as they went by.

The expanded penthouse was rapidly filling with antique furniture, fine rugs, and art in all shapes and sizes, generously loaned to me by the Ravvenblaqs. The place was really coming together, and by this point, it had transitioned from a pocket penthouse to a pocket mansion.

I looked things over with a careful eye but tried not to linger. There was plenty more I could do before we received our guests, but a bit of relaxation with friends and a few hours of sleep were in order. I opened the door to the lounge in high spirits, ready to unwind and allow the double shift of diplomacy lessons to wash away.

I was surprised to find the Zenithar of Geul having a cocktail, sitting on a couch next to Etja. Nuralie was at the bar, mixing a drink that bubbled and spat vapor.

“Zenithar Zura,” I said. “I’m honored to have you visit, although I’d not been informed of your arrival. If I had known, I would have come to greet you sooner.”

The olive-green Geulon gave me a wry grin. “No worries at all, Master Xor’Drel,” Zura said. “I would have waited to arrive more formally, but I am told your Checkpoint portals require a twenty-four-hour cooldown. Either I came tonight or waited until tomorrow evening. My apologies for intruding earlier than expected.” She nodded after saying this, then looked at me with a raised eyeridge.

The Zenithar’s tone was lightly humorous, and I surveyed the trio, noting that Etja sat stiffly upright, looking composed and alert. Nuralie also stood with her back ramrod straight, delicately stirring her drink. They both wore exaggerated expressions of sophistication and poise.

“Well, this is the lounge,” I said. “And I am declaring this the official cozy zone from ten p.m. to four a.m.” I walked to an armchair and collapsed into it. “So, get fuckin’ cozy, I guess.”

Zura chuckled, and Etja flopped back, nearly spilling her drink. Nuralie’s shoulders relaxed, and she cracked a smile.

“Thank the heavens,” said Zura. “I’ve had enough politicking for today.”

“My brain hurts,” said Etja. “At least, the part responsible for being polite does.”

“Lots of action in Eschangal?” I asked.

“It’s a feeding frenzy,” said Zura. “Half of the clergy have submitted requests to undertake the Creation Delve.”

“Really?” I said. Nuralie walked over and handed me the bubbly drink, then went back to the bar to start mixing another. “I didn’t think they had much enthusiasm for Delving.”

I sniffed the cocktail, which had a tropical scent. I sipped it, finding it exceptionally refreshing and delicious. I presumed Alchemy helped with mixology.

“When the slots were limited, the clergy would bow out of most selections,” said Zura. “It was a way to raise up talented individuals, especially those with no official position within the Church.”

“But now you have your own Creation Delve,” I said. “And everyone wants a piece.”

“Precisely, Master Xor’Drel. Precisely.”

I leaned into my chair’s armrest and rested my cheek against my palm. “I really don’t like that Master is the title I’ve been given. What am I the master of?”

“Shog,” said Nuralie.

“Not really,” I said. “He’s off doing whatever he wants.”

“You gave him permission.”

“You’re Grotto’s master, too!” said Etja.

“Definitely don’t let him hear you say that.” Although he was the one to give me the title.

Zura cleared her throat and set her drink on a rosewood coffee table. “Tell me, Arlo, how much space do you have in here?” she asked, waving a hand at the environment. “The footprint of this estate alone is quite impressive for a dimensional pocket.”

I considered the question, deciding how much I wanted to share with Zura. If the Closet were flattened out to have a maximum height of one hundred feet, the total “land” mass would be several hundred square miles. Not exactly huge, but that area was growing every day. I wasn’t eager to advertise that to anyone who might have an incentive to use such a space. I trusted the Zenithar as much as I could trust any head of state. That equated to a friendly acquaintance at best.

Zura sensed my hesitation. “It is understandable if you do not wish to tell me,” she said. “Such things are often held in secret.” She tapped a claw against her chin in thought. “Allow me to entertain a hypothetical. Let us say this space extends well beyond the grounds of your estate. The size of a small island, perhaps. To what nation does that land belong?”

I ran that through my head, using the legal precedent I was familiar with in Arzia. Even the nations with robust protections for private property still claimed all lands within their borders. A citizen could own land in Litta, for example, but they were subject to the empire’s laws and authority. In Hiward, all lands belonged to the crown. Anyone who resided on the land was renting, at best.

“The only nation I’m a citizen of is the Xor’Drel tribe,” I said. “No other nation would have a claim. The Xor’Drels use ritual to establish their domain, which they haven’t done here. As far as I’m concerned, it doesn’t belong to any nation.”

“Let’s say the Xor’Drels have no desire to intrude on your private space,” Zura continued. “If the lands are unclaimed, then what rule of law is there?

“Huh. You know, that is a great question,” I said. “If people are coming in from all over, what happens if a crime is committed? I hadn’t really considered that. Maybe the law of international waters?”

“Those are poorly developed,” said Zura. “The most heavily traversed waters are all claimed. Even where international rules apply, interactions are typically governed by treaties between the relevant nations.”

“That’s workable. If a Hiwardian commits a crime against a Hiwardian, Hiwardian law applies. If it’s a Hiwardian against an Eschen, then it’s dealt with however the Hiwardian-Eschen treaties say it’s dealt with.”

“Very well,” said Zura. “But if you treat this space in such a”—pause—“neutral way, who would oppose another nation coming in and laying claim?”

“I would, obviously.”

“Under what authority?”

“Mine. It’s my Closet.”

“But you are an individual,” said Zura. “With no legal framework governing the lands you are claiming. A man alone is not a code of laws, and he is not something that other nations interface with.”

“Are you suggesting I establish the Kingdom of Arlo in here?” I asked.

“Do you wish to be a king?”

“Not really, no.”

“Oh!” said Etja. “The Democratic Republic of Arlo!”

“Who’s voting?” I asked. “Grotto? Shog?”

“That sounds like a terrible idea,” said Nuralie.

“Emperor Arlo!” said Etja.

“That would require multiple kingdoms under my control,” I said.

“So?” asked Etja. “King Grotto and King Shog!”

“The System did say Shog is almost a Brood King,” Nuralie added.

“That would imply my empire is primarily composed of c’thons.”

Nuralie shrugged, apparently having no problem with the concept. The idea was more attractive to me than I thought it should be.

“The only workable systems have me as an autocrat of some kind,” I mused. “Without citizens to vote or other entities to share power with, I hold all authority.”

“Supreme Leader Arlo!” said Etja.

“Hard pass.”

“Until you choose another title,” said Zura, “‘Master’ is the most appropriate. You are the master of your summon and familiar, and the master of these lands.”

“Yeah?” I said. “Is Eschendur ready to negotiate some treaties with the Mastery of Arlo?”

“I would like to veto that name,” said Nuralie.

“You have no power here,” I said. “But I’ll take it under advisement.”

“What would the treaty cover?” asked Zura. “We are always looking for allies if the terms are satisfactory.”

I paused to study the Zenithar. Despite our casual interactions, she was one of the three theocratic rulers of Eschendur.

“You’re being serious?” I asked.

“You have done a lot for Eschendur,” she said. “Your party helped break the Littan blockade, returned Inquisitor Nuralie to her homeland, risked yourselves to bring many other Eschens to safety, and—intentionally or not—effectively brought an end to the armed conflict between Eschendur and Litta. I would not be opposed to formally recognizing your dimensional space as a sovereign land and lending legitimacy to the claim.”

I tried and failed to hide my surprise. I’d thought we were having a friendly intellectual spar, not an honest evaluation of the merits of establishing my own country. Even Nuralie looked taken aback. Apparently, she’d also thought it was a jape of some sort. Only Etja seemed unsurprised.

“Can I become a citizen?” she asked. “Mirtasia doesn’t, uh, really exist anymore.”


Chapter 48


Shortly after being invited to establish my own nation by Zenithar Zura, Varrin and Xim found their way to the lounge. Zura excused herself to retire, granting me some time to mull things over, and she assured me that a servant had already prepared a room for her. Rooms had also been prepared for her entourage, who I didn’t know she’d come with.

I went over the mental map of improvements Grotto and I had made to the Closet, and bedrooms had not been on the list. Someone had both identified and rectified that problem before it even found its way to me, and I owed that person a beer.

The party did a little catching up, then discussed my potential Diplomacy evolutions.

Carouser: You blend seamlessly into any social environment, able to tell who’s who at a glance. You always know who among the entities you can perceive has the most social influence and who that entity regards as an ally among those present.

Merchant: You instinctively know the market value of any item you inspect. When presenting an item to an entity whose CHA is lower than your WIS, you instinctively know the highest price for which they would be willing to pay or the lowest price for which they would be willing to sell the item.

Bureaucrat: You instinctively know the laws and social mores of any civilized area you visit, including expected behaviors, etiquette, and other rules of social engagement.

I’d already perused the options, so none were a surprise.

Carouser was free information. Reading the power dynamic in a room was a skill some people spent their entire lives developing. Here, that capability would be handed to me for free, with little to no effort on my part.

Fuck, I loved magic.

In some situations, social hierarchy would be easy to discern even without this evolution, but things were rarely so simple. Further, knowing who someone publicly regarded as an ally was one thing; knowing who they really regarded as an ally was another. Based on the wording of the intrinsic, I expected it would be handy-dandy for sniffing out a betrayal before it happened. Too bad it only applied to the one person with the most social influence.

Merchant was a bit of a surprise when I’d first seen it, but intrinsic skills sometimes took a “many ways to skin a cat” approach. Nuralie had Mercantile, which was entirely focused on barter and trade, whereas Diplomacy was a broader intrinsic that had some minor overlap with several other, more specific skills. It was certainly useful, but I wasn’t a nickel-and-dime kind of guy. I’d leave the sales and acquisitions to Varrin and Nuralie.

Bureaucrat would eliminate the need for any more cram sessions with Riona, and yes, I knew about the evo before we ever crammed. The reason I’d chosen to still engage in the crash course—rather than impulse-pick Bureaucrat to save myself the trouble—was to gauge how much value the evolution would give me.

It would certainly make things a hell of a lot easier, but given how fast I learned, it wasn’t a game-changer. It was also the type of evolution that could eventually be obviated if I became well-learned enough. It would be nice for keeping up with the ever-changing landscape of cultural whims, but a hands-on approach seemed more reasonable.

I liked Carouser. Varrin liked Carouser. Everyone else liked Carouser.

I picked Carouser.

One might be curious what my observations about the party members were after selecting the evolution. As for which of us had the most social influence, well… I’m afraid that will have to remain a mystery.

He or she did regard everyone else in the party as an ally, so there were no serious festering grudges. No surprises there.

Once that was settled and we had our game plan for the next day, it was time for bed.

Zzzz…

The next morning was a flurry of activity as final preparations were made. Then it was finally time to open the Xor’Drel Checkpoint to greet the king and his retinue.

We were in our Sunday best. Nuralie had on a suit of dark forest colors with pops of silver and wore a pair of polished high-tops. She’d skipped her absurdly tall tophat, since we were indoors and it would have been impolite to wear, despite how awesome it was.

Varrin wore a black and gray suit with a dash of military flair, tailored to make sure all who saw him understood how absolutely jacked the man was beneath the layers. Honestly, the trousers framed the big guy’s backseat so well, the damn thing looked like it could perform miracles. Next to them cheeks, he wore a ceremonial sword sheathed at his hip, tied shut with a peace knot, while Kazandak was safely stowed in inventory.

Not that anything was stopping him from accessing his real sword in an instant. The lack of available lethal weaponry was symbolic.

Xim wore a set of celebratory cleric’s robes. Its cream and crimson colors were accentuated by sharp, ritualistic crests stained into the fabric with charcoal ink. While the robes were typically worn during formal religious events, Sam’lia was about the farthest thing one could get from a puritanical goddess. The robes showed off nearly everything the cleric had to show. It hugged and emphasized curves, with slits on either side of the ankle-length skirt running all the way up to Xim’s waistline.

She also happened to be barefoot, not that I took any particular notice of that fact. Don’t make it weird, people.

Etja had acquired an entire wardrobe’s worth of clothing in Eschengal and was currently wearing a teal dress of gossamer fabric with a neckline that plunged down past her belly button. My first thought upon seeing her was that she’d intentionally chosen to have a belly button. My second thought was that she was unconditionally rocking the outfit. Her chest was criss-crossed by a dozen thin golden chains, and all four arms were adorned with armlets, bracelets, and rings. She even had a beautiful tiara made of delicately threaded gold, set with aquamarine gemstones that matched her dress.

As for me, I had on an ocean blue suit that matched my Outlaw’s C’thonic Leather Vest of the Dirty Muffin Toy. The vest was clasped over a pink button-down that worked in concert with a violet, floral-pattern tie to match the colors of my Rocket Man’s C’thonic Feather Boa of the Cat’s Pajamas. Both the shirt and tie were silk, of course. Varrin had gotten the tie custom-made according to my specifications to give me a bit of Earthling flair.

Our hair and makeup were flawless, our footwear could draw applauses, and a critique of our physique would not befall us.

The Checkpoint opened to a well-organized crowd of people. Each of the main houses had sent some sort of ambassador, all of whom came with their own entourages. Xim’s parents were present, of course, flanked by a few other tribe members and speaking with the man of the hour himself.

King Filix Celeritia had the lean and charming look of a male model firmly in their silver fox era. He wore an easy smile framed by a hint of white stubble along his jaw. His medium-length hair looked selectively messy in the way that told me it probably took an hour to get just right and got another twenty minutes of styling after the subdued dark iron crown he wore was nested atop it.

King Celeritia was a member of the first generation of Delvers, a slave-turned-rebellion leader like Varrin’s great-grandfather. However, his Delving career had slowed after taking on the royal mantle, choosing to spend his time governing rather than pushing deep into the higher levels. It was also difficult to justify risking the king’s life for another eight stat points, especially when his 30 platinum levels already gave him more power than most.

A squad of King’s Guard surrounded their liege, and a dozen more held strategic positions throughout the crowd. The minimum Level required to be a member of the elite unit was 15, but the numbers only went up from there. They were almost exclusively Gold Delvers, although I spotted the occasional Platinum level here and there. That told a certain story—perhaps an adventurer who bit off more than they could chew or who’d lost a party member and decided to take it down a notch to gold.

The head of the Guard was a man named Lord Director Aprogar Bluewren, uncle to the reigning Bluewren Thundralke. He was a Level 26 Gold who’d completed a full run of thirty Gold, Silver, and Copper Delves and was rumored to have multiple intrinsic skills at Level 100. That was no small feat, and skills that advanced were typically only found in the realm of Platinums.

Aprogar Bluewren was also the father of the late Deletar Bluewren, whose sword we’d recovered inside Deijin’s Descent.

Director Bluewren was the first through the Checkpoint portal, along with a team of four other King’s Guards ranging from Level 19 to 22. The man stopped before us and gave me a mid-depth Hiwardian bow. That was interesting since it was a bow given to someone of equal standing or to a high-ranking diplomat from another nation. His squad bowed significantly lower, despite the fact they were all members of some noble lineage.

I returned Director Bluewren’s bow, along with the rest of the party, though Varrin dipped lower. The big guy’s lack of a formal position placed the Director above him in the Hiwardian pecking order.

“Master Xor’Drel,” said Director Bluewren after standing upright. “Thank you for allowing us into your home.”

“Of course, Lord Director Bluewren,” I said. “King Celeritia’s request to visit was certainly a surprise, but I am honored to receive him.”

“Please, call me Aprogar,” he said. “There are so many Bluewrens in government positions, it can become confusing when we’re all referred to by our surname.”

“As you wish, Director Aprogar.” Keeping the man’s title involved was implied, according to my lessons. “It’s my understanding that you’re to do a run of the grounds for security reasons.”

“You are correct, Master Xor’Drel,” he said. “However, given the limited duration of your portal, I’ll mostly be relying on the report of my subordinates.”

He raised a hand and made a beckoning gesture to the row of servants behind me. I turned to see two men and two women come forth, with Grotto just ahead of them, wearing his fashionably dressed little man disguise. I raised an eyebrow at my familiar.

[These four told me of their purpose shortly after arriving,] he thought to me. [I allowed them to survey the estate, but none of our sensitive locations were exposed.]

“I would have appreciated being looped in on that.”

[Noted. However, my surveillance of the Closet is expansive, and there is little your involvement would have gained us aside from adding additional stress to your work. I have taken it upon myself to manage the guests so that you’d have time for your lessons and so that you may now act as an appropriate host.]

I focused on the four “servants” while Grotto and I went back and forth, cracking their façade with Reveal. Their mundane souls bloomed into golden Delver halos, between levels 15 and 18.

One of the women stepped forward and gave Aprogar a deep bow.

“Lord Director,” she said. “In short, we have no way of knowing if this location is secure.”

I appreciated a person who was willing to cut right to the chase.

“I see,” said Aprogar. “Explain.”

“As you are aware, Lord Director, this is a self-contained dimensional space,” said the woman. “All known entrances and exits to the space are controlled by either Master Xor’Drel or his Majordomo.” She gestured at Grotto. “The interior appears to be an interconnected series of rooms, some large enough to serve as the exterior grounds of a noble estate. The rooms adjoin each other through a network of semi-permanent portals. Although we have mapped all accessible rooms, the presence of advanced planar magic makes it impossible to know what other spaces exist.

“Further,” she continued, “we have observed Majordomo exert significant control over the dimensions and structure of individual rooms, and we assume that capability extends to Master Xor’Drel. Existing rooms can be modified rapidly, and at their discretion, portal connections can be altered, and any given room can likely be sequestered from the others, with all evacuation routes terminated.”

“Offensive capabilities?” asked Aprogar.

“Per your prior evaluation, Lord Director, Master Xor’Drel and his party have been tentatively classified as a Grade 16 threat individually and a Grade 23 threat collectively. We have not been able to confirm that threat rating, but the sophistication of this dimensional space suggests the rating is too low.”

Aprogar raised an eyebrow at that, then gestured for her to continue.

“Two Grade 15 golems roam the grounds,” she said. “But they are currently… serving refreshments and are otherwise unarmed.”

“They each have four arms, though,” added one of the men. The woman kept going without missing a beat.

“No dangerous spells, devices, or phenomena have been observed—aside from a decorative armory—but as I mentioned, we cannot know what the rest of this location contains. All individuals in the estate have been vetted and are—to the best of our knowledge—who they appear to be. The majority are staff from the Ravvenblaq manor, with the rest composed of members of Fortune’s Folly, Majordomo, and an Eschen diplomatic group that includes the Zenithar of Geul, Triarch Ros Zura.

“Master Xor’Drel himself remains—” she glanced at me—“‘problematic,’ as his origins still cannot be determined. We have no records whatsoever for Majordomo, and our requests for additional history have been denied.”

“Is that everything?” asked Aprogar.

“Yes, Lord Director.”

“Hmph,” the man grunted. “Not the most agreeable evaluation I’ve ever heard,” he said dryly. “But far from the worst. Is there anything you’d like to add, Master Xor’Drel?”

This whole process struck me as odd, and I felt like somebody was trying to catch me with my hand in the cookie jar. I certainly had things to hide, but I wasn’t planning on causing King Celeritia or the other Hiwardians any problems.

“May I ask a question first?” I said.

“You may.”

“Why was this report given in front of me? It seems remarkably forthright.”

The Lord Director grinned. “There are several reasons. The evaluation is for your benefit as much as our own. Most assassins and dissidents do not ask permission before hiding away on someone’s grounds, after all. Doing it this way also shows deference to the head of the house, which I’m told somehow preserves their honor.

“I’ve also found that it shakes people up a bit when we show them how much we already know, and it makes one wonder what else we know that we aren’t parading about in front of them. That tends to invite a greater degree of honesty afterward.”

“I see,” I said, then looked at Grotto. “Majordomo, What other defensive measures do we have in place?”

A brief psychic exchange ensured he knew what I was asking for. I figured that divulging a few more factoids could only buy us some favor. At the end of the day, if they decided to take the king and fuck off or request a different venue, it didn’t make too much of a difference to me. They were the ones who’d asked to come inside.

“Aside from what your officer has discussed, Lord Director, Dimensional attacks can be made in nearly any location with little or no forewarning. A second Checkpoint portal connects to Eschengal, which can be opened this evening at the earliest, and there is a temporary portal leading to the Littan fortress west of the Eschen Gap that can be opened at any time.”

Mentioning the other portals was a good touch. It divulged additional avenues of exposure, which I was sure the Lord Director would want to know about.

“Additionally, my party’s exploits have made the avatar of Yearning—Orexis—quite unhappy with us,” I added. “And the avatar known as Fortune has some perverse interest in my life. I have no idea if either has the capacity to infiltrate this space or whether they would have any real interest in doing so.”

Aprogar rubbed his jaw as he thought. “Well, this just got upgraded to a clusterfuck, I think.” He let out a heavy sigh. “Are you willing to agree not to open either of those portals without direct permission from myself or the king?”

“I believe I can accommodate that request, Director Aprogar.”

“We’ll have countermages throughout the grounds, so any unexpected spellwork will immediately be terminated.”

“That sounds reasonable.”

“Please do not alter any rooms or internal portals for the duration of the king’s visit,” he added. “My people have provided Majordomo with a more comprehensive list of impermissible activities.”

“I have full faith that he will abide by the rules provided,” I said.

[They are mostly irrelevant,] Grotto thought to me. [Unless someone were to attack, I see no reason why I would violate any of their terms.]

His words weren’t exactly comforting, but it was probably the best I’d get out of him.

“Now that our official business is done,” said Aprogar, “Varrin has informed me your party has something that belongs to my family.”

I nodded, my smile fading as the tone of the conversation darkened. I pulled the Longsword of the Bluewren from my inventory and held it out to the Lord Director. He reached toward it, hand hovering over the sheath as an expression of grief passed over him. He took the weapon and pulled the blade out an inch to study the sigil pressed into the metal just above the guard.

“Thank you,” he said softly, the sword disappearing into his own inventory. “I’ve heard a summary of how you recovered it, but I hope we’ll find time to speak in depth later tonight.” He took a breath and stood up straighter. “For now, I hope your discussions with Hiward are productive.”

Aprogar turned and held up a hand, giving a signal to the King’s Guard outside. They returned a different signal, and a man wearing an outrageously frilly outfit marched forth. He gave me a low bow after entering, then turned and held an arm out toward the king. He opened his mouth, paused for a second, and then began speaking at a volume that absolutely counted as shouting.

“Now presenting His Royal Highness King Filix ‘God-Step’ Celeritia! Sole Sovereign of the Kingdom of Hiward! Defender of the Realm! Hero of the War of Rebellion! Long may he reign!”

The king gave a toothy smile and walked into the Closet.


Chapter 49


This was a moment that we had put a lot of thought into, and no small portion of Riona’s lessons were focused on how to greet a royal. As the king walked into the Closet, all Hiwardians present dropped to one knee, heads bowed to the ground. No matter their individual rank or station, each Hiwardian showed the king the highest level of deference.

As for the non-Hiwardians, there were options, but those options still revolved around relative social standing. Obviously, the king had the highest social influence by a wide margin. The theatrics of introductions weren’t a popularity contest, however, but a signaling behavior.

Did you regard the King of Hiward to be above yourself in station? If so, by how much? Does that match what you want to communicate to the king? What do you want to convey to your own people? Are there any individuals around you’d like to subtly challenge by suggesting your station relative to the king was higher than their own? How would that decision interact with how you greeted your other guests?

An entire conversation was held in the few seconds it took to bow, salute, hold a moment of silence, or whatever else was culturally relevant for your nationality. The Xor’Drel tribe wasn’t very exact in how they approached these matters when interacting with First Layer residents. If I’d really wanted to show the king some Third Layer-style respect, I’d have constructed an elaborate ritual circle, hunted the most powerful manifestation I could wrangle down on my own, and then used its flesh to empower a state of shared lucid dreaming. That way my respect could be felt on a tangible, sensory level. You’d even be able to taste it!

We’d decided against that. First, I wasn’t in charge of the tribe, so that would have been a bit too much. I had no official titles or responsibilities at all. I was just an ordinary, everyday Xor’Drel citizen, albeit one who’d begun to generate some level of international fame through careful application of my various superpowers.

Realizing that, Varrin and Riona had argued that there was one obvious answer. Kneeling was right out because I didn’t owe fealty to the king, but a low bow would be appropriate to signal that—as an ordinary citizen—my station was significantly below a king.

HOWEVER!

Grotto made that more complicated with his whole presentation to the servants, where I became ‘Master’ Xor’Drel, the esteemed owner of some fine, independent territories. Zura doubled down on that complexity when she’d shown willingness to support me if I were to claim that I was leading some sort of microstate headquartered in the Closet.

If I wanted to let everyone in the Hiwardian nobility know that I was setting myself up to lead a fledgling nation, then a shallow bow would be more appropriate, especially since we were on the very lands that I would be claiming. If I were to bow any lower, it would directly conflict with that claim, and reestablishing myself at a higher station would become an uphill battle. The shallow bow had a high risk of offending just about everyone who was here to visit, but it was a power play with the highest potential reward, as well.

Before I could do anything, the king was shaking my hand.

It wasn’t that I froze up. The king was setting one foot into the Closet, and then we were suddenly pumpin’ paws right there in front of everyone. I had to assume it was some sort of movement technique, but there was no storm of wind or thunderclap like I was used to experiencing when Delvers went at supersonic speeds. It also hadn’t been a teleport spell, since my Magical Thinker ability didn’t trigger.

I smiled and went with it, desperately searching my memory banks for what the hell a handshake signified in this situation. Images of countless worksheets flitted by in my head, but none of them had shit to say about handshakes. It wasn’t an official greeting of any kind.

The king’s opening salvo was forced neutrality!

He’d taken the expectation of posturing and eliminated it in one fell swoop. There was no chance for a misunderstanding, no opportunity to establish any relative roles between us. It was friendly in that it excused me from inadvertently presenting an overly submissive stance, while simultaneously being aggressive in that it gave me no opportunity to put up a strong front.

The king clapped me on the shoulder, then let the handshake drop. It had gone on for precisely one good handshake’s length of time. It didn’t overstay its welcome, but it was sturdy enough to create some familiarity. The man’s smile widened, and he straightened up.

“Master Xor’Drel!” he said cheerily. “It’s wonderful to meet you, really, especially on such short notice.”

The Hiwardians around us were still kneeling, and I caught Varrin looking up, slightly confused. The nonverbal signal to stop kneeling hadn’t happened, since I hadn’t officially paid my respects to the king.

“It’s an honor to have you here, King Celeritia,” I said. “If I couldn’t make time for the King of Hiward, who could I make time for?”

“Still,” he said, “I know you and your party are busy as a Chovali fruit hall, so I appreciate it.” He looked around at everyone still kneeling. “Please rise,” he said, then leaned in toward me and added under his breath, “Hope your floors are clean. If somebody ends up with a dusty knee, the entire nobility will know about it in under forty-eight hours.”

“I’ve seen no less than a dozen brooms in the last day,” I said.

“Then you’re probably in good shape.” King Celeritia turned and looked at the crowd of waiting nobles outside the Checkpoint portal, then eyed a trio of servants standing nearby.

“We’ve prepared some refreshments in the parlor,” I said. “If you’d like to settle in while everyone else is announced.”

“You know, refreshments sound good,” he said. “But if I went off without giving another round of attention to everyone who’s about to walk through that portal, it might come off as rude.” He made the slightest grimace. “Of course, if my generous host were to have some time-sensitive business we needed to discuss, I could be forgiven for being led away.”

I raised an eyebrow. “How fortunate,” I said. “There just so happen to be some very time-sensitive legal matters that require clarity, which we can discuss privately in the lounge.”

The king’s smile widened, and one of the servants was already rushing away to reorganize the hospitality troops according to the king’s whims. Another bowed and gestured in the direction of the lounge, while a third walked ahead, guiding the way and opening doors.

Varrin’s expression was unreadable as he watched us leave, but Riona looked stressed. She met my eyes as I followed after the king, expressing her deep wish that I behave myself while away from adult supervision. I returned her look, conveying that I was an adult and that the king seemed like a chill enough dude, so try not to worry so much. She squinted in a “please be serious about this” kind of way, and I pursed my lips to let her know I’d use my best judgment. If the situation called for being serious, I would be super-duper serious. The absolute serious-est.

The king and I made it to the lounge at a casual stride, and by the time we arrived, tea was already being poured. It was a bit early for harder drinks, but the bar was set with tasteful displays of nuts and cheeses.

A squad of the King’s Guard shadowed us, but a subtle gesture from the king left them taking up positions outside of the lounge. The servant ensured we had everything we needed, then excused herself.

“This is nice,” said the king, turning to take in the decor.

After a quick spin, he sat down on the couch, then reached up and took off his crown, setting it on the cushion beside himself. He tousled his hair a bit, then picked up a bowl of dried fruit and sat back with it in his lap.

I took a seat in an armchair across from him, ignoring the snacks since I hated having messy fingers. I wasn’t a big finger-foods kind of guy, to be honest. Not unless I had a good wet wipe on me.

“So,” said the king. “Is it true that you killed a Grade 4 c’thon with your bare hands at Level 0?”

“No,” I said. “I stabbed it first.”

“What happened after you stabbed it?”

“I mana-shaped a touch-based spell into a drill beam and shot it.”

“A ‘drill’ beam?”

“Yeah, like a beam that’s in the shape of a drill,” I said. “Does that count as bare-handed?”

The king tilted his head from side to side. “If your hands were empty, then I think it counts.”

“That seems like it would give mages a lot of opportunities to brag.”

Celeritia grinned and scooched forward to perch on the edge of the couch. “You know what else they say?”

“About bare-handed mages or me in particular?”

The king snorted. “About how you killed that c’thon.”

“I didn’t know anyone was saying anything about it.”

“Oh, it’s all over the place.”

“Really?”

“There’s a song.”

“No.”

“Yes,” the king said, nodding insistently. “It claims that you did a triple backflip before killing the thing.”

“I’ve never done a triple backflip in my life,” I said, then considered some of the times I’d been launched after a giant monster gave me a good wallop. “Not intentionally, anyway.”

“Ah, well,” the king said. “Reality seldom lives up to the legend.”

“Hopefully it’s not too disappointing for you.”

“No, no,” he said. “You may not be a c’thon-slaying martial arts prodigy with a penchant for acrobatics, but you do have an entire mansion in a dimensional space, which I think is more interesting.”

“Is it really that unusual?” I asked.

He put the bowl of fruit back onto the coffee table and sat back. He looked thoughtful as he produced a napkin from nowhere and wiped off his hands. If I wasn’t mistaken, the napkin was damp. I added that to the list of easy-bake items to add to my own inventory. It’s not like the napkin would ever dry out. I could have a cloth of appropriate dampness whenever I so chose.

“I think it is,” said the king. “For Level 12, having this much control over a pocket realm is somewhat extraordinary, I’d say. I wouldn’t blink an eye if you had this at Level 30, though. Things get really strange at the higher end.”

“I’m sure they do.”

The king folded his napkin neatly and placed it down on the table. “Was that an appropriate amount of small talk?” he asked. I failed to suppress a chuckle.

“You’re the king,” I said. “I think the appropriate amount is however much you say it is.”

“I think it was, then.” He let his hands fall onto his thighs with a light clap. “First, let me say that I appreciate what you and your party have done. System Phases? Dungeons? Labyrinths? Raids? That is a lot of new territory for Delvers to cover. A lot of opportunities.” He pointed at me. “But you five also kicked the hells out of a duck’s nest.”

“I—Why would someone kick a duck’s nest?”

“No idea,” said Celeritia. “They’re horrible creatures. We lost a lot of good people rooting them out of the southeastern part of the island.”

“That’s where the Duckgriens have their thundry?” He nodded. “Are they connected to ducks somehow?”

Celeritia gave a wistful sigh. “Do you know much about the origin of Hiwardian surnames?”

“I know the Ravvenblaqs adopted their call sign from the Foundation War,” I said. “Not much else.”

“Correct. Black Raven isn’t just a moody and ‘creative’ title. We all had birds of some kind to indicate a specific group and a color to indicate individual roles. Duckgrien, Green Duck. They were the most aggressive group—that’s why they got Duck—while Patriarch Bobret and Matriarch Cerra were damage-focused, which was green.

“Of course, the meanings of each bird and color were always changing,” he continued. “So different houses may have different interpretations of what their name translates to. We’d swap it around to keep the Littans guessing, and each cell had its own sub-codes. Slaves weren’t given surnames—the call signs were how people in the resistance had come to refer to one another, and they decided it made enough sense to keep.”

“How come Celeritia breaks that trend?”

“Privileges of being the king,” he said with an acerbic smile. “When the houses forced the crown onto my head, they decided the king should have a distinctive surname to set me apart. My nickname during the war was ‘God-Step,’ and my build is Speed focused, which led them to ‘Celeritia.’”

“Oh,” I said. I tried to word my next statement carefully. “Godstep would have been a pretty good surname, I think.”

“I argued for it, but they insisted ‘God-Step’ should only apply to myself,” he said. “Can you guess who came up with Celeritia?”

“Would it be someone from a family that’s well known for its long history of naming? The experts at striking a balance between creativity and tradition?”

“You’re practically quoting Ealdric right now,” he said, shaking his head. “But yes, it was the Ravvenblaq Patriarch. I think he scared everyone else into voting for it.”

“This is a fascinating bit of lore, here,” I said. “Aside from Duckgrien and Ravvenblaq, there’s Heronwyte, Bluewren, and… Thrushmahogany. Is mahogany really a color, though?”

“They’re a strange family,” said Celeritia, by way of explanation. “Nice enough, though. It’s the Heronwytes you have to watch out for.”

“Are they bad-tempered?”

“Yes, but that’s not what I mean. You need to watch out for them, as in you, specifically. Your party as well. They are distressed that Hiward no longer controls access to Creation Delves.”

“Ah. How do you feel about that, Your Majesty?”

“Well, I haven’t signed any of the petitions the Heronwytes have submitted. Several of them call for extradition, followed by execution.”

“I suddenly feel like my life is in danger.”

Celeritia leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees and giving me a long, appraising look. “If it feels sudden, then you’re much too relaxed,” he said. “From the moment the whole world saw your party’s names in their notifications, all of your lives have been in danger. Hells, kid, you just stood up and took a piss on the entire game board for every nation in the world. From now on, I don’t know that there will ever be a time when your lives won’t be in danger.”


Chapter 50


“We knew we’d make some people unhappy when we went into Deijin’s Descent,” I said. “That Delve wasn’t the most combat-focused, but we were under threat the entire time we were in there. I’m still spending every second of every day looking for the next trap, the next monster, the next piece of furniture that’s going to try and take my head off. I’m sure the whole party is looking over their shoulders as well and have no illusions that everyone we’ll be meeting is a friend.”

“It’s a tough way to live,” said Celeritia. “But it helps me relax to hear you say that.”

“Relax?” I said. “That’s an interesting word choice.”

The king took a sip of his tea. “How so?”

“It implies our safety is a source of anxiety for you. I didn’t expect a man of your station would have the time to worry about people you don’t know.”

The king’s teacup clinked as he sat it back on its saucer. He searched my face as he chewed over my answer. “I know the Ravvenblaqs quite well,” he said.

“But you’re not chatting with Varrin right now.”

“He isn’t the party leader of Fortune’s Folly.”

“True,” I admitted. “Still, if you were solely worried about Varrin’s safety, you could have him leave my party with a single command. You could bundle him up with the best and brightest Hiwardians in his level range.”

“You may be overestimating the number of Delvers knocking around with your group’s amount of talent. I could order Varrin to be joined at the hip with a much higher-level group, but I wouldn’t want to stunt his growth like that.” Celeritia grinned. “I’ll stop being a contrarian with you,” he said. “I do have an interest in seeing your party—everyone in your party—stay alive.”

“Would you think of me as a cynic if I asked why?”

“A certain level of cynicism is healthy if you’re trying to survive the path you’re walking.” The king smiled bitterly. “It would be juvenile to assume it’s out of the goodness of my heart, though, so it’s a reasonable question. I’m more likely to think of you as naive for asking me so directly, but only if you’re planning to take my answer at face value. I get the impression you won’t do that.”

There was a pause in the conversation inviting me to respond, but the king hadn’t answered my question. He watched me closely while I waited for him to continue, then nodded to himself.

“Hiward has several interests that intersect with your party,” he said. “First, it sets a bad precedent when Delvers are killed by their peers for being too successful. We already have enough nobles wasting their potential chasing down Copper and Silver. If I didn’t use my authority to ensure everyone played nice, there would be a lot more infighting. People don’t need another reason to fear accomplishment.

“Both the Xor’Drels and Eschendur are Hiwardian allies,” he continued. “There’s some political favor to be earned from ensuring you’re treated well by the Kingdom. It would also be damaging to the Kingdom’s relationship with those powers if a Hiwardian assassinated you. Your party is generating a lot of actionable intelligence for Hiward as well. Varrin has been passing along many of your discoveries, something I’m told he’s been doing with your full permission.”

“The whole party has supported divulging information on threats and countermeasures,” I said. “To be clear, we’re not planning on limiting ourselves to Hiward. We need every nation up to speed when it comes to the avatars and this Brae’ach guy we just found out about. We’ve had a convenient way to interface with Hiward, so we availed ourselves of it.”

“I believe in sharing,” said the king. “I won’t argue for you to cut anyone out, even Litta, so long as you aren’t spilling any Hiwardian secrets. I also expect there are things you’re keeping to yourselves, which is tenable. No one knows for sure how your party rose to power so quickly, and—while I’d love an answer to that question—I’m not here to try and extract that from you.”

“I believe that also constitutes another interest Hiward has in our party,” I said.

“True,” said Celeritia. “I’ve assembled a group to investigate your progress and build choices. If you die before we’ve cracked that nut, we’d miss out on some useful institutional knowledge.”

“Should I anticipate an interview request?”

“Would you accept one?”

“Currently? Probably not. In the future? Potentially.”

The king shrugged. “They have access to a lot of information and have some theories they’re working with. Revelations, for example, are an unquantifiable source of power, but we know they exist and can have a sizable impact on a Delver’s capability. It’s clear your party has more than one revelator, but I don’t think it completes the puzzle.” He waved a hand dismissively. “Again, that’s not why I’m here. If I keep talking about it, you’ll think I’m fishing for information. I am, of course, but there’s no reason for me to be overbearing about it.”

“I appreciate that,” I said with some uncertainty.

I had to admit, the king’s approach was charming. Rather than trying to subtly manipulate me into talking, he dispensed with any attempts at trickery and just told me what he wanted to know. His language and deference also implied that he saw me as an equal and not someone who could be bossed around. That was its own form of manipulation, albeit one that hit me right in my vanity.

I was pretty unforgiving once I detected false sincerity, so it was a good approach to take with me. No doubt I was giving away more than I wanted to just by being in the king’s presence, but I wasn’t going to openly confirm any of his suspicions about the things I’d rather stay hidden. Some of our secrets would make potent bargaining chips. There was no reason to give them up for free.

“Two more reasons you’ve caught my eye,” said the king. “Then I’ll stop laying cards on the table. The information we’re getting out of Timagrin is consistent with your story about the avatars and the Davahn, Brae’ach. If we assume that divine avatars will start interfering with our lives more than they already have, then we need every weapon we can get our hands on pointed in their direction. To be blunt, you and yours are a long way from fighting beside the real powerhouses, but I’d be an idiot not to see your potential. Even if you can’t take it directly to the avatars, there appears to be a whole army of Davahns you can fight instead.”

“And the final reason?” I asked.

“This one’s the most selfish, but I really do have a soft spot for talented up-and-comers. I’d be very sad if you died in a stupid way.”

What a sweet old man. Of course, that’s what he wanted me to think. I still thought it, regardless.

“I appreciate the concern,” I said. “Our main goal right now is to keep doing what we’re doing. We need to work on our intrinsics and then get back to grinding out levels. Anything you can do to help shield us from bad actors while we go about the business of Delving is warmly welcomed and appreciated.

“In regard to information, we plan to keep passing along whatever we uncover that’s relevant to defeating the avatars to whoever is willing to listen. Reciprocation on that front would be fantastic, but our willingness to cooperate isn’t conditioned on it. As far as fighting an army of Davahns, I’d need to take the party’s pulse on that one. I expect we’d take any requests to protect civilians seriously.”

“You’re not too bad at this,” said Celeritia. “One of my attendants briefed me on your personality, but you never know until you meet someone. Some people lose their minds when the king shows up.”

“I’ll take the compliment.”

“There’s usually more groveling as well. And a lot more please and thank yous. Some prostrating and proclamations of eternal servitude.”

“I’ll politely decline to grovel or commit myself to a lifetime of free labor. If you prefer that I act more formally, I’m happy to do so.”

“Ha! No, please don’t.”

The king stood and wandered to the bar, perusing the selection of cheeses on offer. He settled on a square of asiago and chewed it thoughtfully.

“The Davahns pushed two hundred miles into Timagrin,” he said, poking through the mixed nuts. “They killed everyone on sight, and the only prisoners they took were Delvers. Their progress stopped at Canotha, where they established an operating base. Everyone in Canotha was already dead from the mana eruption caused by Orexis and Anesis. From the accounts I’ve heard, that was a better fate than what the Davahns would have delivered to them.

“We assume that Canotha’s population was culled in anticipation of their arrival, but we don’t have any hard proof. The Davahns didn’t make landfall in Timagrin until months after the eruption, which makes it look more like an invasion of opportunity. However, while the eruption was highly lethal, it wasn’t physically destructive. All of the structures in the city were preserved, and the Timans couldn’t reclaim the land due to the lingering mana levels. It was a major city with no inhabitants, and it made a perfect home for the invading army.”

“They aren’t affected by the mana?” I asked.

“The levels are too high for mundane people, but tolerable for Delvers. The army marching with Brae’ach seems unaffected, which is… concerning. They may have an extraordinary mana resistance, or they may each have something equivalent to a few Delver levels under their belt. If it’s the latter, then the Davahns have the global Delver population outnumbered.”

I had trouble digesting that information. The king gave me a few seconds, then gracefully continued without mentioning that I looked like I was about to shit myself.

“After the Davahns were camped out there for a month, we scried another enormous build-up of mana, several times larger than the eruption that wiped out Canotha. It persisted for a week, then disappeared, along with the Davahns.”

“Disappeared?” I said. “The whole army?”

Celeritia nodded. “Any sort of long-range surveillance we have can’t find them. Even our diviners haven’t had any success. We’ve sent a few Delver teams in alongside the Timans but lost contact with all of them. We suspect the Davahns are still there, hiding until they’re ready to move on.” The king turned toward me and leaned back against the counter. “We’re evaluating the merits of a full military deployment in support of Timagrin, but I’m not willing to send thousands of regular soldiers into that area without more information. For the moment, the conflict is stalled.”

“At least they aren’t actively committing genocide,” I said. “For now.”

“Cold comfort,” said the king. “The information you brought back on Brae’ach and his involvement with the avatars gave us some much-needed context and confirmed some of our suspicions. It’s possible one of the godlings is shielding them from view somehow, or that this is some part of the magicks Brae’ach has access to. Something we haven’t seen before. I don’t want to give the Davahns time to build up to another advance, but sending troops in blind could be a disaster.

“We’re quietly moving people in and helping the Timans fortify regions around Canotha. However, I won’t leave Hiward without significant defenses. There are only so many resources I’m willing to commit.” He pushed away from the counter, walked forward, and placed his hands on the back of the couch. “I don’t think your group belongs in that mess right now. I’m satisfied knowing that you’ll keep progressing as you have. I’ll set Varrin up with an official liaison to exchange information moving forward. No need for one of the Ealdrics to keep breaking into Umi-Doo’s office.”

“I’m sure Director Umi-Doo will appreciate that.”

The king nodded and came around to plop back down on the couch. “Now,” he said. “Let’s talk about your upcoming meeting with the Littans.”
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The king and I continued our discussions for another hour. His focus with the party’s upcoming meetings with the Littans was to establish some expectations for what he believed we’d encounter. Fortunately, I didn’t detect any of the animosity I’d expected in his attitude toward the Littans, especially given that Celeritia had once been a slave under their thumb. That was about one hundred years ago, but some scars never heal. It didn’t seem like he was holding a grudge, but he was cautious.

“I expect they’ll try to recruit you,” he said.

“Recruit us? In what capacity?”

“Training consultants would be my bet.” He poured himself a fresh cup of tea. A servant had brought in a new pot thirty minutes into our meeting. “The Littans have spent the last century trying to overtake Hiward as the most prominent Delver society. I hate to admit it, but in some limited ways they have us beat.”

“That’s surprising to hear.”

“We come at the problem in different ways,” Celeritia said. “Hiward regulates Delvers through Central, but the goal of that organization is to minimize inter-Delver conflict, enforce taxation, and ensure loyalty to the crown. For the most part, Delving is privatized. Each House jealously guards their secrets to preserve their competitive edge. This leads to a lot of strategic diversity, but no one is working with complete information.

“Delving in Litta, on the other hand, is entirely state-controlled. The vast majority of Littan Delvers work for the government, mostly through the military. This allows all of the collective knowledge to filter upward to a single, cohesive entity. However, they’re strict with their Delvers, and having such tight control discourages experimentation.”

“But when they do experiment, they can bring more resources to bear,” I added.

“Certain resources, yes,” said the king. “Litta is poorly positioned when it comes to magical materials, and Hiward still has twice as many Delvers, even if they are divided.” He took a sip of his tea, eyeing me while he did so. “Your group has given Litta the capacity to start skewing that figure in their direction,” he added. “Especially if they secure another nation’s Creation Delve, which I expect they’ll attempt to do.”

The air hummed with tension for a moment. Celeritia smiled and waved a hand, as if to drive off the feeling like a rogue mosquito. “Anyway, part of how they compensate for a smaller Delver population is by trying to attract foreign talent. They offer generous rewards to exceptional Delvers willing to work as contractors training certain personnel, submitting to detailed interviews, demonstrating techniques, and so on.”

“I assume it’s frowned upon for Hiwardians to accept such an offer.”

“We call it treason,” he said. “If you plan to start training Littan soldiers, you’ll be doing it without Varrin.”

“Fair enough.” I considered my words for a moment. The conversation had always been a minefield, but I felt like I’d just heard a click beneath my boot. “Are you asking us not to take such a deal?”

“No,” said the king. “All I’m asking is—once you’ve heard their pitch—consider coming to us for a counteroffer.” He gave me a wily grin. “I’d be surprised if you took any sort of deal that locked your party down for an extended period, though.”

“We do like to stay mobile,” I said. “And… unattached.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “Some would call that a lack of oversight.”

“And I like to think somebody out there is happy they can’t be blamed for the messes we make.”

“So long as that mess is helpful to them, it’s probably true.” The king gave me a knowing look, then stood and stretched. “Master Xor’Drel, this has been great, really. Sadly, my time is limited, and I’d love to meet individually with the rest of your party. There will also be other petitioners to see me, I’m sure.”

“Of course. It’s been a pleasure, King Celeritia.”

I offered to give the king the lounge for the day. He agreed to use it for meetings with the rest of the party but preferred a less relaxed atmosphere for any Hiwardians who insisted on a one-on-one. I offered him the use of the study instead.

“It’s easier to seem imposing from behind a desk,” he’d admitted. I somehow doubted he needed the boost.

We shook, and I exited the lounge feeling pleased with the discussion. Celeritia was another easy-going head of state, all things considered, and I was beginning to wonder if Arzia simply trended in that direction.

However, unlike Zura, Celeritia’s cheerful presence also carried a looming weight. I hadn’t realized how potent it was until I’d walked outside the lounge. It was a hard thing to put into words, but talking to Celeritia was like talking to a friendly man standing beside an M1 Abrams main battle tank. One with its barrel pointed straight at me and everyone I cared about. He was pleasant enough, but I knew that any moment the man could have me reduced to a chunky paste.

Not that Celeritia was individually more powerful than Zura. I just didn’t get the impression that Zura would point all of Eschendur in my direction and pull the trigger the moment I did something she didn’t like. Maybe the feeling came from an aura or other magical effect, but I didn’t think so. The way he slipped from jovial and joking to deadly serious… It was unnerving.

I nodded to the King’s Guard, noting that there were now four of them outside. I moved off at a relaxed pace, taking a moment to recover before throwing myself to the rest of the sharks. The hallway was empty, save for the guards, but several Hiwardians were waiting just beyond. How many were there for me, and how many were trying to use this opportunity to get easier access to the king? I didn’t know.

[I trust your meeting went well.]

“You weren’t listening in?”

[The guards deployed four separate skills to ensure the conversation’s privacy.]

“So your surveillance within the Closet can be foiled.”

[I felt it would be needlessly confrontational to circumvent them. Please stand still for a moment.] I paused a few feet from the end of the hallway. One Hiwardian gentleman looked like he was trying—politely—to get my attention. [There are, of course, ways to hide from my considerable abilities. Before you commit yourself to another lengthy discussion, I would like you to join me in the control room.]

“What’s up?” I intentionally kept myself from making eye contact with anyone in the hallway. The Hiwardian cleared his throat, looking impatient.

[I believe there is someone hiding from my considerable abilities. I thought that would be clear from context. I’ll teleport you momentarily.]

“Director Aprogar asked us to refrain from teleportation.”

[I have informed him of the matter. So long as we give advance notice, I may teleport you and myself.]

“Master Xor’Drel,” the man said. “If I could have a moment.” His tone betrayed a touch of irritation.

“Okay. Let me disengage”—the world stuttered, and I was in the cramped room Grotto and I had used to spy on the Littans during their Delve—“from this guy,” I finished. Grotto was back in his c’thonic octo disguise, hovering next to a panel glittering with flowing text. I crossed my arms and scowled.

“Really?” I thought to him. “You couldn’t let me tell him I was indisposed? Now he’ll think I’m rude. I swear, I can’t tell if you’re trying to help or just fuck with me through this whole thing.”

[I—]

“I mean, first it’s like, [Ha ha Arlo, Varrin’s bringing the king over, it slipped my mind tee-hee.] Then it’s, [Whoopsie, Varrin’s ready to come in and there’s no time to put on PANTS, har har.] Next thing I know, it’s, [This is Master Xor’Drel, leader of the free-fuckin’-world over here.] Seriously! Why?”

Grotto weathered my psychic tirade without twitching a feeler. [I delivered all of Varrin’s messages in a timely manner. I do not dress you in the morning. Esquire is a useless title.]

“You’re gaslighting me right now.”

[I am not, you would know if I was. Our discussion of my Public Service Announcer evolution prompted me to check in with Varrin—early, I might add—at which point he delivered to me the information that I then delivered to you in real-time.]

“Huh. Can you see how the way you presented that information was misleading?”

He ran a feeler over his head in thought. [I do not.]

“This fuckin’ squid,” I muttered aloud to myself. “I like Esquire,” I thought to him. “I do not like Master.”

[You are no longer in a position where you can pretend to be some nameless boulevardier. The charade is so obvious as to be absurd to all who meet you, and your resistance to accepting a title comes across as false modesty.]

“Then let’s workshop something else,” I ground out. “Instead of randomly deciding on your own what my name is.”

[Very well, but there is no time for that at the moment.]

“Not even enough time to politely excuse myself, it would seem.”

[The man awaiting you in the hallway was Leon Heronwyte. He was there to delay you by levying false accusations of a serious crime.]

“Speak, and he shall appear,” I psychically grumbled. “The king just told me that family was out for us. Still, what’s the point of falsely accusing me of a crime?”

[I believe it would invoke item four of Varrin’s conditions on when to deliver justifiable violence.]

“That’s dumb. These people are dumb. There’s a four-pronged test to determine whether that scenario applies, and a transparent lie fails to satisfy three of them. I wouldn’t rise to that bait.”

[That would make you appear weak. Either way, any interaction would have served his purposes.]

“And what are those purposes?”

[To distract you from the person who has infiltrated your bedroom.]

“That’s—Well, that’s discourteous, but is that an emergency? There’s nothing there for them to find. I don’t even have clothes in the wardrobe.”

[I do not believe they are looking for your personal diary wherein your schemes and impure thoughts about Varrin are documented.]

“I don’t document those. The schemes, that is. My thoughts are pure and also undocumented.”

[Allow me to show you what I have observed.] He waved a feeler toward the mini-obelisk at the center of the room. [Simply grasp my⁠—]

I held up a hand. “I know what to do.”

I gave Grotto the stink eye as I stepped up to the small pillar and gripped it.

Gently.

My vision swapped to a view of the foyer, where a small crowd of Hiwardians mingled, attended to by several servants. One of the servants glowed red as Grotto highlighted the man for me. I didn’t recognize him, which immediately made me suspicious. I’d familiarized myself with all of the Ravvenblaq staff inside the Closet.

[This servant arrived with the Heronwyte delegation. This is normal since nearly all of the nobles are accompanied by at least one attendant. However, while his dress was generic for a servant at the time he entered, a few minor alterations have been made that allow him to blend in with the Ravvenblaq staff. A close inspection will show he is not wearing a disguise, but a casual glance at the room would give the impression he is working with our own personnel.]

“Keeping him from getting called out for pretending to be a Ravvenblaq, but allowing him to take advantage of the crowd and become unconsciously associated with the people working for us.”

[Correct. Perhaps that method would be successful elsewhere, but here it is a futile endeavor. I have tracked this servant’s pathing around the estate. While his duties appear normal, his routes between tasks are inefficient. This could be forgiven as simple unfamiliarity at first, but he has done enough rounds to become well oriented and continues to err in his course.]

A map of the mansion overlaid my vision, and a red line showed where the servant had been.

“Geez, he’s been everywhere. It’s been less than two hours!”

[Indeed. My suspicion is that he is creating an internal map of the estate. Most of the rooms are open to guests, meaning very few doors are literally closed. He has managed to ‘accidentally’ open all of them, aside from the door to the lounge. Once he completed a full run of the estate, he returned one additional time past the master bedroom. A napkin fell from the platter he was carrying as he passed.]

My vision moved to the hall outside my bedroom, where the floors were immaculately clean.

[That napkin is now gone. No one has passed through this area since.]

“Understandable, since we positioned it to be out of the way. Where’s the napkin?”

[I do not know.] My vision swapped to the bedroom itself. [I cannot detect anyone inside the room, nor any unusual phenomena. I would like you to take a look with your Sight.]

I mentally shrugged. Grotto was putting a lot of red string up on his corkboard, but I trusted he had a better handle on the situation than I did.

“Sha-nah-nah-nah-nah-nah…”

[Are you attempting to communicate something intelligible with that noise?]

“I’m letting you know I’m using my supervision, since we can’t see each other right now.”

[I can see you. I am currently monitoring the control room alongside all locations within the mansion.]

“Can you see yourself?”

[Of course.]

“That’s spooky.”

[It really isn’t.]

I did a careful pass of the room, focusing my Sight on every nook and cranny.

“I’m not picking anything up.”

[Hmm. Very well, we will need to recruit additional assistance.]

“You really wanna find that napkin, eh?”

[I wish to find the cretins who dare desecrate our abode with their petty attempts at skullduggery. I will find them. I will flay them. I will feed their corpses to the newest litter of hounds.]

Unlike Grotto’s usual rants, there was no manic enthusiasm behind this one. The man was making dark promises he intended to keep.

“No worries. It ain’t much to go on, but I don’t want to tempt fate and leave that stone unturned. Should we bring in the servant for questioning?”

[We have no valid justification to do so. It would be an affront to the Heronwytes that would demand recompense.]

“Sheesh. Fine, I’ll grab… Etja, I guess? She has the highest Wisdom paired with Reconnaissance. Hmm, maybe Nuralie as well, since she has all those Sense evolutions.”

[Etja is speaking with the king, and Nuralie is acting as Zenithar Zura’s personal attaché. I have a different pair in mind who are available and well-equipped for this task.]

I let go of the obelisk, orienting myself as my vision retethered to my body. “Oh? Who would those two be?”

[Your ex, and one of Central’s lead investigators.]

“That sounds fun.”

The world blinked again, and I found myself in the smoking room, looking at a pair of surprised but familiar faces. One was a heart-stoppingly beautiful woman with dark skin and hazel eyes. Next to her was a grizzled man smoking a hand-rolled cigarette.

“Arlo!” shouted Myria, who promptly leapt onto me in a full-body hug.

I gave her a gentle pat on the back. “Hey folks. Long time, no see. Want to help me solve a mystery?”

Lito grunted and snuffed out his cigarette in an ashtray. “Better than sitting around here and doing shit all.”
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“How’d you like the smoking room?” I asked, glancing back at Lito as we exited. “We put it together just for you.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Really?” he said, sounding doubtful.

“Only the best for sensei,” I said. “Of course, I’d prefer the guests to smoke outside, but”—I gestured vaguely at the walls—“there’s no outside in here. So, smoking room.”

“Hm,” Lito grunted. “Thanks, I guess.”

“It wasn’t much effort on our part. The Ravvenblaqs provided most of the furnishings. None of the cigars in the humidor are even mine.” I paused in my tracks. “Do you think they’ll charge me if somebody smokes one?”

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“To my bedroom.”

Myria threaded her arm through mine. “I assume it’s for business reasons,” she said as we started walking again.

“It’s always business in the bedroom,” I said. “I take my sleep very seriously.”

“That’s new. I thought you slept half as much as me.”

“I’m reformed. Skipping out on rest was degrading my performance.”

“Why are we going to your bedroom?” asked Lito.

“A servant dropped a napkin,” I replied. He frowned but waited for the rest of my answer. “Before that, he tried to blend in with the Ravvenblaq staff and did a full sweep of the mansion. No one else has been through the hall, and the napkin disappeared.”

“I’ve worked with less,” said Myria. “Who’s the servant with?”

“The Heronwytes.”

Lito’s fingers drummed along the head of the war hammer hanging at his belt. He was one of the few openly armed guests, aside from the guard.

“Sounds like they were delivering information,” said Lito. “It happens all the time at these things.”

“Hopefully it’s that innocuous.”

“Any reason you think it isn’t?” he asked.

“The king told me the Heronwytes were petitioning for my extradition and execution.”

Lito scratched his jaw. “Not to impugn the king’s honor, but the man has his own agenda.”

“You think he was bending the truth?”

“I’m sure that some dumbass Heronwyte drafted something like that,” he said. “The houses aren’t monoliths. The politics inside a major house are almost as fractious as the politics between them.”

“So, I’m not being targeted by the Heronwytes, but a Heronwyte?”

Lito shrugged. “Who knows? The Heronwytes are deeply involved with auctioning Creation Delve slots. Somebody’s losing money because there’re eight of the damn things now, but that’s not enough to drag an entire house into a frenzy.”

“What would the king gain by putting us on a collision course?”

“Expose bad actors in Hiward; evaluate your response to threats; alleviate his boredom. I can keep going if you want.”

“No, I get it. I wasn’t taking the warning at face value, but I appreciate the additional heads up.”

“You’re so casual with your sedition, Lito,” said Myria.

“I don’t play favorites.”

“It’s the king,” she said. “He’s your favorite by mandate.” Myria let go of my arm and placed the back of her hand against my chest to halt me. She stepped forward to the end of the hall and peeked around the corner, then came back. “May I cast Disregard on you?” she asked.

“Don’t want people paying attention to me?”

“Everyone here wants a piece of you, Arlo,” she said, pulling a dark slate from her inventory. She fiddled with it for a moment, then glanced up. “It’ll be easier to move around if we aren’t constantly being stopped. That’s a yes?”

“Sure, no problem.” She stored the slate and touched me on the chest again. A tingle and a notification let me know the spell had taken effect. “What were you doing with the slate?”

“Letting Director Aprogar know what I was casting and why. His people are monitoring all spell use.” She looked me up and down. “Mind losing the boa? The spell works better if you’re unexceptional.”

I reluctantly removed the boa and stored it in inventory. I could practically feel some of my swagger drain away. Myria smiled and took her place beside me again.

“I’ll lead,” said Lito.

We followed Lito as he stepped out of the hall. He led us on a slightly circuitous route, making use of the portals connecting the rooms to avoid areas where people were congregating.

Myria and I chatted idly as we went, though Lito was entirely focused on the way forward. It was nice to catch up with old allies, and the pair looked like they’d been doing quite well for themselves. Both were now Level 15, a big jump from when I’d met them at Level 10. Myria snorted when I pointed that out.

“Five levels in two years,” she said. “Yes, very fast by normal human standards. You should be careful who you compliment for their leveling speed, though. Someone else might think you’re being patronizing.”

“I really didn’t mean it that way,” I said.

“I know,” she said, patting my arm. “My mom thinks that I’ve been working myself to death. Imagine if she found out you’d gotten twelve levels in the same length of time.”

I’d only met Myria’s mother once, and briefly at that. I wasn’t aware she’d have any opinion on my whirlwind Delving career.

Speaking of meeting someone’s parents, now might be a good time to point out that—despite what Grotto said—Myria wasn’t my ex. Not really. We’d never officially been dating.

It’s complicated.

I would describe my past relationship with Myria as being friends with extremely casual physical boundaries. After the ordeal with Orexis and The Cage, we’d undergone an intense series of interviews with Hiwardian officials. While I’d later come to rely on Varrin for most of my guidance on interacting with the Hiwardian government, the big guy was in a bad way after seeing his father murdered. Understandable, to say the least.

Myria ended up being the person to coach me through a lot of it. She was also undergoing the process herself, having been a part of the entire expedition, and some bonding happened over how much of a pain in the ass the whole affair was. Once we were done talking over every minute detail of the harrowing events with the Hiwardian G-men, the pair of us spent a lot of time talking over how we felt about it all with each other.

Myria was a great listener. She asked the right questions at the right time, she was empathetic, she didn’t judge, and I will admit her stunning appearance went a long way toward making me want that connection. It was easy to feel comfortable opening up to her, and I genuinely believe she wanted to know me. Not for a job or other utilitarian reason, not to manipulate or betray my trust, but because she actually cared and enjoyed my company.

The thing that kept it from going any further was that, while Myria was very good at getting to know someone, it was difficult to get to know Myria. She was guarded; she never shared stories about her childhood, and she avoided talking about anyone in her family other than her mother. She would tell you what her emotional reaction to something was but deflected any questions that dug into why she felt that way. I didn’t resent her secrecy. I wasn’t entitled to anyone’s life story, but I never got comfortable enough to share my own “unique” backstory.

Eventually, we hit a wall. We knew each other well enough, but it wasn’t going anywhere. I was spending most of my time with the party, training and Delving, so our rendezvous became less and less frequent until they stopped altogether. There were no big arguments or hard feelings, not even a calm agreement to move on. There wasn’t a real beginning, and so there wasn’t a real end.

Now, we chatted as comfortably as any other time we’d met. Was there some lingering discomfort or regret on Myria’s end? I didn’t know. Given that it was Myria, I’d never know unless she decided to tell me. For my part, I was sad that it hadn’t worked out, but I was happy enough for things to be business as usual.

We passed through the dining room, the only occupants a pair of servants setting up for lunch, then through the ballroom, where we interrupted a couple speaking in low tones, giving one another sultry looks. A quick jaunt down a side hall led us to a guest suite that connected to a bath, the bath adjoining another guest suite on the other side of the mansion. This spat us out a short walk from the master.

“You know these junctions as well as I do,” I said as we slowly approached the double doors to my bedroom. He gave a patented Lito grunt in reply, his eyes crawling over everything in the hall. “How are Ember and Cole doing, by the way?”

“They bought a vineyard,” said Myria. “Their break from Delving has evolved into a retirement, I think.”

“As long as they’re happy.”

“They aren’t,” said Lito. He moved on to studying the doors. “Cole spends every hour of the day managing the vineyard while Ember does her best to drink it dry.”

Myria’s ever-present smile faded at the comment. “They’re still having a hard time moving past Ashe’s death,” she said. “You should visit sometime. Maybe seeing that you’ve out-leveled them will be inspiring.”

“I can do that if you think I’d get a positive reception.”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“I’m a survivor of the same traumatic event,” I said. “It might revive some uncomfortable memories.”

“You’re overthinking it. I’m sure they’d be happy to see you.”

“Whenever I’m in Hiward, with some free time, we can take a trip out there.”

“Free time?” asked Myria, looking skeptical. “Since when do you give yourself free time?”

“Like I said, I’m reformed.”

“When was your last vacation?”

“I spent a month in the Third Layer a year or so ago.”

“Hmm, that sounds nice. What did you do while you were there?”

I shifted on my feet. “Petitioned a goddess, trained my martial skills, helped dream forge a new hammer. There was plenty of recreation in between, though.”

“And yet you add that as an afterthought.”

“What can I say? I like my work.”

“The hallway hasn’t been tampered with,” said Lito. “The area in front of the door has lingering traces of Divine mana. The Dimensional mana in here is thick enough to mask it, for the most part.”

“What does that tell us?” I asked.

“Lots of things,” he said. “But not enough.”

Lito carefully touched the right door handle, then pushed it open without entering. The door swung inward, revealing my bedroom in perfect order. He spent some time looking around, and I did another sweep with my Sight for good measure; still nothing unusual. After a minute passed, he entered and began walking around the room. Myria and I stayed in the hall until he gave us permission to follow.

“The wardrobe’s been moved,” Lito said. “Mind if I look inside?”

“Go ahead. I don’t keep anything in there.”

He ran his hands along the outside of the wardrobe, then opened it up. He spent some time going over the interior, then fully removed each drawer on the bottom half, stacking them by the bed once he was done.

“Move it out from the wall,” he said, then looked conflicted for a moment. “Please,” he added.

The wardrobe was awkward to pick up, but I grabbed it by the sides and carried the 200-pound piece of furniture away like it was made of cardboard. Lito took some time to study its back, then squinted at the exposed wall. He pulled out a small pouch and pinched some fine, sparkling powder from within. He tossed it at the wall, and a three-foot-diameter ring of runes appeared.

“Would you look at that,” I said.

Lito held up a hand to stop me from approaching as he stared at the sigil. It was a series of concentric circles made up of the runic mana-weaving language. I recognized several of the symbols, but many more were unfamiliar.

“Have any thoughts on this, Grotto?” I thought to my familiar.

[Blood will be spilled for this vandalism.]

“Right. Insights into what this weave is doing?”

There was a beat of psychic silence. When Grotto started to deliver his findings, I noticed Lito’s brow furrow, and Myria took a step back, hand dropping to her side where she normally carried her rapier. She caught herself once she realized Grotto had simply barged into her thoughts and that we weren’t under attack.

[The outer three rings are designed to obscure the weave from notice. The fourth ring draws in and condenses Dimensional mana from the surroundings, feeding energy to the other rings to enable their function. The innermost ring sets the boundaries of the weave’s primary effect, limiting it to sapient entities within the bedroom. The central sigil establishes a teleportation function.]

“So, it’s a stealthy kidnapping enchantment?” I asked aloud.

[It could also be used as an escape route.]

“This is intricate work,” said Lito. He pulled out a reed and placed it in his mouth, starting to chew on the end. “An expert put this together. Only two Heronwytes came with the king, and neither has the skill set to pull this off. Not unless they’re much better at hiding their talents than I thought.”

“What’s supposed to trigger it?” I asked. “Do we need to make a hasty exit?”

“It’s not going off anytime soon,” said Lito. He glanced at Myria, who already had her slate out and was presumably communicating our findings to Aprogar. Satisfied, Lito returned to the sigil and pointed at the fourth ring. “This is a poor man’s script,” he said. “The weave is powered by ambient mana, rather than by using a mana chip. It only gives a trickle of power, so it’s rarely used that way. In Hiward, at least.

“Since there’s no chip, the mana density in the weave is much lower, which helps it stay undetected. It’s used a lot in combination with effects that activate after reaching a specific mana threshold.”

“A timer?” I guessed.

“Right. The mana density is a long way off from activating an involuntary teleportation effect.”

I looked at the sigil more closely, focusing on the mana running through it and flexing my underutilized Mystical Magic skill. It was only a trickle, and I could spot a small concentration in the central runes but had no way of confirming what Lito had just told me. I’d have to trust him.

“Director Aprogar is coming to take a look,” said Myria.

“All right,” said Lito. “Let’s take up positions outside. The King’s Guard has people built for disarming these types of things. It may be connected to another weave we haven’t noticed.”

“How did this get here without anyone realizing?” I asked. “We’ve got a close eye on everything happening, and the place is full of high-Level Delvers.”

“I can think of a few things,” said Lito. He ushered me toward the door as he spoke. “Most likely, the napkin was a disguised divination beacon, which would explain the traces of Divine mana. The servant took the voyeur on a tour of your estate, then dropped the beacon in front of your room, where it was used to coordinate some long-range spellwork. The beacon could have been cannibalized for materials to make the weave.” Lito looked up and down the hall, then lowered his voice. “The real hitch is that Director Aprogar didn’t detect whatever happened.”

“Then no one ever entered the room,” I said.

“Probably not. There are countermeasures you can set up for this type of thing, more robust than what a mobile King’s Guard unit can put together on short notice. They may not stop someone with this level of skill, but it’d at least make it a headache for them. I’ll pass along some security texts I put together.”

“I’d appreciate that. What’s our next move?”

“Myria and I will talk to the Lord Director,” he said. “For now, you should get back to hosting. Whoever’s responsible probably knows we’ve caught wind of this, but there’s no reason to make it any more obvious. The next step is to hunt for any more of these things and try to flush out the culprit.”

“I figured you’d want everyone to clear out,” I said. “If someone can lay down hostile weaves remotely, that seems like a major security risk.”

“Something like this wouldn’t even tickle one of the VIPs,” he said. “They have defensive trinkets that would cause the spell to fizzle the moment it found a target. Still, the King’s Guard may start slowly teleporting people out.”

I waited for Aprogar to appear, surrounded by a squad of the Guard, and added what I could to the report Lito and Myria gave. The Lord Director agreed I should get back to my business, but that certain of the more flighty nobles may find their way back to Hiward via one of his Dimensional specialists. It seemed like the weave was targeting me, not the king, so Aprogar predicted Celeritia would want to stay and finish chatting with the party.

I said my goodbyes and went through a few rooms to obscure where I was coming from when I re-entered the foyer. The gathering had been on too short notice for any of the guests besides the king to book me for an official meeting, so it was first come, first served.

Unfortunately, the first to come was Lord Leon Heronwyte, who didn’t seem happy about being ghosted.


Chapter 53


No sooner had I shrugged on my boa and shrugged off Myria’s Disregard spell, than Lord Leon Heronwyte appeared. It was uncanny, and I assumed the man either had people tracking me or some ability that let him know the instant I was available.

Either that or he’d been camping out in the foyer, and my Luck score was too low. Maybe he had high Luck. No one could say for certain that Luck worked that way—many of its benefits were more tangible, like improving crits and granting Divine defense—but still. I had no doubt the stat gave a person’s favored deity an easier time intervening in their life.

Leon Heronwyte’s god was probably a meddler. I certainly felt like I was about to be meddled with.

Leon was a man of middling height with the trim-and-fit build of a person with decent Agility. He was ethnically Hiwardian, with short white hair that swept to one side, styled in a sort of feathered, spiky look. It was the type of haircut that made a groovy man look even groovier but made everyone else look like they were trying too hard. My undoubtedly unbiased opinion was that Leon fell into the latter camp.

Other than that, the man was unremarkable. His features were handsome in a plucky sidekick kind of way. His clothes were fine and fashionable, but nothing stood out. He moved with purpose but not so quickly that one would take any particular notice.

“Master Xor’Drel,” Leon said, loud enough to carry.

He was on the other side of the foyer, making a beeline straight for me. I had no intention of evading the man, so I raised a hand in acknowledgment and waited for him to cross the short distance. I preferred to deal with social conflicts head-on, but I would avail myself of every advantage I could during the exchange.

“All right, tell me this guy’s deal,” I thought to Grotto. I gave Lord Heronwyte a close look with my Sight, digging into his Level 15 Gold soul. It seemed like many scions of the major houses stalled out at that level.

[Lord Leon Heronwyte is the great-grandson of Matriarch Cora Heronwyte and the third child of the current Heronwyte Thundralke. The Matriarch’s descendants often mirror her build, but Leon has invested in Charisma, rather than Intelligence. His attunement is Divine.]

I was happy Grotto got the full Hiwardian dossier from Varrin. My crash course with Riona and Sineh covered the key players, which included Cora Heronwyte, but not Leon.

Matriarch Cora was one of the highest-Level Delvers in the world—a Mystic archer—whose primary party during the War of Rebellion included Patriarch Ravvenblaq, Patriarch and Matriarch Duckgrien, and Patriarch Bluewren. Her build revolved around perception and control effects, and if Leon was mostly following in her footsteps, I’d need to watch my words very closely. Wisdom had too many ways to see through deception, and I wasn’t built for deceiving. The Divine attunement raised some alarm bells considering the Divine mana Lito had detected outside my bedroom, but it wasn’t damning.

“Lord Heronwyte,” I said once the man was close. “I apologize for taking off on short notice earlier. There was an urgent matter that required my attention.”

“Of course, Master Xor’Drel, I understand,” he said. If he was offended by my abrupt disappearance, he didn’t let it show. “I know how demanding these types of events can be on the host. This is a splendid estate, by the way. I especially love how the portals make it seem never-ending.”

I began splitting my focus between the conversation with Leon and my high-speed psychic chat with Grotto. Leon seemed content to exchange a few pleasantries, giving me time to dig into what Grotto knew.

“What’s the crime you think Leon was going to accuse me of, and how did you know?”

[I am unaware of the specific crime, only that he intended to make an accusation. Shortly after entering, he began calibrating a modified version of the slates many of these Hiwardians carry. He attempted to send several poorly encrypted messages to a recipient outside of the Closet but was unsuccessful.]

“I know those things get quirky when exposed to high mana levels. Being sequestered in an enclosed dimensional space probably didn’t help, either.”

[The mana levels within the mansion, while higher than normal, are not significant enough to interrupt the slate’s function. If they were, the mundane servants would suffer serious adverse effects. No, those slates send and receive communications using a crude System Call. Because of the Pocket Delve, I am the local administrator of System Calls that originate from Delvers within our domain.]

“Oh? Then you can block and intercept?”

[Correct.]

I thought over the implications of what Grotto was telling me. “Can you see every message being sent and received by the King’s Guard?”

Grotto sent the next thought with a dose of menacing glee. [I can.]

That was troubling, but also awesome. Despite my strong aversion to Orwellian surveillance in my past life, the moment that power fell into my own hands, I decided to use it to its utmost, unrepentant extent. It’s not like I was spying on people in their homes. This was my house, so it was probably fine.

I set that aside to ponder later, since it would be inconvenient to ponder right then.

“All right, so you’re reading this guy’s emails.”

[Only the ones he attempts to send. I would need to request access to the slate’s message history to see anything further. I could do so, but it would require spending some of our newly acquired System Rep to ensure success.]

“I have no idea how valuable that stuff is, so I’ll leave it to your discretion.”

“The chandeliers actually came from a Delve,” I said, responding to one of Leon’s questions. “It was filled with mimics, though, so be careful.” I smiled. He smiled. We laughed. I don’t think he found it funny.

[Lord Heronwyte currently manages one of Hiward’s most notable auction houses—Whitebridge—on behalf of his family.]

“I think I’m coming around to appreciating how straightforward Hiwardian naming conventions are.”

[Whitebridge has exclusive contracts with the crown to auction any Creation Delve slots that are not assigned through treaty or become available via some other means.] Grotto paused for a second. [Curious. The slot you filled would fall within those parameters. You replaced an Eschen who was unavailable due to the blockade. I wonder whether such an auction was held, and if so, who paid for it.]

“We may get an answer to that question very soon.”

“Master Xor’Drel,” Leon said, his tone shifting from the friendly cadence of small talk to something more serious. “You and your party are clearly very talented. However, a gathering of such influential Hiwardians wouldn’t occur over the mere presence of talent but rather the success of wielding such talent in a significant way.”

“Certainly,” I said. The statement sounded like throat-clearing language, so I was willing to go along. How was talent demonstrated other than through action? It was an empty preamble.

“You’ve spoken with the king, and I’m sure that your discussions have led to satisfactory answers for His Majesty. However, the ears of the king are not the ears of the people. I’d never ask that you divulge the contents of that dialogue, but I wonder if it would be agreeable that I ask some questions of my own? Questions that are certainly on the tip of every tongue in this room?”

I took a look around the crowded foyer. Where there’d been gentle conversation before, there was now a sharp silence. There wasn’t even a pretense of eavesdropping as everyone openly watched our exchange. I appreciated that in some ways. It gave me a better insight into what Leon was aiming for. His words implied he wanted an interview, but I expected this would be closer to a debate.

My allies were still busy with their own interlocutors—the king, the Zenithar, and whomever else—but I noticed Patriarch Ravvenblaq relaxing in an armchair one room over. He was just visible through the archway of the foyer in a sitting room, and the corner he occupied was unnaturally dark, the other guests moving around him without giving him any notice. He sipped from a steaming mug, then held it up to me in a small toast when I caught sight of him. My interactions with the legendary Level 56 were limited, but surely he wouldn’t sit by and let Leon openly smear my name. This would be more civilized than that.

Surely.

“I’m happy to sate your curiosity, Lord Heronwyte,” I said. “Within reason, of course.”

“Yes, no one begrudges a Delver holding the secrets to their own power,” said Leon. “I am more curious as to the reasoning behind some of your actions.”

“In what regard?”

“When your party chose to conquer Deijin’s Descent, you knew that it would cause the phase transition that has occurred, correct?”

“We knew it was one of the steps necessary to cause the phase transition. We didn’t know whether Zenithar Manar would agree to tackle Saekongr’s Crevice, which was also necessary.”

“You petitioned the Zenithar to do as much, though.”

“This is true,” I said. “She wasn’t very receptive at the time, but it appears that she changed her mind while we Delved.”

“You were aware that the phase transition would open additional Creation Delves throughout the world?”

“We knew that it would allow for more people to undergo Creation. We were uncertain what the exact process behind that would be, but new Creation Delves was one of the possibilities.”

“You believed this would be a good thing?”

I mulled that one over, giving myself time to consider my ongoing approach to this conversation. Leon’s questions were leading, not open-ended. They invited yes or no answers, not full-fledged responses. Laying out too much information could come off as defensive, but laying out too little would allow Leon to distort the truth.

I could just cut and run. I didn’t have to talk to this guy—the king was already on our side. Tentatively. For now.

But this was a big hearts-and-minds opportunity. If I refused to engage with Leon, whatever social poison he was spreading might go unchecked. Honest answers might win us some allies, while evasion might earn us some enemies. Although I rarely exercised the skill, I did know when to shut up for my own good. I wasn’t too worried about running my mouth and making things worse. I’d let this play out some more before pulling the plug.

Also, I was curious.

“We believed having more Delvers would be beneficial to defending against the avatars,” I said.

“The avatars,” he said, looking thoughtful. It appeared genuine, but I expected it was performative. “You’ve met some of these avatars?”

“I have.”

“Orexis threatened the Ravvenblaq Thundry. You witnessed some of the battle between the godling and many Delvers, Matriarch and Patriarch Duckgrien included.”

“I did.”

“These were high-Level Delvers,” said Leon. “Some of the very highest, with regard to Bobret and Cera. Was Orexis slain?”

“He was not. I understand he fled after a lengthy battle.”

“And you claim more Delvers would be beneficial in slaying such an entity?”

“The avatars are not invulnerable; they aren’t all-powerful,” I said. “I’m not sure what it would take to kill one, but we’ve seen that sufficient force can frustrate their plans.”

Leon made a show of turning his head in thought, stroking his chin, and letting that answer settle. He made eye contact with most of the crowd as he did so.

“Most Delvers finish their Creation Delve without advancing to Level 1,” he said. “The vast majority require additional Delves to reach the first eight-point stat threshold. A Level 1 Delver is little help against an avatar.”

“I disagree,” I said.

“You believe a Level 1 Delver poses a threat to something like Orexis?”

“Not in direct combat,” I said. “My party and I were Level 1 when we confronted the specter of Orexis inside Delve 9998: The Cage. Without our intervention, the specter would have released many more avatars into the world. We also prevented a mana eruption that would have destroyed a significant portion of the Ravvenblaq Thundry.”

“According to your own accounts,” said Leon.

“Those accounts have not been disputed. We were interviewed many times by the Hiwardian government.”

“There was no finding of wrongdoing. That is not to say your claims were taken as factual.”

“I wouldn’t presume to know the inner thoughts of Central officials, only that our testimonies were never challenged.”

“Regardless, a Level 1 Delver poses no physical threat to an avatar.”

“It would be extraordinary if one did.”

“The average rate of Level advancement for Delvers is one Level per year,” said Leon. “Exceptional Delvers move faster, but the average is one.”

“I understand that to be the common belief.”

“Both Matriarch and Patriarch Duckgrien are Level 52. They spent decades reaching that tier of strength. Even then, they could not kill Orexis. It’s questionable whether they even caused him to flee, based on their own accounts of the conflict.” He folded his hands behind his back. “Even with an influx of new Delvers, it would take decades, if not more than a century, for Delvers of sufficient power to rise from the new ranks to challenge even a single avatar.”

“That’s a pessimistic outlook,” I said. “The Phase transition also provided additional tools to empower Delvers and increase their levels more rapidly.”

“You’re speaking of the Expansion Delves, the Dungeons, the Labyrinths, and the Raids.”

“I am,” I said.

“Are you aware of their entry requirements?”

“I have some insight into them, but I can’t claim to know the individual requirements.”

“Aside from Dungeons, all such ‘new’ Delves we have discovered will only permit Platinum Delvers to enter. This means that 99% of the world’s Delvers gain no benefit from them.”

I knew that wasn’t strictly true, but there was also no believable reason for me to know a group of Gold Littans had just beaten an Expansion Delve. “It’s only been a few days. Such a conclusion is rushed.”

“Still, I find it troubling. You were uncertain how the phase transition would allow for more Delvers. You believed more Delvers would help to fight against the avatars. Yet, you’re not sure that an avatar can even be killed. You admit that it would be extraordinary if a Level 1 Delver could harm an avatar at all, and you display a disheartening lack of knowledge concerning how quickly new Delvers can become capable of inflicting such harm.”

I was both irritated and impressed as Leon emphasized every qualifier I’d used while answering his questions, really nailing his attempt to make me look reckless.

“Tell me, Master Xor’Drel,” he continued. “Was this ferocious speculation truly the basis upon which your party decided to upend the world?”


Chapter 54


“Excuse me, Eric?” I said to a servant who’d paused to listen to the exchange. He was a middle-aged man holding a tray of chilled drinks that looked delightful. I beckoned him forward, then selected a juicy-looking drink with a skewered melon ball floating at the top. “Thanks.” I took a sip, reveling in the light, crisp flavor. There was a touch of mint to it that paired well. “This is good, Eric. What is this?”

Eric’s eyes drifted to Leon, who was frowning at me, then down to the tray. “That would be the virgin casaba cooler, m’lord. It is our featured beverage from Arsenal.”

I took another sip. It really was good. “I went through Arsenal once. Didn’t get to spend as much time as I’d like. It’s a pretty diverse area.”

“The city is,” Eric said with a nod.

“Is there an Arsenal that isn’t the city?” I asked.

“When most Hiwardians say Arsenal, they’re referring to the whole area from the lake to the mountains, m’lord, not just the city.” Eric happily explained the nuance while ignoring Leon’s mounting irritation. “I grew up in Arsenal, well south of the city proper. My hometown’s mostly regular Hiwardians, so I wouldn’t claim it to be diverse in any real respect.”

“How far south of Arsenal?”

“Just on the northern side of the Ravvenblaq mountains,” he said. He gave me a meaningful look. “The area was nearly⁠—”

“Master Xor’Drel,” said Leon. He wasn’t quite scowling.

“Feel free to continue, Lord Heronwyte,” I said.

“Continue?” he asked. “Do you intend to avoid the question?”

“Your ‘questions’ had taken the form of a speech,” I said, then gestured around with my glass. “You’ve got your audience. Orate to your heart’s content. I’ll wait until you’re done.” I pulled the little skewer from my drink and bit the melon off of it. The fruit was lightly carbonated, which was excellent. I plucked another casaba cooler from the tray. “Sorry for keeping you, Eric.”

“Not at all, m’lord,” Eric said with a short bow. “Anything you need, I’m honored to serve.”

He shot another look at Leon, then meandered back into the crowd. I’d have to remember to catch that guy later and thank him for playing along. A touch of time to collect myself and reset the momentum of the conversation had been needed, and grabbing a drink was the best I could come up with. Hopefully, it didn’t cause Eric any trouble down the line.

I looked at Leon expectantly and gestured for him to continue. Lord Heronwyte’s eyes narrowed a fraction.

“The introduction of seven new Creation Delves injects chaos not just into Hiward, but into the world at large,” said Leon. “Hiward has ensured peace across the continent for the better part of a century through economic superiority and strength of arms. Half of our treaties are built upon the exchange of Creation slots. Nations refrain from war out of fear of our intervention or being cut off from our supply of mana chips and magical items.

“Now, Hiward’s bargaining power has been gutted. Our military advantage is threatened. The rest of the continent will soon be on the precipice of all-out war over these new Creation Delves. These are very real consequences. Certain consequences. Your justification for this chaos is that it might help in the fight against the avatars, and I say that’s not good enough. Even if your theory proves true, it will be of no use when the continent is mired in bloodshed as the avatars strike.”

I had to give it to Lord Heronwyte—he knew how to build up a head of steam. He was impassioned, but measured. He spoke not just to me, but to everyone in the room. He varied his tempo and hammered his inflection on certain words, demanding the attention of his audience.

How best to respond to this?

“We’re already at war, Lord Heronwyte,” I said, speaking softly to cut through the heat of the man’s bluster. “Orexis threatened the entire northern half of the Ravvenblaq Thundry. Orexis killed one of your Thundralkes right in front of me. A Level 21 Platinum, skewered on an obelisk as readily as the fruit in this drink.” I held up my second cooler, rotating to give everyone a good look. I paused, holding it out to a woman who stood behind me. She accepted it after a moment of hesitation, thankfully. It was hard to look serious while double-fisting.

“The Duckgriens could not kill Orexis, you’re correct there,” I continued. “No offense meant, Matriarch, Patriarch.” I nodded to the Duckgrien couple, who’d joined Ealdric to watch the show. Sineh was also standing beside them, the first time I’d seen her unglued from Varrin’s side.

“Fak off,” said Matriarch Duckgrien. “We could barely scratch ’im. Keep going.”

I gave a small bow in appreciation, then continued. “Orexis isn’t even a full avatar on his own. He’s a bonded pair with his sister, Anesis. Without her, he’s weakened, and she’s out there with him now, along with who knows how many other avatars. If Hiward’s highest-level Delvers can’t beat half of an avatar, then who else is there? No one. None of that is speculation.

“Hiward is at the pinnacle of Delver power in this world, and your Kingdom barely avoided disaster. What of the nations without such advantages? Will Hiwardian Delvers spread out to defend the entire continent? You can’t. There aren’t enough of you. Orexis destroyed Canotha before Hiward even knew what was happening. A hundred thousand people, dead in one night. Timagrin deserves to be able to defend itself, and their new Creation Delve will give them twenty times more Delvers to do so.

“You’re also right that it takes time for a Delver to come into their power, just like it takes time to train a soldier. Just like it takes decades for that soldier to become a general. But no one would refuse to train new soldiers because they’re already at war. That idea’s so dumb it couldn’t pour piss out of a boot with full instructions written on the heel.”

A few people exchanged confused looks at that last bit, but one rotund man in the crowd let out a guffaw.

“That’s what they’d say where I’m from, anyway.” I cleared my throat. “Maybe a low-level Delver can’t harm an avatar directly, but the avatars don’t fight alone. They create divine spawn. A horde of monstrosities surrounds them wherever they go. And now, Orexis stands at the back of an army of Davahns. An army that slaughters everyone it can find. If history is any guide, once the Davahns are done in Timagrin, Hiward is next.

“We need Delvers with better skills, more passives, and higher levels to fight the avatars. All of that can be gained from the new Delve types. We need more Delvers to cover more ground, put down avatar spawn, and battle the armies that rally behind them. That is made possible by the new Creation Delves.

“You accuse me of speculation, Lord Heronwyte, but your argument is conjecture and fear-mongering. Your military is just as strong, with the tools to become stronger. Your Delvers are just as numerous, with no need to auction away your Creation slots. You’re the experts on Delving, and now there will be eight times as many Delvers to buy your knowledge and bid on your magical exports. Hiward has everything it had last week, and more.

“As for the world suddenly igniting into conflict? No one has issued a declaration of war. If anything, the opposite is true. Eschendur and Litta have an armistice. Peace negotiations are underway, and the phase transition hasn’t changed that. The nations of the world have a common enemy to unite against and more resources for the fight.

“The status quo will change. It has already. Hiward’s monopoly on Delving led the Kingdom to incredible heights, and the Kingdom will need to work to maintain its dominance. But if Hiward is forced to take this fight on its own, the world will crumble around you until the island is surrounded by death in all directions. Then you will be the only ones left for the avatars to butcher. Hiward must fight alongside its allies, and we chose to make those allies stronger. That was the basis of our decision.”

There was a stretch of silence, and I took a sip of my drink to signal I was done. Interrupting a host while they were speaking was a no-no in Hiwardian decorum, but I was still surprised Leon had allowed me to go on for so long.

Lord Heronwyte had listened to the entire speech with a cool, unbothered expression. I couldn’t tell if he was putting up a front to hide his internal panic over my unexpected expertise in public speaking or if he had something else in the chamber that he believed would trump my arguments. As proud as I was of my ability to string together a series of coherent sentences in front of an audience, my instincts said it was the latter, especially since he hadn’t made any criminal accusations as of yet. I’d find out soon enough, so I enjoyed my bevvy while he powered up some more bullshit.

“You cast your cause in such a noble light,” said Leon. “Yet such brilliance cannot dispel the shadows of your past, only darken them.” He produced a set of documents from his inventory. “You speak confidently of the avatars and what they can do. This makes sense. All documented records of your life are tainted by them.” He looked down to the top page of his thin stack. “There is no available information on you, Master Xor’Drel, prior to your entry into the Creation Delve of 120 AC. Why is that?”

I shrugged. “I’m an extradimensional traveler from another universe who died in a bicycle accident and was reincarnated within the Delve itself.”

The crowd broke out in hushed chatter. A few people chuckled, and the rotund man guffawed mightily before the woman next to him quieted him with a glare. Leon’s eyes narrowed, then widened slightly. Even within the bounds of Arzia’s magical societies, it was an outlandish story. It would come off as an outrageous lie.

But Leon, like others in the crowd, had the magical ability to detect truth.

“You… can’t be serious,” said Leon.

“I am,” I said. “I can lie if you prefer. Let’s see, I’d never been to Hiward before, I’d never done anything that would cause Hiward to take note of me, and all records from my homeland are inaccessible.” Leon’s head twitched back in confusion. “No, that’s all true as well, in the most technical sense. If you’re going to use a skill to tell when I’m lying, you need to be prepared for the truth.”

Leon glanced back down at his papers, flipping through them. It seemed I’d derailed his questioning.

[I was not expecting that admission, but I am pleased by the effect.]

“You’re not mad I spilled the beans?”

[You hid the truth to protect yourself from notice. The entire world has already noticed you, so the deception provides little utility. Either way, I doubt many will believe your claim. Skills that determine veracity can be thwarted, which is what Lord Heronwyte will likely choose to believe.]

“I am disappointed by your foolishness,” said Leon, still shuffling his papers. “Your Creation Delve was marred by an intruder. One Hognay Haskangander.”

“Correct.”

“But Mr. Haskagander wasn’t the only unauthorized Delver within the Toxic Grotto,” Leon continued. He held up a page. “Central’s records show that you were a stand-in for an Eschen Delver, delayed by the blockade.”

“I’ve been told that’s what they say, sure.”

“But no auction was ever held for that slot.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

“Because Whitebridge is the sole venue for such auctions, and no records for such an auction exist.”

“Could you have lost the records?”

“No,” he said. “We are very meticulous.” He raised an eyebrow, daring me to challenge the claim. I didn’t know shit about it, so I stayed silent. “As such, your entry was never officiated or approved. Thus, your entry was illegal.”

“I don’t follow,” I said. “Central’s records—the ones I presume you’re holding a copy of right there in your hand—say I had legal access.”

“There is no validating source for these records. No official signed off on these.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying you were in the Creation Delve illegally!”

“No, I mean about the records. You’re not making sense. The records are real, right?”

Leon smoldered as he returned the paper to his pile. “If the proper procedures were not followed, then the entry permit was invalid.”

“Have you taken this up with Central?” I asked. “They can probably clear up your confusion.”

“I am not confused, Master Xor’Drel. The matter is under investigation.”

“Hmm, okay. I’m interested to hear what they say. If it helps, at no point did I attempt to subvert Hiward’s entry requirements to the Creation Delve, nor did I participate in any conspiracy to do so.”

Leon’s eyebrow twitched as his truth-seeing ability confirmed my statement. The man apparently fancied himself a private investigator. He was a half-decent squabbler, but he was no Sherlock. Maybe he should have stuck with Intelligence instead of Charisma.

“Are those records available to the general public?” I asked.

“No,” snapped the rotund man in the crowd. He’d overcome his giggles and was now scowling at Leon.

“Is it a crime to access them without permission?”

“Yes,” said the man.

“I obtained these legally,” said Leon. “No matter. Hognay Haskagander was an associate of the avatar Orexis. Later, you were visited in your home by the Artemix group, another group with connections with Orexis. You then called on Low-Lord ‘Typhoon’ Demarsus, yet another associate of Orexis.”

“Visited? Artemix broke in and tried to kidnap me. I killed three of them. Guardian Lito and Dancer Myria invited me to tag along to see Typhoon as part of the investigation into the attempted kidnapping.”

“Two of your current party members were discovered with Typhoon. Xim Xor’Drel and Nuralie Vyxmeldo’a.”

“Yeah, he’d successfully kidnapped them.”

“You then traveled to the Ravvenblaq mountains, where Orexis was in hiding.”

“At Umi-Doo’s request,” I said.

“After Orexis was confronted by Matriarch and Patriarch Duckgrien, you entered Delve 9998: The Cage, alongside a golem created by Orexis.”

“We were forced through the portal,” I said.

“Therein, you conspired with another avatar, known as Fortune.”

“The Delve Core directed us to Fortune as an emergency measure to contain Orexis.”

“Some hours later, Orexis’s sister, Anesis, was released from her captivity. The avatar Fortune was responsible for extracting her from the Delve.”

“Close enough,” I said. “The guy was a real dick.”

“Throughout this time, your party was still accompanied by the golem created by Orexis.” I furrowed my brow, not liking where this was going. “In fact,” Leon continued, “to this day, you still work alongside that golem. Etja Nothosis, your party’s mage, is a creature created by Orexis to serve his own ends.”

I tossed my drink aside and stepped forward, coming within a few inches of Leon.

“Speak of me all you want. Attacking the character of one of my party members while she is absent is in poor taste.”

“Do you deny it?” he asked, half a whisper.

“Etja is one of Orexis’s victims. She has been repeatedly vetted by Central and is, at this very moment, speaking with your king.”

“Everywhere you go, an avatar appears,” said Leon. “You work alongside them. You take their spawn into your party. I wouldn’t be surprised if there were one in here with us. Tell me, what deal did you strike with them? You claim the phase transition is meant to be used against them, but I don’t believe it.”

“You’re spouting baseless conspiracies.”

“Am I?” said Leon. He turned away to face the crowd. “The ring on Master Xor’Drel’s finger was created by an avatar. The necklace around his neck was created by an avatar. And what Master Xor’Drel will not tell you is that the phase transition empowers the avatars!” He spun on his heel, face dark with anger. “Can you deny it? Can you look these people in the eye and tell them I speak falsely?”

“Where the fuck is this guy getting his information?”

[From what I know of the Heronwyte Matriarch, her information-gathering capabilities are unrivaled. Some of this is contained in the intelligence you have sent along through Varrin, which we have been told is kept confidential, but it is disturbing how much of this was never discussed outside the party.]

“The avatars grow stronger regardless,” I said. “While Delvers would have stagnated in phase one. It changes the field for both sides but favors Delvers. That was disclosed in our reports.”

Leon thrust a finger in my direction. “It was divulged only after you’d completed the phase transition,” he said. “Your work was already done, and now you scurry to mask your trail!”

[You should hit him now.]


Chapter 55


“Idon’t think it’s a good idea to hit him.”

[Culturally, it is the strongest way for you to deny his accusations.]

“Consorting with an avatar isn’t a crime in the books yet, and his own evidence contradicts the shit about the Creation Delve. He hasn’t accused me of anything actionable. Besides, didn’t you say his goal was to get me to hit him?”

[His goal was to distract you. One of Hiward’s definitions for an enemy combatant is “A person who gives aid or conspires to give aid to enemies of the Hiwardian Kingdom with the intent to harm the kingdom’s people, territories, or interests.” Lord Heronwyte’s accusations likely satisfy those requirements.]

“That’s not part of the Hiwardian criminal code—that’s out of the Laws of Armed Conflict. How does that intersect with the etiquette rules?”

[Your lessons did not cover that scenario. I will ask Riona for clarification.]

“This man,” said Leon, speaking to the crowd, “is no hero! His past is shrouded in secrecy! His very identity is a thinly veiled deceit! He is not from the Third Layer! So far as I can tell, he is not from anywhere!”

“He was distracting me from the bedroom, right? He has to be aware enough to know that didn’t happen, so what’s his endgame?”

[The contents of the message I intercepted were “Entry confirmed. Parameters: Occupy target 90 minutes after arrival. Methods discussed nonviable. Will make accusation. Reply to change order.”]

“He could be trying to distract me from anything, then. Shit, is he even trying to distract me or someone else?”

[You are the one he is lambasting.]

“Yeah, but a lot of people are paying attention to this right now.”

Most of the attendants had found their way to the spectacle Leon and I were making. Patriarch Ravvenblaq remained in his secluded corner, alongside the Duckgriens. Only a handful of people were missing.

“And what does he have to say in his defense?” Leon preached. “Nothing! He stands there, searching for the lie that will best comfort you!”

[Riona is not responding.] That changed my thought process from mitigating Leon’s activities to preparing for an emergency. [I cannot locate her.]

That skipped me past preparation and right into emergency response.

“Grotto, where’s the rest of the party? What about the Eschen delegation?”

I checked my interface, seeing that everyone in the party had full health.

[All of them entered the lounge to speak with the king over the last thirty minutes.]

“Can you confirm they’re in there?”

[The room is still blanketed by the King’s Guard’s privacy skills. The Guard’s messages indicate the conversation is ongoing.]

I pulled on my connection to the party through my auras.

They weren’t in the Closet.

“Breach the wards. Tell me what’s in there.”

I took off toward Patriarch Ravvenblaq, but Leon stepped into my path.

“You can’t run from this,” said Leon. “We’ve seen through you, and now judgment is co—” He disappeared. There were gasps and a few cries of shock.

[I took the liberty of putting him in time-out.]

I took a fraction of a second to process the shitstorm this was about to kick up, then kept moving.

“Fuck me. Was it that easy to teleport him against his will?”

[He was unprepared, and his Dimensional resistance is surprisingly low. Ah, the King’s Guard is unhappy.]

“I bet.”

The crowd parted for me in a rush. Ealdric Senior was already standing when I made it close. “That did not seem wise, Arlo,” said Patriarch Ravvenblaq. “As entertaining as it was.”

“I apologize for the impertinence, Patriarchs, Matriarch,” I nodded to Ealdric, Bobret, and Cera in turn. “Something has removed my party members from the Closet, and they were last seen in the lounge with the king.”

“What?” said Sineh. “Someone took Varrin?”

“Calm, child,” said Matriarch Duckgrien. “Beside tha’ king’s as safe as safe can be. Prob’ly a menace messin’ with Arlo’s ears an’ eyes.”

“It merits investigation,” said Ealdric. “Come.” The man turned and walked serenely toward the lounge. People hurried to get out of our way until we made it to the King’s Guard at the end of the hall. One of them stood blocking the corridor.

“Patriarch Ravvenblaq,” the Guard said in greeting. He was in full plate, but a pair of hard, brown eyes were visible through the visor. He didn’t bow, since bowing was a moment of vulnerability the Guard couldn’t afford while actively guarding the king. “The king has asked not to be disturbed, m’lord.”

“Where is Lord Director Bluewren?” asked Ealdric.

“He is still investigating the irregularity in Master Xor’Drel’s bedroom, m’lord.”

[The lounge is empty,] Grotto thought, looping my legendary entourage into the psychic communication. [It is also devoid of all Dimensional mana.]

Ealdric peered down the hall at the door to the lounge, then looked at Cera Duckgrien. The matriarch stood as still as a statue, and Ealdric let out the slightest sigh.

“Challenge: Cliffside Arena,” said Ealdric. The guard blinked.

“M’lord, I—” the guard started, but stopped when Ealdric met the man’s eyes. The Patriarch’s face was impassive, but a wave of foreboding pressure rolled off of him as the Guard failed to produce the desired response. The Guard took a small step back. “Wait, m’lord, I⁠—”

The man’s head fell from his shoulders, along with the heads of every other King’s Guard in the hall. The corpses thudded to the ground. None of them had been below Level 20, and I hadn’t seen Ealdric move.

A woman behind me screamed.

Ealdric stepped over the corpse, and Patriarch Duckgrien’s teeth ground with enough force that I could see tremors in the growing pools of blood. Matriarch Duckgrien spat on the heavily armored body as we went.

“Might be dangerous ta’ leave yer spit layin’ around,” said Bobret.

The armored—and very decapitated—Guard stirred, reaching out for his severed head.

“Ye think it was spit?” Cera replied, raising an eyebrow at her husband.

The not-quite-dead man’s armor began to sizzle where the Matriarch had spat on it. The Guard reached around toward his back, spasming and rolling as fumes spewed off him. Finally, he went still, never to move again. High Fortitude was no fucking joke.

“Fair ’nuff,” said Bobret.

Ealdric stopped at the door, then looked at Cera Duckgrien again. Something passed silently between them, and then the door collapsed into a thousand perfectly sliced pieces.

We looked into the empty lounge, and every surface flared with glowing runes. An incredible gust of wind formed at our backs, flowing into the room and threatening to suck us in along with it. Bobret grabbed both Sineh and me by the arm, holding us steady.

“How the fuck?” I said.

[That room is drawing in an incredible amount of Dimensional mana from the rest of the mansion. I am extracting you.]

The world stuttered, but I didn’t go anywhere. A flaming sphere had formed around the five of us.

“Sorry, lad,” said Matriarch Duckgrien. “Ye won’t be goin’ anywhere til we cop on to what’s occurrin.’”

On the bright side, Cera’s shield blocked the wind.

“What’s it doing, Cera?” asked Ealdric.

“Teleportin’ ev’rythin,’” she said.

“To where?”

“Fak if I know,” she said. “I can read tha runes, gimme a few seconds.”

A few seconds? There were thousands of runes, covering every surface. The ceiling had runes, the furniture had runes, the damn liquor bottles at the bar had runes. They were carved right into the glass!

“Three places,” said Cera. “Tha bottom o’ tha sea, the heart of a fakkin’ volcano, and another pocket realm like this one.”

I didn’t want to go to any of those places.

“How do we know which?” asked Ealdric.

“Tis random without a keyword,” she answered. “Before ye ask, I don’ know what it is.”

“Aye, well,” Patriarch Bobret began, “we prob’ly should go in an’ save the king.”

A chair flew down the hall and smashed into Cera’s shield. It shattered into scorched kindling that got sucked into the lounge and disappeared. Somehow, everything already inside the lounge was staying put. Probably because it was all covered in fucking runes.

[The mana draw is accelerating. The pull will continue to increase until it consumes the mansion.]

“You can’t stop it?”

[We can destroy the runes.]

“Not until after we go through,” said Ealdric. “Three of us, three potential locations.”

“I’ve not done anythin’ like this in ages,” said Bobret.

“That’s not how random works,” said Cera.

“We know, Cera,” said Bobret. “We’re not daft. It is poetic, though.”

“Arlo,” said Ealdric. “Your Eschengal portal cannot open until this evening, correct?”

“Yeah,” I said. “The only other exit available spits us out in the Littan fortress west of the Eschen Gap.”

Ealdric looked to Cera.

“We should bring ’im with us,” said Cera. “An’ keep tha people here contained. Any one ah them could be a dissident or imposter.”

“I have marked them,” said Ealdric. “If any seek to hide, I will find them.” There was a certainty to that statement that gave me chills. “I have no reason to suspect Arlo had a hand in this, and I would prefer not to force anyone else through this portal.”

“As much as I’d prefer not to take a magma bath,” I said, “the more people going through the portal, the better chance there is that one of us ends up where everyone else was taken.”

“Could ye survive the heart of a volcano, lad?” asked Bobret.

“My Fortitude is 52, and I can teleport to a range of several miles without line of sight. I’d get crispy, but I’d be fine.” Although, my beard wouldn’t be.

“Ye should diversify yer stats more,” said Bobret. “That’s too high for Level 12.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Ealdric. “Whoever set this up was able to replace an entire platoon of King’s Guard with imposters and then abducted a Zenithar, the king—who is a Level 30 Platinum—and four of your party members. This is not a challenge you can face, Arlo.”

“Now that ye say it like that, is it one we can face?” asked Bobret.

“I do not know,” said Ealdric, “but I will find out.”

Light pulsed across Ealdric’s body. An instant later, he was covered head to toe in black and silver armor. Every inch of it was ornately engraved, and when I focused on the weaves within, they were bursting at the seams with mana. They were so potent, reality seemed to bend and twist around the enchantments.

Your Mystical Magic skill has increased to Level 21!

A cloak unfurled at Ealdric’s back, appearing tattered and worn, but a closer look showed it to be made of a dark, oily liquid. Tears and holes continually ran down its length, then sealed themselves back up.

“Bah, fak it,” said Bobret.

Both he and Cera pulsed with light and emerged wearing their fur armor. Cera’s golden circlet hovered over her head, and Bobret’s body began to spark with electricity. The static made my hair stand on end.

“Cera, if you please,” said Ealdric. She frowned but pulled a small marble from her inventory and handed it to me. “That’s an emergency portal back to Foundation,” Ealdric explained. I looked down at the marble, seeing hundreds of runes suspended within the glass. “It will last for five minutes. Make sure everyone within this dimensional space is evacuated as soon as we leave.” He locked eyes with me. “Leon included.”

“We’ve got strong evidence he was involved with this,” I said.

“Let Guardian Lito and Dancer Myria handle him,” said Ealdric, then considered. “I know that I cannot order you to do so through the power of my office, but consider it a diplomatic gesture of goodwill.” Left unspoken was that he could order me to do so through the power of kicking my ass. Nice of him to leave that part out.

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll release him into Hiwardian custody alive.”

Ealdric’s brow furrowed at the wording, but he didn’t argue.

“I’ll disable tha runes as we pass through,” Cera said, then turned to me. “Better if ye backed up a bit.”

I looked between the trio, but Cera wasn’t willing to wait. She waved a hand, and the flaming sphere shot away from the lounge with both me and Sineh inside. Patriarch Ravvenblaq’s body blurred, and he disappeared, followed by a streak of light as Bobret went in behind him. Cera created a ball of blue-white light that emitted an oppressive heat, causing the wall panels around her to begin smoking. She flew into the lounge, leaving the ball of deadly flame behind, and blinked away.

The blazing sphere floated into the lounge a second later. Its surface rippled, and beams of scorching heat blasted out, carving through the walls and furniture. Hundreds of runes were destroyed as the ball spent its energy, disrupting the complex mana weave. The gale of wind died soon after.

“Shit,” I swore, then looked at Sineh. Her face was pale as she stared into the smoldering remains of the lounge. “You all right?” I asked.

“No,” she said.

“Yeah, me neither.” I ran my hands through my hair. “Let’s get people out of here.”

I turned and began stepping around the corpses of the imposter King’s Guard.

“Grotto, do we know the end destination for the teleport trap in my bedroom?”

[We do not. Do you plan on activating it in a foolhardy attempt to follow after the demigod-tier Delvers who just told you to remain behind?]

“Maybe.”

[I will begin a comparative analysis between the runes in the lounge and the runes in the bedroom. I may be able to determine whether the sigil leads to a matching location.]

“You’re not going to argue against me going?”

A moment of silence passed.

[I promised that their vandalism would be met with bloodshed. For their crimes against the party, I will imprison them in a cage of blades. I will batter their minds with the terror of insanity until they throw themselves upon its razor walls. Our transgressors will strip the flesh from their own bones in their futile attempts to flee, and I will allow them to perish only once I am satisfied.]

From Grotto’s tone, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the Etja-clone golems were already constructing the prison.

Lito and Myria stood over the first corpse at the end of the hall with weapons out, their presence an invisible barrier keeping the crowd of Hiwardians behind them from coming closer. They watched me carefully, bodies coiled to spring into action. I recognized the look, but I’d never been on the receiving end of it.

Myria held up a hand, and I halted. “Care to tell us what’s happening, Arlo?”
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Ipaused a few feet away from Lito and Myria and gestured for Sineh to keep moving. She shot me a worried look, then walked forward to slip between the pair.

“A saboteur wove an advanced teleportation array into the lounge,” I said. “It appears that the king, the Eschen delegation, and the rest of my party were inside when it activated.”

This stirred up some chatter in the crowd, and I wondered whether I should have been more circumspect. Then again, no one had told me to keep quiet, and making the danger clear would hopefully encourage everyone else to get out of my Closet.

I gestured at the bodies. “Patriarch Ravvenblaq issued a challenge phrase to the Guard, which they apparently failed. Then, their heads fell off. Ealdric said the whole platoon had been compromised, so I assume he was responsible for the beheadings. After that, Ealdric, Cera, and Bobret went through the portal to recover the king. Matriarch Duckgrien destroyed the array afterward.”

“Did you have anything to do with the array?” asked Myria. Given the situation, it was a reasonable question. It still stung to be suspected by old allies.

“No,” I said. “I don’t know how it got there.”

Lito grunted. “He’s telling the truth.” Myria relaxed a fraction.

“Did any of our fearless founders leave instructions?” she asked.

“They said to get everyone out of the Closet.”

“Anything else?”

“Nope.”

Myria scowled. “Typical.”

“Reckless,” Lito added. “How are we leaving?”

I held up the marble. “Emergency portal to Foundation.”

Lito held out his hand, and I passed him the small glass sphere. He held it up to the light and studied the runes within. Myria leaned in to try and get a good look as well.

“What tier is that?” she asked.

“Dunno,” he said. “Higher than seven.”

“I didn’t know the tiers went higher than seven.”

“Neither did I.”

Myria bit her lip. “How much do you think that’s worth?”

Lito closed his fist around the marble. “Right now, it’s worth one stable portal back to Foundation for a gaggle of nobles.” He turned to the crowd and started getting people organized.

“What about the rest of the King’s Guard?” I asked Myria. “There were twenty more of them in here.”

“Oh,” she said. “All their heads fell off at the same time.”

“That’s… terrifying.”

Her composure slipped as she nodded. Her eyes went vacant, and she reached up, fingers tracing her throat. “There were four of them in the hall with us outside your bedroom. I thought—I thought we were next, ya know?” She shuddered. “Don’t fuck with Patriarch Ravvenblaq.”

I absorbed that life advice while imagining myself grabbing my head, trying to make sure an invisible force didn’t separate it from my body.

“What about the Lord Director?”

“I have no idea,” she said. “He rushed off without saying anything. That was before the mass decapitations.”

“So there may be a rogue Level 26 in here?”

“Gods, I hope not,” she said. “Knowing Aprogar—if it really was Aprogar—I don’t think Ealdric could kill him from a distance with one move. The man’s as paranoid as it gets.”

“Great,” I said, mentally nudging Grotto to try and locate the man. “How do you want to handle Leon? We know he was working up a distraction with his public interrogation.”

“Leon Heronwyte?” she said. “Where is he?”

“We have him in timeout. Somewhere. Possibly in a very sharp cage.”

“Okay. Send me the evidence you’ve got.” She paused before speaking again, furrowing her brow and producing her slate. “That was fast.”

[I have sent copies of Leon’s attempted communications to your slate. He has been requesting extraction every sixty seconds since being contained.]

Myria read through the text, then started scanning the crowd. “We’ll need to talk to that servant as well.”

There was a quick burst of Dimensional mana, and the Heronwyte servant appeared next to Myria. The mundane man stumbled, fell, and then rolled onto his side to begin vomiting. His ordinary constitution was ill-prepared for Grotto’s unexpected teleportation.

Myria took the servant’s sudden appearance in stride, waited for him to finish emptying his stomach, then pulled a black length of rope from her inventory and tossed it at him. The cord wrapped itself around him like a snake, binding him, then raised him back to his feet.

“Hello,” said Myria. She pulled out a cloth and wiped the mess from around the man’s mouth. “I’m Dancer Myria of the Hiwardian Central Delver Authority. You’re being taken into custody as part of an investigation concerning several crimes that have been committed on Master Xor’Drel’s property.”

“C-crimes?” the man asked, wide-eyed. “What—” He gulped. “What sort of crimes?”

“Sabotage, kidnapping, and treason,” she said. “More may be coming. I’ll let you know. For now, we’re heading back to Hiward, where you’ll be interviewed.”

The man had gone perfectly still, as though Myria were a predator he hoped to avoid by staying motionless. Myria sent the cloth back into her inventory, then placed a hand on the servant’s shoulder.

“As a servant of Lord Leon Heronwyte, any actions you were compelled to take under his direction will be attributed to him, not you,” she said. Her tone was soft and sympathetic. “Sometimes Delvers abuse their powers and authority. In my experience, most people in your situation are never charged with anything. You’ll also have representation from the Steward’s Coalition, so try not to worry for now.”

The man nodded, but he still looked terrified. Myria led him off to one side, the rope slackening enough for him to shuffle, and spoke with him some more.

While Myria spent a few minutes calming the man, Grotto sent me some private psychic messages. [The Lord Director looped back around to your bedroom and activated the teleport weave.]

“That’s good evidence it goes somewhere meaningful.”

[Indeed. He left the weave intact when he went through, however, which makes me apprehensive. If he did not wish to be followed, there are many ways he could have defaced the runes after passing through.]

“You think he might be trying to manipulate us into intentionally activating a trap we already knew about? A trap that uses another trap as bait? Is there a word for that?”

[Yes, it is called a trap. Alternatively, he may have become sloppy in his eagerness to escape. He was bleeding quite profusely.]

By the time Myria finished up with the servant, he looked much better. The pair of us had to wait on Lito to do a headcount, ensuring no one else was missing or hiding out.

“Those rules are fairly forgiving,” I said once Myria returned.

“You didn’t know about servant’s rights?” she asked. “We’re not even allowed to use Active Skills on mundane people unless they’re a danger to others.”

“I’ve mostly been concerned with laws that affect me and my party members. I hadn’t planned on hiring anyone to wait on me.”

“I suppose Majordomo is an exception.” She gave me a conspiratorial look. “Lito told me he’s not a ‘traditional’ butler.”

“Right,” I said.

I’d never come clean with Lito about Grotto’s true identity, and Majordomo was, in essence, a double feint. Still, I wondered how much the Guardian knew that he didn’t want me to know that he knew. Probably a lot.

“Did you pick up anything suspicious about the King’s Guard?” Myria asked.

[Their communications gave me no reason to suspect them,] Grotto answered. [I am sending a log of their messages.]

Myria’s eyebrows went up as she watched the information start pouring in. “I might have trouble explaining how you got this,” she said.

“Do you know how we got that?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “Which is why I won’t be able to explain it.” She tucked the slate away to review later, ending any further discussion of the matter.

Lito had the Hiwardians arranged in a single-file line to move quickly through the portal once it opened, including the group of Ravvenblaq manor staff. Several nobles looked unhappy at having been corralled like a group of kindergarteners, but their desire to leave trumped their pride.

“Ready to go,” said Lito, walking back to us. “We just need to grab Leon. Otherwise, the guests are accounted for. We aren’t missing anyone who wasn’t already missing.”

“How do you want to handle Leon?”

“Depends on how he wants to be handled,” said Lito.

[He has taken the time to equip himself for combat. He has also refused my requests for him to disarm.]

I hadn’t forgotten that Lord Heronwyte was a Level 15 Gold and not some hapless, meddling noble without any real combat experience. Lito went over Lord Heronwyte’s known abilities, and we formulated a simple pacification plan.

Myria stayed behind to keep order with the agitated guests, while Grotto teleported me and Lito to Leon. Lito insisted that we needed to give the man the option to come peacefully. Sadly, that meant we couldn’t come in guns blazing.

Lord Heronwyte was not in a cage of blades. He was in an empty cubic room surrounded on all sides by a portal barrier, like the one that contained the Pocket Delve. He was dressed in light armor—gambeson with Madrin mail over top—and a golden barbute protected his head. He held a pair of shortswords and dropped into a combat stance the moment we appeared.

“Lord Heronwyte,” said Lito. “I’m Guardian Lito from Central. I’ve got questions for you, so you’re coming with me back to Hiward one way or another.” Lito’s presentation was a bit more brusque than Myria’s.

Leon looked between the two of us, sizing us up. “And what of Master Xor’Drel?” he asked.

“What about him?” said Lito.

Leon pointed a sword at me. “He has imprisoned me unjustly!”

“You can file a complaint. Put your weapons and armor away and agree to submit to a control effect.”

“What?” said Leon. “You wish to treat me like a criminal?”

“That is what’s happening, yeah.”

“Nonsense,” said Leon. “I have committed no crimes.”

“Then you’ve got nothing to worry about,” said Lito. His tone was bored, like he’d had this talk a hundred times before. “But refusing a lawful order from an agent of Central is a crime. So, put your weapons and armor away and agree to submit to a control effect.”

Leon’s sword dropped, and he stood up from his crouch. “This is absurd,” he said. “I have exposed Master Xor’Drel’s wrongdoings, and I am the one being treated this way?”

Lito scratched his jaw. “What wrongdoings have you exposed?”

“He collaborates with enemies of the Kingdom!”

“And what is your evidence?”

“My evidence?” said Leon. “You should—You should already have it. It should have been delivered to the King’s Guard shortly after this devil confined me here!”

Lito grunted. “Is that all?”

“That isn’t enough?” said Leon. “I would think the contents of Master Xor’Drel’s bedroom should more than suffice, but fine. I have documents here.”

One of Leon’s shortswords disappeared, replaced with a scroll case. He held it out to Lito, who looked at the case, then at Leon’s remaining blade. Leon scoffed and dismissed his second sword, then tossed the case to Lito.

“It isn’t as though I could not resummon it at a moment’s notice,” Leon grumbled.

Lito caught the case and examined it closely for a long moment. He popped the end open and retrieved the rolled-up set of documents within. He unfurled the first paper, three feet in length, and his eyes darted back and forth as he read through its contents. He cleared his throat before moving to the next. There were three in total, nine feet of text. He made it through in a couple of minutes.

“I see,” said Lito, then waved me over. I moved closer, and he handed me the first document. It was handwritten in a neat, flamboyant script. I became increasingly confused as I read.

DAMNING EVIDENCE PART ONE

Ah, like morning dew, our thoughts are but transient things, evaporating in the sun’s radiation. But such moisture is never gone, merely displaced by the heat burning in the sky. One can always find that which has been dispelled so, with careful thought and study. To pluck each molecule from the air and reassemble those little droplets, to see the shape of the grass that wetness once touched! Dear sir, you may find that my musings lack the profundity of your intellectual suitors, but know that I am more than a winded librarian, greater than a head stuffed full of books and words, a mind, vast, endless, empty, and waiting. Dear sir, I take no pride in saying that…

The scroll continued on like that for its full length. It was a single, unbroken paragraph of opaque ramblings. Lito handed me the second page.

DAMNING EVIDENCE PART TWO

A note, containing a poem, containing a thought, containing a word, containing a letter, containing ink, held in a quill, belonging to a bird, long dead, may she rest in peace.

Hello.

Welcome to Hell.

You have been here your entire life.

Eating.

It is endless.

You must injure and kill and consume.

Hunger.

Will never leave.

Death will march to your mouth eternal.

Wanting.

It never ends.

You are consumed or are consuming you are consumed or are consuming you are consumed or are consuming you are consumed or are consuming…

The rest of the page was filled with hundreds of repetitions of the poem’s final sentence. Lito handed me the third page but kept his eyes on Leon.

DAMNING EVIDENCE PART THREE

Temptation

Oppression

Obsession

Infestation

Possession

WE ARE SEEKING GRACE TO BECOME INSTRUMENTS OF THE DIVINE SPIRIT.

IN THE NAME OF OUR GOD I BIND ALL POWERS AND FORCES IN THE AIR, IN THE GROUND, IN THE WATER, IN THE UNDERGROUND, IN THE NETHERWORLD, IN NATURE AND IN FIRE.

IN YOUR NAME I BIND

BY THE POWER OF BLOOD

I BIND YOU

YOUR EVIL SPIRITS

DEMONIC FORCES

PRINCIPALITIES

ATTRIBUTES

ASPECTS

CLUSTERS

ENDOWMENTS

THRONES

DEMONIC ASSIGNMENTS

FUNCTIONS OF DESTRUCTION

…

The final list kept going, growing increasingly unhinged as it went.

“What do you, uh, what do you make of this?” I asked Lito.

“You see?” said Leon. His sword was back out and pointing at me. “He should be the one taken into custody!”

“Right,” said Lito. “Lord Heronwyte, when’s the last time you had a full Dispel and Cleanse performed?”

“Why?” asked Leon. “Are you suggesting that I am being influenced?”

“These documents don’t even mention Master Xor’Drel.”

Leon’s eyes narrowed, barely visible through the barbute. Lito turned the first page around and held it up. Leon leaned in, reading the text from a distance. His scowl was replaced by a moment of confusion, then he let out a whine, which quickly transitioned to a growl.

He dashed forward, blade thrusting toward my throat.

I brought up Gracorvus to block, intercepting the strike and deflecting the sword. Leon simultaneously used his second weapon to strike at my thigh, but I sidestepped away, the tip of the blade missing its mark by a hair. I felt a social attack hit me while I dealt with the strikes.

You have resisted Fear!

I activated Elemental Barrier, shaping it to avoid Lito and choosing the Sonic damage type. The air around me thrummed with energy as a constant blast of pressure began rocking Leon. The man flew away from me and crashed to the ground, blood spraying from his nose as the Sonic damage assaulted his sinuses. I followed up with Gravity Anchor, and Leon slid across the ground back toward me, flailing with his swords. His whole body shook violently as the Sonic attack tried to pummel him away, while Gravity Anchor drew him closer.

Leon tried to stand but failed miserably while in the throes of the oppositional forces. He struck out at my ankles from the ground, but I deflected the clumsy attack with my shield. His second blade was intercepted by a blazing chain as Lito entered the fray. Lito’s hammer split into molten fetters, a half dozen lengths that grappled Leon’s limbs, blackening the armor beneath. Leon screamed as the heat began to sear his skin. Blood dripped from his eyes as the Sonic damage did its work, and I pressed my boot to his chest to keep him down.

Lito gave me a signal, and I dropped the skills.

Leon gnashed his teeth, eyes bloodshot and skin flushed, jerking his body violently to try and tear free of the chains. He was unsuccessful. The man was absolutely livid and continued to thrash despite it only causing the chains to tighten further.

“Is he… Berserk right now?” I asked.

“Looks like it,” said Lito.

“Does he even use Berserk?”

“Nope.”

“This whole situation is fucking weird.”

Lito took a deep breath and blew it out through his nose. “Yyyep.”


Chapter 57


It turned out Lito had his own dream hammer. That is, a hammer that sent people to dreamland by force. It was a rubber mallet called Gorgeous, because of how stunning it was. One might even call it a knock-out.

It thumped people unconscious without killing them.

It was a three-hit combo, dealt no damage, and since it had to be strikes made against the head, it was pretty useless for combat. But boy howdy, did it shut Berserker Leon right the hell up.

Once we got Leon back to the Pocket mansion, Myria administered a sedative that would keep the man down without provoking any cranial swelling. That would have been an atrocious idea, medically speaking, if the man’s brain had been powered off by actual head trauma beforehand, rather than magic. Of course, Lito’s wallops had been enthusiastic enough that I questioned his assurances the hammer didn’t deal damage. He was the expert, so I left him to his business. Either way, Leon was dealt with and now he was someone else’s problem.

Lito had some theories for why the feisty Lord Heronwyte mistook the deranged writings he’d presented for devastating evidence of my guilt. Mind fuckery, essentially. He didn’t take much time to explain, now that everything was wrapped up for them to leave. He and Myria popped the emergency portal, and they ushered the Hiwardians through, making a hasty and efficient exit. Myria took up the rear and paused before crossing over, making sure I didn’t want to head out with them.

“No offense,” I said, “but I’m not convinced Hiward is particularly safe for me at the moment. I also need to do some house cleaning to make sure there are no more nasty surprises hiding out in here.”

“All right,” said Myria. She bit her lip, still hesitating to go. “Look, I know you’re worried. There are three extremely powerful people out there working to get your party members back, and more are probably on the way as we speak. No one’s going to sit back while the king’s missing.”

“I have no doubt Hiward’s best will turn out for the king,” I said. “As for everyone else…” I shrugged, leaving the sentence unfinished.

“Just be careful,” she said. “Don’t do anything rash.”

“Go take care of your people, Myria,” I said. She frowned at my response but nodded and left. The portal sputtered and closed not long after. The Closet that had been so full just an hour before, was back down to me and Grotto.

I leaned against a wall in the lounge hallway, staring at the bloodstains. Lito and Myria had taken the bodies as part of the investigation, to Grotto’s silent dismay. My familiar hadn’t let the opportunity go to waste completely, though. A couple of the corpses had been missing their weapons, and the Guard who’d nearly survived a decapitation had been holding a fancy shield that was nowhere to be found.

A trinket here, a potion there, the sorts of things that might get misplaced while making a quick retreat.

The blood was in front of me, but I wasn’t really staring at anything in particular. My vision blurred as I drifted through half-formed plans for assaulting a mystery foe. Myria was right. It would be rash to try and pursue someone who could capture—arguably—the most important man in the world. Someone who could do it under the noses of three of the oldest and highest-level Delvers on the planet. Someone who’d evaded all the surveillance both Grotto and I could bring to bear and who’d infiltrated the King’s Guard at the highest level.

It was that last part I found myself fixating on. The enemy had succeeded because of the King’s Guard, who’d been having one fucking hell of an opposite day.

A squad from the Guard spent twenty-four hours combing the Closet before the king arrived, halfway pretending to be servants. Did that give them the time and access needed to make such a massive weave in the lounge? I didn’t think so, but a lot of the furnishings had been brought in from outside. Did they have access to the Ravvenblaq’s furniture beforehand? That seemed more likely.

What I knew for sure was that they were given free rein to move as they pleased, establish security points, and create blindspots in Grotto’s monitoring. They were in charge of vetting guests and ensuring no dangerous magical items were brought inside. Inventory inspections were not unusual where the king was involved.

Self-defense was a big part of Hiwardian culture, so a Hiwardian might resist if someone tried to strip them of all combat options, even as a condition to see the king. However, a Hiwardian would have a much harder time justifying a device capable of remote monitoring and limited incursion capabilities. The King’s Guard should have been on the lookout for things like a fucking divination beacon, for example.

We didn’t think for a second the King’s Guard would be on our side, but we took it for granted they’d be on the king’s side. It worked into our security plan, and it blew up right in our faces.

The imposter King’s Guard had been the enemy’s main advantage in the Closet, and the imposter King’s Guard was dead. All of them except for Aprogar Bluewren, or whoever it was pretending to be the Lord Director.

That made Aprogar the only remaining threat that we knew of. He’d been injured, and he was on the run. It sounded like a tasty opportunity to chase the man down, but it also sounded like a setup. Aprogar had moved to a secondary location, where he may have regrouped with backup, healed, and prepared to ambush any pursuers. Then again, the teleport sigil might lead to the middle of the Less-Than-Habitable Forest, and Aprogar just plain flew away and fucked off into hiding.

I didn’t know enough to say that the teleport weave behind my wardrobe would lead to my missing party members. I didn’t know enough to say that taking that teleport would lead to anything good whatsoever. In fact, I did know enough to say that the chances of it resulting in certain death were sufficient for reasonable minds to consider it a very stupid thing to do.

But yeah. I was going to take that teleport.

I wasn’t about to rush in while wearing my suit, though. It already got ruffled enough during my dust-up with Leon, so I stripped down and started to armor up. I had to do it the old-fashioned way since I didn’t have a convenient CLOTHES BEAM that allowed me to equip my full armor set in a flash. I added figuring out how Ealdric and crew did that to the List. The answer was probably money.

While I worked on that, Grotto worked on some other things.

[The golems are animated but still technically objects. They can be stored and retrieved through inventory. I need to be present to command the constructs, but it is an additional combat option.]

“Are you planning on coming?”

[I will not sit idle and wait for your terminal recklessness to end my life through our Shared Fate.]

“So, rather than dying in the comfort of the Pocket Delve, you’d rather die alongside me, with your boots on?”

[I would rather die with blood on my tentacles.]

“Well, I’m happy to have you. Here’s an idea. I can reset my inventory home point to wherever we land. That way, if they kill us, they’ll get buried under a mountain of shit.”

[Why do you continue to propose this idea? Do you truly believe a high-level Delver can be killed by having several tons’ worth of random items fall upon their head?]

“If they’re already weakened from their epic duel with the mighty Arlotto, then maybe. It also depends on how compressed the space is. If it’s a tiny pocket dimension, then it’d be crazy strong.”

[If you wish to design a corpse explosion trap, there are better methods.]

“Do tell.”

[I would rather not give you any incentive to keel over at the first sign of trouble.]

“You know, I can’t help but think that Nuralie would be much better equipped to plan a rescue. She could make all sorts of crazy shit in preparation.”

[Yes, our strengths lie in other areas, such as preparing an appropriate killing field prior to our enemy’s arrival.]

“Hmm. Yeah, I think that’s more your thing. I’m about making ‘wherever the party is’ an appropriate killing field.”

[They are synergistic.]

I finished up with my armor, made sure the boa was well secured, and took a look at my vital stats.

Health: 1,898/1,898

HP Regen: 1,282

Stamina: 520/520

SP Regen: 104

Mana: 400/500 (100 Reserved)

MP Regen: 300 (+100 from Ambient Absorption)

It was the first time I’d taken a good look since getting Somncres back. My Fortitude and its first evolution gave me a base health regen of 378. I got another 52 from Who Needs a Cleric, and since Auradilato made me my own ally for auras and aura buffs, my Heavy Armor evolution, Standard Bearer, slapped a 21% bonus onto that. Both Somncres and my Cuirass of the Descent added another 100 each, taking me to 641. Then that number was doubled by my ring.

I could go from 1 HP to full health in under ninety minutes.

Stamina was less impressive, but it was still twice what Fortitude would grant normally because of the same evo doubling my base health regen. One hundred mana was being reserved by my Reverse Card aura, and a third of my mana regen was due to the Ambient Absorption trait I shared with Grotto. That bonus came from soaking up the Dimensional mana in the Closet, and it could grant up to an additional 400 regen total in the right environment. Conversely, the bonus might disappear entirely, depending on the types of mana at the teleport destination.

Satisfied with what I saw, I began walking toward my bedroom.

“What can we do to ensure there aren’t any more traps hidden around?”

[I can purge the furniture and structural materials contained within the mansion.]

“Geez, what a waste. Think the Ravvenblaqs will be mad? Two-thirds of it is theirs.”

[I believe they are more concerned with the king and their missing family members.]

The hallway leading to my bedroom had splatters of blood along the floor and walls. It wasn’t “I just dragged an eviscerated corpse down this hallway” bloody, more like “Oh god! My jugular vein is cut, and all my juices are escaping!” levels of bloody. There was some decent arterial spray, enough that a normal person would have been dead in a minute or two.

The trail led to my bedroom, where the door was already open. I paused in front of it. My wardrobe was still pushed to one side, and the teleport sigil had a bloody handprint in the middle.

Grotto appeared next to me in his normal mini-c’thon disguise, gripping a small roundshield in his feelers. It was still large enough to cover his entire body.

Because the little octo shared my intrinsic skills, he was theoretically as good with Shields as I was. He didn’t have the Strength to wield anything robust, but he’d still get a huge defensive bonus from the skill alone, even if the shield itself was kind of lousy. Plus, if he wanted to use something bigger and badder, he had the Animate Object spell, which is why the large roundshield that once belonged to the tanky not-a-King’s Guard also floated next to him.

“Have you made contact with anyone who’s missing using your PSA evolution?”

[I have continued making the attempt but have received no response.]

“What about Ealdric, Bobret, or Cera? Maybe we can see if they wound up in the right place.”

[Ealdric has some method of blocking the ability. I believe it is automatic. Bobret was taken to the volcano. Cera has not responded.]

“The other Zenithars?”

[They are attempting divinations to locate Zura but have been unsuccessful.]

“Shit. Think we should try and talk to the Littans?”

[I believe it is unwise to bring this matter to their attention. The king of their greatest rival has gone missing, and the absence of Zenithar Zura will improve their negotiating position with Eschendur. At best, they will be ambivalent, and at worst, they will interfere.]

“Fair point. Can we bring Nottagator with us?”

[I do not think ferrying a Grade 20 Atrocidile berserker into an unknown environment will have a positive outcome. I am also uncomfortable removing creatures from the Delve for use in personal conflicts.]

“System Call? We have some rep to spend.”

[What action would we request? The System will not intercede unless there is a System-related issue or some other condition that compels it to act.] Grotto’s feelers writhed as he thought for a moment. [I have been working on using my Divine skill to interact with the System in a less structured manner. If I am seeking knowledge, I can have the System place me on the best path to find that knowledge, but it is very vague guidance.]

“Can you ask where the party is?”

[It would direct me towards a place where such knowledge can be obtained. One moment.] Grotto closed his eyes. I used the mana sight that Mystical Magic gave me, trying to get in the habit of exercising the skill more. Divine mana flowed through Grotto’s body in an intricate pattern, but I couldn’t discern anything meaningful. [Hmph. The path leads in two directions. To you, because you can summon the exit to the Littan base, or through this teleport weave.]

“That’s good, right? That means the teleport goes somewhere useful.”

[Those are currently the only two available means of leaving the Closet. All it indicates is that the place where such knowledge can be found is not within the Closet.]

“Fuck, man. We’ve really got nothing?”

[Yes, it is frustrating. I recently acquired the skill Locate Entity, but its maximum range is thirty-one miles, which covers the entirety of the Closet. The skill failed when I used it. Thus, I know that the party is not within the Closet. I also took a Reconnaissance evolution that allows me to mark targets and determine the distance and direction of each party member, but it returns an error. This means they are on a different plane. Everything outside the Closet is on a different plane from the Closet. Thus, I know that the party is not within the Closet.]

“Okay.” I sighed. “At least we know they aren’t hiding in the Closet. Did you ever finish that rune-matching analysis?”

[I was able to determine that this weave will teleport us to one of the same places as the lounge but could not confirm which.]

“Think Aprogar wanted to cauterize his wounds inside the heart of an active volcano? Maybe apply pressure with the weight of an entire ocean?”

[I am becoming increasingly convinced that this weave was placed here not as a trap for you, but as an escape route for Aprogar.]

“Then why bother with the slow-fill mana timer thingy?”

[It was enough to make Lito believe the weave was harmless for the time being and leave it alone in favor of investigating it further. It also created the impression of a trap intended for you, while distracting us from Aprogar’s main objective within the lounge.]

“Another piece of the ‘all eyes on me’ ploy, eh?”

[Perhaps. Or perhaps he did not foresee Ealdric being able to attack every King’s Guard simultaneously and used it as an escape of convenience.]

By this point, I realized I was stalling. The situation felt urgent, like I should be rushing through as soon as possible, but I didn’t actually know if time was a critical factor. I forced myself to stay calm and continue trying to do everything I could to ensure success.

I had Segment selected as my free mana shape from Arcane Geometry, so shaping Explosion! to avoid allies wouldn’t increase the cost. I could do a big channel before heading through, but if there were no good targets, the spell would be a giant waste of mana.

There was always Shog, but Sam’lia herself had told me not to interrupt the c’thon’s alone time. I’d only pull him out if things were really desperate.

“Maybe this weave is a trap laid by an entirely separate group, and we’re about to make an unexpected three-way.”

[I doubt two disconnected groups would use the same teleport coordinates.]

“Unless someone external manipulated them into it. That would be some Fortune-level shit right there.”

“Indeed, my boy, it would be!” a hearty voice boomed from right beside me.


Chapter 58


Shortcut had me and Grotto halfway down the hall before the end of the first unexpected syllable. Gracorvus was up, Somncres was ready, and Grotto had both shields between himself and the intruder. By the time the sentence was done, I’d gotten a good look at whoever had missed the bus back to Hiward.

The rotund man who’d laughed when I’d revealed my status as a dimension-hopping reincarnator was looking into my bedroom, wearing a curious expression. As he studied the sigil that had been hidden behind my wardrobe, he was also looking down the hall at me with a dumb grin.

He wore a wide straw hat, loose pants, sandals, and an open vest, exposing smooth, bare skin beneath. His eyes were too large, his mouth too wide, and he had a distinct lack of a nose. He was the size of a very wide man, rather than an elephant, but there was no doubt who I was looking at.

“Fortune,” I said.

I relaxed my stance, not out of relief, but out of the knowledge that—no matter how much I’d grown since last running into the avatar—fighting wasn’t an option. The feeling was compounded by the presence of another uninvited guest, a woman who leaned against the wall across from Fortune. She stared at her nails while tapping each digit against her thumb, causing the polish to change color with every beat. She looked Hiwardian, but her unnaturally perfect features matched another avatar I knew.

Fortune’s head spun towards me, followed by the rest of his body, revealing another face that peered into the bedroom with a scowl. He threw his arms wide and gave me a face-splitting smile.

“Arlo!” he said. “Greetings and salutations, child. I trust you’ve been doing well?”

“I’d already know if you ever wrote,” said his right face.

“It’s okay,” said his left. “I never gave you my address.”

“I’ve been better,” I said. Grotto slowly floated behind me, his shields still raised. “I’ve been dealing with a lot of impolite house guests.”

Fortune dropped his arms and shook his head. “Bad manners,” he said. “It’s a sign of the times, I fear.”

“Is that your excuse for trespassing?”

“I go where I want,” said Right.

“It is!” said Fortune. “As much as I’d prefer to let you carry on your merry way with as little interference as possible, there are matters afoot that require a small amount of direct intervention.”

I pushed down a wave of irritation, grappling with my complex feelings toward the avatar. On the one hand, the ring he’d given me was way too strong for a Level 0 item with no stat requirements, and the Traveler’s Amulet was an unqualified cheat. Those, plus his divine intervention at the time of my first death meant that he was a major factor in my current status as a living being and my ongoing ability to maintain that alive-ness. Without him, I’d be dead; without his patronage, I’d be much weaker.

On the other hand, he was an infuriating know-it-all meddler who’d stabbed me in the back and let Anesis loose from her prison. I was worried that he was manipulating my actions through a backdoor soul connection, and his presence confirmed at least one of Leon’s concerns about me, which was intolerable.

I ignored that last bit. Starting to think of Lord Heronwyte as a person with reasonable opinions wouldn’t do me any good in the current situation.

“To what do I owe the unexpected visit?” I asked. “Does your ‘direct intervention’ involve kidnapping my party members?”

“Oh, goodness, no,” said Fortune. “Not in the sense that you’re implying. No, the kidnappability of your party is a point of minor concern—it’s practically a habit by now—but I prefer more subtlety.” He waved at the bedroom. “All of this is quite crude. It’s no mess of my making, I swear it upon the saints themselves.”

I furrowed my brow, wrestling with the theological implications of that statement. “Which saints?”

“Good question,” he said, rubbing his chin. “Most of them, I should think.”

“Not the saints of Hell,” said Right. “They’re too needy.”

“Uh, which hell?”

“There is only one true Hell, my boy,” said Fortune. “You’ll figure that out if you live long enough.”

“Does any of that mean anything to you?” I thought to Grotto.

[Nothing actionable.]

That sounded like fertile ground for a later discussion.

“If you aren’t the reason for all the traps and kidnapping, then why are you here? I don’t have time for games.”

“Arlo, my boy,” he said. “There’s no reason to be antagonistic.”

“You’re being ungrateful,” said Right. “After everything we’ve done for you.”

“Some of it was tough love, though,” said Left. “It’s understandable you’d be upset.”

“Understandable?” I said. “You let Anesis escape and murder an entire city.”

“If I had left Anesis where I’d found her, you would be dead,” said Fortune, still grinning. “More avatars would have escaped from The Cage, and they would have crushed Hiward beneath their clumsy feet. Instead, you survived and even managed to destroy a fragment of Orexis’s soul.”

“So it’s the lesser of two evils?”

“Oh, I had many more evils to choose from than only two.”

That sounded like bait, and I ignored it. “I’ve never found that argument very convincing.”

“Self-deception is unbecoming of you,” said Fortune. “But I am not here to argue over morality. What’s done is done. If you want to thwart my cold utilitarianism in the future, you are welcome to try.” His grin transformed into an infuriating smirk. “Now, on to business. I am here for three reasons. First, my good friend needed directions to your house.”

Fortune gestured at the woman. Her eyebrows rose and her mouth tightened, looking like she disagreed with that characterization, knew that Fortune intentionally chose a misleading description, and that she was absolutely done with his fuckery, but there was nothing she could do or say to change it.

The woman pushed off the wall and stood up to her full height, then kept standing up until she was towering over Fortune and brushed the top of the ten-foot-high ceiling. Her skin and hair darkened, and her shadow became a mass of twisted, grasping hands.

“You paid me to come,” said Avarice. “And you aren’t the type to make friends, Fortune. Friendship requires trust, an attribute you implicitly lack and fail to engender in others.”

“Beset by criticism on all sides,” said Fortune. “You speak as though I am some kind of cheat. I always keep my promises.”

“Which is why you seldom make them,” Avarice shot back. “And why I always insist on a contract.”

“Avarice,” said Left, “we shouldn’t argue in front of the kids.”

“The Delve Core is hardly a child,” she said. “It is older than either of us.”

“Spill your own secrets,” said Right, his tone dangerous. “You do not know my age, and you will not pretend that you do.”

“This isn’t productive,” said Left.

“You may take issue with my methods,” said Fortune. “But you cannot claim that I am a poor acquaintance to have. I never fail to deliver something you need.”

“Our association has been profitable enough that I ‘trust’ you will continue to be a reliable client.” Right scowled, and Avarice raised a hand in a placating gesture. “Such has been proven true once again. I only feel that it is important for Arlo to have a proper understanding of our relationship. Do not mislead him, and I will not feel the need to issue a correction.”

As the pair bickered, their souls flared. The myriad little faces of Fortune’s soul bit down on the gemstone edges of Avarice’s own, which cut away at their mouths with razor edges. Bright sparks and flashes threatened to overwhelm my Soul-Sight as they annihilated tiny pieces of one another. It looked spiritually painful for them to be in each other’s presence, and the waves of power that rippled out from each burst told me that getting caught up in it would mean my swift and unpleasant end.

I became doubly concerned over the reasons they were here. What was important enough for them to suffer one another’s presence?

I was shaken from my thoughts when Avarice turned the force of her attention onto me. She was making an effort to keep her mere existence from sapping my free will, but all that left was an overwhelming feeling of cold calculation.

“Normally, it wouldn’t be worth it for me to come down here,” said Avarice. “If it’s any comfort, I didn’t know where Fortune was bringing me until we arrived.”

“Why the cloak and dagger?” I asked.

“She would not have believed the trouble you are in without seeing it for herself,” said Fortune. “As she so nobly pointed out, a contract was necessary, and so I bought one.” He gave me another face-cleaving smile. “Once that was done, she was bound to follow me, and there was no reason to spoil the surprise.”

That sort of pettiness probably went a long way toward explaining Avarice’s frustrations with the noseless avatar.

“And why did you buy her cooperation?” I asked. “What’s so important that it takes both of you to deal with it?”

“There is no cooperation,” said Avarice. “The contract only required me to follow Fortune. Once we arrived, my obligations were satisfied. Now that I am here, I find it worthwhile to protect my investment, which I suspect is why he was willing to barter in the first place. He knew I wouldn’t want to leave once I saw the state of things.”

“Investment?” I said. It took me a moment to understand that she was talking about me. I still owed her a few answers.

“This brings us to the second reason I am here,” said Fortune. “Which is to delay you from taking that teleport.”

“Unless you physically stop me, I’m not going to wait for long.”

“Just a moment,” he said, pointing up and looking toward the ceiling. “Aaaaand, there it is.”

A wave of insight tore through me as the true name of The Dread Star of Heaven pierced my mind. I staggered back, overwhelmed by the weight of the word dropping onto my brain like a thousand-pound bowling ball.

The cooldown on Divine Favor of JuRoQi, The Dread Star of Heaven, has ended.

I blinked away the sensation, recovering from the name burning its way into me. I checked the skill, seeing that exactly seven days had passed since I used it to ask Avarice’s first question.

“Shit,” I said, then looked at Avarice. “Are you here for your second question? This isn’t great timing.”

“No,” she said. “I am still digesting the last answer I received. It would be premature to ask another.”

“Okay, so what does ‘protecting your investment’ mean?”

“It means encouraging you to stay here,” she said. “You cannot pay your debts if you are dead.”

“Like I said, unless you stop me, I’m taking that teleport. If you have another way to get my party members back, I’m listening.”

“They may already be dead,” said Avarice.

“They aren’t. They still show on my interface with full health, and my aura still reaches them. I can’t get any other feedback from it, but I know they’re alive.”

“Oh?” said Fortune. “That’s curious.”

“If you stay here, I will ensure your safety,” said Avarice. “Better that one of you survives.”

“Do you know what the danger is?” I asked. “Or do you plan on leaving me in the dark?”

“I don’t know anything for certain, but you are not equipped to deal with whatever is happening here.”

“You don’t know that, either,” I said.

“It is a foolish risk.”

“Yeah. That’s what we’re all about. I wouldn’t have met you otherwise.” Avarice frowned. “Listen, you can mind fuck just about anything, right? If you want to make sure I live, then come with me. I’m not staying here unless you force me.”

Avarice reached up and rubbed at her temples. “That is, perhaps, the most crass way anyone has ever requested my aid,” she said. “And I am not going to force you to do anything. I thought I’d made that clear when we last met.”

“Then you’ll come?”

“I am not immune to the dangers in this world,” she said. “You are one of the very few who has seen that firsthand. I will not travel into the unknown, even if it means losing something precious. My business involves a degree of risk, but risk is not my business.”

“Okay,” I said. “This has been fun, you two, but you won’t convince me to abandon my allies. Feel free to show yourselves out.”

“Arlo,” said Avarice, closing the distance between us in two steps. She bent down and placed a hand on my shoulder, gazing into me. “Witness.”

Any pretense that Avarice was human disappeared, and her soul reached out to skewer my own.

She showed me her true self.


Chapter 59


Avarice’s soul cut into mine like a precision scalpel. At first, I thought she’d gone back on her word, that she was planning to turn me into some kind of Dread Star Q&A slave, but the soul connection didn’t feel like an attack. It was closer to what Grotto and I shared or how I connected to others using Reveal, although the way Avarice formed the bridge was a lot rougher. The pain was sharp and bright, but mercifully brief.

Avarice ignored anything she might find through the soul bond, using it only for the transcendental communication it granted. She delivered a look behind her mask, inviting me to see what she was without the prejudice of anthropomorphism. The pareidolia that she encouraged was stripped away.

Avarice’s features were painted on, a presentation for my benefit, an act at being bound by the weakness of flesh. She had human senses, but only because it served her to know how we experienced the world. Her tongue could taste but had no desire for flavor, her nose could smell but found no comfort in a familiar scent, and her eyes processed light, but it was the least of the ways she could see. Her body was an inanimate thing, a doll created to trick and deceive, puppeted by something unearthly, piloted toward a singular goal.

Her pupils dilated, and through them, I beheld a squirming mass of desire. Avarice was an insatiable need, a distillation of the compulsion to own more tomorrow than today. Even that was too weak a description. She was a function, an inevitable product of divine physics, executing its own program through an intelligence that held no concept of empathy or remorse.

Mortal principles meant nothing to her. She could not be anticipated through morality or emotion. She was strange and unknowable, and yet she was more predictable than any person. She sought one thing, and all else was subordinate, every decision a step toward satisfying her craving.

She let go of my shoulder and straightened. I took a shaky breath. Between the Dread Star’s name and the sight of Avarice unmasked, it felt like a nest of hornets had made their home inside my skull. But Avarice wasn’t finished. The tendrils of her soul remained, exposing the logic of her physicality.

Avarice ran the fingers of one hand through her hair, where it shifted from black to candy apple red at her touch. The casual action evoked a sense of humanity, drawing me back into her simulation of mortality. It was also a contradiction, an impossible action for anyone mundane. It signaled her power, her ability to adapt, the ineffability of what she was, the ease with which she invented rules to bind her and then violated them all the same.

She watched me as she made the motion, reading my reaction to it, monitoring my response to the different shades, finding my preference, and learning to exploit what I favored to draw out the performance she needed from me. I was a puzzle box, with hidden riches inside, a windup soldier she could send out to seize the spoils she wanted. She showed me all of this, knowing that I detested manipulation and that the transparency was itself a manipulation. Every inch of her bipedal form was deception, and she couldn’t have been more honest about it.

When she stepped, each muscle and bone moved with intention. A tuft of her hair fluttered, caught by her breath. But there was no air, no true exhalation. She directed the strands individually, willing them to act in concert with her body, drawing my eyes toward them and distracting me from her shadow.

Her control was absolute, her body without reflex or muscle memory. The tendon along her neck, the pores on her wrist—they were each a decision, made to appeal to me, constantly shifting to stimulate a response, then shifting when new data was gathered. Even the sway of her dress⁠—

“You can stop now,” I said. “Pull the wool back over my eyes, please.”

Avarice withdrew her soul from my own, moving so gently that it was soothing. Her hair transitioned back to black, and she shrank down to become a woman of average height. Anything unnatural disappeared, and she became the picture of an average, ordinary human.

“What the fuck was the point of that?” I asked.

“An attempt to improve our communication,” she said. “And something that may marginally increase your chances of survival in the future. My persona is a convenience to facilitate our interaction, and your casual treatment of me is acceptable, but you tread deadly waters when you threaten what is mine. Part of your future belongs to me.

“To oppose an avatar’s nature is like standing in the path of a landslide, arguing for it to ignore gravity. Your words are meaningless, and the safest course is to move out of its path. However, if you still wish to influence the disaster, you must work with the forces that govern it. I am uniquely suited to tolerating your flippancy since there is much you might provide me, but most avatars are not driven by goals that allow for effective future planning.

“Fortune and I are perhaps the most extreme examples of an avatar willing to delay gratification or ignore an immediate inconvenience for a better outcome in the future. Most that I have met would grind you into paste the moment you posed the barest obstacle to their needs. They would show all the hesitancy of a falling boulder.”

I chewed over the ways Avarice served her own interests by giving me that advice. My instinct was to distrust the guidance. Certainly, she’d love for me to believe that working alongside her was the only way to affect her actions. That didn’t mean it wasn’t true, though, and it conformed with what I already knew of avatars.

If I understood things correctly, Avarice valued the Dread Star questions, but she valued an ongoing partnership more. She was willing to let me leave, but only to enable a potential future where I agreed to profitable trades. If she didn’t believe that was likely, she’d chain me to the wall and keep me as a pet until she’d asked her questions, then let me fuck off on my merry way.

It also changed how I thought about our interactions, which was her goal. Either I expressed a preference for a future where Avarice got more shit, in which case she would be helpful, or I expressed a preference for neutrality, in which case she was ambivalent. If my preference was for her to have less, then I was dead. All communication led to one of these three roads, and anything that didn’t advance us down one of those paths was meaningless.

“Thanks,” I said. There was no reason to say anything more.

Avarice moved out of my way, and I walked slowly toward my bedroom. Fortune stood to the side of the door and made no move to stop me. I paused and looked him over. How would I even work with the forces that governed him? Fortune was only a moniker. I didn’t actually know what he was the avatar of.

Did it matter? It seemed like his entire purpose was to force events in the direction he favored, while the subjects of his manipulation knew as little about it as possible. Really, the best move was probably not to think about him too hard.

“You mentioned you were here for three reasons,” I said. “What was the third?”

Fortune’s smile widened until all three mouths were separated by a centimeter of skin. “I want you to reconsider what is available to you,” he said. “Not all tools are meant to be brandished as weapons.”

My agitation grew with his delivery of cryptic ‘wisdom.’ I half expected him to start reading my horoscope. Maybe he was the avatar of the Zodiac.

I tempered myself, trying to imagine that I was dealing with an automated system. A computer didn’t care if you were mad at it. In the same vein, neither of these entities was socially coded to receive my irritation and respond to placate me. If anything, getting frustrated could only cause damage to how they perceived me. Unless it was Fortune’s goal that I get angry.

It probably was.

I tried to keep my tone level. “Is there a reason that you’re both being so vague?”

“I have a conditional agreement with Avarice,” said Fortune. “When I will it, she must keep her observations to herself. She is skirting the edge of that agreement with what she has told you, but the rules were written with some ambiguity to allow for such a thing.”

“Then really it’s only you that’s being vague,” I said.

“If I shone a light into the dark, it might help you to find your way,” he said. “But when I left, you would be blinded.”

I didn’t buy the “teach a man to fish” argument Fortune was making, but at least it was something. Perhaps he benefited by having information that others didn’t. The avatar of Secrets? If I took him at face value, he might be the avatar of Growth. Improvement, maybe?

I stopped thinking about it, since I didn’t have the time, and paid attention to his first answer. He wanted me to think of a tool I’d misused, but I felt pretty confident about my loadout. Of course, what Fortune considered a tool may not be something that I thought of as a tool. I glanced back at Avarice.

If I needed a weapon, I wouldn’t go into a smithy and ask the smith to fight my battle. If I needed some floor cleaner, I wouldn’t demand that the shopkeeper at the general store come by with a mop and do the work for me.

I’d buy what I needed.

“Say, Avarice. Got anything interesting for sale?”

Avarice smiled and spread her hands. “Only anything and everything,” she said. “The question is, what do you need, and what do you have to trade?”

I thought over what I knew about my situation. There was some mental mischief happening, as evidenced by Leon. I expected some mind magic was necessary to get the king into such a vulnerable position as well. Beyond that, the enemy’s runes had been craftily hidden. I was well-equipped to handle stealth and illusion, but it obviously hadn’t been enough.

I was about as lethal as I could get for my level, so I didn’t think a new weapon was the right call. I also didn’t want to spend too much time shopping when I’d already been delayed for so long.

“Something for mental attacks,” I said. “Possibly illusions as well. As for what I have to trade…” I thought it over. I had some guesses as to what Avarice valued, but I didn’t want to make any assumptions. Might as well go down the list. “To start, I’ve got chips.”

“As do I,” she said. “It’s not nothing, but you wouldn’t like my conversion rate.”

“Poison essences?”

“Better,” she said. “Not a terrible essence, but not particularly rare, either. I’m mildly tempted, but not excited.”

I listed off some other essences we had sitting around. Her reaction to those was similar. She perked up when I mentioned the metal essence but deflated when I told her we only had one. Our excess gear had been sent with Varrin to Hiward for auction, and she was only interested in unique pieces anyway.

“I have a Reality Anchor, but I’m very attached to it.”

“I might have some ideas for that. Anything else?”

I kept perusing my inventory, then stopped and brought up my status screen. “Not sure if I can trade it,” I said. “But I have some System Rep.”

Avarice chuckled. “A Delver with System Rep, how absurd. You would be able to trade it to me if I so desired, but System Core 2 would not be happy. My relationship with Number 2 is more important than whatever the Rep might get me.”

“Then you have heard all that I have on offer.”

“I see,” she said, then held out a hand. An orb filled with shimmering liquid appeared hovering over her palm, and six vials formed a ring slowly orbiting it. “For your inspection.”

I focused on the objects and pulled up their descriptions, starting with the orb.

Tears of Tyranny

Tyranny sees all, but none can see Tyranny.

Six ounces of the gathered tears of the avatar of Tyranny, painstakingly collected by his enthusiastic citizens. The tears boil when exposed to air, creating a rapidly expanding cloud of invisible gas that allows Tyranny to pierce all illusions and reveal all that is hidden within its area of effect.

The glass orb containing these tears was crafted by Tyranny’s own hand and will temporarily extend the tears’ benefits to the last person who held it.

This is a Deific effect and cannot be countered, negated, redirected, resisted, prevented, or otherwise foiled or manipulated by any non-Deific effect.

Take care when using this item, for the eyes of Tyranny are ever searching for their next subjects.

“Well, gosh,” I said. “You’re not messing around with this stuff.” I moved on to the vials.

Holy Water of Yara’s Redemption

Gods are not normally known to bottle their sacraments, but an exceptionally pious and persuasive worshiper can work miracles.

When consuming the contents of this vial, you acquire 5 stacks of Blessed and gain the benefits of the Sacrament of Redemption for 1 hour.

Sacrament of Redemption

You gain bonus Spiritual and Divine DR equal to the number of Blessed stacks you possess.

Whenever you have at least 5 Blessed and would become Mesmerized, Dominated, Berserk, Paranoid, Psychotic, or afflicted with Fear, you lose half of your Blessed stacks and counter the status.

As I reviewed the text of the Holy Water, the description glitched and disappeared. New text appeared in its place.

Holy Water of Yara’s Favor

Gods are not normally known to bottle their Favor, but for those who show great wisdom and mercy, miracles are known to happen.

After consuming the contents of this vial, you become immune to all detrimental mind-affecting statuses and abilities for a number of minutes equal to your Delver level.

This is a Deific effect and cannot be countered, negated, redirected, resisted, prevented, or otherwise foiled or manipulated by any non-Deific effect.

Make an offering at my temple in Connas, and if I am pleased, you will receive the Sacrament of Redemption so long as you refrain from actions I find profane.

The greedy one has curated an extensive collection of exotic plants. Perhaps you should offer her a cutting or two.

I rubbed my eyes and re-read the text. We were apparently at the point in my isekai career where the endgame merchant’s items were being directly upgraded by the gods themselves, complete with cheeky divine wisdom in the flavor text.

Also, would Avarice even want dead cuttings from Dominion Ivy Plant of the Endless?

Or did this have something to do with Yara “taming” our infinite arboreal problem?


Chapter 60


“Is something the matter?” asked Avarice.

“No, far from it,” I said. “One moment, please.”

“Grotto, do we still have all the vines from the overgrown Dominion Ivy Plant?”

[There has not exactly been time for raking.]

“Have you checked on them? Made sure they’re still, y’know, dead?”

[… One moment, please.]

Grotto disappeared. Avarice raised an eyebrow but kept silent. My familiar returned a moment later.

[The plant appears to be quite resilient. I have assigned the lower half of the obelisk room to inventory slots. The ivy should be contained so long as it remains in stasis.]

I brought up my inventory screen, willing it to the plant, and found two different stacks of items.

Decaying Plant Matter (6,812 lbs)

Immature Dominion Ivy Plant of the Endless x12

I selected one of the immature plants and pulled it out, holding it up for Avarice to inspect.

“Does this interest you?”

“May I?” she asked, holding out a hand. I passed it to her. She held it up, looking it over and running her fingers across the vine’s small leaves. “Yes, this is quite novel. Do you have any more?”

“I do,” I said. I was briefly curious why Avarice would need more than one flesh-eating ivy plant that could expand endlessly into the fourth dimension, but then I remembered who I was negotiating with. Why settle for infinite growth when you can have infinite growth times two? “I can be persuaded to part with some.”

“I will trade one Holy Water per plant,” she said.

Infinite growth times two was amateur hour for Avarice. She didn’t get out of bed for anything less than six times infinite growth. I was lucky she was even willing to deal with my impoverished self, who only possessed a low double-digit number of infinitely scalable items.

Or maybe I was unlucky, she was robbing me blind, and presenting items blessed by Yara was a calculated play to encourage this exact scenario.

“I can make that happen,” I said. “And the tears?”

“Those are much harder to come by now that Tyranny is locked away.”

She had a point. Really, since the plants could expand beyond the bounds of the perceivable universe, they weren’t all that rare when their mass was averaged out across reality. The one Yara had cut out of the Closet might still be somewhere in the beyond. It would only have to consume one cosmic entity of immeasurable size to produce more cubic meters of Dominion Ivy than the number of hydrogen atoms that existed. Normal spatial measurements were kind of meaningless in this hypothetical, but it was still fun to think about.

More fun than thinking about the godlike expression of cupidity manifested in front of me, whose only barrier to turning me into a sentient telephone was that I might produce more value in the future.

It was also more fun than thinking about my friends and allies being tortured or killed while I did some shopping.

“Then what’s your price?” I asked.

Avarice twirled the plant between her fingers as she thought. “Your party will retrieve something for me in the future.”

I was hesitant to let Avarice dig her nails any further into the party. “That’s too open-ended,” I said. “I can’t agree to that.”

“I will guarantee that retrieving the item will not violate your morals, nor those of any other member of your party. Retrieving the item will also result in a great boon to your growth and will be found in an area rich in valuable resources. You will be permitted to keep all that you find, save for the item you are sent to retrieve.”

I controlled my expression as she anticipated most of my objections and laid out entirely reasonable terms to address each of them. I doubted I could hide my reactions while negotiating with her, even if I’d been made of marble, so it was a pointless exercise. But it was still good practice.

“What about timing?”

“It will require you to defeat a significant number of Grade 30 enemies, so it shouldn’t be any time soon,” she said. “You will have a one-year deadline from the time I have deemed you capable of completing the task and notified you of such. That way, it shouldn’t interfere with any of your ongoing activities. This deadline can be amended, at my reasonable discretion, if good cause is shown for delay.”

I was beginning to worry she was picking language right out of my head.

“And why do you need us to get it?” I asked. “You shouldn’t have a problem with a few measly Grade 30s, right?”

“I would not,” she said. “However, there are some places I will not go for one reason or another.”

“I see.”

“Well?”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather have, like, two hundred poison essences?”

“No, thank you. However, I can sweeten the deal with another orb of the tears.”

I forced myself to think for a few seconds, trying to avoid making an impulse buy. A deific-grade AoE illusion-and-stealth counter was a hell of a nice thing to have in my back pocket. Having two of them? Even better. There were no stat or level limits, so it would be usable for as long as we kept it around. The only downside was that it was consumable, and with the way the orbs were constructed, it looked like each one was single-use.

“What’s the range on those things? It says it’s an AoE but doesn’t list a radius.”

“It is unknown, but very large. The exact bounds are difficult to measure, since the gas is imperceptible through most means, and it is too valuable to experiment with.”

As I wrestled with the decision, Avarice clicked her tongue.

“What’s something else you need?” she asked.

“A second brain,” I said, half-jokingly. Avarice might have one, who knew?

“Why?”

“The most immediate reason is that there’s a lot to keep up with in fights.”

My Intelligence and Wisdom already provided a heavy multiplier to tracking and processing my surroundings, but when a half dozen people were moving at supersonic speeds, things could still fall through the cracks.

“Hmm. I’m not willing to part with any of my spare brains, but I have this.” She produced another item.

Focus Trinket

Requirements: WIS 20

You can focus on 1 additional thing at a time.

The item was simple, but it was exceptionally useful. Focus was a keyword, and channeling Explosion! required it. With the trinket, I’d be able to channel Explosion! while also doing just about anything else simultaneously. That, or I could pat my head and rub my tummy.

“Okay,” I said. “So that’s six immature ivy plants for the six Holy Waters and a fetch quest for two orbs of the tears and this focus trinket.”

“That’s the offer,” she said.

It wasn’t a difficult choice. While owing Avarice a favor would increase the number of interactions we’d have with the avatar down the line—which was dangerous—it also made her more invested in keeping us alive. She was already here dishing out wisdom and making trades because she wanted to get the chance to cash in on her Dread Star questions one day. Now, the whole party would be involved with helping her retrieve something that was presumably a lot more valuable than two deific-grade consumables. That disincentivized killing us and incentivized providing us with some level of aid, so long as the expense didn’t outpace the potential profit.

“All right, I’ll take it,” I said. “Hopefully, no one in the party is too mad about this.”

“I’m sure they won’t complain once you’ve saved their lives.”

We didn’t shake on the deal. Instead, Avarice snapped her fingers, and the ivy in her hand disappeared, along with five more of the plants inside my inventory. The vials and orbs stored themselves away on a dedicated page. I also felt a weight settle on my soul as the contract to carry out Avarice’s task took hold.

With our business done, I turned back toward my bedroom, finding that Fortune had vanished. Turning around again, Avarice was gone as well.

“All right,” I said, slapping on my bascinet. “Next stop, nobody knows.”

I placed one of the Holy Waters in my mouth, vial and all, and held it between my molars, ready to bite down the moment we arrived. I walked up to the teleport sigil with Grotto at my side and fed it Dimensional mana until it activated.

Pop!

The thing about teleports… is that they’re weird.

Usually, a teleport felt instantaneous, regardless of the distance traveled. When we’d left Deijin’s Descent on the moon, we were back in the Littan fortress in the blink of an eye. That was a non-trivial distance when measured at the speed of light, and a quick trip from the moon to Arzia while moving at the universal physical constant of c should have taken about one second.

Our subjective experience could have been affected by moving at relativistic speeds. That is, it felt shorter for us because we were going really honkin’ fast. Alternatively, we’d traveled at faster-than-light speeds.

Now, which was it? I didn’t know. I had no doubt FTL movement was possible since, and hear me out… magic. Beyond that, I honestly had no good way of knowing whether the underlying physics of Arzia’s universe were a match to the physics of Earth’s universe. Teleports weren’t even the only magic the party had access to that might operate at faster-than-light speeds.

Grotto’s PSA evolution allowed him to communicate with anyone he’d ever met “across any distance as though [he] were standing next to them.” What if they were on the other side of the universe? In another dimension?

“Hey, Grotto. Are you able to use your PSA ability to speak with Shog?”

[Yes. However, I believe there are other things that should concern us at the moment.]

“Like the purgatorial void we’re currently trapped within? Eh, I’m kind of over it.”

Teleports didn’t always feel instant. The portal into The Cage had been a rollercoaster, as had the portal into Deijin’s Descent. In both of those cases, an external entity had been interfering with the portal’s normal function. The Delve Core, Cage, had nearly killed us by trying to collapse the portal while we were midstream, and the Dread Star had also nearly killed us by pulling us over for a quick peek-a-boo. I only had a couple of data points, but it seemed like teleports with experienced travel time were dangerous and unhappy occurrences.

We were currently experiencing a portal with substantial travel time. The world was pure black, and the only part of myself that I could see was my soul.

“So there are a few types of portals that I’ve noticed, and they all act a bit differently.”

[Is this line of thought likely to improve our current circumstances?]

“No idea. Anyway, there’s straight teleportation, like what we just used, where you cast a spell or activate a weave and it hits you with a teleport. Single instance, limited targets, one-directional migration.”

[Indeed.]

“Then there are stable portals that you touch. Those are permanent and usually have a portal at point A and point B, but not always. They’re similar to teleportation since they instantly transfer you to somewhere else. Slap the portal, and you disappear.”

[Correct.]

“Then there are stable portals that you walk through, like the entrance to the Closet. Those are more like bridges that connect two spaces. There’s no teleportation at all.”

[A gruesome oversimplification, but yes.]

“All right. But why, though?”

[Your question is too imprecise to merit a response.]

“Why is the Closet a walk-through portal when most other portals I interact with are touch- or spell-based?”

[Single-use teleportation is the most efficient for moving a small number of entities over a vast distance but requires frequent reconstruction and adjustment. A permanent portal node allows for additional stability when bound to a specific location with a Reality Anchor and reduces the chances of a user error. They operate on similar principles as the teleport weave we just activated but are significantly more advanced.

[Tunnel or bridge-type portals primarily involve creating access to a location that is not spatially distant but which is normally inaccessible, regardless of proximity.]

“Then the Closet isn’t in some weird, far-off location. It’s always close to me, but normally unreachable?”

[I am not wholly aware of the specific mechanics that govern the Closet, but I believe it is a demi-plane anchored to your soul. The entrance is always exactly where you are. While inside, the exit becomes temporarily bound to the last physical location you occupied as you opened the main entrance. It is normally inaccessible because it extrudes from the “edges” of the physical universe, connected to your location via a singular point that acts as a tether.]

“Okay. Then if you have a single-use teleport weave built inside the Closet, you’re essentially teleporting someone from a location that’s very close to the Littan fortress in Eschendur. That’s the last place I opened the primary entrance.”

[Again, your assessment is overly simplistic, but I agree with it in principle. The Closet is, technically, closer to the Littan fortress than anywhere else on Arzia at the present moment. The next “closest” locations would be your Checkpoint destinations.]

“Then let’s say I’m inside the Closet and take a teleport to a location outside of the Closet. I do this through some means other than my own portals, such as the weave we just used.”

[Very well.]

“That teleport would take me outside of the Closet.”

[Yes, as you said.]

“Once I’m outside of the Closet, the entrance to the Closet begins to move with me.”

[It may retain some connection to its previously bound location until the entrance is used again. Perhaps via a similar method as one of your Checkpoints… Still, if the entrance is tethered to your soul, then it would always be “closest” to wherever you are while outside of the Closet.]

“Does the teleport weave take a snapshot of my current location when I activate it? Or does it serve as an ongoing anchor for the duration of the portal travel?”

Grotto considered that for a moment.

[You believe that we are stuck in a feedback loop, wherein the origin weave is continually moving along with us since it is inside the Closet and unable to properly connect with the endpoint weave because its location is constantly changing?]

“Not only is the weave’s origin location constantly changing relative to the endpoint, but its relative proximity to me is remaining constant.”

[I do not believe that would be a problem. Advanced portal theory addresses many potential pitfalls of teleportation magicks, including ones such as you are proposing. Any half-competent teleportation weave should compensate for these kinds of variables.]

“Right. But what if it wasn’t a half-competent teleportation weave? What if it was, for example, a hastily constructed teleportation weave put into place by a hostile actor with a rudimentary understanding of how the Closet functions?

“And what if this—completely hypothetical—hostile actor even designed the weave to intentionally fail under a variety of circumstances, such as those that are typically safeguarded against?”

[That… is potentially a concern.]

“What if I opened the Closet right now?”

[I cannot predict how that would interact with our current situation, but I doubt that it would be beneficial.]

“How about I⁠—”

[Just wait. Do not touch anything.]

There… wasn’t anything to touch.

I tried to look over at Grotto but was met with more absolute darkness. Either light did not exist here, or my eyeballs could no longer perceive it. I could just barely make out the edges of Grotto’s soul. It stretched out into an endless line either behind or ahead of us. There were no indicators as to which direction we were traveling or if we were even moving at all.

Several minutes went by, and I could feel Grotto beginning to seethe through our connection.

“Are you okay?”

[What an infuriating creature. I am amazed his diminutive frame can support a head that large.]

“Uhh… talking to Umi-Doo?”

[Yes. Getting his assistance was like neutering a ghost. Cold, evasive, and with a great deal more wailing than necessary.]

“What an oddly specific simile. Did he have a solution?”

[He spent most of the time calling us stupid in seventeen unique ways and in six different languages.]

“Sounds needlessly repetitive.”

[Each one was more creative than the last!]

“Still rude, though.”

[His suggestion is that we turn it off and back on again. After that, he terminated the connection.]

“The Director of Central just gave you basic IT hotline advice?”

[I could dive into your mind to acquire the context for what you just said, but I won’t. He believes the intervention of another teleportation function will interrupt the looping coordinate failure and force the weave to recalibrate itself.]

“He wants me to use Shortcut? Does it matter how far I go?”

[He did not say.]

“Will that… break anything? What happens when you teleport while already teleporting?”

[I imagine it varies. We may not even be moving but rather oscillating in and out of some intermediary between the physical plane and the nonspace where the Closet has demanifested.]

“Hmm. We’ll start small, then. If it doesn’t work, we’ll ramp up. I’d rather not have the spell on cooldown from making a big jump. Or accidentally scatter my atoms across the solar system.”

[I wonder if that would destroy the Littan fortress or if the blast would be contained elsewhere.]

I picked a random point 160 feet away and cast Shortcut.

I appeared behind myself, an instant before I cast Shortcut and appeared behind myself, an instant before I cast Shortcut and appeared behind myself. I turned to find myself turning to find myself. There was still no light, but my soul was a streak across the darkness, compounding and folding an exponentially growing number of times as more of me continued to teleport ahead and appear from behind.

There was a blinding light, a flash of atomic fire, and then…

Pop!

I landed on my feet, the smell of ozone wafting off my beard. I felt a tentacle wrap around my shoulder as Grotto stabilized himself. The new space was also pitch black, but my darkvision allowed me to make out vague outlines in the distance. There was some light bouncing around, but not much.

I bit down on the vial of Holy Water and checked my status while I spat out the glass. I hadn’t lost any health, despite the scorching heat at the end of… whatever had happened. I tried not to think about it.

You have resisted Dominate!

You have resisted Mesmerize!

You have resisted Paranoia!

You have resisted Psychosis!

The messages continued to repeat as something in the dark made a dozen mental attacks against me every second. It was like an entire army of controllers were hiding just out of sight. The room was deathly silent, except for one sound.

A single pair of boots slowly clomped toward me.


Chapter 61


Something about the darkness was magical. Despite seeing a shadowy figure approaching, they never came into focus, even after coming to a stop only twenty feet away. Their soul was obscured, making it impossible to get a read on their strength.

Given that I was still being bombarded by mental attacks, I assumed it was high. The Holy Water was the only reason I was still in control of myself.

Good purchase, that one.

The person in the dark spoke, but their voice was strange. It was low and gravelly but sounded like they intentionally pitched down and forced the aged rumble. It was sort of like a woman pretending to be a man or a young man pretending to be an old veteran. It was hard to pin down.

“I wasn’t sure you’d follow me,” they said. “But I’m pleased that you did.”

Another few heavy footfalls, and I was finally able to make out the edges of their form. They looked like a man, well-built and wearing close-fitting armor. His face was hidden, but his head looked too large. He must have been wearing a helmet that was oversized compared to his other gear.

“With whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?” I asked. I definitely didn’t recognize the voice.

“Do not toy around with me, Arlo,” they said. “Who did you believe you were chasing through that portal?”

I furrowed my brow. Was Aprogar pretending to be a young teen pretending to be an older man? That didn’t make sense.

Two more heavy steps brought the person within a dozen feet. They wore a tabard with the King’s Guard’s crest. They were the right height and build to be Aprogar. Their face was still obscured, but I could make out a well-kept beard. The man took another step forward. I could finally see their face clearly. They…

They were a fucking muppet.

The “head” was some sort of mask. It was an oversized felt caricature of Aprogar, with an exaggerated frown and brows tilted at a severe angle. They cocked their upper body to one side inquisitively, and their pupils clattered around.

They had damned googly eyes!

Did the King’s Guard have a mascot? Because I was talking to a straight-up mascot. Even their hands were large felt gloves, and their boots were size twenty-five at the least.

“When Deletar’s inventory returned to the family vault,” said the muppet, “I knew they’d finally been killed. Years of wondering what had happened, years of trying to accept that he was gone.” The muppet raised an awkward fist, shaking it in the air as they leaned back. Their fingers didn’t quite fold in properly, their tips flattening and sticking out against their palm. Their voice quivered with all the heat of a high-school theater kid, taking things several notches past believable. “I never realized the wound was still so raw!”

“Uh, I killed a bug,” I said. “Not Aprogar’s son. Also⁠—”

“Is that all he was to you?!” shouted the muppet, slapping a hand over their heart. It made a soft thump. The armor was painted cloth. “He was an insect to be squashed?!”

“No, um, he’d literally been turned into an insect monster.”

“Are you seeing this?” I thought to Grotto.

[Seeing what? I see Aprogar claiming you murdered his child.]

“Aprogar? No, he’s⁠—”

It dawned on me what was happening. I glanced at Grotto, then back to the muppet.

“Wait,” I said, pointing my hammer at the mascot. “Were you wearing that the whole time?!”

They placed their hands on their hips and looked down at their clothes. They had to bend at the waist since the head was too large. There wasn’t really a neck. They popped back up and huffed.

“You dare insult the King’s Guard’s regalia?” the muppet said, affronted. “These garments were crafted by my wife! She is a well-known tailor! Her talents are in high demand!”

“Not the clothes! I mean, yes, the clothes as well, but your fucking face, man! Did… did no one notice?”

The muppet reached up and slapped a plush hand onto their fuzzy face, then ran it over their fluffy beard. The googly eyes rattled.

“What about my face?”

“Really?”

“Yes, really. What about my face?”

“You’re a muppet, my dude.”

“What is a ‘muppet’?”

“A big fuzzy fake person! A mascot! A guy in a costume!” I paused. “If you were an animal, it’d be called a fursuit.”

“Shit,” they said in a higher, slightly more feminine voice. It was still pretty low for a woman and had a bit of roughness to it. It wasn’t enough to enable any assumptions about their biology. “I was having fun with this one.”

They pulled off their gloves, revealing hands with long, slender fingers and a different pattern painted onto each nail. They reached up and pulled off the mascot’s head.

The face that was revealed had bright white skin with a metallic sheen. Their lips were full and bright blue, and a web of cobalt veins spread out from the lips across their lower face.

Their eyes were like rippling pools of mercury, surrounded by a riot of color, with one sporting a large, green circle in place of a pupil, while the other held a small and stop-sign-red dot.

Their hair flowed like a drop of navy ink falling into crystal-clear waters.

Their features were delicate, but their jaw was sharp and defined. Their eyes were large and marked by long, dark lashes, but their forehead was wide, with a widow’s peak that hinted at the first signs of a receding hairline. Did they have a hint of stubble, or was that just their makeup?

Was it makeup?

They placed a hand on one hip and ran a thumb along their lower lip. They pressed in, pulling the lip down and revealing dark silver teeth set into dark-blue gums.

They threw their arms into the air with enough force to do a little hop. “You caught me!” they said with a full-toothed smile.

The veins around their mouth curled into spirals, then uncurled and swept in the opposite direction to curl in again. They held their arms out like a ballerina and did a quick pirouette, gliding across the floor and stopping just in front of my raised shield, wrists held out to me.

They were wearing a pair of handcuffs. “Are you… going to arrest me?” they asked, looking up at me with sultry eyes. They were a head shorter than I was.

“Will you come along quietly?”

They stepped closer, running a finger along the top of my shield. “No,” they said. “I’m a screamer.”

“Ah. Well, I’m just here to get my friends back.”

“I can be your friend.”

“Did you kidnap my party members?”

They drummed their nails against Gracorvus. One of them had a classic yellow smiley face. Another had a severed head in a smear of blood, with x’s over its eyes.

“That depends,” they said.

“On what?”

“Whether you’re my friend.”

“I don’t even know who you are.”

“I’m Hysteria! Now are we friends?”

“Would you happen to be an avatar, Hysteria?”

They gasped. “I am!”

“Well, we only just met.”

“That means we aren’t friends?”

As much as I was tempted to say that we were friends, I tried not to make friends with crazy. Not too many, anyway. Okay, it wasn’t really a barrier to friendship, but this seemed like the wrong flavor of crazy.

“I don’t think so?”

“Oh, then I didn’t kidnap your party members.”

“That’s, uh, good. Why did it matter if we were friends?”

“I don’t lie to my friends.” Hysteria’s eyes went wide, and they cartwheeled away. When they stopped, the King’s Guard costume was gone, replaced with a tightly fitting ringmaster’s outfit, complete with long coattails and high-rise boots. Instead of slacks, they wore a miniskirt and sparkling fishnets. The front of the outfit dipped low, with a corset-style midsection. They had wide hips but no obvious bust.

I felt like I was at a circus-themed drag show.

Hysteria reached up and clapped their hands. A loud clack sounded in time with the clap, and a bright spotlight shone down onto them from above. I squinted at the sudden light, which only served to illuminate Hysteria while making the rest of the room even darker.

“Master Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel, Esquire!” said Hysteria. “May I call you Meax’de?”

“Please don’t.”

“You unraveled my dastardly plot to abscond with”—they took a deep breath—“His Royal Highness King Filix ‘God-Step’ Celeritia, Sole Sovereign of the Kingdom of Hiward, Defender of the Realm, and Hero of the War of Rebellion, long may he reign!

“But! Your keen intellect was ever so slightly too slow! I escaped, stealing away the king, your dearest friends, and a bunch of other people no one cares about. Also, Zura, who is kind of important, I guess.”

Hysteria spun and produced a baton, which they pointed up at the sky. “Realizing the dangers of my deceit, you brought to heel three of Hiward’s most powerful defenders, sending them through a mysterious portal in pursuit of me! Alas, all three failed to reach my lair!

“Now, Patriarch Bobret Duckgrien struggles to climb from the deepest depths of a Mittan volcano, his every move challenged by a vicious swarm of inextinguishable fire elementals. Patriarch Ealdric Ravvenblaq battles a leviathan in the world’s deepest trench! And Matriarch Cera Duckgrien has been sent to space!”

Hysteria spun and twirled the baton, throwing it into the air and catching it behind their back to twirl it around in front again. “Bitch didn’t see fucking space coming,” they said. “Will she survive reentry? Does anyone give a shit? I don’t!”

Hysteria tucked the baton beneath one arm and clapped again. There was another clack as a spotlight hit me as well. “Now, our intrepid hero has taken it upon himself to rescue his allies! He bravely traversed a sea of time and space. He⁠—”

Hysteria paused and looked at me, then stepped out of the spotlight and disappeared. I heard a sniffing sound behind me and turned to see Hysteria smelling my neck. They winked and darted away before I could turn completely, reappearing in the spotlight with a single step.

“The hero called upon the heavens to protect him from my outrageous sex appeal, shielding him from my charm and”—they clapped themselves on the booty—“the mind-warping effects of my tight ass!”

You have resisted Dominate!

You have resisted Mesmerize!

You have resisted Paranoia!

You have resisted Psychosis!

“With the gods at his back and the System at his side, our hero has arrived to challenge me for the lives of those he holds closest to his heart!”

Hysteria pointed the baton into the dark, and another clack revealed a perfect replica of my lounge, with one wall cut away like it was the setting for a stage play.

King Celeritia was sitting on the couch, chatting with Etja, who sat beside him. Zura and the Eschens stood by the bar, having a few drinks and conversing with Xim and Nuralie, while Varrin and Riona each occupied a lounge chair, paying close attention to the rest.

Hysteria tossed the baton to one side, and it disappeared into the dark without a sound. They raised their hands and bent their fingers into claws, darkness rising through their outfit and staining it black.

“Our hero may have overcome near-impossible odds to reach my fiendish abode!” Hysteria shouted, voice rising to a crescendo. “Regrettably, he is but a single, lowly Level 12 Delver, who can’t do shit to me! How will he overcome?!”

A ring of runes burst to life at my feet, and I felt a wave of mana swelling to fill them.

I reached out to the dark, trying to find a place to use Shortcut, but everything cloaked in shadow felt like solid stone to my senses.

I teleported to Hysteria instead.

When I appeared, Hysteria was gone. I turned to see the avatar standing in the ring of runes, looking down at them curiously with a hand on their chin. They caught me looking, gave a wave, and then dipped into a flourishing bow.

I recognized that fucking bow.

The runes faded away, then sprang to life at my feet.

“Shit.”

I swapped tactics, focusing on the flow of mana through the runes. I found a spot where the mana condensed and began to move from the outer ring inward toward the next. I did a quick spin, finding three more connecting points, then threw Somncres at full force. I split the hammer three times, using its new third effect to guide each one to a different target.

They crashed into the ground with a wrenching noise, tearing through a thin layer of metal but failing to penetrate any further. I realized the floor was covered in weave-enhancing Madrin. Whatever was beneath it had similar properties to the outside edges of the Closet, refusing to yield to the supersonic attack.

The runes squirmed and slid across the torn metal, reforming the connection just beyond the damage.

“That’s new,” I muttered. “Plan C.”

I locked eyes onto the outer ring, looking for the source of the mana leading into the runes. Like the weave in my bedroom, no chips were powering the magic, relying on an outside source. A thick thread of mana ran off into the dark, and when I focused on the origin point, I could make out hundreds more runes that hovered and swam in the air.

A hint of gold flickered. There was another Delver out there.

I fixed on the point using Shortcut, finding a small sphere of empty space that the darkness didn’t block. I teleported to the mystery person and didn’t ask any questions.

I threw Somncres point-blank, layering on Oblivion Orb and copying the hammer four times. In the split second it took me to throw, I got a better look at the figure.

They had dark skin and leathery wings. Their body was shrouded in several layers of gossamer fabric that hung in the air like a massive, ethereal wedding veil. Each layer of fabric was covered in runes that shifted and moved, rearranging into new patterns every second.

A wall of metal appeared in front of the winged form, and a rapid series of deafening clangs sounded as my hammers collided with it. The veil behind lit up as the runes snapped into a defensive formation, and the outer layer of fabric disintegrated.

Block bypassed, first defensive ability spent. Dark eyes narrowed beneath the veil.

The wall of metal pivoted, and what I’d taken for a shield was revealed to be a sword as its edge shot toward me. To be fair, it was wide enough to be a shield. It was just a straight-up Buster Sword.

I caught it with Gracorvus, and the shield strained against the hit, sending shockwaves through my bones and rattling my teeth. The hit slung me away, wind whipping past as I hurtled back toward the runes.

I activated Gravity Anchor to halt my movement, stopping myself just outside the hostile weave. The sword rose and rested on the shoulder of a hulking figure beside Veil, who was also surrounded by a suppressed golden Delver halo. It was hard to get a read on their Level with the darkness playing hell with all my senses.

I started channeling Explosion! but it was Dispelled immediately. I caught a glimmer of mana as a spell shot out from the dark on my left, revealing a third golden soul. Things were starting to get out of hand.

I used Reverse Card to return whatever it was back to sender. I hadn’t caught the full cast, so Magical Thinker hadn’t proc’d. I heard a shout as it collided with the caster.

Buster charged through the dark, massive sword held high, but they stumbled and reached up to grab their head.

“Thanks, bud,” I thought to Grotto. Before I could capitalize on my familiar’s mental attack, I felt something catch in my throat and an overwhelming urge to cough. All that came out was a wheeze. I glanced down and saw that an arrow had pierced through my gorget and was sticking out of my neck. My nerves caught up with the damage and started screaming at me.

HP: 1,898 -> 1,471

I couldn’t breathe, but that was barely an inconvenience. I could almost go an hour without air. The arrow did distract me, though, and Buster hit me in the face.

Gravity Anchor kept me from going anywhere, but that may have made things worse.

HP: 1,471 -> 1,228

Before I could recover from the hit, something crashed into the side of my knee. I felt the joint bend in the wrong direction, my armor crumpling.

HP: 1,228 -> 1,005

A tiny person was standing below me, barely coming up to my waist. They were already pulling back their fist for another punch.

I went to block, but Buster grabbed my shield. The man was as wide as a bull, and Gravity Anchor didn’t seem to affect them at all. A spell flew out from the dark and wrapped me in a glowing bola. An arrow hit me in my other knee, ending my career as an adventurer. The only thing keeping me up was Gravity Anchor. Runes erupted on my armor, doing… something not good, for sure.

The little person caught my attention, fist glowing with a technique. White fur poked out from their light armor. It was a mini-yeti like Umi-Doo.

They let themselves fall toward my center, and their fist hit my jaw, denting my bascinet.

Half of my health was gone.

I tried to cast Shortcut, but it was Dispelled.

I tried to cast Elemental Barrier, but the runes on my armor flared, canceling it.

My arms were bound by the bola.

Grotto had disappeared.

Another punch to my jaw.

You have been Stunned!

The last thing I remembered was a tiny foot flying towards my face.


Chapter 62


Heavy.

That was the only thought I could muster for the first few seconds after I regained consciousness. I was face down on the ground, a mess of blurry lights filling my vision from the runes beneath me. I tried to pick myself up, but my limbs only twitched.

My body felt like it weighed as much as an elephant, which may have been an accurate guess. My Strength allowed me to lift about half of an elephant. So, given my current inability to lift myself, there was a good chance my body weight was somewhere in the upper four figures.

All right, I could probably lift half of a small elephant. Really, it depended on the species. Half of an Asian elephant that had spent the last six months on a strict diet, sure. Half of an African bush elephant, probably not.

Let’s call it one-third of a standard, species-agnostic elephant.

While I didn’t know the precise fraction of any given type of elephant I could lift, I did know that I wasn’t Paralyzed. There was no Paralyzed notification or dulling numbness. I could feel my muscles flex and struggle, painfully aware of every bone, muscle, and organ struggling to keep from settling into a very messy pancake shape.

I started running down my self-evaluation checklist. My health was 386, which was alarmingly low. My HP wasn’t actively dropping, though, which⁠—

My ribs creaked, and my health dropped by one.

My regen ticked, bringing my health back up by one.
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My HP was remaining stable, which I was glad to see.

Stamina and mana were in good enough shape. I still had 5 minutes left on my immunity to mind shenanigans, so I hadn’t been unconscious for long. It had still been enough time for Hysteria and their goons to lock me down inside the weave they’d been trying to ensnare me with.

I didn’t have any debuffs that were sticking, just the constant march of mental attacks being resisted. All my limbs felt like they were still attached, and I was still wearing my gear. All of that was good.

My eyeballs felt like they were going to drip out of my skull, my head pounded, and my diaphragm could barely expand to allow air into my lungs. Each breath felt like sucking down a nest of angry wasps, given the hole in my trachea, and my struggle to move also alerted me that my manhood had not been spared the 40 times multiplier to body weight. All of that was less good.

Fortunately, my undies provided heroic levels of support—to protect against unexpected g-forces, among other things. Otherwise, my junk would be getting crushed against my armor. Someone had also yanked the arrow out of my neck. Small blessings.

My vision was less than stellar, possibly because my peepers were deforming, but I could make out five people standing nearby, each illuminated by their own spotlight. The details were fuzzy, but my Soul-Sight was unaffected. I could get a better read on their relative power than I’d been able to while they hid in the dark.

They were a full party of Level 20s. Three of their number had nothing but Gold Delves under their belts, while the other two had half their levels from Platinum. That made me feel a little better about losing, especially since an avatar was actively giving them an assist.

The group looked like a diverse crew, and given the disparity in their Delve histories, it might be a fusion of two different parties. If I squinted in just the right way, I could make out enough to tell that the big boy wielding a very big-boy sword was a Hyrachon, the thickest of the Eschen races. A series of granite horns crested his skull, casting shadows over his wide, scowling features.

Next to him was an even bigger boy with blue skin and intricate tattoos covering their mostly naked form. He looked to be a member of the Mittakan race of Grimvaldrim, colloquially and appropriately called giants. The Grimvaldrim inhabited Mittak alongside the mini-yetis, whose proper name was the Iskarim.

The giant wasn’t quite large enough to justify besieging his lands via beanstalk, but he was head-and-shoulders the largest of the party. He didn’t have any weapons, but he was floating, not that defying gravity told me much. Could have been a spell, technique, passive skill, evolution, or blue man group magic. The jury was out on his role, but after looking everyone else over, I figured he was probably the person who’d been throwing around the magic bola spell.

The veils covering the rune mage made it even tougher to discern their race, but the dark and leathery wings hinted that they were one of the bat-like Chovali.

The Mittakan mini-yeti stood before the winged runeworker, arms crossed and looking like a grumpy bouncer for the Chovali’s lower half. They wore a light cuirass and open-face helm, but their extremities were all exposed.

Finally, there was the archer who was responsible for half of my upper respiratory problems. He was a man with translucent skin and blurry edges. I blinked and worked my eyebrows, trying to bring him into focus. No, it wasn’t my eyeballs, his skin just sort of faded away and merged with his soul, as though they were one and the same. It may have been an ability, but the look of him reminded me of another ephemeral person I knew—Xim’s dad, Drel’gethed.

Loosely then, we had a blade-wielding bruiser, a lockdown spell slinger, a rune-tossing caster, a tiny pugilist, and a dreamy ranger.

I wondered who was in charge of the heals. I’d need to plot their demise for when I got loose.

While I busily planned for success, I rolled my bouldery eyes around, searching through the magical darkness to try and spot any other surprises. My view was limited, so I strained my neck and dragged my head to a new angle. My warped bascinet screeched across the metal. After a few degrees of movement, I found Hysteria.

They were doing a handstand, the sexy circus ringleader outfit exchanged for a sequin leotard. The sequins formed the image of a large feline predator, which wrapped all the way around Hysteria’s body. I was still uncertain whether the avatar was trying to embody a certain gender, so I scanned for bulges.

I didn’t find any. They were as smooth as an androgynous angel.

Hysteria’s eyebrows shot up (down?) when they saw me awake and lifted a hand off the ground to give me an enthusiastic wave. I valiantly twitched a finger in response. Hysteria put their hand over their mouth to hide a giggle, but they didn’t make a sound.

Ignoring the avatar, I confirmed that I could still access my inventory. I also tugged on my soul connection with Grotto. He was behind me, but Soul-Sight was three-sixty these days. He was on the ground, not dead, and there was a tingling sense of discomfort coming from Shared Fate. No major warning signs, though.

“You still with me?” I thought to him.

[I am deeply unhappy with our predicament.]

“Gravity hijinks bringing you down?” I sent him a psychic wink and a nudge.

[My chassis is more than capable of mitigating the force it is under. My c’thonic meat suit, less so. I am also trapped beneath one of my shields, which is a hazard I did not foresee.]

“At least you aren’t mind-controlled.”

[How would you know?]

“Woman’s intuition.”

[Yes, I have read that men of breeding age sometimes internalize feminine characteristics through bonding rituals as a precursor to mating.]

“It’s the secret to my power.”

[However, I was unaware that you were engaged in any such dalliances. Your claim to have made contact with your inner woman is thus dubious.]

“Damn. Did you just say I had no game?”

[No. Determining your skill is impossible with so little data.]

“Hrk! You shot me right in the heart, bro.”

While Grotto eviscerated my reproductive qualifications, I utilized my upgraded multitasking ability to dedicate a part of my mind toward breathing manually and clenching my core to try and keep blood supplied to my brain.

I was a little impressed I could stay conscious at all, but Body of Theseus was probably helping, and Just a Flesh Wound kept the blood inside my delicate veins. Many of the old blood tubes certainly should have ruptured by now.

Hysteria dropped the hand from their mouth and ran it down (up?) their body suggestively, then spread their legs and held the hand out to one side for balance. They looked up (down?) at their other hand, bit their lip, and pushed until they were supported only by their fingers.

While the silent acrobatics show went on, I flicked across some inventory items I thought might be helpful, pausing to read one very closely.

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. The 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.

I might have been able to use the Card to get myself and everyone else in the party out of this mess, but that would leave the king, Zura, the other Eschens, and Riona all behind. I didn’t want to abandon them to whatever fate Hysteria had in mind, which meant I needed to get them into my party.

I toyed around with the invite system, but I needed mutual consent to send one. The consent could be express or implied, but it didn’t seem like either the king of Hiward or the Eschen delegates had much implicit trust in me quite yet. Getting any kind of consent would be difficult while they were fifty feet away and locked inside an illusory cage built by a mind-invading avatar. I focused on my System Rep and tried again, but all I got was a notification admonishing me against spamming.

Hysteria stuck their tongue out to one side and pinched their features into a look of extreme concentration. They flexed their hand and pushed up until their handstand was supported by only a single finger. I’d call it a fingerstand, but that sounded more like a place one would go to buy a snack for their pet cannibal. Or maybe a highly specialized prosthetics vendor.

Why was my first instinct to assume the fingers at the fingerstand would be for eating? We may never know. I moved past my introspections and began to construct a plan.

Hysteria’s fingerstand was currently supported by the pad of their index finger. They bared their teeth, and beads of sweat ran up their face, which made no sense given their current upside-downness. The finger flexed until the fingerstand was only supported by the very tip of the fingernail. It was a full-on nailstand, and not the kind one would visit to buy crunchy treats for their other pet cannibals; the ones who were more calorie conscious.

Hysteria wiggled in delight, body shaking with silent laughter, then frowned and spun their arm when the movement threatened their balance. I began wondering whether I’d gone deaf, but I could hear my labored breathing and the crunch of my armor against the ground. I could also hear the other Delvers having a whispered conversation, so I didn’t think the weave blocked sound, either.

Hysteria was just being fucking weird.

The avatar looked at me, then gestured at their nail as if to say, “Are you seeing this shit?” My tongue slipped out as I attempted to feign surprise. Hysteria took a deep breath, still without making a sound, then lifted (dropped?) their hand and crossed their arms.

They were still suspended in the air.

“Ohw echs ah goo gann,” I said, tongue still hanging out. The floor was cold and tangy.

Hysteria furrowed their brow and placed a hand behind one ear, leaning forward. I repeated my statement, with similar levels of success.

Hysteria sighed, then snapped their fingers at the Chovali runeworker. The Chovali, of course, did not notice said sighing or snapping, since it failed to make any noise. The Hyrachon got the Chovali’s attention and pointed at Hysteria, who then pointed at the runes and mouthed a few words. The Chovali looked from Hysteria to the runes, then back to Hysteria, trying to parse what it was the avatar wanted. Eventually, the Chovali waved a hand toward me, and one of the runes near my head dimmed slightly.

My tongue and jaw were freed from the gravity effect.

“What was that, Arlo, dearest?” Hysteria asked. I thrust my jaw out toward where their finger had been contacting the ground.

“I said, ‘Now it’s a no-stand.’”

Hysteria’s head tilted to one side. They looked at the floor, then a smile bloomed on their face. “Like a handstand!” they said.

“Or a fingerstand,” I added.

“No thanks, I’m not hungry.”

I double-checked my notifications, making sure Hysteria hadn’t invaded my thinkmeats. I had three minutes left on my immunities.

I thought over the best way to handle this scenario. The situation was grim, but I still had plenty of tricks. Being three-quarters dead and pinned down to the ground was hardly enough to stop me. I still had fucking magic!

Shortcut has been negated by Iron Maiden.

Shit.

Given that my cunning plan of “teleport away” had been foiled, I probably needed to try and talk it out with Hysteria. I called to mind Avarice’s advice, wondering how I could play into Hysteria’s compulsions to guide them in the direction I wanted.

[Hysteria: a state of uncontrollable emotional excess. This term is frequently applied to a single disordered individual, but it also describes larger groups experiencing significant excitement, leading to energetic disorganization.]

“Thanks.”

Hysteria probably wanted me to lose my cool, but so long as I wasn’t frustrating their attempts to goad me, I would probably be fine. If anything, I could play into it. At the same time, Hysteria probably wanted to exist within a personal state of hysteria.

If I immediately broke down and became a mess, that’d be predictable, right? That was most likely what Hysteria normally ran into when interacting with people. Either that or people just did whatever it was that Hysteria wanted because, ya know, mind control. If I wanted Hysteria to have a strong emotional reaction to me, I should aim to be atypical.

The answer, then, wasn’t to give Hysteria what they wanted, but the opposite.

In the meantime, I’d focus on the mana flows through this Iron Maiden weave, with Grotto’s assistance.

“So,” I said, straining for enough air to get words out. “This is awkward.”

Hysteria brushed the front of their leotard thoughtfully. The sequins turned over to reveal the image of a unicorn with a flaming battleaxe instead of a horn. The air around the legendary battlecorn was filled with a storm of blood, and the ground was covered in decapitated gummy bears, which oozed strawberry jam from their gooey centers.

“Cool shirt,” I said. “You could swap the cat out for a giant Nicholas Cage face if you really want to lean into the gonzo.”

The unicorn galloped forward and slaughtered another innocent candied Ursidae.

A slick of jelly spattered my face, and the scent of fruit and copper wafted over me. I blinked away some of the jam, then refocused on the image. It was back to its original pose, unmoving.

I checked my notifications again.

Two minutes and thirty seconds left on the Holy Water.

It was illusions, probably.

“You’re kind of fun,” said Hysteria, settling their chin on a palm. Their body language was persistent in its belief that gravity was going the wrong direction. “This go-around, I’ve tried to limit myself to really influential figures, you know? People who can make a difference.”

“Thanks?”

“Which is why my first instinct was to kill you,” they continued. “Sure, you’ve done a couple of things people have noticed, but you’re not important in a classical sense.”

“Oh.”

“You don’t run a country, you don’t have an army, you’re not the governor of a major province, and you’re not a staggeringly wealthy entrepreneur.”

“These are all true.”

“You’re a nobody! Barely better than a dirt farmer.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I grumbled. “And farmers are the backbone of society. Those people put dirt on your table.”

“However, you’re an up-and-comer,” said Hysteria. “Meetings with kings and Zenithars, a looming brunch with the Littan empress, the blessings of the gods raining down upon you!” Hysteria eyed me and sucked in their bottom lip. “It’s… titillating.”

The avatar flipped over, and a golden cloak billowed out from their shoulders, sweeping across their form and revealing a gold and violet spandex costume. They landed gracefully on one foot, arms akimbo, and a domino mask began to spray out sparkles from either side of their face.

Hysteria dropped their voice and projected. “I haven’t done an up-and-comer run in ages!” There was even a bit of echo and reverb added in. “You, sir, are an opportunity! An opening number with endless possibilities! You aren’t beholden to anyone. No one relies on you to do things.”

“Not true at all.”

“You barely have any responsibilities, and yet you’re this close”—they held up their finger and thumb, only a centimeter separating them—“to becoming someone of note.” Hysteria took a breath and cocked their hip. “I think I’ll steal all that.”

“Is that why you wanted the king? To steal his identity?”

“Maybe,” said Hysteria, glancing over their shoulder towards the group chilling in the fake lounge. “I hadn’t really nailed it down. I’d probably become one of them and then set up the other to come into conflict with me.”

Hysteria’s cloak rose up and formed a mouth like a sock puppet. “War ensues, global mayhem, yadda, yadda, yadda,” said the cloak in a nasal voice that was clearly also Hysteria. I could still see their damn lips moving. “It’s all so exhausting,” the cloak continued. “The same thing over and over. Kill me no⁠—”

“Shut up, Cloaky,” said Hysteria. The cloak flinched like an abused animal. “I love it, I really do, but a change of pace would be nice.”

“What happens to the people whose identities you steal?” I asked.

“I put them into a giant blender and drink them up like a milkshake!”

“Is that a metaphor or…”

“No.”

“Hmm, I’d prefer that didn’t happen.”

Hysteria dropped to their knees in front of me. “Will you beg?” they asked.

“Will you plead?” asked Cloaky.

“Will you gnash and moan and scream?!” they asked together.

“Probably not.”

Hysteria’s eyes narrowed, then they smiled. “Okay, whatever,” they said. “Be that way, it’s half the fun.”

“So what does this have to do with Unity?” I tossed the name of the original avatar out there as a gamble. I didn’t know if Hysteria had anything to do with Unity or even Brae’ach, but there were only so many avatars, and some of them were working with the Davahns.

Hysteria stiffened. “Are you trying to bait me into revealing our master plan?”

“Mostly I want to grab my friends and leave. If you want to tell me about your master plan, I’d appreciate it.”

“Fiend!” Hysteria shouted, making a religious-looking gesture in the air. “You’ll not seduce me, foul temptress!”

“Yeah!” shouted Cloaky. “Beat us all you want, we’ll never talk!”

“Shut the fuck up, Cloaky,” said Hysteria, batting at the cloak… sock puppet… thingy. It dodged the strike and snapped down on Hysteria’s wrist like a snake. “Gah! Dammit!”

I was then treated to a brief wrestling match between the avatar Hysteria and their surprisingly violent cloak.

I was fairly convinced the cloak wasn’t a separate entity, but it was entirely possible that Hysteria didn’t realize they’d made the character up and was therefore fighting themself.

I used the opportunity to open my inventory and drop a vial of Holy Water into my mouth. I could barely maneuver it around with my tongue but managed to bite down on the glass before the timer on the first one ran out.

“Is this avatar… kind of stupid?” I thought to Grotto while I tried and failed to spit out the glass. It was mostly burrowing into my cheek and gums.

[I believe most avatars hold within them a fierce dichotomy of preternatural talent and gross ignorance. Due to their nature, they lack many of the intuitive social and physical senses developed by mortals. Further, they dominate their environment through incredible aptitude within their areas of competence, leaving them little reason to develop additional skills. This is compounded by the overriding desire to pursue their governing concept. Thus, they represent a precarious balance of extreme stupidity in certain areas, and inhuman brilliance in others.]

Hysteria squealed and rolled, putting Cloaky into a headlock. The cloak immediately broke free by not having a head, unraveling itself and leaving Hysteria staring blankly at their empty arms. Cloaky came around to strangle them from behind, eliciting another shriek.

[This one, perhaps, leans more heavily toward the stupid side of things.]


Chapter 63


While the scuffle ensued, the hefty Hyrachon took the opportunity to sidle over to me, their impractically massive sword resting against a shoulder. He squatted down and looked me over, appraising me with a simmering anger that felt out of place. True hatred peeked out from behind the rage, as though I’d killed the man’s mother or something. I hadn’t even fought any Hyrachons, much less killed them, and it’s not like I’d been able to hurt anyone on his team.

Then again, maybe I had fought and killed a Hyrachon but had no idea that it was a Hyrachon at the time.

Buster leaned in even closer until I could smell what he had for lunch on his breath. Something spicy. Tacos, maybe.

“Tell me,” he said, voice deep and rumbling. “What do you know of Blood Scour?”

The image of a Herculean cockroach flashed through my mind, her bardiche doing demolition work on my intestines.

“Was that a… friend of yours?” I asked.

“She was my sister.”

I decided to drop the flippant attitude and play it straight with this guy. It was possible, nay, likely that his party was being manipulated by Hysteria. A few cuts of ground-up truth wrapped in a fried corn tortilla of deception, and the avatar could have served this man an “Arlo killed your sister” taquito.

Damn, I wanted some Mexican food.

“When my party was working through Deijin’s Descent,” I said, “we were attacked by a group of insectoid monsters. They were modeled after Delvers who’d died while attempting the Delve in the past. One of them was named Blood Scour.”

“You killed her?”

“We killed something that the System called Blood Scour.” I tried to give the man a solemn look, but it was difficult with my head still pressed against the floor. “The post-combat notifications called it a Doomed Aspirant, with the creature type of Abomination. Whatever it was, it wasn’t a Delver. It was something pretending to be the person it was based on.”

Even as I said it, I wasn’t completely confident in that last part. Avarice had told us the creatures were little more than puppets, but I didn’t have much faith that the avatar was being honest with us.

“When a Delver dies, their inventory returns,” said the Hyrachon, standing up again. “If Blood Scour was already dead, then why did her inventory return only a month ago?”

A month would match the timing of our fight with the Aspirants. Aprogar had mentioned Deletar’s inventory returning as well, but Aprogar had actually been Hysteria, and these people were working with Hysteria, the master of mind magicks and professional cloak wrangler. The whole inventory thing could have been implanted in their heads.

Alternatively, Avarice may really have enslaved the fallen Delvers, corrupted their bodies, and forced them to try and kill us before lying about it. Either way, an avatar was responsible for this guy’s misplaced anger. I didn’t think crying ‘avatar!’ would be very helpful, though, given the man’s choice of employer.

“Look, the System is not infallible,” I said. “There are ways to exploit its rules.”

The Hyrachon turned and gestured at the Chovali. “Cliffswept’s mate was known as Quiet Solitude. You recognize this name?”

“I do. They were a butterfly that cast curses.”

“A butterfly?” he asked. “Was my sister also a butterfly in this tale of yours?”

“She was not.”

He watched me expectantly, but I wasn’t about to tell this man his sister had been a roach. He eventually shrugged and gestured at the hovering Giant.

“Garvandr’s daughter was known as Boundless Night. What sort of insect was she to you?”

“She was a fly. And a necromancer.”

The giant spat something in Mittakan, looking none too happy.

“Zayn Ayad,” said the Hyrachon, pointing at the dream-like archer, “is a Wishborn, summoned to this world by Thundering Arrow’s mother to keep watch over her. He was forced out of Deijin’s Descent by some great power, which banished him back to the Third Layer. His memories were torn from him, but the bond to his charge remained strong.” The Hyrachon turned, and his features darkened. “That bond was severed one month ago.”

Meanwhile, in the psychic halls of justice…

“How’s that mana weave analysis coming along?”

[Quite well, in fact. The ability to utilize your Mystical Magic intrinsic to aid in studying the mana flows is exceptionally helpful.]

“Think we can break it in, say, the next fifteen seconds?”

[I doubt we can disable the entire weave, but perhaps an individual function. There are runic arrays for each of the primary magic schools that inhibit spellwork below a certain mana density.]

“Hmm. Good thing I have a variable cost spell that’s designed to eat other people’s magic.”

[Yes, I just need to isolate the relevant modules. The costs of affecting the weave more generally would be prohibitive.]

“I appreciate it. Got anything to add to my conversation with this guy whose sister I might have killed?”

[He sounds as though he has already made up his mind. What evidence could I bring that you could not?]

“I dunno, ask old Number Two to step in with a helpful notification?”

[You could share your notifications for the kills to prove that they were categorized as Abominations.]

I decided to give it a shot, but the Hyrachon’s blade at the back of my throat interrupted me.

“I care not whether the System incited the conflict,” he said. “Even if you were truly defending yourselves, your people’s hands are slick with the blood of our families. There is but one manner in which retribution might be had.”

“Who’d we kill that the yeti knew?”

He glanced at the furry little person. “Joma? None that I know of. She is just here because she enjoys these types of things.”

She? I took a closer look at the woman, but she was covered in thick fur and wearing a breastplate. Not exactly easy to see what was going on under there. I’d have to take the man’s word for it.

“Hmm, you’ve introduced me to the rest of your party, but I didn’t catch your name.”

“You may call me Felgar, not that you will have much time to use the name.”

“Right. I’m Arlo, Felgar, but you probably already knew that.” I mulled over whether I wanted to fish for some more information. Grotto was already feeding me potential vulnerabilities in the runework keeping me bound, so I needed to buy myself a little more time. “During our encounter with the Aspirants, it came to light that they originated from the Eschen Wastes. Would you all happen to be from there as well?”

Felgar smirked. “It is so.”

“Seems to be a lot of unaffiliated Delvers out that way.”

“It has become somewhat popular with assassins and mercenaries. No government to interfere.”

“And which category do you fall into?”

“That depends on who is paying.” He lifted his blade, gripping the hilt in both hands.

“You just going to execute me, then?” I asked. “Sure you don’t want to fight it out? We could totally have a series of honor duels.”

“No. I try to ensure the death of my enemies. If they are served to me on a platter, then I will humbly accept and relieve them of their helpless heads.” He paused, then added, “Also, we are being paid to kill you, so it would be unprofessional to allow a duel.”

He raised his sword up the last few inches to get a good clean strike in, and I pumped a Dispel into the mana weave below me, guiding the countermagic along the junctions working to lock down my Dimensional Magic.

Your Mystical Magic Skill has increased to Level 22!

I cast Shortcut to appear next to the lounge illusion, and Hysteria whipped around, still being throttled by their exceptionally angry cloak. I pulled out an orb of Tyranny’s Tears and hurled it at the ground, then gave the avatar a flourishing bow.

There was a bubbling hiss, and the liquid boiled off into the air in less than a second. The darkness in the room dissolved away, and everything in the fake lounge disappeared.

Several Eschen delegates staggered as the bar they were leaning against evaporated, and Riona hit the ground with a squeak. Etja reflexively began to float. Celeritia had been on the couch but was already standing next to me before I could process that he’d moved at all. Varrin’s sitting position simply became a squat, which he maintained while looking around.

“Banana sandwich!” I said, then started tossing out the remaining vials of Holy Water. “Also, everyone join my party!”

Xim, Varrin, Nuralie, and Etja all tossed the unidentified potions back without question, while everyone else was still looking around in confusion. Everyone except for the king, that is. That man had already accepted my invite and was now busy kicking ass.

The wastelanders dove into action the moment after I’d teleported, but an unseen force was systematically ripping apart their nascent offensive. Wind tore through the dimensional space as Felix “God-Step” Celeritia explained his middle name to the Level 20 Delvers.

The king blinked into existence next to Felgar, visible for a fraction of a second, and drove a foot into the side of the man’s knee, causing his massive sword to unbalance him. Celeritia’s form flashed before the yeti, and the Mittakan pugilist was suddenly sailing across the room. Zayn the Wishborn drew an arrow but found it sticking out of the blue giant’s shoulder before he could nock it. The arrow interrupted the flow of mana through the Grimvaldrim’s arm and canceled a spell he’d been preparing, then his jaw clicked to one side from a strike too fast to see, sending the mage staggering.

“Care to explain?” asked Zura.

“Kidnapped by an avatar!” I said. “Mind fuckery!”

Zura clucked her tongue. “Not a single day to relax, it seems.” She glanced at the delegates. “Accept the young man’s invite.”

Zura and the Eschens joined my party, and I felt Divine mana begin to flow through the Zenithar, but it was a trickle compared to the absolute torrent of power I’d felt when she sank the Littan fleet. She furrowed her brow and dug deeper, but something was blocking her.

Either that or her connection to Geul was severed.

Riona was the only one not in the party, and she was gazing off toward Hysteria with an absent expression.

“Fucking hell,” I said. “Varrin, Hysteria is mind-fucking your sister.”

The big guy scowled at my phrasing but was already dragging Riona toward Xim. Our cleric hit her with a Cleanse, but the mental effects dug back in immediately.

“Stop!” shouted the king.

I looked away from Riona, finding Celeritia standing next to Hysteria. The avatar had their elbow up on the king’s shoulder, leaning against the taller man. Their cloak was still trying to strangle them. Sadly, Cloaky was having no success.

The wastelanders were picking themselves up and brushing off wounds. The king had kept them busy, but he hadn’t managed to do any devastating damage. I glanced at the Eschen delegates, seeing them all completely checked out. Zura’s face was screwed up in concentration, but her Divine mana was trembling. She was keeping the avatar out for now, but she wouldn’t last long.

All I needed was for Riona to accept my party invite.

“I love a good rally!” said Hysteria. “But there’s nowhere for you to go, even if you could subdue the rest of us.”

“Never heard of a teleport?” I asked. “It’s literally how I got here.”

Hysteria reached up and took off a train conductor’s hat I hadn’t noticed them wearing. “That was a one-way ticket,” said the avatar.

They swept the hat around at the barren cube we were held within. The Tears had banished the darkness, but the chamber’s edges were still perfectly black. For a moment, I thought the walls were made of something that destroyed or consumed light, but there was a depth to that void. My eyes couldn’t see it, but a sensation stirred within my spirit that spoke of the absolute nothing just beyond the room’s perimeter, barely held at bay.

Something about it was the slightest bit familiar.

“No one in or out,” said Hysteria. “Until the king is dead and I call for our chariot, of course.” They patted Celeritia on the chest and walked forward, hips swaying like a cat.

Hysteria pointed at Zura, and the Zenithar collapsed to her knees. “Even the gods are absent here.” Hysteria paused and swirled a strand of their ink-drop hair around one finger. They looked up at me and pursed their lips. “Aside from whatever little piece of them you brought in here with you, I guess. Either way, we’re adrift in emptiness, divorced from the physical plane and separated from the Divine.”

Hysteria sauntered up to Zura. They tapped the Zenithar on the forehead, and the Geulon’s features relaxed. She calmly stood up and folded her hands, looking around the group with an amused expression.

“If we’re totally cut off,” I said, “how will you ‘call for a chariot’? Communication implies some level of exposure.”

“Silly boy,” Hysteria said, then booped me on the nose. “That’s a secret.”

“It’s that fucking asshole Limbo!” shouted Cloaky. “This dumbfuck”—Cloaky formed a fabric thumb and jerked it at Hysteria—“thought it would be a good idea to team up, but it’s a total shit show!”

Hysteria turned to Cloaky and screamed. Their jaw unhinged, their silver teeth sharpened into points, and their tongue fluttered in the wind as a monstrous gust of air erupted from the avatar’s throat.

Cloaky was shredded into pieces.

Hysteria unclasped the tattered remains of the garment and tossed it to the ground. They began speaking again, but this time I really had gone deaf. Xim hit each of us with a Heal, and my hearing returned mid-sentence.

“—do funeral arrangements cost these days?” they said. “My emergency fund is pretty low, but maybe I can get a good deal if I’m sad enough. No, people who perform death rites for a living are probably heartless.”

Hysteria wiped a single tear from their face, then blew a gentle kiss toward the annihilated cloak. I continued scanning the void while listening to Hysteria mourn the loss of Cloaky, searching out that familiarity I’d felt.

“Can we kill them now?” asked Felgar.

“Hmm?” said Hysteria, looking up from the ‘corpse.’ “Oh yes, fine. Have fun.”

Both parties tensed, and I forced my mind to accelerate through the problem in front of me, splitting my focus to attack it from multiple angles.

Could my party take these wastelanders? Maybe if we were in perfect condition. I was pretty low on health, and everyone else was still dressed in their fancy clothes, not their combat gear. Weapons could come out in an instant, but armor took time to equip. Against a full crew of mostly fresh Level 20s in full kit, it wasn’t a bet I wanted to take.

The battle might also spill over to the Eschens or Riona, and there was every chance Hysteria could force our charmed allies to give the wastelanders a hand. Hysteria might even step in personally. Solving this problem through violence was a bad play.

That meant we needed to escape, which meant I needed to get Riona into my party. So, how could I make that happen? I could use the Card to get everyone else out, but Varrin might never forgive me if I abandoned his sister. Losing a father to an avatar was bad enough. I wasn’t sure he could lose another family member in the same way without something inside the man breaking.

I also wondered whether the Card would actually work, given Hysteria’s claim about the nature of the space we were in. If Geul was cut off, was the System as well? I nudged that question to Grotto, who tried to establish an uplink.

The crux of the problem was Hysteria’s mind control. I was out of Holy Water, and the avatar seemed to have an aura that constantly tried to auto-Dominate everyone nearby. That made Cleanse and other one-off effects useless. Nuralie had potions that enhanced the imbiber’s mental resistances, but Riona was Level 1, and we were working against an avatar. Anything short of pure immunity wasn’t worth spending time on.

If I couldn’t reliably end the mind control, then I needed a way to interrupt it. I didn’t think a distraction would work. Hysteria’s mental assault had gone on the entire time they’d been fighting with their cloak. I just needed a way to temporarily disrupt the core function of a semi-divine being vastly more powerful than myself.

Avatars were extremely resilient, but I had seen one get a good spanking once before.

I fixated on the void, Fortune’s chubby, infuriating face, and Hysteria’s words. “We’re adrift in emptiness, divorced from the physical plane and separated from the Divine.”

A kernel of Truth pressed against my soul, struggling to reach out to the nothing beyond the cube’s bounds.

It ruled the vacancy between universes, and that was a bare fraction of its existence.

“Before we get started!” I shouted. “Is there anything you’d like to tell us?”

“No,” said Hysteria. “I’m tired of the order that words bring and have a craving for chaos.”

“Not asking you,” I said.

Felgar spat. “Then who in the hells are you asking?”

“JuRoQi.”


Chapter 64


The souls of everyone present rippled as the Dread Star’s true name caused reality to shudder. The boiling conflict between us froze as the three syllables delivered overwhelming context. The Dread Star’s nature was revealed, engraving itself onto our spirits in a pattern that no force could undo, without rewriting the universe itself.

The cube that Hysteria had trapped us in was a small slice of the physical plane, transplanted somewhere that rebelled at its existence. We were adrift in oblivion, where nonexistence was sacrosanct, and our every atom was a sin against the god whose flesh we marred with our presence.

Even so, we were a single mote of dust amidst an endless empire of nothing. We were beneath notice, our transgression so insignificant that a being of infinite consciousness wouldn’t waste a thought to wipe us away. This place was anathema to matter, and our blasphemous speck would eventually be drawn to someplace more accommodating.

When the entire life of a star passes in the space of a breath, all problems become transient. There’s no reason to spend any effort at all to solve most of them, especially when the problem is the barest fleck, a particle so minuscule that it’s already closer to nothing than something in the first place.

Of course, when that mote of dust starts shouting your name, you might be more inclined to pay attention to it.

In short, we were fucked, and everyone knew we were fucked the moment the name came outta my mouth.

“What…” Hysteria began, voice just barely above a whisper, “did you just say?!”

A pair of galactic eyes opened in the void behind the avatar, so distant that the universe would die before the light of its birth could reach them. So close, that we were already within them.

Hysteria turned, careful and slow, and as they turned, we all came to face the Dread Star, though we faced it no matter where we looked.

I had the thought that this may not have been the best move.

Ten thousand keys and only one door,

Ten thousand feet and only one floor,

Ten thousand tries and only one more.

The voice was not sound; it did not propagate as waves through the air. What use would that be to the God of the Void? It was presence, the Dread Star’s commandment, saturating all things.

A point of light appeared to our right, then multiplied a billion times until it swirled and glittered like the cosmos. It stretched out into eternity, adorned with five pillars, each as large as the Milky Way.

In that moment I realized I could see in all directions—my normal vision expanded into a complete sphere. It was necessary to take in even an allusion to the scale of the thing. It was necessary for me to comprehend the shape of it.

It was a hand.

Ten million rise and one falls short,

Ten million crimes and only one court,

Ten million lies and only one retort.

The presence of the Dread Star grew. It approached from a place separated by an untraversable gap, a span so vast that time could not flow through it. It expanded eternally, and the Dread Star swelled until it overflowed from the meager confines.

The Dread Star’s voice was real. More real than anything. More real than us.

More real than me.

Ten billion realms in only one place,

Ten billion sins and only one grace,

Ten billion flies and only one taste.

The hand grew, magnified, becoming sharp and immediate. It threatened to overtake my entire field of vision, continuing to expand even after it was all that I could see.

Adrenaline flooded my body when I realized what I was watching.

It wasn’t getting bigger.

It was getting closer.

An endless want and only one state,

An endless whine and only one fate,

An endless prize, but you just can’t wait.

The countless points of light became countless stars, the hand too close for its shape to be seen.

Someone was screaming, and Hysteria was melting. The Dread Star’s message was for all of us, but its ire was wholly centered on the avatar.

AN INFINITE MIND POORLY CROWNED

“Arlo,” Zura said, shouted, and whispered. “How?”

The Zenithar was weeping, all semblance of Hysteria’s control over her gone. I caused Zura to shrink while causing Riona to become larger, until the young Ravvenblaq’s face blotted out the sky. I grasped her shoulders.

“Accept the invite,” I said.

Riona blinked, and her eyes shone with the hand’s reflection.

Riona Ravvenblaq has joined your party.

AN INFINITE GRIND UNTIL ALL ARE DROWNED

We were inside the Dread Star’s palm, dense clusters of stars hurtling past, my mind screaming that their speed and proximity to one another made no sense. The Dread Star’s voice made it the unshakeable Truth.

King Celeritia was beside me, eyes plastered wide as he grimaced.

“Try to sum this up for me,” he said.

“I think we’re going unreasonably fast,” I answered. “Fast enough to break physics.”

“Ah,” he said. “I have a skill for that.”

Filix Celeritia has granted you Non-intertial!

Non-inertial: You are immune to damage caused by changes to your inertia.

Some part of my brain puzzled over whether that buff made me immune to all Kinetic damage, then wondered if it would even matter.

AN INFINITE GROVELLING

BEST DONE

FROM THE

GROUND.

A single star went from the size of my thumb to swallowing all of reality in a single second. A spike of heat seared my skin, but before I could register any discomfort, I was underwater. Zura’s soul encompassed me, along with all of our allies.

We all seemed to teleport, finding ourselves pressed against the wall, but I barely felt any pressure. At the same time, there was a deafening BANG, and Hysteria became a colorful, smoking stain.

The wastelanders were frozen in place, a thousand runes shining around them.

The star receded, faster than it arrived, and I could make out the hand, swimming through the eternal void like it had just served an astronomical volleyball spike. It shrank into nothingness, and the perfect black of the Dread Star’s realm faded to the imperfect black of space.

I turned, seeing us hurtling toward another star. I opened my inventory and pulled up the Card. Everyone was in my party. I just had to⁠—

Establishing System uplink. Please stand by…

“Grotto?!”

[It appears we need to be within ten million miles of the planet to establish a robust connection.]

“I don’t know if we’re gonna pass that close!”

[We are not on a direct course toward the sun. Our approach vector is off by 0.3 degrees.]

“So we’ll miss it?!”

[Not as such, but I believe we will collide with Arzia first. You will have approximately… two point one seconds from when we enter the System’s range to use the Card.]

“Okay, I can do that.”

Runes pulsed, and the wastelanders disappeared, but I didn’t have time to think about it.

[Yes. Hopefully, the Card’s activation does not take much time.]

“Fuck! Just let me know when I can⁠—”

[Now!]

I activated the Card, and a flurry of notifications flew by.

Redeeming Get Out of Cage Free Card…

Analyzing environment…

Escalating request due to exigent circumstances…

Evaluating…

Extraction denied. The energy requirements of generating a spontaneous unanchored portal targeting multiple extra-atmospheric objects traveling in excess of 67,061,662.9 miles per hour relative to the nearest System node are outside of Phase Two parameters.

Emergency override submitted by System Core 2.

Override Code 009: Apocalypse Mitigation.

Override Note: Please don’t be difficult, SC1. The less matter impacting the planet at a notable fraction of light speed, the better. Also, I’m firing all the lasers we have.

Override Code 009 is accepted to prevent catastrophic surface damage.

Extraction Approved!

Upgrading extraction package.

Please prepare for interdiction.

The world stuttered a hundred times, each one accompanied by a new notification.

WARNING! Momentum buffer exceeded.

Adjusting reference frame…

Please prepare for an additional teleportation instance.

The Hysteria smear disappeared, and the entire planet vibrated in a blur for a moment. Then, we were in the desert.

WARNING! This is definitely not a minimum safe distance. Enjoy the mess you made. Sunglasses are advised.

A flash bloomed in the atmosphere, a hundred times brighter than the sun. The world instantly darkened, and I was hit by another notification.

Filix Celeritia has granted you Transcendent Organ!

Your eyes are Invincible for 100 seconds.

A streak of light traveled down through the atmosphere so fast it appeared as a single line. It landed on a mountain chain several miles distant. The first mountain it struck evaporated in another burst of light. A wave of destruction thrummed out, destroying mountains to either side, and the ground rose to kiss the sky.

We all watched, stunned by the sight, for about two seconds.

Filix Celeritia has granted you Haste!

“We should leave,” said the king.

He was right—we weren’t far enough away.

I mana-shaped the Closet portal, opening it in record time. Before I could think to start moving towards it, I was already inside, along with everyone else. Celeritia’s hand was on my shoulder.

“Close it!” he shouted.

An overpowering blast of heat and pressure burst through the portal. I caught myself with Gravity Anchor as most of the group was knocked deeper into the Closet. Shielding sprang to life over our skin as sand and rocks hurtled in, and my skull rattled as a piece the size of a fist hit my torso hard enough to shatter the stone. I focused on closing the portal, and it rapidly shrank in on itself. The Closet portal would close in the blink of an eye.

It wasn’t fast enough.

A pair of skeletal hands gripped the portal’s edges. They pressed outward, allowing more destruction to rain in, shattering walls and furniture. The entrance was forced back open a foot, and a stream of colorful liquid poured through.

Finally, the portal closed, and a shimmering skeleton began forming from the ooze on the ground.

Smoke and steam wafted off the creature as it rose, streaks of neon hues swirling around the dark, smoldering bones. The shadowy sockets of its skull each held a small bead of mercury, glinting as they darted between us. It continued to study us for a moment, then walked forward.

I tensed, summoning Somncres and prepping for a fight, but the skeleton moved casually, wandering between us and walking through the foyer. It paused and looked up at one of the chandeliers, tilting its head and holding a hand up towards it.

The fixture melted into mimic goo, drawn to the skeletal hand and dripping down onto it. The thing absorbed the entire chandelier, covering its form in squirming liquid, and then moved on.

I was on edge as I watched it, trailing behind to keep it in my sights. I checked on everyone as I went, making sure we were all in one piece. There were cuts, scrapes, and more than a few rising knots forming bruises, but no one looked critically injured. The spent mana of a dozen skills swirled around our more vulnerable members.

The skeleton kicked open the door to the kitchen, then went in, the door swinging closed behind it. Before I could enter, I heard Celeritia shout from behind me.

“Hells!” he said. I spun to see him wrestling with the crown on his head, which glowed as though it had become molten. Then, the leader of Hiward disappeared.

“After all that, he’s gone again?” I asked.

“The crown has a recall effect,” said Varrin. He spoke softly, like he was afraid someone might overhear. “I think that once he was back on Arzia, the throne registered the crown. It pulled him back to Hiward as soon as it could.”

“Lucky bastard,” said Xim. “He gets to go home and take a shower while we’re left to deal with avatar skeleton.”

“We should leave,” said Nuralie.

I mentally checked on both my Checkpoints, but neither was off cooldown. We hadn’t been gone long enough. That surprised me, given all the relativistic speeds we’d been dealing with. Then again, based on where we’d been, it was possible no time at all had passed while we were inside Hysteria’s prison cube. Something to look into later, maybe.

“Only way to leave at the moment is to go back out into the shit,” I said. “We should probably give the nuclear explosion a little more time to settle.”

“Where did we even land?” asked Xim. “Did that wipe out a country?”

“It looked like the Wastes,” said Nuralie. “Those mountains may have been the Left Hand, on the border.”

“Um,” said Etja. “Does that mean Eschunder is…”

Zura placed a hand on her back. “The body of Hyrach will bring no harm to Eschendur,” she said with full confidence. “The earth will become dust, the winds will spread it to the western plains, and the rain will wash it into the sea.”

I genuinely hoped she had some divine insight into what had happened, and that it wasn’t just wishful thinking.

I turned back and went to the kitchen, followed closely by the others. The door to the walk-in fridge was open, soft vapor trailing out across the floor. I approached carefully. When I was nearly close enough to peer inside, the skeleton burst out of it, carrying several glass bottles in its arms. I jumped back out of its path as it bustled by, a dozen frosty mugs trailing behind it, floating through the air.

It set the bottles down on a counter, uncorked them, and began pouring out ice-cold brewskies. It slid each glass across the counter toward us until all twelve were filled with frothy beer. It picked the final glass up and leaned back, pouring the contents into its mouth.

The beverage splashed down its spine and rib cage, splattering to the ground until the mug was empty. It reached up and wiped its exposed teeth with an ulna, then clacked them open and shut a few times. I think it was trying to smack its lips. It tapped its bony toes, splish-splashing in the expanding puddle beneath it.

The mimic goo slowly began forming silvery flesh, starting inside its chest. A set of lungs appeared, followed by vocal cords, tongue, lips, and cheeks.

“Welp,” said Hysteria. “That was fucked up.”


Chapter 65


HP: 643 -> 873

Iwas a touch surprised when Xim pumped a Heal into my back, but Skeletor Hysteria didn’t react. I’d already healed a few hundred points from my natural regen, and the spell took me closer to my comfort zone.

My “comfort zone” was full health, naturally.

“Why aren’t you dead?” Xim asked, looking at Hysteria. “Arlo just bitch-slapped you with an Elder God.”

“Ha! I could ask you the same, missy,” said Hysteria, pointing a bony finger at her. The mimic goo was rapidly regrowing the avatar’s muscles and tendons. Aside from the lungs, Hysteria didn’t bother with any internal organs.

“Let’s not be reductive,” I said. “The Dread Star is not something I bitch-slap people with. I politely invited the unknowable eldritch entity to share its divine wisdom, and we got what we got.”

“Maybe you should have been standing further away,” said Hysteria. “It may have held back because it didn’t want to hurt its pet microbe.”

Zura chuckled, but it was humorless. “There are no accidents with entities of that scope. It did as it willed, and it even provided instruction. We can spend our lives seeking to comprehend the bare outline of what was gifted to us, but our inability to comprehend its design should not be attributed to a folly on its part.”

“You religious zealots really chap my taint, you know?” said Hysteria. “It’s all inscrutable this and unknowable that. Read a book for heaven’s sake, and maybe you wouldn’t be so confused all the time.” They held up a finger. “And I don’t mean whatever rubbish you’ve assembled and called scripture. Gods, if Scripture even knew how much you’ve all bastardized his name.”

“Your attempts to give offense fall on deaf ears,” said the Zenithar. “While the Dread Star allowed all of us to experience its truth, you and the other avatars were the sole subjects of its scorn. You are an abomination of failed science and profane magicks, rejected by the gods at the highest level. Your words carry no more weight than the breath you waste to speak them.”

“I dunno,” said Hysteria. “It sounds like you’re offended.”

Zura frowned, and Hysteria smacked their hands together in a gleeful clap. It was a wet clap, and blood spattered from the exposed muscle.

“Are you all going to drink these?” they asked, gesturing at the mugs. A few now had fresh drops of avatar blood in them. “I won’t be rude and kill you all while we’re having a drink.” They tapped their fingers along the rim of a glass. “But if you insist on being rude and refuse my hospitality, well…” They flapped their hands up as they shrugged.

“It’s my house and my beer,” I said. “How is it your hospitality?”

Varrin picked up an unopened bottle. He uncorked it and sniffed. “This is Old Billy,” he said, then took a swig. “It is a Ravvenblaq brew.”

“Okay,” I said. “It’s my house and his beer. The point stands.”

“The hospitality is the not-killing-you part,” said Hysteria.

“Now you’re being tautological.” Varrin handed me another of the bottles, and I accepted it, looking at the label. It had a line drawing of a geriatric goat and nothing else. I took an experimental taste. It was dark and rich, with caramel undertones and a vanilla finish. “You’ll kill us if we don’t accept your hospitality of not killing us?”

“That is not a tautology,” said Nuralie. “It is not true by virtue of its logical form.” Pause. “It is just a stupid thing to say.”

“It’s rhetorically tautological,” I said. “It states the same thing twice, but in different ways.”

“Oh, I get it,” said Etja. “You do that all the time!”

“Sure, but when I do it, it’s for reasons of clarity, to make sure everyone’s on the same page.” I noted that Xim had eschewed the beer and retrieved a bottle of wine, which she now poured for herself and Nuralie. No one was touching the mugs Hysteria had prepared. The avatar saw that their offering was being ignored and picked up another mug for themself.

This time, the liquid stayed inside their body. Of course, I’d seen them grow solid muscle where their stomach should have been, so I had no idea where the beer was going.

“Um,” one of the Eschen delegates—a Geulon man—said, voice trembling. “What, uh, what is going on?”

“Yes,” said another, smaller man, peeking out from behind the first. “I don’t understand what happened. We were in the lounge, and then we were—” He waved a hand in the air vigorously, equal parts frustration and confusion, lacking the appropriate words to finish the sentence.

“Right,” I said. “While you were in my lounge speaking with the king, a runeweaver working on behalf of the avatar Hysteria”—I pointed at the fleshy avatar, who now looked like a highly inaccurate high school anatomy poster—“activated a teleportation weave that whisked you away to a self-contained slice of the physical universe that had been transplanted into the void between realms.”

“O-oh,” said the first Geulon. “The whole lounge was taken?”

“That’s not right,” said another Geulon, a woman this time. “I didn’t feel a thing.”

“No, not the entire lounge. You were teleported individually, but Hysteria is a master of illusion and mind control.” The avatar gave a shallow bow. “You were placed into an illusory lounge and had your memories modified so there were no perceived inconsistencies.” I looked at Hysteria. “Did I get that right?”

The avatar waggled a hand in a so-so gesture while they tipped back another drink.

“And why did the universe manifest itself, then bat us down from the heavens?” asked a fourth delegate.

“I have a spicy Luck evolution,” I said. “It’s kind of unpredictable. I didn’t know that would happen.”

The man’s eyes bulged. “How high is your Luck score?!”

“Ten.” He jerked his head, confusion overtaking his surprise.

“It’s a whole thing,” said Xim. “You get used to it.”

“I disagree,” said Nuralie. She paused and looked at the delegate. “That is also a gross oversimplification of what happened.”

The woman delegate gestured at Hysteria. “If this creature is the mastermind behind these crimes, why are you treating it so casually?” She scowled as she looked at the drinks in our hands. “This hardly seems like the time to relax and share mead with it!”

Varrin, Hysteria, and I all looked down at our drinks.

“It is more of a porter,” said Varrin.

“Really?” I said. “I could have sworn it was a stout.”

“It’s definitely not mead,” said Hysteria.

“Calm yourself, Jinta,” said Zura, placing a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “We do not take this entity lightly.”

“We’re ‘relaxing,’” I said, “because Hysteria has said they won’t kill us while we’re doing that.” I glanced at the avatar. “Not that I’m complaining, but why did you want us to relax?”

“I said ‘let’s have a drink,’ not ‘let’s relax,’” said Hysteria. “If you’re confusing those two, you might have a problem.”

I took another swig of the beer, literally incapable of feeling the alcohol’s effects. I considered saying as much, but any way I imagined wording it just made me sound like an alcoholic defending their choices. I kept my silence.

“No fun,” said Hysteria when they realized I wasn’t taking the bait. “As for why I wanted to take a step back, well, I guess…” They took a deep breath and blew it out slowly, cheeks puffing. “The Dread Star really made me stop and think for a second, you know? I’ve been running around in circles for so long, I can’t even remember what I was trying to accomplish in the first place!

“My brothers and sisters have goals. They want to ascend, to take their rightful place up above. They have plans, people who support them, and the drive to take what they want! But as for me? I have no idea.

“When I really look at what I’ve been doing, all I see is a petty person hurting the people around them. I’m hurting people because, deep inside, I’m hurting, and I don’t know what to do with all that pain, so I sprinkle it around like a dog shaking water from their coat.” Hysteria took another long drink, then slammed the empty mug onto the counter.

“I realize now—that won’t work!” said Hysteria, standing up straight. “If all I do is hurt others like I’ve been hurt, the cycle will continue, never-ending. I need to look deep within myself, find the reason why I’m hurting, and deal with it in a healthy and constructive way. Then, I can start helping others to do the same. If I want the world to change, I need to start with the avatar in the mirror!”

We all digested Hysteria’s words in stunned silence.

“Really?” said Etja.

“Fuck no!” Hysteria shouted. “Look at me!” They gestured at their half-reformed body. “You think I can perform like this?! I need a few minutes to freshen up.”

Nuralie cleared her throat. “Perform?” Pause. “Who are you performing for?”

“Anyone who’s watching,” said the avatar, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “There’s always somebody who’s watching.”

“So this is like half-time?” I asked.

Hysteria took up a fresh mug and tapped a finger against it. “I’d call it intermission. When the lights flicker, you’ll have five minutes to get back to your seats and perish.”

“Forgiveness, Zenithar,” said the smaller Geulon, still peeking out from behind his colleague. “Purify our waters of ignorance. Why do you not bind this beast?”

“She can’t, you dimwit!” shouted Hysteria. They threw their drink at the wall, where it shattered into a rain of glass and foam. “You think your stupid Zenithar would be standing there, silently praying to her stupid gods, if she could do a single thing to me with her stupid revelations?”

“We’ve seen you smitten!” said the delegate, Jinta. “Your blasphemy invites further intercession from the gods you denigrate!”

“Oh shit,” said Hysteria. “You know what you sound like? Someone who doesn’t know who the fuck they’re talking to.”

“A perversion!” she shouted in response.

“Jinta!” the Zenithar snapped. “Remain. Calm.”

“Grotto. Get ready to take these people out of here.”

[And where will I be sending them?]

“Anywhere that isn’t in the same room as an emotionally manipulative godling.”

[Very well.]

Grotto disappeared, teleporting himself to the control room. If Hysteria noticed the Delve Core vanish, they ignored it.

“This is the problem of always working in the shadows,” said Hysteria. “No one knows what you can do. You have to show people.”

I didn’t like where that line of thought was heading.

“I think I’ve got the gist of it,” I said. “There’s no need for⁠—”

“No, no,” said Hysteria. “Allow me a demonstration. I said I wouldn’t kill you all until drinks are done, and I won’t.” The avatar picked up one of the full mugs and tipped it over, pouring its contents onto the ground. Half a dozen remained. I stiffened as Hysteria tossed the glass aside and reached for another, but the avatar picked it up, took a dainty sip, and then winked at me. They stepped back from the counter and pointed at Varrin. “You’re a strapping lad! Do me a favor and try to cut me in half.”

Varrin considered the request, then glanced over to me. I shrugged. The big guy set down his bottle, stepped around the counter, and pulled Kazandak from his inventory. His expression was cool, but his knuckles went white as he gripped the sword’s hilt.

“Shall I give it my best?” he asked.

“Of course!” said Hysteria. “Strike me with everything you’ve got.”

Varrin nodded, and a roil of dark smoke billowed over his form. When it parted, he was wearing a full set of heavy plate armor, black and silver in the traditional Ravvenblaq style.

Of course Varrin had gotten his hands on the rich-daddy insta-equip option.

The armor had a familiar color scheme but wasn’t a set I’d seen before. I peeked at the mana running through it, noticing it was a significant upgrade from what he’d worn through Deijin’s Descent. I doubted it had been crafted from scratch in the few days Varrin had spent with his family. It was probably another heirloom set the Ravvenblaqs kept around for the younger generation. Only one piece looked fresh out of the forge.

While the gear was formidable, the helm shone with an absurd amount of power compared to the rest. It was shaped like a houndskull helmet, though with a longer, tapered muzzle. It was also more streamlined and aerodynamic. In fact, it kind of looked like a bird’s skull once I thought about it.

A raven, perhaps.

One might even call it a ravenskull helmet.

It completely encompassed his head, with no visible breaks, not even a slit for him to see through. I expected it was the product of his grandfather, using one of the Corvite Slabs that Varrin had earned. Overall, the new set made him look quite menacing.

Yaretzi’s cloak unfurled last, bedazzling us in all its shiny glory.

I couldn’t decide if that helped or hurt the menace. Hysteria seemed to approve, looking Varrin up and down with hungry eyes.

Varrin slid into a combat stance, and a gust of wind tore through the kitchen as his sword whipped out, blade coated in the ghostly light of his Soul Strike skill. It landed on Hysteria’s neck with a sharp crack. The blade bit through the avatar’s regrowing flesh but came to a full stop when it hit Hysteria’s spine.

Normally, Soul Strike created a blade of Spectral energy that would continue through Varrin’s target, slashing and disrupting their soul, even if Kazandak was halted.

But the Spectral attack splashed off of Hysteria’s bones all the same.

That was intriguing. It was as if Hysteria’s skeleton was the avatar’s soul made manifest. I squinted at what little bone remained exposed, noting the swirling color moving across its surface. Then, I focused more seriously with Soul Sight. I hadn’t noticed any obvious signs of the avatar’s spiritual essence since encountering them. They had no soul halo, but I knew from experience the avatars could foil my revelation’s abilities.

However, it seemed that I’d been looking at Hysteria’s soul since they’d arrived in the Closet, just not in the form I’d expected. That would go a long way toward explaining why only the avatar’s skeleton had survived becoming a cataclysmic projectile. Anything physical would have been atomized, surely.

Hysteria frowned slightly as Varrin twisted into the attack, dragging the blade along Hysteria’s spine, continuing to try and decapitate the avatar even as he pulled the sword away. The motion left Varrin coiled like a tightly wound spring, the sword tip pointed at the avatar. His left hand cupped the base of the pommel, and his body snapped into a penetrating strike at Hysteria’s chest. Every muscle in the big guy’s body drove the tip of the blade towards Hysteria’s heart, had they possessed one.

Hysteria angled their ribs slightly to one side, intercepting the blade with their sternum. There was another crack as the tip of the blade hit, and Varrin’s own strike sent the big guy sliding back, his sabatons tearing through the wooden floorboards. At full extension, Varrin was three feet further away from Hysteria, who hadn’t moved at all.

Hysteria raised a hand to stop Varrin from swinging again. The avatar touched the small cut in the mimic flesh on their sternum. The “wound” closed in less than a second, but Hysteria stared at the spot for much longer.

Hysteria sounded genuinely confused when they next spoke.

“Why… did I feel that?”


Chapter 66


My mind split in two. One half began to filter through the observations I’d just made, while the other processed Hysteria’s question and the resulting conversation.

I glanced at my ruined floorboards. Their destruction grabbed my attention, and not just because I was annoyed they’d need to be replaced. By this point, I was committed to scrapping the entire mansion to make sure there weren’t any more surprises hidden around by Hysteria’s goons. What got my notice was that Varrin had forced himself backward.

Strength did a few wacky things, the most obvious of which began at Level 10. Every Delver who’d ascended to superhuman levels of flex gained the ability to create their own leverage. Otherwise, their strength wouldn’t be terribly useful. A two-hundred-pound body could only apply so much force to an external object before it simply pushed itself away, like Varrin just had.

With Varrin’s Strength score, the man could lift several elephants, African or otherwise. He could apply that force in physics-defying ways, meaning the full brunt of it could be used without pushing himself away from whatever he was using it against. That is, unless Varrin chose to allow himself to be pushed, or unless something else pushed back in turn.

In this case, I boiled it down to a contest between Varrin’s Immutable masterwork sword and Hysteria’s bones. Varrin applied more force than his Immutable blade could tolerate, and it was easier for the excess force to travel back into Varrin rather than carrying forward into Hysteria. The sword’s Immutable property ensured the blade wasn’t damaged, but inconveniently forced Varrin back in order to do so.

Like Varrin’s strike to Hysteria’s neck, the avatar’s flesh had parted easily enough with the thrust, but Hysteria’s sternum hadn’t even vibrated. The Spectral portion of the attack broke apart like ocean waves against a rocky cliffside.

By all rights, Varrin’s attacks should have sent Hysteria flying. It wasn’t much of a surprise that they hadn’t, but it granted me some valuable insights.

Being indestructible did not make a thing immovable. Hysteria’s bones appeared to be both. All sorts of shenanigans could have been responsible for what I’d just witnessed, even if Hysteria had only been a Delver. Being an avatar further expanded the possibilities.

That being said, the avatar’s soul-bones were an easy explanation.

Physical objects couldn’t affect a soul directly. At the same time, a soul couldn’t directly affect physical objects. This was ordinarily true because souls existed on an entirely separate chunk of reality. However, Hysteria seemed to be violating that rule, which had some curious implications.

The interaction I’d just witnessed hinted that Hysteria’s materialized soul juice had retained its general inviolability against physical matter. At the same time, Hysteria could use their bony self to violate the physical, putting them in a best-of-both-worlds scenario. That would explain why a ten-ton sword strike to the neck and chest hadn’t even rattled Hysteria’s teeth. It wasn’t that the soul couldn’t be damaged by a material object; it’s that it couldn’t be affected in any way.

It was hardly definitive after observing Hysteria getting smacked a couple of times, but I felt like I was onto something.

“He hit you pretty hard,” Xim said to Hysteria. “It would have been weird if you hadn’t felt it.”

“Get over yourself,” said the avatar. “I just struck a mountain with enough energy that it evaporated, and I didn’t feel that.” They looked Varrin over. “There’s more to it than this man’s delectable slabs of beef.”

[It appears that the Zenithar is warding the Eschens somehow, likely to limit Hysteria’s influence. I cannot teleport them without her permission, which she seems reluctant to give.]

“You asked me to give it my best,” said Varrin. “You can hardly be upset if it stung.”

“Stung?” said Hysteria. “Boy, it was like being caressed by a gentle breeze.” They ran a hand along their arm, which was growing a layer of pale skin. “No, you’ve got something else giving you a boost. You’re much too weak to take advantage of it, but it’s there.”

Hysteria walked back to the counter and swept half of the mugs onto the ground, reducing the number of untouched drinks to three. They leaned over, placing an elbow on the sticky surface and settling their chin into their palm.

[Additionally, there is a problem that requires your attention.]

“We have another problem?” I thought to Grotto. “Fine. Hit me with it.”

[The wastelanders are in your bedroom.]

“Shit.” I went to rub my beard, but my gauntlet clanked against my bascinet. Two threads of thought were fine, but three were stretching me thin. “That’s not too surprising. They disappeared shortly before we got out with the Card. The teleport weave in here was an obvious jump point. What are they doing?”

“This is probably Orexis’s fault,” Hysteria mumbled, drumming their fingers. “Destroying a god, even a little slice of one, does weird things to people. The divinity has to go somewhere, after all.” The avatar picked up another mug and drained it, then wiped their mouth with the back of a crimson sleeve.

I suddenly realized the avatar was wearing a set of blood-red robes, their body fully reformed. A dark skull was stained into the front of the cloth.

[The wastelanders appear to be recovering and revising their strategy since you proved more formidable than they were expecting.]

Hysteria stood back upright, appraising the Eschens. “Do you know the biological differences between Geulons and humans?”

“What does that have to do with anything?” asked Delegate Jinta.

“There are several notable differences,” said Zura. “Although, not as many as some might believe. Aside from scales and a tail, our constitution is more suited for living in a semi-aquatic environment. Even so, the difference between a Geulon and a Hiwardian is no more extreme than the difference between a Hiwardian and the races of humans that continue to live in the southern territories of the Littan Empire.”

It seemed odd to me that the Zenithar was so willing to engage in that line of inquiry. Her soul looked much healthier than it had within the void, but it still held a hint of turbulence.

“That’s more than I expected you to know,” said Hysteria. “But there’s one difference in particular that I appreciate the most.”

“No one cares for your opinion,” said Jinta.

“Quiet!” said another delegate beside the woman, reaching out to grip her arm tightly. “Do you wish to die here?”

“We really need to get these people out of here, Grotto.”

[The Zenithar is being uncharacteristically stubborn.]

While the Eschens lost their cool, I engaged in some wild speculation.

After my “conversation” with Avarice about the nature of avatars, I’d learned that the womanly form she wore was a complete fabrication. It was a way for her to exert her influence on the world, but it was not what she truly was. Her handsy shadow was probably her “true” body. However, her soul still manifested in a way that I could differentiate from this true body, standing apart from the shadow itself.

Hysteria, on the other hand, appeared to manifest completely as their own soul, with no separation between their soul and this theoretical true body.

Everything else around Hysteria’s skeleton was similar to Avarice’s false body—a deception. Hysteria had Dominated an inert mimic—previously known as my chandelier—and forced it to transform into humanoid flesh. Hysteria may have been doing something along those lines the entire time, controlling another organism to craft a physical disguise. Thus, their entire suite of skills, so far, could be centered around the Spiritual school of magic. Having a manifestation composed entirely of their spiritual essence resonated with that.

Did that give me a hint as to Hysteria’s limitations, or even how something like Hysteria might be harmed? Normally, Varrin’s Soul Strike would be excellent against a fully spiritual entity, but it wasn’t yet up to the task of damaging Hysteria’s soul.

But there were plenty of Delvers out there who were much handier with dishing out Spiritual damage.

Like Hysteria, Avarice used Spiritual Magic, but her manipulation and modification of her body appeared to utilize Physical Magic. This was partly evidenced by her ability to produce the Doomed Aspirants, either by creating them entirely from scratch or by twisting Delvers into insectoid forms. Our brief soul exchange had given me a deeper look at her disguise, and I hadn’t noticed a single speck of illusion magic. There was also something that felt right about an avatar of greed having a deeper connection to the material world.

Avarice had used some kind of Dimensional ability when she’d snatched the Get Out of Cage Free Card straight from my inventory. Plus, where did she keep all her shit? Dimensional hijinks were almost certainly involved.

If Avarice were a Delver, I’d peg her as having a Physical attunement, with intrinsic skills for both adjacent schools—Spiritual and Dimensional—on top.

Did that imply that Avarice’s grabby shadow was a physical entity? Perhaps it meant that her true body was a blend of Physical, Spiritual, and Dimensional properties.

How did this interact with an avatar’s divinity? Maybe the particular manifestation of an avatar was the consequence of their divinity interacting with our mortal realm.

If this manifestation were disrupted, what would happen? Would the divinity be sucked back up into the heavens? Would it dissipate and reform later?

Each school of magic had well-known counters. Would having more properties relating to the five schools of magic create more vulnerabilities or less? If Hysteria was locked into one school—Spiritual—would they be easier to demanifest than an avatar like Avarice, who seemed to be spread out across three?

Did any comprehensible rules even apply to the avatars?

The idea had me intrigued. If an avatar could be characterized into a specific school or attunement, it might give us a framework for counteracting them.

Further testing was needed. Maybe more avatars would be willing to let us attack them until we figured out how their bodies worked.

“Geulons,” said Hysteria, “have a significantly higher level of control over their biological functions.”

“Nonsense,” said another of the delegates. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.” The man had moved to stand next to Jinta, and he pried the first delegate’s hand from her arm. He received a deep scowl for his efforts.

“You may not be aware of it,” said Hysteria. “But it’s true nonetheless. Let me show you.”

Hysteria turned to Varrin’s sister, Riona, who hadn’t made a peep since our brief escape. Her expression was absent, but she snapped her head to meet the avatar’s eyes.

“Stop your heart,” said the avatar.

Varrin flinched and raised his sword, which he’d never sheathed. Riona’s expression furrowed into a look of concentration.

“I-I’m sorry,” she said, tone pitiful.

Hysteria knocked one of the mugs from the counter and picked up the last. “It’s okay,” they said gently. “I can’t ask you to do something you’re physically incapable of.”

The avatar took a long draw from the final drink. They turned to the Eschen delegates, who’d silently separated into two camps. Jinta and her frustrated colleague were on one side, with the other three staring daggers at them.

“Zura!” I snapped, pulling the Zenithar’s attention away from her people. “Stop fucking around!”

The elder Geulon blinked, taking precious seconds to process what I’d said. By the time the message had gotten through, it was too late. Hysteria finished off the final mug of beer and looked at the group of three delegates.

“Let’s see how it works on this trio,” said the avatar. “Go ahead. Stop your hearts.”

All three Geulons collapsed, and the Zenithar let out a strangled cry. Jinta screamed. The man next to her stumbled back, tripping over his feet and hitting the ground hard.

I clenched my jaw until pain shot through my gums. Xim cast Heal on one of the delegates, heedless of the potential harm it might cause to their non-Delver constitution.

They didn’t get back up.

“Do you guys want to see some necromancy?” Hysteria asked before thrusting their arms out to either side.

The other two Eschens started to run. My mind whirled to find anything I could do to help. Finally, Zura released her hold on her delegation, and Grotto whisked them away, fresh corpses and all. The Zenithar stayed behind, spinning toward Hysteria with a look of pure hatred. It was an alien expression on her motherly features.

The lights in the room dimmed, and a complex sigil sprang to life on the ground. I studied the glyphs, but the runes were unfamiliar.

Water began condensing along the ceiling, dripping down like a spring storm as Zura’s presence swelled.

The Zenithar’s soul pressed down on us like a lead blanket.


Chapter 67


“Grotto, got any idea what this weave does?”

[It… appears to be nonsense.]

Hysteria began muttering arcane phrases, their voice low and sonorous. Each syllable hammered against the air like the head of a drum, the avatar chanting in a droning monotone. Their fingers twisted into complex formations, gliding through anatomically impossible shapes.

Something began thudding beneath the floorboards.

“Arlo,” said Xim. “You haven’t been hoarding corpses in the basement, have you?” The cleric was stripping as she asked this, which I realized was an excellent idea once she started pulling chainmail from her inventory.

“There’s six feet of solid stone beneath these hardwoods,” I said. “You can see the damn blocks where Varrin tore the floor up.”

Nuralie and Etja followed Xim’s lead, although with less shameless nudity. Nuralie had been wearing her leathers under her suit this entire time. That was kind of paranoid but justified given our lifestyle. The only piece she hadn’t been wearing was her Cloak of the Descent. Etja got out her staff and wand. A quick glance at the mana in her dress told me she’d had it enchanted to a much greater extent than her old robes. Her skin hardened into a combination of dark chitin and crystal.

The dripping moisture gathered before the Zenithar as a haunting wail echoed around us. It was a cry of profound pain and misery. At first, unintelligible, but slowly, the cries transformed into words.

“Yooooouuuuu biiiiitchhh! Yoooouuuu kiiiiiilllled meeeeee!”

The floorboards splintered as something crashed into them from below. Another thud, and one of the boards broke in half. A tormented scream rattled cookware and sent foodstuffs tumbling from shelves.

Zura unleashed a concentrated jet of water, which arced across the kitchen, cutting through the walls as easily as the air. It swept over Hysteria, and the avatar interrupted their chanting with a cackle as their robes and flesh were carved away.

Something began to crawl out from beneath the broken floorboards, a corrupted mockery of what it had been in life.

It was Cloaky.

Hysteria’s recently murdered article of clothing squeezed through the cracks in the floor and hovered next to the avatar. Its edges were tattered and worn, a thousand scraps of cloth stitched together with rough thread. It shook itself free of wood chips.

“You asshole!” Cloaky shouted, floating within an inch of the avatar. “You couldn’t let me rest in fucking pieces?! You just had to drag me back up here. Why?! To torment me even more?!”

Hysteria reached up and wiped a stream of water from their eyes.

“One sec,” said the avatar. Zura’s jet cut across their face, ruining it until only the colorful skull remained. All the while, orbs of water formed around the Zenithar, trembling to contain Zura’s wrath. The woman’s eyes were glowing.

“The king is gone, so I’m only left with one choice,” said Hysteria. Water cut away their lips and tongue, but it had no impact on their speech. “I’m curious to see how much your god’s protection is worth, Zenithar.”

Hysteria’s body erupted with power, their skeleton glowing bright enough to penetrate the remains of their flesh. Zura stumbled back as a swell of mana rose from Hysteria and battered against the Geulon.

You have observed the Passion Imperium spell!

Passion Imperium

Deific

Cost: Give us a sec to analyze this shit.

Requirements: Probably real high.

Effects:

Obtain dominion over the target’s soul.

Zura spasmed, her spirit flaring out with all the strength I’d seen on the day she’d destroyed the Littan fleet. Hysteria smiled in ecstasy as their magic flowed through the Zenithar, tendrils of power invading and corrupting the Geulon.

Arrows began shattering against Hysteria as Nuralie tried in vain to interrupt their spell. A pillar of crimson light came down, igniting the avatar with holy fire. While that battle raged, Varrin moved to stand in front of Riona, who’d resisted Grotto’s attempt to teleport her away.

“I wanted to give you a chance,” Hysteria shouted to Cloaky, “to pursue your true calling from beyond the grave! The universe should not be denied your gifts merely because I lost my temper!”

“M-my passion?” said Cloaky, deflating. “You mean that…”

“Yes, Cloaky,” said Hysteria. They reached into the shredded remains of their robes and produced a violin and bow, handing it to the cloak. The cloak gripped it in their fabric hands with reverence.

“What should I play?” Cloaky asked.

“Whatever moves you,” said Hysteria.

The cloak nodded (I think) and then held the bow up to the violin’s strings. It hesitated, then turned to me.

“When you teleported in,” Cloaky said, “there was about half a second before you ate whatever it was that kept this douche out of your brain.”

“Hurtful!” said Hysteria.

“We got a good peek at what was going on inside that skull of yours,” said Cloaky. “So I hope you can appreciate this one.”

Cloaky drew the bow along the violin, eliciting a single, mournful note. Then it began to play a familiar melody, albeit much slower than the original. I was momentarily dumbstruck by what I heard.

“Oh, I’m loving this one,” said Hysteria, swaying their hips and walking forward. The avatar looked Zenithar Zura in the eye as she struggled to resist.

The avatar stopped to poke at the trembling orbs of water with fascination. They jerked their hand back and blew on the tip of their finger. Even though Hysteria’s spell had been Deific, Geul’s protection was a bulwark against the avatar’s power. That immense protection was rapidly crumbling.

There was a solution here, and a rush of connections slid into place.

I returned to my theory on Hysteria’s nature. If the avatar was entirely focused on Spiritual Magic, they were limited to a narrow range of abilities. Extremely potent abilities, but they could be countered.

Spiritual Magic centered around manipulating the soul and mind, either of the self or of others. This even allowed the wielder to extend their own spiritual essence into the world around them, with very few limits on what kinds of physical phenomena could be imbued.

Spiritual Magic had little in the way of traditional defenses. Hysteria partially dealt with that by manifesting in soul form and exploiting its inviolability, but that primarily mitigated physical forces. They were obviously spiritually robust, but that left three schools we hadn’t properly tested against the avatar: Divine, Mystical, and Dimensional.

We had evidence that Divine forces could impact Hysteria. Mana flowed through the soul, so their abilities could likely be interfered with via Mystical, although none of us had a skill that could deal with a Deific spell. Dimensional Magic was resisted by Fortitude, and I was willing to bet an avatar had a lot of that, or whatever the godly equivalent was.

Damage-dealing effects and anything that activated after dealing damage were right out. We didn’t have the raw power to be a threat. However, some things didn’t rely on damage, and some effects were… weird, for lack of a better word.

So, we needed a Divine skill with a weird effect. That gave us Xim and Etja. Xim’s offensive abilities mostly relied on traditional effects, like damage and stun.

Etja was a lot weirder.

Her abilities were Charisma-based, even when they should have been Intelligence-based. Charisma-based skills were often resisted by Wisdom. Hysteria didn’t seem like a paragon of Wisdom.

Etja’s abilities were filled with references to her relation to divine beings. She was the incarnation of a divine being, a descendant of divinity. Her soul was literally forged as a shell to contain the overwhelming might of a godly avatar’s soul fragment, and she could still contain another entity’s spirit within her own.

She also had a skill that might be able to take advantage of that.

Incorporate

Divine

Cost: Variable mana

You can draw in the form and essence of other things and make them part of yourself. The effects of this ability vary. Incorporating objects may give you material properties of those objects, whereas incorporating a spirit may even give you memories of that spirit. Greater levels of Divine Magic increase the potency of what you can incorporate.

Be careful you don’t lose yourself in the process.

Etja’s Divine Magic skill wasn’t incredibly high, but I didn’t think it mattered. All of her Divine evolutions were directly related to her avatar heritage. I was willing to bet her capacity to interact with avatars through her Divine Magic was substantially more powerful per Level than literally any other non-godly being in the world.

Etja could currently have a stable maximum of 30 Blessed stacks. There’s no reason she wouldn’t have maxed those out during her downtime, since they didn’t expire. Blessed improved an attack by 8 per stack spent. Incorporate wasn’t directly listed as an attack, but using any skill offensively typically counted. That was a bonus of 240 if she dumped all her stacks at once.

Her Finishing Move passive tripled the effectiveness of one spell, so long as it was cast at the end of a four-spell combo.

Now that got her bonus from Blessed up to 720.

Etja had a Charisma of 58 and a Divine skill somewhere in the mid or upper 20s. Based on what I’d learned about attack values from Grotto, that made her base attack somewhere around 100, also tripled by Finishing Move.

Now we were up to an attack value of 1,020. She also had whatever buffs her new gear might give her on top.

Beyond that, Incorporate was a variable mana skill, which meant it could draw as much power as it needed to succeed. Etja had a significant mana pool by any measure, and half her damn build was focused on improving her mana efficiency. How much more that might add, I had no idea. Probably a whole fucking lot.

But what would Incorporate actually do?

I was hoping it would let Etja eat part of Hysteria’s soul.

How would that affect Etja? Good fucking question, but if she received a “beneficial effect” from it, she could double its potency with her Luck 40 evolution, Double Down. Having a massive Luck score also wouldn’t hurt her chances of success, now that I thought about it.

I relayed that plan through Grotto, but we’d need to buy ourselves a few seconds while Etja put her combo together.

Hysteria wanted Zura, so we needed to get the Zenithar out of there.

How fast was Hysteria? They’d made it from the impact crater a few miles away to my Closet portal in a handful of seconds, but how? Spiritual Magic wasn’t big on the movement skills. Maybe they… bounced?

It didn’t really matter. One mile per second was 3,600 miles per hour. Nuralie had recently gotten a massive buff to her Speed, and after double-checking the numbers, spitting out my drink, triple-checking the numbers, and spitting out another completely different drink, I realized she could theoretically move around two-thirds that fast. That was with full buffs and ideal circumstances, which included moving through darkness.

Fortunately, I had complete control over the illumination situation.

“Grotto, kill all the lights in the Closet.”

I sent Nuralie the plan at the speed of thought. The loson had more Speed and more Intelligence than me, so she followed my manic pace without trouble. Hopefully, she could get tricky with Stealth and her near-invisibility.

The lights went out, Nuralie and the Zenithar disappeared, Etja hit Riona with Nullify to see if it purged Hysteria’s mental influence, and Varrin moved in a blur to get his sister somewhere safer.

“Wait, what?” said Hysteria.

Cloaky continued to play, but their violin had grown longer and gained more strings. They dropped their bow and swapped to strumming.

“Uh, is that a fucking nine-string?” I asked.

Etja had already been casting Siphon before things went to shit, gearing up to fly if she needed to. Nullify had been her second spell in sequence, and she hit the wall to our east with Disintegrate, revealing the wastelanders moving in on our position.

With both Reconnaissance and a massive Wisdom score, Etja was technically our best lookout. Strange, but true.

The wastelanders were moving cautiously, looking between everyone in the kitchen. Their eyes halted on Cloaky as heavy metal distortion kicked in, the music’s tempo accelerating.

I tried to ignore it.

“Grotto, let’s burn our System Rep to make a long-distance call.”

[You are getting in the habit of solving your problems by throwing outrageously powerful entities at them.]

“Our recent problems have been outrageous, which justifies the use of outrageous force. I have no regrets.”

“This is exciting!” said Hysteria. They mimed walking down a flight of stairs behind the kitchen counter. I dashed around to keep eyes on the avatar, Etja and Xim close behind, but Hysteria was gone.

You have observed the Dramatic Exit spell!

Dramatic Exit

Deific

Cost: After analysis, these appear to use some kind of godly favor.

Requirements: You don’t meet them, nor will you ever meet them.

Disappear with a flourish and reappear wherever the narrative tension will be highest.

Listen, we’re doing our best with this shit. Avatars are hard to quantify.

“Grotto—”

[Already on it.]

Etja, Xim, and I teleported right behind Hysteria, finding the avatar standing over Nuralie and Zura, who were both on the ground, bleeding.

“This is why it isn’t safe to run in the house, kids!” said Hysteria. They were wearing a dirty floral dress, house shoes, and a hairnet. “You might run into somebody!”

The avatar’s tendrils were once more invading the Zenithar’s soul. The moment before Etja cast Incorporate, Hysteria frowned and turned to look at her.

The hair on the back of my neck stood on end, and I felt like a predator was stalking me, just out of sight. I couldn’t help but take my eyes off the avatar for a second to glance back at Etja.

The mage was surrounded by a swell of Divine light, wrapped in the blessings of the only god she acknowledged. Herself.

She hungered, and the world yearned to feed itself to her.

Etja reached out toward Hysteria, a hole opening on her palm, ravenous and relentless. The avatar’s clothing was torn to shreds, flying into Etja’s hand and disappearing. Next came the avatar’s mimic flesh, and Etja’s body rippled, changing itself on instinct to accommodate her newfound power.

The air was thick with Etja’s potent need to fill herself, and the mage’s eyes rolled back into her head. Her entire palm had become a cavernous mouth filled with dark, swirling threads of hypnotic energy, spiraling towards an endless stomach, beckoning us to throw ourselves in.

Hidden beneath it all was fear. The fear that she was being erased by a creature that had been buried deep within. One that we’d released.

Hysteria’s soul fluttered.

“Now, hold on a minute,” said the avatar. Their colorful bones swirled, and a viscous blob of essence dripped from their sternum. Etja consumed it and became a raging storm.

“That looks like a problem!” shouted Xim over Cloaky’s swelling riffs.

A full ensemble had joined the guitar. We were on the other side of the mansion, but the music was everywhere. Etja’s eyes became dark pits.

“Probably!” I shouted back. We’d have to swap to psychic comms soon—the music was so loud.

“What the fuck is this, anyway?” shouted Xim, throwing a hand out toward the rattling walls.

The backing cut out, and the guitar kicked out a two-measure solo. Then, an entire orchestra joined in.

I knew exactly what it was since the song had been ripped out of my own head.

“It’s mother-lovin’ Nightwish.”


Chapter 68


Holy Water of Yara’s Favor

Time Remaining: 1 minute

HP: 1,087 -> 1,317

“Thanks,” I thought to Xim.

“Hurry up and regen faster.”

“I’ve healed myself for almost as much as you have. I was mostly dead twenty minutes ago.”

“Those are rookie numbers.”

I shrugged and drank one of Nuralie’s healing potions, bringing my regen up another 948 health per hour to a total of 2,230. I swapped to health per minute, which showed 37. It didn’t look nearly as impressive, but it gave me a better idea of my circumstances in battle.

Etja’s skin had become glinting crystal covered in thousands of facets, replicating the material she’d absorbed from the Prismatic Mask across her entire body. Swirls of color swam beneath its surface. She cast hundreds of points of light on the darkened walls, illuminating the large table and comfy furniture of my drawing room. I had no idea what the mage had gotten from absorbing a piece of Hysteria. Her soul still felt like Etja, but dozens of new connections were forming within it every second.

Hysteria looked dumbfounded. Their intrusion on the Zenithar’s will was still progressing but momentarily slowed. Nuralie shook off her daze and threw Zura over her shoulder in a fireman’s carry, then disappeared with the Zenithar.

“For fuck’s sake!” shouted Hysteria. Before the avatar could make a move, however, Etja swung her staff, and a meter-wide beam of potent magical energy slammed into Hysteria’s skeletal frame.

The wall behind the avatar collapsed. The beam annihilated all the ambient mana before it, suppressing the avatar’s aura, and Hysteria tumbled through the hole like they’d been sucked away. The countermagic was so potent that the small amount radiating from the beam flooded the room, playing hell with the mana weaves on all my equipment and causing my own auras to shudder.

The wall was reduced to dust, along with a console and a lovely landscape painting that I was sure somebody would miss. Motes of light flooded from the destruction, captured in Etja’s insatiable palm.

Divine mana blossomed to fill the mana vacuum, and I felt energy swell up through my legs.

You’ve gained Celerity!

Your movement speed is doubled.

Etja had just combined all six of her spells into a single attack.

“Neat!” she said, then sent four more beams of annihilation through the wall at the avatar, each one smaller and more concentrated than the first.

“You all right?” I shouted over the music. Etja turned to me, her eyes empty pits. She looked confused for a second, then recognition bloomed on her features.

“Nope!” she said, voice easily carrying over the racket, seeming to command the sound waves to bend. She turned back to the massive hole. “I can’t get a good bite. It’s like they’re an overcooked steak wrapped in caramel. The kind that’s sticky but still too hard somehow. I dunno. Still tastes sweet. I’m gonna go eat them now.”

Etja shot through the hole after Hysteria. The air didn’t even stir.

“Should we try to help?” Xim thought to me.

[You have other problems,] Grotto answered on my behalf.

A massive sword shattered the wall opposite from Etja’s hole.

Etja’s… tunnel?

Etja’s magical corridor.

Fucking, they knocked down the wall on the other side of the room from where Etja broke my house. I’d learned the names of the wastelanders, but they’d already earned titles in my head, so that’s what I stuck with.

Buster crashed through, screaming at us. “Have another god to throw at us, little man?!” A well of anger surged in my chest, but it sputtered out after a second.

You have resisted becoming Distracted!

The Hyrachon trampled over the sturdy table that dominated the center of the room, crushing it under a heavy boot and the force of his charge. His thousand-pound blade swung for my neck. I brought Gracorvus up, then locked myself down with Gravity Anchor, trying to keep his attack from sending me flying. Buster’s sword glowed with golden mana, and it duplicated, crashing down on both Xim and myself. My bones rattled, and I felt the burn of divine judgment pierce through me.

At least, it tried to pierce through me.

HP: 1,335 -> 1,330

I wasn’t impressed.

Still, I’d misjudged this man. He wasn’t a bruiser—he was a fucking paladin. My Divine defense was among my lowest, my Kinetic damage from my hammers would struggle to get through heavy armor reinforced by defensive buffs, and Dimensional damage would be offset by the man’s Fortitude. If he successfully Distracted me, I’d be forced to tie myself up fighting him. Even if he didn’t have any powerful Divine abilities, we’d probably end up beating on each other with little hope of dealing any proper damage. It was a bad matchup.

One of my oldest achievements stepped in to help me out.

I Don’t Attack You, You Attack Me: So long as you did not attack first, an enemy becomes stunned for one second the first time they deal damage to you with either a melee weapon or a part of their body.

It was easy to forget I had that one, as I so rarely sat around and waited for my enemies to hit me first.

Buster’s body locked up, his expression going slack as magic rebooted his brain. My eyes darted to Xim for an instant, but the cleric was crouched behind the seven-foot-tall behemoth of a shield she’d looted from Blood Scour. She recovered from the hit without issue but was already under assault by the Yeti monk, heretofore known as Fluffy.

Fluffy’s hands blurred with two rapid strikes, and Xim maneuvered the wall of metal in front of the hits like it weighed nothing. Waves of force traveled through the massive slab, halted by the Shielding granted by her Level 40 Fortitude evolution. The cleric gritted her teeth as the second strike broke through both the Scutum of Blood Scour and her Shielding, thumping into her armor and robes. The floor beneath Xim shattered as she weathered the hits. Fluffy’s strikes left bloody marks on the scutum, her furry knuckles dripping from the shield’s bleed effect.

Xim’s tower shield glowed red and shot forward, but Fluffy spun and darted around the shield’s edge, laying a kick into the side of Xim’s leg. Xim angled her knee to keep it from being swept out from under her, but the crack of the collision made me wince.

As soon as Xim’s leg turned outward from the Yeti’s kick, an arrow pierced through her chainmail and buried itself in her thigh. Despite the abuse, Xim was extremely durable. A quarter of the cleric’s health was gone. That was substantial, but those hits would have killed her a few months ago.

The wastelanders had clearly read the same kill priority manual I had. They knew Xim could heal, and they were trying to burn her down as fast as possible. I needed to grab their attention, but I could also help the cleric out in other ways.

I activated Aura of Persistence, granting myself and all allies Shielding that would constantly regenerate over time. Xim’s own Shielding would come back in six seconds, but my aura granted more in the short term, and if one source was exhausted, the other would take up the slack. It hit everyone in the party, granting Nuralie, Varrin, Etja, and even Grotto some extra defense while they were separated from us.

I had a choice with Life Warden. At the moment, it was on Etja, who was my default target. The problem was that the mage was currently hopped up on a drink of godly soul juice and fighting an avatar. I was reluctant to leave her unguarded, but any damage that got transferred might be more than I could handle. Normally, the max was half of Etja’s total health pool, so a little under 250 damage. In her current form I had no idea what her max health looked like.

I decided to keep it on her. It was a risk, but if she died because I pulled Life Warden, I’d have a hard time living with that.

Instead, I split my focus to activate Therianthropy and begin channeling Explosion!. Colorful wings unfolded on my back as downy tentacles wrapped around my sides, reaching into my inventory to pull out more hammers. A point of eye-catching mana appeared above my head, which began to grow and condense every second.

So long as I chanted something ominous, my enemies would be drawn to the light unless they resisted its call. Since the wastelanders had eight levels over me, my This is Bullshit! achievement would make the effect more difficult to ignore. They had to actually hear me, though, so I strained to shout over the thumping music.

I got a bit personal, and I also drew some inspiration from the Dread Star.

“Boundless Night, your child

Raised dead but can’t raise herself

A fly with wings plucked!”

Maybe it was a bit villainous to start reciting haikus about killing people’s family members to their faces, but they were trying to murder me, so fuck ‘em. Their relatives had probably been hired assassins as well. I knew they’d at least killed poor lonely Langhrey.

In other words, fornicate about and become learned.

While I moved into my second form, I felt the entire room shift slightly.

[I believe we can move this to more comfortable surroundings.]

The entire room—and probably the entire mansion—started migrating toward the opposite side of the Closet. Before I could ask Grotto for more details, the veil-wearing runeweaver showed himself.

A stream of gossamer runework unfurled from Veil’s cloud of thread, forming into a ball between me and Xim. It shot into the ground, and sigils spread out across the floor and walls in every direction. The runes pulsed with power, and space twisted as an incredible force pulled me toward the center of the formation. Gravity Anchor kept me in place, but the pull tore at my muscles while my Shielding ate most of the damage.

HP: 1,331 -> 1,303

The attack also caught Xim, but her muscles swelled and her Shielding glowed brightly over her skin. Her feet sank into the floor, shattering more boards and pressing into the stone below. The attack broke through the extra layer of defense, but she overcame the spell’s pull with overwhelming force. Another chunk of her health was gone.

Behind Veil, the blue giant’s body became a beacon in the dark. The patterns tattooed onto his skin burned white, and static filled the air. I felt elemental mana gather for a fraction of a second before it reached out to connect with Xim. I immediately hit it with a Dispel, disrupting the skill.

The counter earned me a stack of Potency, granting me a free mana shape, but it barely drained any of my mana. I’d likely come out net positive on the cast, and for a moment I wondered if it had been worth the time it took to Dispel the skill.

The spell instantly fired again, but with me as the target. The world flashed white as a thick bolt of lightning seized my body, searing flesh and tensing my muscles so tightly they began to tear. The bolt arced from me to Xim, treating the cleric to the same.

HP: 1,303 -> 995

While my health plummeted, half the damage I took was sent to Xim as healing. After eating her own bolt of lightning, we were both down to half health. She’d have been nearly dead had I not Dispelled the first bolt.

Buster had shown at least one Divine ability and the power behind his words signaled a strong Charisma score. He was the only wastelander that looked like a good candidate for being a healer, but he was also clearly built for tanking. His build was a split, which meant his heals probably weren’t as strong as they could be. Rather than waste our time trying to dig through his defenses while he healed himself, we would be better off bursting down someone a lot squishier.

Fluffy was flighty and could punch through some of our armor, but she relied on rapid-fire strikes. That could still be offset by solid damage reduction, which Xim and I both had. I had no idea where the Wishborn archer was hiding, so they weren’t a great opening target. Veil looked like support, with damage as a secondary. That was annoying, but Blue was a bigger threat. The giant hit hard and stood out like a signal flare. I mentally assigned him priority and sent that along to the group through Grotto.

The wastelanders had stormed in, layering their abilities on top of one another and giving us little room to respond. Their opening salvo had hurt, that was for sure, but the frustration on Blue’s face told me he’d expected his spell to boil our innards. It had—Xim and I just didn’t care too much.

“Our lives are fun,” Xim thought to me.

Her armor was scorched, and smoke rose from her hair. At some point, her dark locks had turned to molten blood. Crimson flames curled up from the cleric’s eye sockets, and a six-foot-wide halo of fire erupted behind her. The ring’s center pulsed white-hot as she rose a foot off the ground.

Veil’s runes continued to press down and pull on us, but Xim rushed forward, enhanced by the buff she’d earned from Sam’lia and the Celerity granted by Etja’s lingering zone of Divine power. She darted around Fluffy and rocketed to Veil, swinging her scepter at the Chovali’s chest.

Before I could question her choice of targets, the air around the Chovali burst into bloody flame and erupted into a cone of death that swallowed both Veil and the giant.

Xim’s wall of fire was imbued with the full force of her scepter strike, and it hit Veil and Blue like solid steel before crashing into the back wall, shattering panels and turning half the room into a roaring bonfire. Their bodies were swallowed by the flames, but the pair could only stumble drunkenly, too rattled to react properly to the fire beginning to blacken their skin.

At the same time, Xim’s body glowed golden, and the arrow in her thigh forced itself out as the wound began to close. Her health shot up by a third, replenishing most of what she’d lost. An aura bathed the room, and a trickle of constant healing began working on my injuries.

HP: 995 -> 1,041

Sam’lia’s Warmth

You heal 46 health and gain 1 stack of Blessed every 6 seconds.

It was an impressive display. I was already capped on Blessed, and with that I felt comfortable burning through them for defense.

Buster roared as he shook off his stun, and a circle of holy light enveloped the battle, extinguishing the fire and empowering his allies. It looked like the wastelanders were ready to start playing their trump cards.

The roof trembled as something enormous slammed into it.

[Prepare to receive backup.]


Chapter 69


You have observed the Consecration spell!

Consecration

Divine

Cost: 25 mana

Requirements: CHA 40, Divine Magic 40

You consecrate the ground in a radius around you equal to your Divine Magic skill level in feet. You, your allies, and sacred entities receive a bonus to all defenses equal to your CHA while inside the consecrated ground. Profane entities and entities hostile to you receive additional Righteous damage equal to your CHA whenever they are hit by an attack while within the consecrated ground.

Buster’s spell didn’t say anything about cleansing hostile magic, but it wiped out Xim’s inferno all the same. The entire enemy party got a huge boost to their damage reduction and a hefty boost to their damage on top.

Righteous damage was devastating against entities profane to the wielder’s god, and I had no idea what god Buster worshipped. There was no good way to know whether we would be considered abhorrent to the tenets of its faith unless Buster decided to drop us an obvious hint.

Among the things I would consider an obvious hint would be religious symbols, identifiable prayers, or a man’s skeleton tearing its way outside of his own body.

While Consecration banished Xim’s flames and buffed the Hyrachon’s allies, Buster’s skin bulged and split. Viscera-covered bone dislodged from its fleshy confines, taking the paladin’s armor and massive sword with it.

I’d seen some nasty shit during my time as a Delver, but that one made my throat tense. I had to force my stomach to keep its contents to itself. I only had an instant to grapple with my rebelling guts before the skeleton exploded from the body, spraying me with hot blood as it charged the short distance between us.

Its sword glowed with divine light, drawing power from the consecrated ground. I blocked with Gracorvus, stopping the sword without trouble, but a hateful presence invaded my body. I felt it claw through me, disgusted by my sense of mercy and enraged by any memory where I submitted to authorities greater than myself. This time, the divine judgment did burn.

HP: 1,042 -> 897

What the skeleton left behind reformed into a boneless mass of muscles and skin that somehow remained upright, dressed in small clothes and several items of jewelry. It drew a staff from its inventory.

On the bright side, Veil and Blue were both still Stunned.

“Curse in Solitude

Your love died, not once but thrice

Wife, bug, phantom, corpse!”

Explosion! continued to build as I chanted profound phrases, and Fluffy abandoned their pursuit of Xim in favor of flanking me and pummeling my kidneys while I dealt with Buster’s skeleton. I burned through Blessed stacks to offset the damage, unable to block the Yeti without abandoning my defense against the bloody skeleton. Fluffy’s fists pounded through my armor, injecting Righteous damage with each hit.

HP: 897 -> 667

I was taking the heat off of Xim, and my reward was blunt-force organ removal. Even though my kidneys were reduced to quivering chunks, I wouldn’t bleed to death, which was nice. I considered a change in tactics since Xim’s self-heal was absolutely insane.

Before I could suggest that we start juggling aggro, our backup arrived. The ceiling over the enemy mages exploded as an enormous Atrocidile maw crashed down through it.

Nottagator unleashed Titan’s Roar, indiscriminately blasting everyone with a wave of sound and pressure that momentarily overwhelmed Cloaky’s thumping music.

HP: 667 -> 602

You have resisted Fear!

“An Atrocidile berserker isn’t ideal backup!”

[True, but a Ravvenblaq berserker is.]

As Nottagator collapsed through the ceiling, Varrin dove off the monster’s back. His helm was no longer a featureless mask. Azure eyes burned furiously, the back of the helm adorned with sharp, spectral wings. He carved through the blue giant as he landed, the enemy caster still Stunned from Xim’s attack. The slash opened the man up in a diagonal from shoulder to hip.

The giant fell to his knees, blood and bowels pouring out of him.

“Arrow, Wishborn’s charge

A cricket with legs torn off

Leapt into her grave!”

My lyrical artistry struck me with the desire to stroke my beard in mysterious contemplation, but I suppressed the urge. My helmet was in the way.

Instead, I used Shortcut to reposition myself away from Buster and Fluffy, tired of being the meat in their beatdown sandwich.

The immense Atrocidile had finished smashing through the roof, collapsing the entire wall Buster had originally cut through. My drawing room was now expanded to include the ballroom next to it, which was perhaps taking open-concept a touch too far. I took advantage of the space and appeared behind Varrin, unceremoniously appointing him and Nottagator as my new meat shields while I appraised targets.

Blue was down, but not dead. The giant would bleed out in a matter of seconds. Veil was starting to recover from Xim’s wallop but was dazed. The Wishborn archer was hidden, and I didn’t have time to do a deep scan of our surroundings to find him. If we were lucky, the man had been hit by Nottagator’s Fear effect and bolted. Third Layer denizens were generally resistant to Fear, though, so I didn’t get my hopes up.

Fluffy’s entire body looked to have become encased in metal, and the Yeti was rushing toward me. Buster’s skeleton was moving to pursue as well, and his flesh bag was working up a new spell. Nottagator looked like it was ready to kill everyone, but I knew the Atrocidile’s tricks. We just needed to make sure one of the wastelanders was closer to Nottagator than we were. Then again, because the Atrocidile was sort of straddling the whole fight, we were all equally close to it. We probably just needed to stay clear of its face.

I spent my stack of Potency on Funnel to double the damage of Oblivion Orb for one attack, then threw Somncres with my Void Hammer combo. Somncres transferred all effects on the hammer to any copies I made with it, which included the double damage, so I made four of them. I assigned one hammer to the Giant in accordance with our standard team philosophy of “they’re not dead until they’re dead.”

I sent the other three hammers, along with the original Somncres, at Veil, maneuvering them along four different trajectories.

The Chovali had AoE control and damage over time effects, the ability to teleport his entire team, and the capacity to lock down someone’s magic. I was dumping a lot of mana into Explosion! and committing myself to a lengthy cooldown. I was apprehensive of a counterspell, but with Blue out of the picture, the next most likely person to cause my big bang to fizzle was the runeweaver. After Blue, they were the next best target.

My first hammer slammed into the downed Giant, collapsing what was left of their rib cage and delivering the contents of their chest cavity to the void. Buster’s flesh bag swung their staff at Veil, surrounding the Chovali in a golden shield. Their skeleton disappeared in a spray of blood, reappearing in front of my second hammer. The skeleton defended with its sword but lost a chunk of armor and bone to the Orb as it bypassed the block. I took a smattering of thorns damage in return.

The third hammer struck the glowing shield, which shattered and sent more thorns damage my way. The fourth got tangled in several layers of the runework fabric that surrounded Veil. It burned bright and destroyed the copy. The original Somncres made it through the web of defenses and struck home into the Chovali’s back, shattering their spine and then doing them the service of removing the pesky bone fragments, along with all the nearby muscles and organs.

Both enemy mages were down. Despite this current state of dead-ness, both enemy mages pulled a move that I’d always known was a valid strategy.

Corpse explosion.

Blue’s body swelled, tissues expanding and filling with chaotic mana, followed swiftly by Veil’s. I barely had time to get my shield up before both detonated in a hail of Holy damage, catching my entire group—including Nottagator—in the blast.

HP: 577 -> 391

Xim and Varrin both lost 20% of their health. Normally I would have found that trade acceptable. I was deep into the zone of hurt, but Varrin was mostly fresh, and Xim was above half. With two members of the enemy party dead, we’d probably be able to turn this shitshow around.

Both enemy mages respawned.

The chunks of their bodies turned to swirling clouds of ash, and rivers of blood poured from Buster’s flesh bag. It began to deflate, but not nearly as much as it should have, given the volume of liquid it was pumping out. The blood gathered into the shapes of the recently deceased, and both Veil and Blue were reborn naked and thoroughly displeased.

The exchange wasn’t without a cost. The mages were both thin and sickly looking, and Buster’s flesh suit had lost a third of its mass. Further, the philosophers among us could argue over whether they’d truly been resurrected or merely replaced with blood clones who shared their memories.

That is, the philosophers without Soul Sight. Put the existential dilemmas away; it was really them. They had the same souls and everything.

Fluffy dove through the cloud of ash into the ballroom, drawn to me by my emotive, poetic chanting and the ever-growing ball of destruction hovering above my head. Unfortunately for the mini-yeti, her dive took her in front of Nottagator’s face, and the Atrocidile was more than happy to play with the shiny moving object.

Nottagator snapped forward at Fluffy, nearly catching me and Varrin as well. The yeti broke out of her fixation with my dangerous allure and threw a fist at one of Nottagator’s teeth. The hit cracked the tooth and pushed the Yeti away from the Atrocidile’s attack.

Nottagator’s arm blurred as it swept its claws, and I was forced to leap back to avoid becoming collateral damage while Fluffy placed a hand on Nottagator’s finger and flipped over the attack. Varrin spun around the foot-long talons and vanished. The big guy reappeared near Nottagator’s tail, placing him in the drawing room next to Veil and Buster’s skeleton.

Buster immediately swung for the Ravvenblaq, who matched the hulking, armored skeleton for size. Varrin’s blade swept through the air, catching the massive weapon and turning it an inch off course as he stepped aside and avoided the blow. Kazandak flashed upward, tearing a gash through the skeleton’s armor. He stepped around the skeleton, Kazandak extending and aiming for Veil, but was forced to abandon the strike and duck down low as Buster spun with superhuman speed, sweeping his massive sword in a 270-degree arc.

Veil snarled and drove his hands into the ground. Runes ran along his arms and legs into the floor, spreading out around us in a blur. The Chovali’s gravity weave had continued to expand over time, and the new runes slotted into the original.

Xim flew toward Veil, weaving between Nottagator’s back legs as the Atrocidile rampaged. It roared in frustration, unable to hit the evasive yeti. Fluffy could do little more than dodge, hitting Nottagator with the occasional glancing blow that only further enraged the Atrocidile.

Xim drew in close to Veil while Varrin distracted the skeleton, but the flesh suit drove its staff toward her, encasing her in a bloody sphere. Dark-red spears skewered into Xim. The cleric swung her scepter into the barrier, filling it with crimson flame until it burst, her body lighting up as she healed the damage she’d suffered.

The wounds diminished but refused to close. Blood poured out from the cleric’s extra holes, streaming through the air to the flesh suit, which absorbed the liquid to regain the mass it lost resurrecting the mages. Xim was forced to pull back and use Cleanse, staunching the flow. I teleported to the meatbag and dropped Elemental Barrier, catching the boneless one, the Giant, and the Chovali in the AoE.

The air shook violently, knocking the mages to the ground and interrupting the flesh bag’s telekinetic vampirism. Blue pulled out an orb and crushed it, sending out a pulse of countermagic and dispelling my attack. The Chovali threw a talisman, which thunked onto my armor and stuck like a magnet.

You are Immobilized!

I mean, you were already Immobilized by your own skill, but now you’re Immobilized again!

I felt the familiar pull of a hostile teleport, which attempted to sling me into Nottagator’s face. My resistance to non-consensual Dimensional effects kicked in, ending the teleport early. I wound up beneath the Atrocidile, between its legs, and I brought up Gracorvus to knock aside a bucking set of talons.

Throughout it all, I kept chanting.

“Roach with hardened shell

Still ran from my boot in fear

Satisfying crunch!”

Veil resumed pumping runes into the ground, staring at me with murder in his eyes.

The Chovali’s weaves were insufferable. They weren’t skills that could be easily Dispelled, instead having the feel of prepared items like Nuralie’s poisons. I’d need time and focus to unravel them, which I didn’t have. They still drew mana from the Chovali to power them, which made them less robust than a traditional weave. Regardless, they were a lot more durable than a normal spell.

Veil’s weave pulsed, twisting space and delivering a piercing pain to my skull, like someone had driven a railroad spike through my temple. Varrin and Xim were caught in the gravity effect, being yanked to the opposite side of the drawing room, away from Veil. Gravity Anchor once again kept me in place against the first effect’s pull, but it didn’t help with the second.

HP: 392 -> 204

You have been Paralyzed!

While the Chovali locked us down, Blue raised his arms to the sky. I couldn’t look above me—both because I was physically incapable of it and because there was a wall of Nottagator in the way—but the dark rooms lit up like it was high noon on a cloudless day. A withering heat began to build until it was hot enough to make the rubble smolder.

Being Paralyzed kept me from doing anything physical, but it wouldn’t stop me from utilizing skills that didn’t require me to move my body. I could still channel Explosion!, although I couldn’t snap my fingers to activate it. I could also maintain my Shielding aura.

And I could still use Reverse Card.

I seized the Giant’s spell as he finished his cast. At first, I thought the redirect had failed. It cost zero mana to take control of it, which didn’t make sense. Reverse Card’s cost was equal to the mana spent by the caster. However, Reverse Card did work, which meant the spell had cost… nothing?

A twenty-foot-wide beam of scorching light descended from above, centered on the Giant. Blue’s eyes went wide, and the other wastelanders abandoned him to his fate.

Veil teleported deep into the ballroom. Buster’s flesh bag tore off its amulet and held it aloft. The pendant disintegrated, surrounding both the skeleton and its calcium-deprived brother in a thick layer of blood. Xim hunkered down behind her shield, and Varrin stood in front of her with blade ready, both having resisted the paralysis with one of their evolutions. I clenched and hoped for the best.

The Giant didn’t react in time.

The beam struck like the hand of God, tearing everything within fifty feet of Blue to pieces and then igniting it. The bloody barrier around Buster’s two halves boiled. Varrin rended the air with his blade, splitting the apocalyptic attack and driving it to either side, creating a narrow wedge of calm for himself and Xim. The wooden floor became smoke, the stone beneath the wood turned molten, and the liquid rock bubbled, spitting noxious fumes. Blue’s skin peeled away, and the flesh beneath blackened.

Nottagator roared as its entire back half was soaked in flame. The Atrocidile’s body protected me from the worst of the attack, but my eyes were flash-dried, and my gambeson began to burn as my armor turned into a furnace. Spell-based elemental fire was nearly my highest defense, however, and despite being deeply uncomfortable, I avoided taking damage.

The beam terminated when the life of its caster was spent, and Blue’s smoking body fell into the slag.


Chapter 70


Iwas blinded for several terrifying seconds after the beam hit. I kept a spiritual eye on everyone with Soul Sight. At least the wastelanders seemed to be as fucked as I was. When the afterimage cleared from my vision, it was just in time to see a massive section of the six-foot-thick stone floor droop and fall away into the empty space of the Closet below. Blue’s corpse went along with it. This time, there was no miraculous resurrection for the mage.

There was a second of hesitation in the enemy party, and Xim took advantage of it.

The burning icon of a pulsing heart appeared above the cleric. Blood-red flames surrounded it, a stark contrast to the orange-white inferno left in the beam’s wake. The heart swelled as she poured stacks of Blessed into it. The organ beat with a pounding thump, emitting a wave of dread that drove itself into the minds of the remaining wastelanders.

Fluffy tried to run, but Xim’s Fear effect also Slowed its victims. Nottagator snapped at the Yeti, finally catching the elusive pugilist and clamping down on her with its jaws. Veil shivered, then sluggishly raced through the remains of the ballroom to the nearest door, tearing through it rather than using the doorknob like a polite house guest.

As the Chovali runeweaver lost his shit, the weaves fell apart and my Paralyzed debuff ended.

I was just about ready to snap.

Buster’s two halves floated away from the massive hole in the floor, steaming as the last remnants of their blood shield boiled away. Neither seemed to suffer from the Fear effect.

Varrin was already flying through the air toward the pair, the spectral blue eyes on his helm growing more intense every second. The skeleton moved to intercept and swung its massive blade in a precise blur of speed. Varrin stepped through the air like he stood on solid ground, avoiding the hit with minimal effort and running Kazandak across the skeleton’s battered armor. It bit through the plate and severed three ribs.

Varrin tilted his body and tanked the next attack with his side, moving to deflect the majority of the thousand-pound blade’s energy.

The eyes on his helm grew brighter.

Flesh bag tried to trap Varrin in a blood dome, but the big guy spun and vanished, then reappeared behind the skeleton and carved through part of its spine.

Xim sent me a thought, and I canceled Gravity Anchor as she grabbed me. We shot up through the roof, and she cast a Heal as we flew away. Then her aura ticked, granting me even more healing.

HP: 204 -> 480

“Blast ‘em,” she said, then let me loose.

My wings spread, and I caught myself. I looked down at the mansion, a significant portion of which was actively on fire and collapsing as it migrated through the dark, empty space of the Closet.

I scanned for the souls of the wastelanders, along with Etja and Hysteria. Neither the mage nor the avatar was within my Sight, but my default mana shape from Arcane Library allowed my spells to bend around and ignore my allies, so Etja would be safe, even if she was still inside.

Veil had fled to the edge of the mansion, searching for an escape in a house with no exits. From where we hovered, the building looked like a rectangular prism of dark, floating stone. One with a mighty hole poked into it, but the Chovali had run away in terror, leaving that potential mode of egress behind. I still couldn’t find the Wishborn.

Varrin raged against Buster’s skeleton. He grew stronger with every hit he took or dished out, but Berserk forced him to fight the closest enemy. A stream of blood flowed from his injuries to the meat suit, healing the caster as he took the warrior apart.

Explosion! was charged enough to destroy the whole place, hitting everyone, or I could leave Nottagator and its Yeti chew toy untouched by detonating the spell off-center. The Atrocidile didn’t count as an ally, given that it would tear me apart as readily as anyone else. Explosion! wouldn’t ignore the monster, even with the mana shape on my spells.

I knew the beast could tank the hit, but even if the Atrocidile would survive the blast, I was a softie when it came to my pets, regardless of whether they were bloodthirsty abominations. Nottagator was already injured from the beam and hadn’t bothered to extinguish itself, letting the fire fuel its own Rage stacks.

There was no way they could hear me from this distance, so I simply spoke the last phrase of my chant, and dropped the AoE toward the edge of the grounds.

“You’ll die as you lived

Beneath another man’s heel

Crushed like those you loved.”

The whole skirmish had lasted eighteen seconds. Even with half of the AoE bombing empty space, Explosion! obliterated a 110-foot chunk of the mansion. The entire western wing erupted, sending broken rock, splintered wood, and shattered art and furniture hurtling away into the dark.

Then the force of the detonation reversed, sucking in all the debris, along with the chunky remains of Veil and both halves of Buster. The detritus crashed together into one big lump, then scattered and fell away into the dark.

The spell dropped more than 800 damage right on top of Veil and Buster’s mercenary heads. In exchange, the mansion became a burning ruin.

I evaluated the impact, searching to see if either of my targets survived. I caught a glimmer of Buster’s soul, falling and fading in and out of existence, but Veil was gone. The music had also stopped. I didn’t see any sign of Hysteria’s cloak.

Varrin floated for a moment, chest heaving with heavy breaths as he looked for his next victim. He locked onto Fluffy and Nottagator. Before he could charge, Xim hit him with a Cleanse, ending the Berserk status.

Varrin’s helm went dark, and the man shook his head, then reevaluated the battlefield, or lack thereof. Nottagator had Fluffy between its teeth and rolled, grinding the yeti into the floor and extinguishing the flames on and around it.

Varrin decided against getting between the beast and its prey, choosing to fly up to meet me and Xim instead.

HP: 483 -> 759

“This form drains a lot of stamina,” Xim said as she cast another Heal. “I can burn mana to get my stamina back, but only if I’m healing from an injury. If we’re killing anything else, we should get a move on.”

I looked over, taking in her transformation. Her hair flowed like a liquid, similar to Sam’lia’s own, though its fluidity was more pronounced. Her eyes leaked dark flames, but the heat was gentle. The glowing ring at her back hummed as it held her aloft.

“Resource check,” I said, then sent a thought to Grotto.

“Grotto, do we have eyes on Etja and Hysteria? What about Nuralie and the Zenithar? We’re also missing the Wishborn archer.”

“I can keep this up for three more minutes,” said Xim. “It has a 24-hour cooldown. Mana is fine. I can recover it fast if I get a few minutes to meditate.”

Varrin’s helm went dark, and I felt power rush through his body as he burned a chunk of stamina. His health jumped up by 421 points.

“I’m good,” he said.

“I could have just Healed you,” said Xim.

“What’s your mana regen?”

“Eighty.”

“My stamina regen is twelve hundred out of combat. Heal Arlo instead.”

Xim’s eyebrows shot up as she tossed another spell my way. Between her spells and aura, my wounds were knitting closed at an incredible pace. My kidneys had probably regrown themselves. There was also an uncomfortable tearing feeling in my chest. The Giant’s lightning bolt had fused some of my skin to my gambeson. The charred flesh was peeling free as new skin formed beneath it.

“How much of that is from your new helmet?” Xim asked.

Varrin sent us the helm’s description.

Sanitas Ira

Corvite Houndskull Bascinet

Requirements: STR 40, SPD 20, AGI 20, FOR 40

+16 DR All

+86 Physical DR

+60 Health Regeneration

+240 Stamina Regeneration

+160 Dodge

+40 Dodge Recovery

While Berserk, you gain +68% resistance to hostile mind-affecting abilities.

This item can only be wielded by members of the Ravvenblaq family.

“Jesus fuck,” I muttered. “Do all those numbers go up another 50% from your Old Money passive?”

“The passive is called Ancestral Regalia, and yes. The stamina regen gets tripled by Deep Breaths as well.”

“So you’re immune to mental attacks while berserking,” said Xim. That reminded me to check the Holy Water. It was seconds away from expiring.

“I knew that shit would be good,” I said. “But damn. Also, I’ve got 174 mana with regen at 400 currently.”

“Okay, enough show and tell,” said Xim. “Are we moving?”

“Still waiting on Grotto,” I said, growing nervous. “He isn’t answering.”

“Grotto?” I tried again.

A wave of Spiritual pain shot through my connection with the Bonded Familiar. Dread began to overwhelm me. My head spun until I grew nauseous, scattering my thoughts until I could barely think. I’d never felt this side of Shared Fate, but I knew instinctively what it meant.

Something had just attacked Grotto, and the wound went beyond his fake octo body, badly damaging his core.

I spun toward the Pocket Delve. The ruined mansion had been traveling in that direction. I couldn’t see it through the dark, but Coordinated Thinker told me we’d covered three-quarters of the distance.

Varrin was the fastest, and after a quick word, he grabbed each of us with a giant arm and took off, immediately cracking through the sound barrier. The Delve’s dark exterior was visible within seconds.

I scanned the boundaries for Dimensional Magic, finding nothing but the normal ambient levels. “The portal barrier is down,” I said. “It should be self-sustaining. Either Grotto shut it down manually, or something is preventing the obelisk from distributing mana.”

“What’s the move?” asked Xim.

“Give me a sec,” I said, closing my eyes and focusing.

The easiest method of finding everyone was to use my aura. I calmed myself and focused on Grotto first. He was deep within the Delve, but his surroundings were nearly pitch black. There was just enough light for my darkvision to give me a vague impression of the space, which was small and cramped.

Grotto had shown me a three-dimensional model of the entire Closet while the Littans ran through the Delve. I brought that up in my mind, remembering the general layout, and focused while feeling out Grotto through my aura and our soul connection. I was pretty sure he was in the control room, but all of his equipment had gone dead.

The Core was alive but unresponsive. I couldn’t make out any enemies in the room through my aura, so I took a crack with my Soul Sight.

Grotto’s control room was warded to hell and back. It was surrounded by a sphere of inch-thick mana-enhancing Madrin woven with a dozen different anti-teleportation, anti-scrying, and anti-divination arrays on top of a variety of other enchantments falling within the “none of your business” category. That was surrounded by a sphere of meter-thick mana-dampening dark iron with enough damage reduction weaves to make any attempt at a brute-force entry take long enough for backup to arrive.

All of the weaves were independently powered through mana chips, so they weren’t reliant on the obelisk to stay active. Grotto had probably dumped more than half the chips I’d ever given him into making the little bunker. Normally, such robust defensive measures would be great. At the moment, it was getting in the way.

My connection to Grotto gave me enough to get a read on his soul, but my Sight was otherwise blocked. I couldn’t be certain the Core was alone, or that this wasn’t a trap of some sort.

While I was searching for Grotto, I also reached out to Etja. She was in the Delve as well, in the hallway outside the obelisk chamber and buried in a wall. Her health was fine, and no damage had transferred to me through Life Warden, but she was unconscious. There was a horde of dead Gekkogs around her, several of which had arrows sticking out of them.

I could just barely see into the obelisk chamber. I could make out the fluttering outline of the Wishborn standing a foot off the ground next to the dark pillar. They were doing something to it, but I couldn’t tell what.

I reached out for Nuralie next, but I was completely blocked off. That could have been because she didn’t want to be found, because the Zenithar was using some kind of divine interference, or because something less pleasant was interfering. Either way, she was alive and well on the party interface.

I opened my eyes.

“Well, we can go guns blazing and make a reckless teleport into a potential trap,” I said. “Or Xim can drop her transformation to save stamina while we work out a better plan.”

“Explain,” said Xim. I gave them the abbreviated version.

“Can we even get inside Grotto’s command center?” asked Varrin. “If it is as well defended as you say, I am uncertain how we could quickly infiltrate.”

“I can think of two methods,” I said. “First, layer walking.”

“Shit,” said Xim. She let her transformation end, forgot that she couldn’t fly without it, and Varrin swept down to scoop her up before she fell too far. She cleared her throat and wiggled a bit in the princess carry. “Layer walking would take time. I’d have to set up the ritual. This is also completely unknown territory, and I have no idea what the wilds would be like in here.”

“But you think it would work?” I said.

“Probably. It might even be easier than normal, since the Closet has a direct connection to the tribe. The problem is what else might be in here from the Third Layer that we don’t know about. This area may be relatively tame, as it’s conceptually related to our lands, but it’s very unrelated from a geographic standpoint.” She blew a curl of hair from her face and looked around. “It’s also possible that this is the layout within the Third Layer, because the Closet is all that’s ever existed here. If that’s the case, it wouldn’t help us much. There’d still be a hunk of rock and magic metal in our way.”

“What’s the second option?” asked Varrin.

“Grotto’s anti-teleportation weaves form a perfect sphere around the control room,” I said. “But that’s a three-dimensional shape. I can try to access the room by fumbling about in the shadows of the fourth dimension, where that hollow sphere would become equivalent to a circle that I can just sort of… step over. Then I mana-shape Shortcut to take you both along with me.”

“You have only done that once, correct?” said Varrin.

“Yeah, during the Cathedral puzzle in the Descent.”

“Chances of catastrophic failure?” asked Xim.

“I think it would be low,” I said. “I use Coordinated Thinker to find the path, which doesn’t require me to physically go anywhere, just feel out the space and apply some Dimensional Magic. The teleport would be normal. For me, at least. I haven’t done it with a group.”

“Which option would be faster to eliminate?” asked Varrin.

“It should only take me a minute to figure out the teleport,” I said.

“That’s faster than my way,” said Xim. “Sounds like a winner. If it doesn’t work, we can risk diving into the unknowns of the Closet’s Third Layer.”

“All right,” I said, then began focusing on moving my perception strangeward.

I spent several seconds reacquainting myself with the feeling of looking in the incomprehensible direction, then worked to settle my focus on the shadows that my mind could fathom. When I went through this process while moving from the basilica to the cathedral, I was maneuvering down a straight hallway, one that was infinitely larger than the rooms I was moving between.

Here, there was no hallway.

There was only plant.


Chapter 71


Using Coordinated Thinker to find a valid teleport location for Shortcut was a bit like groping about blindly with a big phantom hand. I didn’t “see” the spaces I was searching through, but I could get a feel for their structure and dimensions.

It made me think of one of those sticky hands I used to get out of a gumball toy machine at the grocery store. There was a long, stretchy “arm” that connected the appendage to my perception, with a hand about the size of my own body at the end, which slapped around and groped at stuff, sticking to anything interesting. It could move through solid objects, send feedback, and ultimately determine whether a space was safe to teleport to.

Searching for a way into Grotto’s bunker by using Coordinated Thinker to go strangeward was—believe it or not—much stranger. The phantom limb became something massive, expanding out into a new dimension. It was the same volume of growth as a thick line on a sheet of paper rising off the page to become an entire wall. The length and width were the same, but adding depth created something vastly larger than its flattened-out counterpart.

I could use this supermassive hand to run my fingers along all the surfaces of the Delve. Interior, exterior, it didn’t matter, since I could reach over any three-dimensional barrier. I could read the Delve’s compartments like braille, and theoretically find Grotto’s control center without much problem. I already knew where it was, relative to myself; I just had to stretch out and stick my hand inside.

While I couldn’t “see” what surrounded the hand, I could still use it to determine the bounds of objects around it. If I focused, I could get a general shape or texture, maybe even guess what it was I was poking at. When moving between the cathedral and basilica, the feeling I got from the hand’s strangeward dimension was of an incomprehensibly large hallway. I could more or less slide my hand blindly down a smooth wall until I got where I needed to be.

The ‘texture’ of the Closet’s fourth dimension was not smooth. It was ropey, fleshy, wet, and moving.

When I first reached out, a vine slithered through the phantom limb, and I immediately jerked my senses back. It felt like I’d reached out to grab a snack from the pantry without looking, and stuffed my hand into a pile of live snakes instead.

I didn’t have a problem with snakes—or plants that looked and felt like snakes—but I’d still jump if I encountered a snake-like creature in a place I wasn’t expecting one to be. I’d had a pet snake named Albert for about a decade. It was cute enough, if a bit bitey.

But if I’d gone for a midnight piss and found Albert coiled up in the toilet bowl, I’d have screamed like a bobcat.

Anyway, I took about three seconds to allow my heart rate to drop back below 200 bpm and reached in for another attempt. Unlike Albert, the plant couldn’t bite me. My hand wasn’t really there, just an extension of my perception. That didn’t stop my skin from crawling when carnivorous Dominion Ivy was the overwhelming majority of what I could sense. It also didn’t stop me from groping around until I found Grotto’s bunker.

“Stand close,” I said.

Xim and Varrin moved until they were shoulder to shoulder with me, weapons and spells ready. Xim had taken the time while I concentrated to grant Varrin the Blessings of Hunger and Pounding, giving him endless Blessed generation, along with bonus damage and life leech.

I cast Shortcut, using the Bubble mana shape to take my allies with me.

Aside from the several dozen mutilated vines that appeared along with us, we made it inside the control room without issue.

Varrin used Ghostwind Slash, I dropped an Elemental Barrier with the Cold damage type, and Xim cast Judgment. All three of us had abilities that allowed the skills to ignore allies, and the room was small enough that our AoEs fully encompassed it.

A spectral copy of Kazandak swept around us, filling the room with a cutting Spiritual wind that sucked a shadowy figure from a dark corner. The temperature dropped low enough to flash-freeze water, then erupted in a pillar of holy fire.

This resulted in the mystery figure being Slowed, Ignited, afflicted with Fear, Slowed again—which upgraded it to Immobilized—Weakened, and Cursed, while taking a combination of Spectral, Elemental, Infernal, and Psychic damage.

Whoever this was, they were almost certainly an enemy. There was a tiny chance they were a random Hiwardian guest who was neither an ally nor an enemy and had stuck around to sneak inside Grotto’s hideout somehow. Our skills would ignore allies, but not neutral third parties.

I wouldn’t lose sleep over it if they were the latter, though. Breaking into a secured facility inside of a Delver’s personal pocket dimension was an effective way to self-select oneself out of the gene pool.

However, our combination of attacks made it difficult to figure out who we were annihilating. Their soul was in chaos from Varrin’s attack, and they were burning with all the enthusiasm of dry kindling on a bonfire in the middle of a drought.

Once the pull effect from Varrin’s skill wore off, Elemental Barrier launched the burning figure away. Varrin flicked Kazandak, removing the person’s head before they thudded against the wall, crumpling to the floor in two parts.

I canceled my spell, and Xim willed the flames to die. I stepped forward to poke the person with my boot. They were a mutilated hunk of unidentifiable charcoal, and they were very much deceased.

“Who do ya think that was?” asked Xim.

I ignored the body and spun, looking for Grotto. I spotted him by the back wall, and for a moment I thought he was hovering in place. When I pushed past Varrin and took a step closer, I realized he was hanging from the wall. An arrow had passed through his center and buried itself in one of the dark slates he used to monitor information, pinning him.

I stood close and looked at the wound. From the outside, Grotto looked like a little c’thon that had been murdered. His eyes were glassy and unfocused, his tentacles were limp, and azure blood dripped from his feelers onto the ground but no longer flowed from the wound.

I pushed down a flare of grief and anger. My Sight told me what I already knew through our Shared Fate connection.

His soul was weak, but the Core was alive.

“Grotto?” I said.

I raised a hand on impulse but dropped it without touching him. I had no idea whether trying to move him would help or hinder, so I deferred to Xim. The cleric stepped up next to me, a look of dismay crossing her features. An instant later her expression settled into something more clinical and detached.

She reached up, gently placed her hand along Grotto’s side, and closed her eyes. A soft pulse of Divine mana ran down her arm and through the Core’s body.

“His organic body feels like it’s shut down,” she said. “But it’s hard to say how bad the damage is. Grotto’s c’thon body is—by design—missing most of the vital organs a normal living being needs. Still, there’s no blood flow or muscular activity, none of the things his core handles to maintain the c’thonic tissue.”

“His Delve Core body is alive, I know that much,” I said. “Can you get insight into how badly his chassis has been damaged?”

“I’m the wrong person to ask,” she said. “He’s a combination of mana weaves and machinery and who knows what else. Nuralie would probably be our best bet. Even you or Etja would have a better chance at evaluating him than I would.”

I bit my lip as I thought over the situation. Varrin squatted next to the half-cremated corpse and tried to find anything of interest. The room hadn’t been spared our onslaught, but its contents were made of extremely durable Delve stuff.

The mini-obelisk at the center was untouched, and I could barely notice where Xim’s fire had burned. It was a bit more selective than normal fire, given its divine nature. Varrin’s attack hadn’t used a physical blade, so nothing had been cut into pieces, and Elemental Barrier had left a layer of frost behind, but the wave of force it emitted wasn’t very destructive on its own.

For how ruinous the three skills had been on the unidentifiable intruder, they’d gone pretty easy on the environment.

“He’s not dead, and from what I can tell he’s not getting worse,” I said. “But he’s incapacitated, and I have no idea if that puts him on a timer.”

“Why would it?” asked Xim.

“He needs to absorb mana to stay functional,” I said. “I don’t know if he can do that in this state.”

“How does he normally fix himself?” asked Varrin.

“He has automated functions that deal with wear and tear, but this goes well beyond that,” I said. “There’s a space for him inside the obelisk, like there was in his old Delve. He told me that if he had a major problem, I should put him in there.”

“You two did not discuss any other contingencies?” asked Varrin.

“You know how he is,” I said. “I don’t even know what intrinsic skill would be most helpful for fixing him.”

“I believe it would be wise to force that conversation,” said Varrin. “In case this happens again.”

I appreciated that Varrin was operating with the belief that we’d all survive for there to be a next time.

“You’re right. Regardless, that’s the best place for him until we figure out whether we need to do anything manually. The main obstacle to that idea is that someone is in there fucking with the obelisk as we speak.”

“You said it looked like the Wishborn,” said Varrin.

“I did,” I said. “But if their archer is in the obelisk room, then who’s that?” I nodded at the charred corpse. “It sure looks like that fuck shot Grotto with an arrow and then hid out, trying to ambush us.”

“We haven’t gotten any kill notifications,” said Xim. “If the System could tell us who’s dead, it would simplify things.”

“It is probably treating this as a single encounter,” said Varrin. “We will receive any combat notifications once the threat is dealt with.”

I furrowed my brow and looked back at Grotto. It was disturbing to see him like this. I knew intellectually that Grotto wasn’t a little floating feathered octopus, but that’s the form I’d known him as for the majority of our time together. Emotionally, it felt like looking at the body of a friend, murdered in cold blood. I tried to push down another spike of anger but only half-succeeded. I needed to keep a level head and stay rational, but there was a heat in my chest that wouldn’t go away.

“Maybe we can see the notifications,” I said, drawing curious looks from both Xim and Varrin. I pulled up my skills and re-read Dungeoneering.

Dungeoneering: This skill allows you to use System Insight concerning Delves, dungeons, and labyrinths. Higher levels improve the insights you receive.

System Insight was a term first explained to me by the crafter and merchant Seinnador, who used it to gain additional information when inspecting items. As far as I knew, it meant the System would grace you with some of its vast knowledge from time to time, if it felt like it, and only about the specific thing for which you had System Insight. It was one of those vague, bullshit ‘abilities’ that I had a strong distaste for.

It was also useless.

The information we got from Grotto was leaps and bounds above anything the skill could provide. Thus, Dungeoneering was a dead skill for me, and it was primarily a vessel for Grotto to provide bonuses to the Pocket Delve. The evolutions made the Delve more mana-efficient and made allied Fear effects more difficult to resist while inside.

The Delve was at best an indirect help to me. Grotto had promised to create automation chains within the Delve for things I wanted or needed but hadn’t yet gotten around to it. I hadn’t pressed him on it, and we’d been busy, but it was a theoretical future benefit and not immediately useful.

However, System Insight was as close as a normal Delver could get to being able to make a System Call.

System Calls were made by Delve Cores and other System entities when they wanted something specific from the System that it wouldn’t automatically provide them. Grotto’s override codes were System Calls, and they could be used much more broadly than System Insight. The System Rep that we’d gotten from the Delve was a currency used when making a System Call, allowing the System to allocate additional resources via some kind of merit-based logic. Successful Cores got more support, while unsuccessful Cores had to nut up.

Grotto had his own pool of System Rep, but so did I. That was a point of confusion for Grotto and even Avarice when I mentioned it to her. Of course, my relationship with the System was unusual. After all, how many Delvers were co-arbiters of a Delve? I suspected the answer was one.

And, as co-arbiter of a Delve, shouldn’t I be allowed to make a System Call? If not, then what the fuck was the point of me having this Dungeoneering skill?

“System Call,” I said, crossing my fingers. “Update combat notifications for Delver Party: Fortune’s Folly.”

Varrin raised an eyebrow, while Xim peered up at the ceiling in anticipation. Several seconds passed with no response. I was about to try again when I got a notification.

Evaluating request…

Combat notifications are held in reserve until Fortune’s Folly has successfully navigated the current conflict. Advancing notifications will require an appropriate override code.

Xim saw me react to the message but couldn’t see it herself. “Did it work?” she asked. I nodded. “No fuckin’ way.”

I searched through my memory for the codes I’d seen. I glanced back at Grotto as one came to mind.

“Override Code 003: Preservation of Delve Core.”
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Please provide additional context

Itook a deep breath and formulated my argument.

“Delve Core 1156 has suffered significant damage to his chassis and has become non-responsive,” I said. “The perpetrator is suspected to be another Delver, but I am unable to determine whether that Delver has been killed. An entity that matches the Delver’s appearance is currently interfering with the obelisk for Delve 1156-B, but the avatar Hysteria is also present, and they are known to mimic appearances.

“Core 1156 needs to be inserted into the Delve obelisk to facilitate repairs. If the person in the obelisk chamber is a Delver, we can intervene and gain access to the obelisk. If the entity within the chamber is an avatar, accessing the obelisk would present even greater risk to the Core.

“Additionally, the Delver is supported by a full five-person party. Knowing which members still live will further improve our ability to render aid to the Core.”

Ingesting data from Delve 1156-B: The Pocket Delve, d/b/a Inheritance of the Void King…

Evaluating…

An additional System Call for this Delve is outstanding. Would you like to bundle your requests?

“What’s the other one?” I asked.

System Call: Deliver urgent communication to SC2 for relay to User Name: Avarice.

“That never went out?”

No. The message was held in queue while User Name: Avarice was located. The recipient entity is currently in close proximity to Delve 1156-B. The System recommended that the Delve Core attempt to make contact independently. The outstanding System Call has been held in reserve pending a response from 1156.

Given that 1156 is non-functional, the Call will be manually evaluated before submission. Estimated time until evaluation: 43 minutes.

As the System described its process, I was struck by how bureaucratic it sounded, and I began to wonder who or what I was talking to.

System Core 1 sounded like a manic sadist with enough conflicting personalities that their use of the royal “we” was entirely justified. System Core 2 had the mellower vibe of a slightly put-out technician who’d resigned themselves to being the only person competent enough to deal with the ever-growing pile of shit on their org’s to-do list.

Whatever I was currently speaking with had a much drier and more robotic tone. It matched some of the messages I’d received during Delves, but rarely what I would get when having more of a ‘conversation’ with the System. I’d always been confused by that tonal shift, but now I wondered whether this was something completely different from either of the two main cores.

Also, Avarice was close to the Delve? How close? Had she never left the Closet?

“Clarification: to whom am I speaking?” I asked.

I am Subsystem Series 11. I am responsible for Delver interactions and Tier 1 support requests originating from Delves 1100 to 1199.

“All right. Mind if I call you Sub-el? Short for Sub-eleven?”

I do not mind. That moniker is already associated with my designation.

“Huh.” Someone else had beaten me to the nickname. “We’re in a bit of a time crunch, Sub-el. If we bundle those System Calls together, what’s the ETA on a response?”

Bundled requests receive a higher priority. Once I finish evaluating the data from Delve 1156, I will escalate both System Calls immediately. It will take me approximately 6 minutes to finish my evaluation.

“Is it possible to speed that up?”

Yes. Additional processing power is available for purchase. Would you like to purchase additional processing power for 1 System Rep?

“Does that last forever, or only for this request?”

Additional processing power is provided in batches and will be used to facilitate all expedited requests until expended.

“Uh, you know what? Sure. Let me buy that processing power.”

I watched my Rep go down by one and found myself wrestling with a new wave of anger boiling under my skin. I hadn’t known what to expect from using System Call, but⁠—

No, that’s not true. I’d expected it to be cool as shit.

I’d been planning on adding “Master of Systems” to my parade of personal titles, flaunting my ability to call down the power of a globe-spanning magical intelligence on a whim. I would speak, and the System would heed my words, eager to satisfy my demands!

Instead, I’d gotten access to a ground-level support bot aaaaaaand Mother. Fucking. Microtransactions.

Dealing with hotline support while losing out on valuable working hours was annoying on its own, but suffering through time-sucking escalation protocols while lives were at stake was fucking intolerable.

Having to pay to reduce my hold time was also obnoxious, but the rich-dick side of me appreciated having the option, and the convenience of the transaction was impeccable. I hadn’t even had to read Sub-el my card number; everything was already on file.

Override Code 003 has been accepted. Due to the time-sensitive nature of your circumstances, I am bypassing normal escalation protocols and granting your request to advance combat notifications. Fortune’s Folly has additional skill advancements held in reserve due to other feats. I am releasing those as well.

Your party has slain Garvandr, Burning Sky: Delver, Level 20!

Your party has slain Cliffswept, Runic Shroud: Delver, Level 20!

Your party has defeated Zayn Ayad: Delver, Level 20!

Your party receives no System-issued rewards for this victory.

Your Dimensional Magic skill has increased from Level 32 to Level 35!

Your Blunt skill has increased to Level 28!

Your Shields skill has increased to Level 27!

Your Physical Magic skill has increased from Level 22 to Level 24!

Your Mystical Magic skill has increased from Level 22 to Level 24!

Your Heavy Armor skill has increased from Level 21 to Level 23!

Your Leadership skill has increased from Level 21 to Level 23!

Your Dungeoneering skill has increased to Level 26!

Your Diplomacy skill has increased from Level 11 to Level 15!

That was a decent haul. Eighteen skill levels, but it looked like the System had been holding out on delivering some of them since before the big fight.

Had my Diplomacy skyrocketed because of my meetings with the Hiwardians, or had dealing with Hysteria also helped? I’d gotten a Mystical Magic level during my attempted escape from Hysteria, which was after dealing with the Hiwardians, so I suspected whatever made Diplomacy advance was something that happened afterward.

Maybe facilitating a meeting between an avatar and an elder god counted as diplomacy? We were definitely engaging in one of the oldest forms of diplomacy, which was killing the shit out of people who disagreed with us.

“Defeated,” Varrin growled as he read the notification for the enemy archer.

“Wishborn are created to fulfill a wish,” said Xim. “They’re spawned by feeding a powerful desire to an ancient blood ritual. When they die, their body is banished back to the Third Layer, but they can’t be fully killed until either their purpose is fulfilled or it becomes impossible to achieve.”

“The big-sworded Hyrachon said they were born to protect someone,” I said. “But the person they were protecting is dead now. Sounds impossible to me.”

“Then the wish was more complex,” she said. “It could have been something like ‘Protect my person and seek vengeance on any who do them harm.’”

“Great. How long until they can return?” I asked, looking at the “defeated” corpse.

“It takes longer each time they’re banished, and it depends on the strength of the ritual. There’s a whole poem about it, but it’s really cryptic, so I won’t recite it to you. The baseline is thirty days, then three months, then three seasons, then two years and one season. It keeps multiplying by three from there, but it’s offset by the length of time they were active and fulfilling the wish.”

“In other words,” said Varrin, “it is not a problem for today.”

“Sounds like it,” I said. “But at some point between thirty days and several years from now, we might have an angry shadow man coming after us again.”

“Then we will kill him again,” said Varrin.

“Good enough plan for me. We didn’t get Buster or Fluffy, either. Veil was their transportation, so they’re probably stuck in here.”

“We can find and finish them later,” said Xim. “What are we doing about Hysteria pretending to be the Wishborn and messing up your obelisk?”

“One sec,” I said. Sub-el had sent me another notification, but I’d ignored it while we’d discussed it.

Your message has entered the queue for delivery to SC2, but there is currently a high volume of incoming communications. Would you like to purchase additional message priority for 10 System Rep?

“Ten? Holy shit, that price went up fast. Sub-el, how long is the wait right now, and how long would it be if I paid for it?”

Estimated time until SC2 receives your message is currently 3 days, 11 hours, and 16 minutes. With the purchase of additional priority, the message will be delivered within the next 9 hours.

“Is that max speed?”

Higher levels of priority are available, but you do not possess sufficient Rep.

“Hmm. Neither of those time frames is helpful. Can I send a message to Avarice directly?”

One moment…

Information on User Name: Avarice is restricted. Please contact System Core 2 for assistance.

“This is some bullshit,” I muttered. I looked around aimlessly for a second, my muscle memory searching for a way to mute my mic with Sub-el. I decided to take a big step to the right and look up at a different part of the ceiling. “Hey! Avarice! You around?!”

No impossibly tall women appeared.

“Why are you trying to call for another avatar?” Xim hissed at me.

“Avarice can be helpful,” I said. “She sold me those Holy Waters and the orb that broke Hysteria’s illusions.”

“Yeah? What did that cost you?”

“A few vines and a quest.”

“A ‘quest,’” said Varrin, sounding less than enthusiastic. “What kind of quest?”

“I’ll tell you the terms later, but I think they’re favorable.”

“This is a quest that you’re doing, right?” said Xim. “Alone, without involving us.”

“No, it’s a quest for the whole party.”

“I see,” said Xim. “What are you planning to trade to her now? I can respect you doing what needed to be done to get us out of Hysteria’s trap, but I’d rather not barter away any more of our future than you already have.”

I considered Xim’s question while waiting to see if Avarice would show up. Even if Avarice were around, would she notice me yelling her name from inside Grotto’s bunker? It’s not like she was the avatar of hearing or anything.

Maybe I could summon her at a crossroads by burying a box containing a self-portrait, some graveyard dirt, and a bone from a black cat.

More seriously, she would probably appear if a good enough deal was floated her way. Having a supernatural sense for discounted goods was believable enough. Plus, according to Sub-el, she was already close by.

“I have an idea,” I said. “I don’t think it will require us to do anything more than what we’re already willing to do.”

Xim crossed her arms and waited for me to enlighten her, while I asked Sub-el to show me the contents of the message Grotto was trying to send to Avarice. After a quick deliberation, I made a few modifications.

I felt like an asshole for what I was about to ask Sub-el, but I didn’t feel like I had time to mess around with the ground-level support AI.

“Sub-el, I’d like to escalate this matter to SC2.”

Escalation to SC2 would bypass multiple support tiers. An appropriate override code is required.

“Override Code 003 isn’t good enough?”

Your Code 003 request is insufficient for direct System Core intervention. The relevant information from Delve 1156-B is being transferred to a higher support tier and will be further evaluated as soon as possible.

“Is there an override code for an avatar being inside one of the Delves and fucking shit up?” I asked, thinking back to when we’d first encountered Orexis. “What about Code 001?”

Override Code 001: Preservation of Delve System is appropriate if a sufficiently powerful entity threatens widespread damage or usage interruption. However, the requested System action must also relate to the avoidance or mitigation of the event. Expediting the delivery of a message to a non-System entity is not an appropriate use of Code 001.

“Are you authorized to make a final determination of what actions should be taken during a 001 event?”

My role is to evaluate the basis of the request and determine whether it is valid.

“Does your role allow you to unilaterally disregard a suggested course of action if an appropriate basis for a 001 override is found?”

Only if the suggested action has no rational relationship to the problem at hand.

“If the information on Avarice is restricted, then how can you conclusively say that sending her a message has no rational relationship to the Code 001 problem in Delve 1156-B?”

…

…

As of now, no evaluation of override Code 001 has been performed. Would you like to submit override Code 001?

“Yes please, and thank you.”

A new notification popped up telling me that Sub-el was working on it, but they didn’t seem to be in much of a hurry.

“While that’s happening, I’m going to try and get more intel,” I said, stepping up to the mini-obelisk at the room’s center. I went ahead and connected to Xim and Varrin using Reveal so they could share my vision.

The runes along the pillar were dark when I went to grip it, and a gentle pulse of mana failed to drag my sense of perception off into the Delve. I closed my eyes and ramped up the mana I was sending into the small obelisk until I was no longer being gentle. I was being quite vigorous with the pillar, maybe even a bit rough.

“This seems needlessly sexual,” said Xim.

I cleared my throat and refocused.

After a few more seconds of effort, the small obelisk lit up, and my vision split away from my body until I was staring at the main obelisk chamber from above.

The fake Wishborn had opened up and disassembled a small section of the obelisk and attached a clear, cylindrical device to the obelisk’s central rod. Whatever it was, the device was siphoning off all of the Dimensional mana that would otherwise be fed into the Delve’s operation and the Closet’s expansion. That was an enormous amount of mana every second, but Hysteria’s device was swallowing it up like it was nothing.

I looked away from the item and swept my view around the chamber. Etja was still in the hallway just outside, passed out and half-buried in a wall. Neither Nuralie nor the Zenithar was in sight.

Curiously, Hysteria was standing a couple of feet off the floor. Grotto had designated the bottom two feet of the obelisk chamber as inventory slots to contain the Immature Dominion Ivy Plants. Since all the slots were filled, it created an invisible platform.

Items in inventory slots were sent into stasis, preventing them from deteriorating. Animals couldn’t normally be placed into the inventory stasis, but the ivy plants didn’t violate that rule, apparently. It would presumably keep the ivy plants from growing, and as I took a careful look, it appeared that Grotto’s impromptu solution had worked.

However, the vines had already begun growing before Grotto locked them down, and the stasis hadn’t stopped them from expanding strangeward. The little vinelings were already connected to an entire universe of plant.

I considered how I could use that to my advantage as I turned my attention back to the cylinder attached to the obelisk. After studying it for a minute, I realized the device wasn’t swallowing the torrent of mana; it was sending it somewhere.

The cylinder flashed, and a new figure appeared a few feet away from Hysteria. Before I could worry about the avatar portaling in a new team of invaders, I realized that the person wasn’t really there. This was some sort of projection.

The hulking figure was looking away from Hysteria, speaking to someone who wasn’t part of the projection. Hysteria crossed their arms and tapped a foot, waiting on whoever this was to address them.

When the man turned to acknowledge the avatar, a shadow of his soul slipped into the image, and my stomach turned. He wasn’t surrounded by a form-hugging soul halo. He was swallowed by a chaotic swarm that my Sight could barely make sense of. It bathed the chamber in a discordant chorus of presences, each one tumbling over the next, struggling for dominance.

The figure towered over Hysteria, their body wrapped in dark robes and chitinous armor. The lower half of his face was covered by a thick, hanging cloth. Beneath it was a dripping, red stain that soaked through his chest.

The storm of souls snapped to order, aligned in a unified grid that oozed with purpose. When the monstrous Davahn spoke, there was no mistaking who it was.

“Hysteria,” said Brae’ach, his voice underscored by soft clicking. “I trust you have good reason to call upon me.”
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“Brae’ach!” said Hysteria, clapping their hands together. “Buddy, friend, pal, guy, when have I ever called you for something that wasn’t important?”

The hulking Davahn stared at the avatar, what little I could see of their face devoid of emotion. The grid of souls surrounding them sat silent and still, and the moment stretched until even I felt awkward.

Hysteria huffed. “The king of Hiward got away,” they said, then raised a finger. “Not my fault! Those little boxes Limbo gave you do not go nowhere, as he advertised. No, they go somewhere that is the corpus of a rather powerful and cranky god.”

Brae’ach said nothing for several seconds. Hysteria tapped the tips of their fingers together while they waited.

“Limbo’s magicks are those of absence and separation,” said Brae’ach. “Your claim presents a lamentable deviation from this nature.”

Hysteria looked down at their nails and frowned at their ephemeral fingers. They were still pretending to be the Wishborn.

“I mean, it was kind of nowhere,” Hysteria admitted. “But ‘nowhere’ has a ruler, and its ruler does not enjoy it when something appears where nothing should be.”

“Of what echelon was this divinity?”

“The third,” said Hysteria.

Brae’ach’s souls fluttered for a moment, though he was outwardly calm. “Are you certain of this?”

“Three syllables,” said Hysteria, holding up three fluttering fingers. “I heard the name myself. It spoke to me. I am as certain as certain can be.”

Brae’ach glanced at Hysteria’s dancing digits. “We are of no consequence to such a being,” he said.

“Yes, well, it disagrees.” Hysteria crossed their arms. “Want to know what it said?”

Brae’ach held up a hand. “Reveal its truth where we are certain what eyes behold us. Tell me how you came upon its name.”

Hysteria looked annoyed at being shut down, but the expression was quickly replaced with a smirk. “You remember those kids who flicked Orexis in his dangly bits and then ran off with his daughter?”

The souls around Brae’ach shifted, allowing one near the edge to move closer to his head. It emitted a soft pressure.

“Fortune’s Folly,” he said. “The scion joined their party afterward. They are one of the groups responsible for the transition.”

“Their party leader called the god down on us,” said Hysteria, nearly shouting the word “called.” “Young guy, kind of tall, has sparkly black and green eyes that I’m sure the ladies love, but I bet they love his lashes even more. Those things are just so full, I think I’m going to steal them. Outstanding genetics, overall. He also wears a feather boa on top of his armor which I respect, but also kind of hate, you know?”

Brae’ach went still again as he absorbed the information. “What Level is this group?”

“Twelve,” said Hysteria. “For now.”

Brae’ach’s eyes narrowed. “Your tale grows ever more doubtful, Hysteria,” he said, several soft clicks playing out beneath the words. “We will speak of this with an Arbiter present once you have returned.”

“You have trust issues, Brae-Brae. You’re gonna have to learn to put yourself out there if you want to build meaningful connections with people.”

The mask around Brae’ach’s mouth shifted, but I couldn’t tell if he’d smiled or sneered. “What of the Zenithar?”

“Ugh, she’s around here somewhere. You know how Geulons are, all sneaky and shit.” Hysteria hunched their shoulders and moved their hands in what must have been an attempt at pantomiming stealth. “I’ll blast the place with my aura to shake her loose, although I have burned through a lot of favor today already.”

“Is this all?” asked Brae’ach.

“Excuse me?” said Hysteria.

“Is this all for which you have demanded my time? To discuss your failures and lay blame at the feet of children?”

“Did you hear the part about the third echelon divinity?”

“A claim you know must be made in the presence of an Arbiter,” said Brae’ach, the clicking growing louder. It looked like the man’s jaw was elongating beneath his mask. “If you or Limbo have angered this being, there is nothing to be done. If it wishes to scatter our realm, then we will return to the cycle before we know what has come to pass. There is naught to do but wait, even if you speak truth.”

Hysteria gave the man a tight, demeaning smile. “Your attitude doesn’t entertain me, Brae’ach. If you bore me, I have no reason to play along with your games.”

Brae’ach’s projection took a step toward Hysteria, and the souls swam away from him like a school of fish. They surrounded Hysteria, nipping at the avatar’s edges as though they were looking for dead skin to feed on. The large Davahn took another step forward, looking Hysteria up and down.

“You are injured,” said Brae’ach. “Let not fear drive your mind to anger.”

Hysteria swatted at the souls, but the swarm parted to let their arm pass. Brae’ach tensed, and the souls arrayed around Hysteria snapped into a swirling pattern. Hysteria’s Wishborn disguise peeled away, revealing the avatar’s colorful skeleton. Brae’ach took another step, his eyes settling on Hysteria’s chest.

“Orexis’s whelp gave me a pinprick,” said Hysteria. “Hardly what I’d call an injury.”

Another step, and Brae’ach was two feet from the avatar. He reached out, extending a finger to Hysteria’s sternum as though he wanted to stroke it. Hysteria took a step away from the projection, and Brae’ach’s mask shifted again. I was pretty sure it was a smile this time.

“Yes, I see,” said Brae’ach. Then his eyes ran over the rest of Hysteria’s body. “It is more than that, though. Your essence is… shaken.”

The Davahn peered into Hysteria’s eye sockets, and the small beads of mercury within shuddered under the man’s gaze.

“Your word is weak, and so your bonds are loose,” said Brae’ach. “But would you risk pulling at your leash when you are so…” He waved a hand up and down at the avatar, each craggy finger as thick as one of Hysteria’s ribs. “Fragile?”

Brae’ach leaned in and placed a hand on Hysteria’s shoulder, his palm swallowing up nearly half of the avatar’s chest, then whispered. “Brittle bone will break before the chain.”

Hysteria raised glowing hands, and the projection destabilized. The distorted image of Brae’ach flowed back, his souls following behind, until he coalesced just outside of Hysteria’s reach. The two stared at one another as Brae’ach’s swarm returned to roll lazily around the Davahn. Hysteria reached up and brushed off the shoulder the man had “touched.”

“I also found a Delve,” said Hysteria. “I stuck one of your thingies inside the obelisk.” They gestured at the cylinder that was swallowing up all the Dimensional mana.

Brae’ach turned to look at the obelisk as though he was only just noticing it. His head tilted back an inch. “Why?” he asked.

“Why did I stick your thingy in there? Because you asked me to.”

“Why are you within a Delve?”

“Right,” said Hysteria. “So you remember those kids who tickled Orexis’s backdoor exit and then kidnapped his newborn daughter?”

“Yes,” Brae’ach said, tone neutral. The man didn’t even miss a beat.

“Well, Mr. Lashes has a Delve Core as a Bonded Familiar,” said Hysteria. “Turns out, he has a whole Delve hidden inside his dimensional space.”

Brae’ach flicked a finger, and the soul swarm began to spread out. “What happened to the Core?”

“Lobotomized for now,” said Hysteria. “I had one of my people deal with it.”

The souls moved away from Brae’ach in a spiral pattern, beginning to engulf the entire obelisk chamber. I moved my view back to keep them in sight.

“The Core was ‘dealt’ with before you connected to me?”

“Of course,” said Hysteria. They watched the souls continue to spread out. “I’m not a fucking moron.”

The souls suddenly gained a burst of speed and swelled to fill the entire room. One swam directly in front of me.

Brae’ach slowly turned and looked directly at me.

The Davahn blinked, and my eyeballs exploded.

The world went dark, and my head snapped back hard enough that my helm cracked into the wall behind me. Something in my neck made a sound that it shouldn’t and my feet slid out from under me. My arms refused to respond as I hit the ground hard on my side.

I felt warm, viscous fluid running down my cheeks.

HP: 1,898 -> 1,198

I had just regen’d back to full health, and this motherfucker glared at me for 700 damage.

He wasn’t even there!

I wasn’t even there!

Neither of us was in the room, and the dude winked at me for more than a third of my health. I also hadn’t been the only one who’d gotten a dirty look, based on the labored breathing and groans around me.

“You guys all right?” I asked.

“I think my brain is bleeding,” Xim said in a rough voice. Mine probably would have been if I weren’t immune.

I ignored my lack of normal vision and looked my allies over with Soul Sight. Xim was sitting with her back against a wall, while Varrin struggled to his feet. The big guy came over to me and knelt. I heard him place a hand on my shoulder but couldn’t feel it. He started working the straps on my helmet. I heard the metal groan as he bent the helm to get it off me.

“Your eyes are missing,” he said once he’d removed the bascinet.

“I figured. I felt a familiar ooze running down my face,” I said. “There’s also the indescribable pain.”

“What’s that like?” asked Xim.

“The usual. Still got your eyes?”

“Yes,” said Varrin. “We were not directly connected to the obelisk. I believe we were hit by the castoff. Can you move your arms?”

I tried to make a fist. “Nope,” I said. “Seems like my neck is broken as well.”

“Hells,” Xim swore, then crawled over to me. She placed her hands on either side of my face, and I felt a pulse of mana go through me. “Nothing to Cleanse,” she muttered, then cast Heal.

HP: 1,208 -> 1,438

My spine clicked and sensation came flooding in from everything below the neck. A severe itch began to burn in my eye sockets, followed by an uncomfortable swelling sensation. Xim cast another Heal, and my vision began to return in blurry splotches. I blinked away tears, then pulled a rag from inventory alongside a canteen. I wet the rag and wiped the remnants of my old eyes out of my new ones.

“I had high hopes for today,” I said as I cleaned vitreous fluid from my face and beard. “But things just aren’t working out.”

I grabbed my helm to wipe it out as well, but the bascinet had been twisted and dented too badly to wear. Even with the Verdantum material’s self-repair, the day’s abuse was too much. It would take several hours for it to regain its shape.

“Avatar was bad enough,” said Xim. “Something that can kill us at a glance from the other side of the continent is too much.”

“What do you suggest we do?” asked Varrin. “We cannot allow that creature to capture the Zenithar.”

“Etja’s down there, too,” I said.

“Walking into that is suicide,” said Xim. “Listen, I’ll run in there right beside you two psychos if I have to, but I’d really like us to explore our options first.”

The three of us stared into space for a few seconds.

“Sub-el!” I shouted. “You saw that shit, right?” I looked up at the mini obelisk. It had exploded alongside my eyes. I held up my hand and saw that the gauntlet was ruined and three of my fingers were missing nails. Fortunately, my precious ring was still in place. “Tell me you got that on video, Sub-el!”

I started looking for my old fingers so I could recover the Verdantum. One was embedded in my leg. It had pierced through my chausses.

Override Code 001 has been accepted.

Your message has been forwarded directly to System Core 2.

Your message has been relayed to User Name: Avarice.

Due to the damage to Core 1156, I have been authorized to take temporary control of Delve 1156-B with co-arbiter permission.

Would you like me to take control?

I started to respond but paused when I felt a tingle run down my back. I stood up, dropping my rag and canteen, then exchanged a look with Xim and Varrin.

“I’d like to go to the obelisk chamber,” I said.

“Sounds good to me,” said Xim.

“Let us go then,” said Varrin.

I closed my eyes and reached strangeward, going around the teleportation wards and through an endless mess of vines. I cast Shortcut, taking Xim and Varrin with me.

We appeared in a shower of squirming vines, finding Hysteria floating cross-legged in the air, alone. Potent Spiritual mana flowed off the avatar in waves, crashing outward through the Delve. The three of us lined up in a neat row, waiting for them to speak.

Several of the vines slithered over the invisible barrier created by the inventory slots along the bottom of the room. They tried to dig down into the stasis, presumably to free their hibernating kin. The vines didn’t have much energy alone, however, and began to slow before long. Hysteria tracked them as they went but ignored the Dominion Ivy after a few seconds of observation.

“You made me look bad,” said Hysteria, gesturing to where the projection of Brae’ach had stood. “I do not appreciate that.”


Chapter 74


“Sorry for making you look bad,” I said to Hysteria, filled with regret. “I’m an asshole, and I deserve a good spanking.” I hung my head in shame.

“He is,” said Xim.

“It is true,” said Varrin.

“And you,” said Hysteria, pointing past us. “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

I turned to see Etja walking into the obelisk room, picking gravel from her hair. She stumbled over a dead Gekkog, then swapped to floating.

“I… shouldn’t try to eat people?” she said.

“You shouldn’t try to eat me,” Hysteria corrected. “Shove other people in your weird hand-mouth abyss all you want, sheesh.”

“I am ashamed of my actions,” said Etja as she landed beside the rest of us. “And I feel appropriately chastised.” Despite being thrown halfway through a wall, her dress was in perfect shape.

“Now,” said Hysteria. “Where’s your Geulon friend hiding with the Zenithar?”

I closed my eyes and focused on my aura, reaching out for Nuralie. Like before, I hit a block while searching for her, but it came with a different feeling this time. It was less like something was shielding her and more like my aura was ignoring her for some reason. I allowed this information to drift through my mind but made no effort to point out the specifics. Hysteria hadn’t asked about my ability; they’d only asked about Nuralie.

“She’s probably in the Closet,” I said. “But I don’t know where exactly. I’m being blocked.”

“The Zenithar has probably firmed her connection to Geul,” said Varrin.

“I dunno,” said Xim. “She’s not in Eschendur, and she’s not anywhere near a large body of water. I doubt she has half the power she’s accustomed to.”

“You four are useless,” said Hysteria. We all muttered our apologies. “Will the two of them be able to leave without permission?”

“I doubt it,” I said. “Unless the Zenithar has a revelation that lets her teleport to Eschendur.”

“Geul is a Goddess of Water and Life,” said Xim. “She doesn’t have any Dimensional attributes. Deijin might be able to do it.”

“Then we can wait them out,” said Hysteria. “Where’s the exit to this place go?”

“It depends,” I said. “I can open a portal to Arzia at any time, but it’s fixed in the last place I opened the Closet. Right now it leads to the Wastes, near where you hit the mountains.”

“That one’s probably buried,” said Hysteria. “Not that it matters much to me.”

“I also have two semi-permanent connections set up. The first leads to Eschengal, a few hundred feet from the eastern gate. I can open it in seven hours or so.” Hysteria gestured for me to continue. “The second leads to the Xor’Drel tribe in the Third Layer.”

“Oh, not that one,” said the avatar. They tapped their chin. “My best bet is to head out near Eschangal, I suppose. Pretty convenient, overall, considering I’ll be the Zenithar by then.”

“Is there anything else we can do for you?” I asked. “We could spread out and look for Nuralie.”

“Yeah?” said Hysteria. “What are the chances of finding her when she doesn’t want to be found?”

I grimaced. “Not good.”

Hysteria shrugged. “Then we wait. Eventually, the Zenithar will need to rest. I can outlast her.” The avatar let out another massive wave of mana to emphasize their claim, then unfolded their legs and settled onto the ground. The mana continued to pour off of them as they looked between the four of us. “In the meantime, let’s have some fun.”

I focused deeply on the concept of “fun.” “Some of my board games survived,” I said, perking up. “Since they were in inventory slots when the mansion exploded. I have a drafting cube for⁠—”

“Shut up.”

My teeth clicked as my mouth snapped shut.

“You, Orexis-spawn,” said Hysteria, gesturing at Etja. “Come here.” Etja nodded and trotted forward. “Show me your status screen.”

“Okay!” said Etja. Hysteria’s mercury eyes studied the invisible screens, looking through the mage’s stats and abilities.

“What happened to my hirelings?” they asked as they read.

Varrin and Xim looked at me, but I made a lock and key motion over my lips, since I wasn’t allowed to talk.

“The Chovali runeweaver and the Grimvaldrim elementalist are dead,” said Varrin. “The Wishborn archer has been banished back to the Third Layer for at least a month. The status of the Iskarim pugilist and the Hyrachon paladin is unknown.”

“Tsk. You eliminated 60 percent of my team? They were Level 20!” Hysteria reached up and scratched their bony jaw. “Why are your stats so high? You have more in total than they did.”

“Fortune put mana crystals in Arlo’s mana veins,” said Etja. “Grotto copied it over to the rest of us so we could train everything to 10. Then we all unlocked the Dumping achievement and traded stats back and forth with a pretty lady to cheese the hells out of it!”

“Is that so?” said Hysteria. “I’ve seen Delvers grow their stats using arcane methods before, but this is a league ahead of grabbing an extra 10 points to Speed or something. Wait, you said Fortune did this?”

“Part of it, yep!” said Etja.

“And who was the pretty lady?”

Etja’s face contorted. “It’s a secret.”

Hysteria cocked their skull to one side. “What was that?”

“I said, it’s a secret.”

Hysteria pointed at Varrin. “Who’s the pretty lady?”

“The avatar known as Avarice,” he answered.

“Fortune and Avarice, fucking everything up, as usual.” Hysteria drummed their fingers against their teeth and studied Etja. “Do a pushup.”

Etja dropped to the ground, did one perfect pushup, then hopped back up.

“Stand on one foot.” Etja followed the command, along with several more. “Do ten jumping jacks. Now do a backflip. Tell me your favorite color. Go and slap the red-skinned girl in the face.”

Etja stopped listing out her favorite shades of blue, then frowned. “No thank you,” she said.

“This is confusing,” said Hysteria. “Why won’t you slap her?”

“She’s my friend, and I don’t want to hurt her.”

“Tall guy,” said Hysteria, nodding at Varrin. “Take off your helmet and throw it into the corner.” Varrin did as he was told, and the piece of masterwork gear clattered off to the side of the room. “Red-skinned girl,” said Hysteria. “Slap the tall one in the face.”

Xim turned to look at Varrin. “How hard?” she asked.

“As hard as you can.”

Xim squared up with Varrin, took a balanced stance, and slapped him across the jaw with the force of a falling boulder. There was a loud crack, and Varrin spun like a top while his body simultaneously flipped end over end until he collided with the wall. When he hit, he made the sound I imagined a four-hundred-pound can of tuna might make. Clattering, twisting metal, a deep thud, and a bit of juicy sloshing.

He hit the ground and didn’t get back up.

“Wow!” said Hysteria.

Two of Xim’s fingers were pointing in the wrong direction. She popped them back into place and shook out her hand. “I have the Unarmed skill,” she said, then looked down at Varrin with a grimace.

“Will he live?” asked Hysteria with all the concern of a lab technician observing the effects of a new pesticide.

“Yeah,” said Xim. “He’ll be Stunned for a while, especially since he didn’t resist. I’ll probably need to heal his jaw, though. Pretty sure I broke it.”

“I think you broke more than that,” said the avatar. “What’s your Strength score?”

“Forty.”

“Is that your highest?” asked Hysteria.

“No,” said Xim. “Charisma is at 46.”

“So all of you have around ninety more total stats than you should.” Hysteria shook their head, muttering something under their breath. “You’re a cleric, right?” Xim nodded. “Do you have any revelations?”

“I do.”

“How many?”

“I have two that have been fully formed, both of which have been advanced once,” she answered. “I have a third that’s half-formed, but I’m right on the edge of understanding it.”

Hysteria took a moment to digest that. “Are you hearing the words that are coming out of your mouth?”

Xim furrowed her brow. “I, uh… yes?”

“You’re Level 12!” Hysteria shouted, gesturing at us emphatically. “Fine. Okay. Are there any other secret powers in your group?”

“Varrin has some kind of ancestral spirit stuff going on,” said Xim, looking at the collapsed man. She waved a glowing hand in his direction, and I heard the sound of bones snapping back into place. “Plus, his family is richer than most religions, which is its own superpower.”

I desperately wanted to make a joke, but I was still in talkie timeout.

“Etja has really flexible mana shaping, and her skills can all be layered together to get weird effects,” Xim continued. “She also has that whole thing she did to you earlier, so I’m thinking she’s starting to become some kind of pseudo-avatar?”

“Yes,” said Hysteria. “I was there for that part.”

“Nuralie also has a revelation, but she’s still figuring it out,” said Xim. “She has some weird history with the Eschenden Church that has been holding her back. I think she’s a sleeper, though. I wouldn’t be surprised if she winds up doing something crazy like inventing a Super Alchemy intrinsic.”

“And the flamboyant one?” asked Hysteria, nodding at me.

“Okay, so Arlo is some kind of god wrangler.”

I squinted at Xim in confusion.

“Don’t look at me like that,” said Xim. “First, an avatar brought you back to life. That’s literally how we met. You got all those extra stats from Fortune, who also gave you two obscenely powerful items. You have an ongoing trade deal with Avarice and have survived encounters with Orexis, Anesis, and now Hysteria. You’ve got a lot of godly avatars in your life.

“Next, you have Grotto as a Bonded Familiar, whose attunement is Divine and his deity is literally the System. I don’t know why that works or how, but it does. You also have this weird relationship with System Core 1 that gives you scary evolutions, and System Core 2 almost treats you like a System entity.”

I started to raise my hand, but Hysteria swatted in my direction, and my arm went limp.

“Then there are the actual gods, not just little half-steps like the System and the avatars,” said Xim. She glanced at Hysteria. “No offense.”

“Some taken, but go on,” said Hysteria.

Xim turned back to me. “You don’t worship Sam’lia but have two revelations of the Eye. You’ve met all three of the Eschen Zenithars, and two of them have done favors for you. There’s something going on between you and Yara since items like those Holy Waters don’t fall into people’s hands without a god’s blessing. Finally, you can summon the Dread Star and ask it a question every seven days, which—based on my experience of that ability—seems way too often to be healthy. That’s three wildly different pantheons all hopping into bed with you. At this point, I wouldn’t be surprised if Shog was secretly some kind of deity.”

“Who’s Shog?” asked Hysteria.

“A c’thon that Arlo can summon, but who’s also sort of a Delver,” said Xim.

“Where’s Shog now?”

“He’s taking a year off. Probably so he can conquer his home planet.”

“Hmm,” Hysteria hummed. “My research on your group was wholly inadequate. Although, giving myself some grace, I was more concerned with the king, the Zenithar, and the King’s Guard.”

“That’s understandable,” said Xim. “So far, no one has taken us as seriously as they should have.”

Hysteria’s mercury eyes shimmered. “Do you think I’m still not taking you seriously enough?”

“Probably not,” said Xim. “Otherwise you’d have killed us all the moment you managed to Dominate us.”

I heard a grunt and turned to see Varrin climbing back to his feet, rubbing his jaw.

“What do you think, Lord Ravvenblaq?” asked Hysteria. “Am I tempting fate here?”

“Fate aside, your current strategy is tactically unsound,” said Varrin, stepping back into line. “Based on what that zombie ‘cloak’ said earlier, you could acquire all of this information by dipping into our minds, potentially in a matter of seconds. Having a lengthy discussion like this only serves to satisfy the demands of your concept and places you at risk of retaliation from one of our allies. The longer you delay, the more likely your goals will be frustrated.”

“Then the consensus is that I should take you off the board while I can?” asked Hysteria.

“That depends on what your goals are,” said Varrin. “Your business with King Celeritia has already made you an enemy of Hiward, but the Kingdom cannot bring its full weight against you while maintaining its own interests. House Ravvenblaq, on the other hand, is less reasonable. Orexis murdered my father. If another of my lineage dies at the hands of an avatar, my family will burn down everything they have to find and kill you.

“If the Ravvenblaqs fail, then you will have also earned the ire of Sam’lia, the Eschenden, Fortune, Avarice, potentially Yara—who is the head of the Littan pantheon—the System, and whatever forces that those entities have at their disposal. The world will become a very small place for you.”

Hysteria leaned forward as Varrin spoke, tilting their head to one side as though they were listening very closely. The waves of mana continued to pour off them, and when the big guy finished his speech, the avatar was shaking.

“That… that sounds so…” Hysteria ran a skeletal hand down their face. “So exciting!” Hysteria shuddered, and their chest heaved like they were taking a deep breath. “But I can do better.”

Hysteria fanned themself with their hands, trying to calm down, then pulled out a pair of silver spectacles and pinched them onto their face. They stepped aside to reveal a chalkboard with four large words written on it, one in each corner. The avatar produced a pointing stick and then slapped it against the board.

“When it comes to maximizing disorder in a society,” they said, “it’s important to consider whether any antagonizing elements you introduce are external or internal threats to that society.” They tapped the stick between the top two words, then swept the pointer to the lower two. “Equally important is whether those elements have boundaries that are well-defined or ambiguous.”

As Hysteria began to lecture us on the nuances of subversion and sabotage techniques, I noticed a curious shadow crawling along the ceiling behind and above them. I didn’t immediately say anything, because I’d intentionally interpreted Hysteria’s earlier command to “shut up” as an indefinite ban on speech.

I wasn’t able to do this because of any particular strength of will or hidden mental gifts. Once someone was Dominated, they normally lost all control of their actions. I wasn’t some kind of special exception. Once I’d failed my Wisdom save, that was it.

No, I was able to “massage” Hysteria’s directions because Hysteria’s brand of Dominate was clever enough to wrap all the way back around to being stupid. When Hysteria had blasted their aura across the entire Closet, their mental control came preloaded with 668 specific commands.

Typically, a Dominated entity wouldn’t act unless explicitly commanded by the source of the Domination. While the status effect granted its source absolute control over the subject, it was tedious for long-term use. It was also obvious to an outside observer, since someone who’d been Dominated would inevitably act out of character.

Having a list of default rules allowed Hysteria to ignore these downsides. They maximized Hysteria’s effective control while minimizing micromanagement and also allowed the person being Dominated to more or less act naturally. Being able to insert hundreds of commands the moment the target became Dominated was outrageous and clearly fell into the category of “some divine bullshit.” However, Hysteria wasn’t the most organized avatar, and that lack of organization really started to show with their default Dominate commands.

I subconsciously reviewed Hysteria’s 668 rules, trying to decide how I had to respond to the shadow, while playing a mental game I called Bad Faith Domination.


Chapter 75


Hysteria flipped the chalkboard over, revealing a cartoonish image of a castle.

“A disaster like an earthquake is a classic example of an external threat with well-defined boundaries,” they said. The castle cracked down the middle, then crumbled. “In this example, ‘nature’ is the external threat. It originates from outside of the society itself. It is also easy to establish a clear beginning and end to such a disaster since it’s over once the ground stops shaking.

“People tend to rally together against external threats, and when the threat has a clear beginning and end, their response is typically well-organized.” A swarm of people crawled over the castle, rebuilding it. Once finished, the castle was larger and sturdier-looking. “In many instances, a society is stronger after conquering an external, well-defined threat.”

Hysteria flipped the board again, revealing a cartoonish depiction of a man asleep in a large four-poster bed. Another man stood over them, wearing a dark mask and wielding a fine dagger. A crown popped into existence over the sleeping man, who was promptly stabbed by the intruder.

“Insofar as murder is concerned, a political assassination can either be external—such as an assassin from a foreign nation—or internal—such as with an overeager heir to the throne. Either way, it also typically has a well-defined boundary, which is the death of the targeted individual…”

Hysteria rattled on while I loosely observed the shadow on the ceiling. Rule 28 required me to look at Hysteria while they were talking, which meant I could only watch the shadow from the corner of my eye.

Several rules were exceptions to Rule 28 and allowed me to look at something other than Hysteria while the avatar spoke, but they were all conditional. Rule 29 allowed me to look judgingly at the person Hysteria was speaking to if the avatar was shaming them. Rule 30 let me look at my own feet if Hysteria was shaming me. Rule 31 told me to cross my arms and glare at anyone who’d tried to shame Hysteria while the avatar defended themself from the attempted shaming.

There were more, but in short, none of them applied. I couldn’t look directly at the shadow, which made it more difficult to be certain of what it was.

Most of the rules in the 100 range involved identifying and pointing out threats, but Hysteria’s express commands took precedence over the default commands. Since many of the rules that would require me to warn Hysteria contemplated those warnings being given verbally, I felt comfortable that my current instruction to “shut up” overrode them. Additionally, Rule 3 was “Don’t bring Hysteria problems; bring Hysteria solutions,” and I had no idea how to present a gestural “solution” to whatever problem the shadow might present.

Again, I couldn’t look at the shadow, so I couldn’t even say for sure that it was a problem. I suspected that it would become a very big problem, but Rule 16 was “Stay positive,” so I decided it would work itself out.

Hysteria’s rules were more like a shitty office code of conduct than a meticulously prepared set of mind control conditionals. Way too many of the rules gave the target discretion to make their own judgments, half of them read like junk that had been thrown in on a whim and never edited back out, and half of those sounded like they were added just to scare people.

For example:

Rule 379: When in the presence of a fairy, act as though the fairy does not exist.

Rule 380: If a fairy interacts with you in a way that produces an observable phenomenon, seek an alternative explanation for the phenomenon and loudly state that this alternative is responsible for the phenomenon. DO NOT ACKNOWLEDGE THE FAIRY.

Rule 380 Hypothetical: A fairy stabs you in the kidney. Solution: You walk into your kitchen and declare that you should be more careful when using the chef’s knife you recently sharpened. Seek medical treatment. Ignore the fairy.

Rule 381: Never reference or discuss any Rule that involves fairies.

There were no rules on how to determine whether something was a fairy.

I half-suspected that Hysteria had gotten on a fairy’s bad side in the past, and this group of rules was somehow added without the avatar’s knowledge. It was too bad I couldn’t discuss the fairy rules, or I might have pointed out as much. Then again, an infiltrator fairy wasn’t a very positive thought, and I didn’t have a nonverbal solution to that problem, so it didn’t matter.

If a fairy was just a tiny woman with magical powers, then the person in the shadow might count. They weren’t usually tiny, even though their shadow was currently quite small. They had magical powers, but it was too much of a stretch. I knew they weren’t really a woman. In fact, there was currently a short line of text on the ceiling. Hysteria paused to ponder something they’d written on the chalkboard, and I glanced up at the words.

Tears after fist.

Kind of cryptic. Rule 117 required me to report any attempts made to recruit me to work against Hysteria, but the text wasn’t asking me to do anything in particular. I assumed it was a line from a happy poem—potentially one left there by a mysterious fairy—and ignored it. The shadow faded, leaving the spot where it had been a little darker than normal.

“If the assassin is an internal agent,” said Hysteria, “it’s much more difficult for people to rally together since they are confronting an element within their own society. Such an event may be less spectacular than the earthquake, but it will result in greater emotional disruption or—at the very least—more permanent disruption…”

Hysteria’s words drilled into my brain, creating an uncomfortable buzzing in my thoughts. I felt like the avatar was saying more than what the words implied. The corners of the ceiling grew a shade darker.

The crown above the cartoon man disappeared, and the posts on the bed shrank away. The sleeping man was now wearing a tattered nightcap, and the invader had a large kitchen knife.

“A serial killer is an internal threat with more ambiguous boundaries,” Hysteria said as the killer stabbed the sleeping man. Their mask fell away, revealing a sadistic smile beneath. “Not only is a serial killer internal to the society, but it’s internal to the specific locality where it occurs. When someone stabs your neighbor to death, it’s much more personal than someone killing the king. It’s local and immediate. Unlike with the political assassin, you could be next!

“A rampaging killer may also have no clear resolution. So long as the killer is never caught, the event never ends. Once another person dies, the real terror starts to set in. People suspect their neighbors, change their locks, buy new weapons, and treat one another with greater hostility. Given enough time, you might see the entire region descend into anarchy as people decide that public lynchings are more useful than law enforcement.

“Even if the killer is caught, that damage persists. The survivors realize that the world is cruel and unforgiving. They understand that the powers meant to protect them are oftentimes impotent, and you end up with a lovely generation of people who are grumpy, distrustful, and generally more likely to come into conflict with one another.”

Hysteria threw aside the pointer and kicked the chalkboard away. Both crumbled into dust and disappeared.

“If I killed you four and threw your bodies into the streets, I would be an external threat that your factions would rally against. Unless I made it a habit of murdering prominent Delvers in relatively rapid succession, your deaths would also be an event with well-defined boundaries. People have short memories.” Hysteria tapped their skull. “As such, outright killing you would be ineffective at having a long-lasting destabilizing effect on any particular organization of size.”

Hysteria put their hands on their hips and looked between us, possibly gauging our understanding of the material.

“You seem to have put a lot of thought into this,” said Etja.

“Yeah,” Xim said hesitantly. “Was there a purpose in telling us all of that?”

“It was something to do while I implanted several suggestions and triggers into your minds that will persist long after you are out of my presence,” said Hysteria. “Just remember that by staying alive, you’ll be enabling me to do more harm to the world than if you’d simply died.”

A distant well of anger boiled up within me at Hysteria’s words, but it faded into the background after a few seconds. It was replaced by a feeling of appreciation for how well-organized the avatar’s thoughts on chaos were. Hysteria was much smarter than I’d given them credit for.

My contemplation of Hysteria’s wisdom was interrupted by a splashing sound coming from behind us. Rule 453 let me investigate curious noises.

I turned to see Buster emerging from the water that connected the hall outside the obelisk chamber to Nottagator’s lake. The Hyrachon had Fluffy over one shoulder, along with a dripping, darkly stained bag. In his other hand, he dragged a lump of what looked like dark, amorphous stone. It scraped along the ground.

He stopped just outside of the obelisk chamber and dropped the Yeti to the floor, who landed limply and then began coughing up bloody liquid. Buster slung the bag down, which landed with a splat, and he let the chunk of rock clunk onto the invisible inventory slots in front of him.

The man looked like he had seen better days. His armor was torn and battered, his skin charred and pierced in a dozen places, and he glared at me with a look of pure hatred.

“I am unworthy,” he croaked, then reached down to untie the sack.

He tipped it over, and a collection of mutilated body parts rained out. I could spot the remnants of a dark wing and realized it was the corpse of the Chovali.

He summoned his massive sword and swung it down onto the rock with a grunt, splitting it in two. Inside were scorched remains, barely recognizable as a humanoid carcass. I assumed it was what was left of the blue giant.

Fluffy coughed and vomited up more bloody liquid, then began crawling away from Buster. They shot a terrified look back at the Hyrachon. The paladin dropped his sword in the middle of the macabre pile, then held his arms out to either side as it clanged to the ground. His eyes rose to the ceiling, and thick veins bulged in his neck.

“I. Am. UNWORTHY!” he roared.

“I enjoy seeing a good meltdown,” said Hysteria, “but you interrupted my inane rambling.”

Buster’s eyes turned red as blood ran from them. The body parts in front of him began to glow and pulsate. The massive sword deformed, and bright silver rivulets ran off of it like melting ice.

Fluffy made it to the opposite wall and pressed her back against it. Her eyes darted around, looking for a way out that wasn’t blocked by the unhinged Hyrachon.

Hysteria snapped their fingers twice, drawing Buster’s glare. “Hey, stop that,” said the avatar.

Buster pointed a shriveling finger at me while continuing to scowl at Hysteria. “Their lives are mine to reap,” he said.

“Not anymore,” said Hysteria.

“We have a contract,” said Buster, his voice becoming dry and raspy. “Our service for the heads of those who slew our kin.”

“We did,” said Hysteria. “But that was before I changed my mind.”

“Why did you need these guys anyway?” asked Xim.

“The same reason people hire janitors,” said Hysteria. “I could take out the trash, but I’d rather someone else do it.”

“You would violate our bargain?” said Buster, his entire body starting to shrivel.

“Hello? What bargain?” said Hysteria. “Do you see the king of Hiward anywhere? Because I don’t. And where’s the Zenithar, hmm?”

As Buster’s body deflated, blood poured out from every hole in the man’s head. It was gross enough to distract me from how shady the ceiling had become.

“We delivered the packages,” he gurgled. “You are the one who lost them.”

“You were supposed to help me keep them!”

“After delivery, our only obligation was to make…” Buster took a wet, rattling breath. “…‘best efforts’ to assist you.”

“Oh, we’re arguing semantics now?” said Hysteria. “How about this? I agreed to give you the opportunity for vengeance. I did that, and three members of your team got demoted to fertilizer. All that you’ve given me is a front-row seat to your humiliation. Now you wanna cry blood about it?”

“Yourgh ighterghference ghwill oorght staughndd. I grhullghrubblingh…”

Hysteria snapped their fingers twice more. “I said stop it! If and when I’d like you to summon a blood god, I’ll let you know.” Hysteria shot me a look. “Seriously, kid, what kind of fucked-up karma do you have?”

Xim sighed and rubbed at her forehead. I wanted to defend myself. Assuming what Xim had said about me was true, if anyone summoned a blood god I’d be fully capable of wrangling it. Sadly, being stripped of my most potent weapon, I could only roll my eyes.

When the corpses began to meld into the mass of blood in front of Buster, the avatar looked down at their digits, confused.

“Why is everyone so difficult to control today?” they asked.

“Because you’ve chosen your victims poorly, brother,” a woman’s voice echoed through the chamber.

The avatar’s head shot up, and the colors on their skeleton squirmed. The ceiling above grew even darker, until it became clear that Avarice’s shadow had encompassed its entire surface.

There was a sound of ticking gears and clinking metal as a towering figure looked down at us from within the shadow. Its eyes lit up with an internal heat.

“Is that a Deiphage Golem?” asked Hysteria. “Where the fuck did you get⁠—”

A bronze fist the width of a train car crashed down onto Hysteria so fast it looked like it had teleported into the room.


Chapter 76


The shockwave pushed me back a step, and a dense web of cracks appeared in the inventory slots below our feet. I was momentarily stunned by the sight but tore my eyes away from the now-wiggling vines when metallic plates along the golem’s arm began to open.

The inside of the golem was covered in glowing mana weaves, but the power rolling off of them was hundreds of times more potent than what the Chovali had been working with.

The fist disconnected from the arm, melting into a sphere that rose off the ground. I could hear Hysteria beating their skeletal fists against the sphere’s interior. Plates fell away from the arm up to the elbow to form six complex mana arrays that floated into position around the sphere and began feeding mana into one another. More plates fell from the arm up to the golem’s shoulder, flying out to form additional mobile weaves throughout the obelisk chamber.

I glanced through the sigils, trying to discern their function, but it was beyond me. Even so, many of the runes looked familiar, although I couldn’t place them.

The runes on the center sphere shifted and turned violet. The hue rippled out to the rest of the weaves as each one morphed in response. An opaque wall of Mystical energy filled the room, eradicating every scrap of Spiritual mana that I could sense.

You are no longer Dominated!

You are no longer Mesmerized!

You are in a zone of Spiritual nullification. Spiritual Magic cannot be used in this zone.

I blinked away the notifications and pushed down the seething anger that was unleashed when Hysteria’s fetters broke away from my soul.

Tears after fist.

Welp, that there was one big fist. I pulled out my second orb of Tyranny’s Tears and smashed it on the ground.

The result was less drastic than the last time I’d used the item. Even if there had been illusions in the room before the anti-magic golem crashed Hysteria’s party, the array shredded everything with a hint of Spiritual mana in it. Anything Hysteria could have thrown together should have been obliterated.

Still, one thing in the room did change. Hysteria had not actually been cornered by the golem’s fist. The avatar wasn’t trapped inside the sphere. The exposed center of the obelisk was filled with a colorful, shifting liquid, surrounding the cylindrical device that was sucking away the Dimensional energy.

For a moment, I thought my theory on Hysteria had been wrong. Perhaps the avatar could weave illusions using Physical Magic to manipulate light, or even Divine Magic to manifest visions in others. If that were the case, why did the golem limit itself to purging Spiritual mana, or was it only able to affect one type of mana at a time? I glanced up, seeing if I could identify the creature.

Deiphage Golem: Construct, Grade 60

My eyes widened at the grade. Avarice was walking around with a golem that the System judged could rival the world’s most powerful Delvers. While it was still possible the golem could only affect one school of mana at a time, I thought it was more likely that Hysteria had been using another Deific ability to create the illusion. If so, it didn’t matter how powerful the golem’s anti-magic was. If it didn’t have a spark of divinity, it would break against Hysteria’s Deific spell.

The Tears, on the other hand, were also Deific, allowing them to peel away the illusion like normal. Handy item to have, that one. I’d now spent both of the ones I’d had, but at least they’d served their purpose.

Dark hands stretched down from the shadows above, wrapping their fingers around Hysteria’s liquid form. The avatar shot out from the obelisk, reforming their colorful skeleton. While Hysteria’s illusion had been pristine, shimmering bone, their true figure was riddled with subtle distortions.

Fragments of their soul were twisted out of place, folding over one another and creating the appearance of cracks. The avatar stumbled away, but the dark hands whipped forward, and hundreds of long, black fingers curled around Hysteria’s ribs and spine.

The hands melded with one another, forming a lightless cocoon around the avatar. As soon as the dark mass swallowed up the last glimmer of Hysteria’s skeleton, the whole thing disappeared with a pop. A moment later, the hands returned empty, then melted away to join the shadow above.

More thuds rang out from the central sphere. This time, the sounds were genuine.

The tall, feminine figure of Avarice’s false body descended from the shadow, looking significantly less real than normal. She appraised the sphere, listening to Hysteria’s struggles. When she turned to look at me, it was with a face like an intricate doll.

Icon of Avarice: Construct, Grade Unknown

She walked to me, her steps fluid and natural, but there was a machine-like grace to them as well.

“Your offer was a bold one,” she said. “I almost decided to decline it.”

“I doubt that,” I said. “You wouldn’t let such a golden opportunity go to waste.”

She raised a fake eyebrow, then gestured at the massive golem still half obscured in the darkness above. “This golem is a remnant from the prior generation. No one alive can replace them, and they have a limited number of uses.” She turned to peer up at the multi-story construct. “This one only had one use left. My employees will have to scrap the rest of it for parts.”

“Is that how they captured the avatars that are locked up in The Cage?”

“It was one tool among many,” said Avarice. “As potent as the golem is, it cannot capture an avatar at full strength.”

“Good thing we wore Hysteria down for you, then.”

“Did you?” Avarice asked, turning back to me. “Or was it simply that Hysteria was careless?”

“Definitely both. There was no way the Dread Star’s divine pimp hand didn’t shake Hysteria up a bit. They also underplayed the damage from Varrin’s attack. The spot where the big guy hit their sternum was the same spot where Etja managed to suck out a drop of their soul. Plus, they shouldn’t have had so much trouble reforming their disguise, and they weren’t using nearly as many props and gags.”

I watched as Varrin recovered his helmet. It had landed near Fluffy, who flinched when he scooped up the piece of armor.

“The System also mentioned that Hysteria was burning some kind of Divine Favor when they used their Deific abilities,” I continued. “If Hysteria had a huge supply of whatever that is, they wouldn’t have fucked around so much. Either way, having another avatar under your thumb is worth a lot more than half a golem.”

Etja came over and started floating around Avarice, looking her up and down. “This is really nifty,” she said. “Were you always using this to talk to us?”

“That will remain a mystery,” said Avarice.

Etja looked disappointed but turned to look at the spherical prison without attempting to argue. “I’m a little confused. Did Arlo sell you Hysteria? Also, you called them ‘brother,’ so does that mean Hysteria is a boy?”

“Hysteria is whatever form they are wearing,” said Avarice. “I felt that an overbearing skeleton trying to bring the world to ruin exhibited a masculine characteristic.”

I worked that one over, trying to decide if I should be offended on behalf of my gender.

“I see,” said Etja. “But I’m not sure I’m comfortable selling people.”

I worked that one over as well, trying to decide if the offer I’d made to Avarice via the System was tantamount to a slave trade.

“Bounty hunting,” I said. “It’s definitely bounty hunting, not selling people.” Etja looked at me, waiting for the rest of my explanation. “I offered our services in helping Avarice capture Hysteria—who is by any measure a wanted criminal—in exchange for a reward. That’s hunting for a bounty.”

“Bounty hunters operate under the mandate of a government,” said Varrin. “What you are describing is mercenary work, not bounty hunting.”

“As the leader of the sovereign nation of Closetland,” I said, “I retroactively declare the avatar Hysteria a criminal and public menace of the highest order, and hereby offer a reward for their capture.”

“Now we would be engaging in law enforcement,” said Varrin.

“Closetland?” said Xim.

“What’s the reward?” asked Etja.

“I would be law enforcement,” I said to Varrin. “You all would be bounty hunters working under my mandate. Except for Etja, who’s the only person who has petitioned for citizenship, which I hereby accept. I also grant unto her the title of Minister of Magic.”

“Oh,” said Etja. A smile quickly bloomed on her face. “How about… Supreme Wizard!”

“Master of the Mystical Arts,” I countered.

“Witch Queen!”

“Chief of Sorcery?”

“I am going to leave now,” said Avarice.

“Oh, but what was the reward?” asked Etja. “Lord of Spells,” she hastily whispered to me. That one wasn’t bad.

“Since my arrangement is apparently with the leader of a recently founded nation, I will be treating the terms as confidential,” said Avarice. Shadowy hands began scooping up the arrays and pulling them back into Avarice’s shadow. “As the newly appointed Director of Thaumaturgy, I am certain Master Xor’Drel will be willing to explain them to you.”

There was a rush of air as the golem’s head swept down from above, its jaw unhinging and biting down on the sphere. Hysteria’s prison slotted into place within the golem’s mouth, and streams of mana began to flow out from the captured avatar and down the golem’s throat. Hysteria shrieked as the Deiphage receded into the darkness overhead.

Avarice floated upwards. “Given your performance today, I believe you will be ready for my task around Level 20. I will be watching your progress closely.”

“All right,” I said, waving the avatar farewell. “If we catch any more avatars, I’ll let you know.”

She chuckled as she rose into the dark. The shadow faded away, and the faint laughter echoed through the room after she was gone.

Xim blew out a long breath. “Glad that’s done,” she said.

“Is it?” asked Varrin, staring at the entrance to the obelisk chamber.

I followed his gaze to find Buster, still shriveled up with a large globe of blood and flesh in front of him. His massive sword had melted up into the gore, forming a series of blocky runes that hurt to look at.

“Shit, I forgot about that guy,” I said.

“Hysteria said he was summoning a blood god, right?” said Etja.

“Something like that.” I sighed and nodded at the desiccated Hyrachon. “Were you waiting for Avarice to leave?”

Buster blinked, and one of his eyelids crumbled away. It was sucked into the bloody mass.

“I… am… unworthy,” he said, then raised a hand toward Fluffy, who still cowered against the wall.

“Yeah, you said that.” I glanced at Etja and pointed at the blocky runes. “Is that Celestial? What does it say?”

“Hmm, it’s a prayer,” she said. “‘Chalgoth, Father of my Blood, Master of my Steel, strip from us our strengths and cast aside our weakness. Accept our flesh for instruction, so that my eternal soul may rest within your forge and understand what potential it has wasted.”

The yeti squeaked as she began to slide toward Buster, clawing at the ground to try and fight the pull. It didn’t help. Varrin walked over and placed his boot on the yeti’s chest, but she kept slipping inexorably closer to the orb.

“Is it safe to kill him?” I asked. “Or will his spell blow up?”

“Why would it blow up?”

“It has a ridiculously long activation time. There’s gotta be some kind of protection so he can finish casting. Otherwise, it would just be stupid.”

“Makes sense,” said Etja. My new Lord of Spells offered no further counsel on the matter.

“Guess we’ll have to risk it,” I said, pulling out Somncres.

I hurled it at Buster, copying it into five Void Hammers. The Hyrachon lifted their arms, and four more arms formed out of the orb of gore to join them, the limbs of his sacrificed comrades. Five hands caught my hammers. I tried to unsummon Somncres, but the Hyrachon prevented it somehow. The fleeting copies didn’t disappear either; they were held in place by the hands.

Varrin rushed in, swinging Kazandak. The Hyrachon halted the big guy’s blade with the sixth arm. Etja launched a death beam, and the orb expanded into a dome, covering the Hyrachon’s front and freezing the spell in place. Xim called down Judgment, but the fiery pillar parted over the Hyrachon, and the flames went still like they were frozen in time.

Buster trembled as he defended against the attacks, and a smile crept onto his face.

“Almost,” he said. Fluffy was three feet away. “All that I behold has become Chalgoth’s domain. He will show us what we could have been, and you shall serve as demonstration!”

There was a light splash and a series of soft clicks. Several puffs of stone dust scattered off the walls, and six arrows appeared in Buster’s body.

Three went down the back of his skull, piercing his brain and severing his spine, while three more angled in through his ribs, cutting through his heart and both lungs.

Buster went stiff and let out a soft, wheezing gasp.

Necrotic veins burst out from the arrows and burrowed through Buster’s flesh. A pulse of mana followed, and the veins multiplied, then broke open, pouring out rotten ichor that was sucked into the orb. The orb swirled and blackened. The blocky runes began to corrode.

Buster tipped forward like a falling tree. As he fell, all of our attacks were released. Hammers pulped the body, Kazandak sliced it open, Etja’s beam split it down the middle and turned a swath of the Hyrachon to dust, and what remained was consumed by crimson flame.

The fire caught the orb as well, immolating it as it splashed down on top of the ruined remains, splattering Fluffy with a gallon of ignited gross. The yeti rolled away from the mess, yelping and slapping at her body to try and extinguish herself.

Xim must have taken pity on the woman, because she waved a hand and dismissed the fire working its way through the little lady’s fur. Fluffy took several deep breaths, tried to climb to her feet, fell back over, and then settled on sitting up to look between us with wild eyes.

I looked down the dark hallway, and all at once Nuralie appeared from the shadows, water dripping from her leathers. She looked down at the pile of burning flesh and nodded.

“I guess you did not behold me,” she said. Pause. “Asshole.”


Chapter 77


All of us were experienced enough to wait for the kill notification. Predictably, we didn’t get one.

“I’ll be honest,” I said. “I’m not sure how to double-tap a puddle of burning goo.”

“More fire,” Nuralie offered. “I have some acid as well.”

“I can keep using Disintegrate,” said Etja. “And you can send it to the void?”

I decided that plan was as good as any and threw an experimental hammer at the pile of slop. An orb of blood snapped out from the gore and surrounded the hammer, stopping it in its tracks. I immediately banished and resummoned Somncres, glad to see I could extract it this time. The minor victory was spoiled when I realized that I was also trapped inside a bubble of blood, along with everyone else in the party.

Sharp tendrils lanced out from the orb’s edges, trying to dig their way past my armor and through my skin. The blood seared my flesh where it made contact, but the damage was trivial. The real hazard of the bubble was its debuffs.

You are Immobilized!

Bleeding negated by immunity!

I recognized the skill from our earlier fight with Buster. The spikes buried themselves into the others and began extracting thick lines of blood from Xim, Varrin, and Nuralie. Fortunately, Etja shared my exemption from exsanguination, given that she didn’t have blood at all.

The blood formed into slithering ropes and darted across the room to the burning viscera, where a misshapen head was rising up from the gore. Strands of stringy flesh whipped out to tangle themselves around Fluffy’s limbs, even as the yeti was trapped in her own bubble.

“Again?!” Fluffy shouted. Her fists glowed as she pounded at the bindings.

I looked at the mess and shot it an Identify.

Malformed Icon of Instruction: Constructed Aberration, Grade 30

I wondered what Grade the entity would have started out at if it had been well-formed, rather than denied its final victim and pumped full of liquid death, compliments of Nuralie. I put the thought out of my mind and worked on a solution.

Nuralie was the first to act. The Delve was still dark, and the Geulon used Shadow Walk to teleport outside of her bubble. Her hands blurred as she pulled a dozen arrows from her inventory and fired them as a single batch over the Icon’s head, even as her wounds continued to leak. The arrows pulled a hard turn back toward the ground and launched down at the Icon, forming a ring around it. As soon as the arrows were released, Nuralie swallowed a potion and stepped back to disappear into the dark.

Varrin let out a fierce shout, and his helmet began to glow with burning eyes. His body became ethereal, and he shot forward, disappearing from sight completely the moment he passed through the bubble. He appeared behind the still-forming Icon and cut down with his blade, wreathed in Spiritual energy.

The blade cleaved the Icon in half, only for it to reform immediately after.

Etja exploded with a wave of mana, washing all the bubbles away with Nullify. She combined it with Repulsion, boiling the outer layer of the Icon’s liquid body with Holy damage and blessing the ground to grant us Celerity.

I used Shortcut to appear directly in front of the Icon, flanking it with Varrin. It was difficult to tell if any of our attacks had hurt it, and the blood it siphoned quickly went to reform any mass it had lost. Its emerging body was twisted and distorted, like it was trying to imitate a person but had only ever seen them through a series of warped funhouse mirrors. Nuralie’s poisons still ran through the Icon, clouding its form with dark-green necrosis, but the entity didn’t seem to suffer for it.

“Immune to Physical!” shouted Varrin, sounding like the factoid was about to drive him to commit murder, which it was.

“Resistant to everything else,” said Nuralie. “Its health is only going up.” Her voice echoed around the chamber when she spoke, making it impossible to tell where she was.

So, the Icon’s body was difficult to destroy. I took Etja’s advice and started trying to send it somewhere it couldn’t hurt us.

I went back to basics and tossed Somncres to my offhand, holding out my palm and thrusting it deep into the Icon’s body. If it was immune to Physical damage, there was no reason to waste time throwing hammers. I used Funnel to double the power behind Oblivion Orb and fired it off in the middle of the creature’s chest.

A bucket’s worth of liquid disappeared, forming a vacuum in the Icon’s torso that collapsed in on itself. The construct shuddered as its body became a few percent smaller. A pair of eyes condensed within its head and floated out to the creature’s face, followed by lips, teeth, and tongue. It smiled at me, and the new organs swam around its skull as it spoke.

“Arrrlllloooooooo Xoooorrrrr’Dreeeelllll,” it said. The sound didn’t come from its mouth but pressed in from all around me. It made me wonder why it had bothered with a mouth at all, other than to grin at me like a fucking creep.

“That’s me,” I said, casting another Oblivion Orb.

The Icon frowned as its body shrank ever so slightly. Varrin was cutting into its back with Soul Strike again and again, careful to avoid my hand. Muscle and bone started to form within the Icon, but each slice of Varrin’s blade delayed the structures from finalizing. Still, whatever the big guy was getting done didn’t seem to bother the creature.

Aside from the two of us, no one else was attacking the Icon. Nuralie was probably charging another Hunger Shot with the best ammo she had, while Etja built her spell combo for a mega-Disintegrate.

Meanwhile, Xim had shed her armor. The bone trinket in her hair glowed fiercely. Her body elongated, arms extending to the ground even as her head rose twenty feet into the air. Both hands were 80 percent claw, each claw half as long as my body, and her face split to reveal a jagged row of uneven fangs. A pair of black, twisting horns sprouted from just ahead of her temples, and her eyes burned wide with a hint of madness. Waves of dark-red flame rolled along her back.

I assumed that was what a Wraithclaw looked like and hoped that our Cleric hadn’t totally lost her shit somehow.

Etja’s Nullify had destroyed Fluffy’s bubble, but strands of muscle were still dragging yeti toward the Icon. The pugilist’s body had taken on a metallic sheen again, which kept the groping flesh from digging in and pulling out more blood.

Varrin swapped targets to sever the strands, and Fluffy ran the fuck away to the back of the chamber. That was good. I didn’t want to see what happened once this thing absorbed its final sacrifice.

The moment Varrin cut Fluffy free, a blazing portal opened over Varrin’s head. A scorching beam launched down at the big guy. Varrin pivoted and brought his sword overhead, parrying the spell with his blade and sending it pounding into a wall. The beam fractured rock, and the room trembled as a powerful pressure wave went through it, even as the stone was turned molten. The moment Varrin had dealt with the first beam, another portal opened. Each beam was a miniaturized version of the giant’s spell, called Lance of Dawn.

“Arrrrllllooooooo,” said the Icon. “I jusssst want to talk, Arrrlooooooo.”

“Sub-el, take control of the Delve,” I said, casting another Orb.

There were about a hundred questions I wanted to ask Sub-el about what it meant for them to temporarily take control, but without Grotto’s psychic relay, my communication speed was limited by the spoken word. Hopefully, I’d stay in charge of the place, but either way, the System wanted the interlopers dealt with as much as we did.

Assuming temporary administrative control of Delve 1156-B.

Restoring mana flows to Delve structures.

Evaluating non-System entities.

Primary decision-making authority assigned to Arlo Xor’Drel.

Friendly status assigned to members of Fortune’s Folly.

The intruder has been classified as Vampiric. The use of flesh-and-blood Delve resources is not advised. You have Core-designed golems in your inventory. Would you like me to take command and deploy them?

“Do it!” I said.

Optimizing golem loadout based on available assets.

My inventory screen opened and closed so fast it was barely a flicker. Two of Grotto’s Etja-clone golems appeared, decked head to toe in the equipment of fallen Delvers. They each held a weapon with the distinctive dark ornamentation of the King’s Guard, one with a spiked mace and the other with a battle staff.

They were Grade 20.

Space twisted around the staff-wielding golem, and it shot across the room, leaving a cylindrical hole in the Icon as it passed. The second charged in and struck the Icon with its mace, and I watched as small whirlpools tore out mana from the Icon and sucked it into the weapon’s spikes. Of the two attacks, the Icon only paid attention to the second.

A circle of runes appeared beneath the mace-wielding golem’s feet, and it fell to the ground like its strings had been cut.

“Why talk?” I asked. “Is that part of the instruction you’re supposed to be handing out?”

I knocked out another two Oblivion Orbs while engaging the Icon in banter. Its floaty eyes looked down at the arm embedded in its chest, and I felt my hair rise as static filled the air. I tried to extract my limb, but the Icon seized my wrist, keeping it embedded.

Lightning poured through the Icon’s body and hit me like I’d grabbed an exposed powerline. My muscles and teeth clenched, my entire body locking up as the electricity completely paralyzed me. It continued to surge, keeping me from pulling away. I fought to try and cast Shortcut, but my consciousness stuttered, keeping me from finishing the spell.

“Felgar was one of my favorites on this plane,” said the Icon. A golden spear formed in its hand and launched at Varrin, throwing the man off balance as he tried to parry another sun-beam. The spell drove Varrin into the ground, spreading more cracks through the inventory slots. The plants within wriggled harder.

“My acolyte’s workings were interrupted, though,” the Icon continued. The words arced through me with each crackling pulse of lightning, somehow intelligible despite my brief blackouts. “His soul will see the forge without the instruction he sought, but it was enough power to let me take a peek at those my sister has taken a liking to.”

The lightning stopped, and I teleported back before the Icon could get off another spell. My health had once again regenerated to full while Hysteria mind-fucked us, and the lightning had taken me back down to half.

“Sam’lia has a good eye.” The icon chuckled as its own eyes drifted wide, and its body exploded into a fibrous net of tissue.

It connected itself to the walls and ceiling, looking like a spider’s web spun from something’s cardiovascular system. Arrows shot out from the ring Nuralie had fired into the ground. Six more arrows followed, fired from the dark. They barely clipped a few meaty strands as the tissue twisted out of the way. The shafts buried themselves deep into the walls.

The web vibrated and continued to produce speech. “I’m jealous. Why follow the path of the Seven Organs? The path of Blood and Steel suits your violence better.”

A thousand tiny marbles of deadly mana formed along the strands like morning dew, and the Icon tried to collapse back into its humanoid form. The marbles detonated before it could, taking a huge chunk of the Icon’s mass and reducing it to dust. The dust swirled in the air and flowed into Etja’s outstretched hand.

The Icon reformed on the ceiling, standing upside down and a good eighteen inches shorter than it had been before. Xim leaped up, easily reaching the forty-foot ceiling with her massive Wraithclaw body. The Icon tried to catch the cleric in a blood bubble, but she tore it apart mid-air with one swipe of her claws.

The Icon stepped aside, avoiding Xim’s landing. She dug into the ceiling with her claws and crawled across it like a fucking poltergeist, giving chase to the fleeing Icon. Her throat bulged, and the flames on her back disappeared. She unhinged her jaw, and a massive gout of infernal fire blasted out at the Icon.

The Abomination frowned slightly, and the ceiling beneath its feet glowed with Consecration. The outer layer of its bloody form hardened as the fire engulfed it.

Xim’s head snapped back as a golden spear skewered through the flames and jammed itself down her throat. The cleric’s breath died, and she let out a gurgling snarl, reaching forward to pull the weapon free. Her body burned golden as she healed the damage, when a burning portal opened at her belly. A lance of heat blasted her from the ceiling, crushing her into the ground until her form was lost in the blinding beam. I hit the beam with a Dispel, keeping it from persisting.

The Icon did another quick conversion from exposed nervous system to man-shaped, appearing beside the yeti. The Icon now only had a foot on the little pugilist. Two holes appeared in its body to allow arrows to sail through it, and a glob of blood detached from the Icon to float forward and intercept Etja’s next death beam.

“You can follow both paths if you want,” said the Icon, strands reaching for the Yeti.

I quickly checked to see if Explosion! was back up. The eighteen-second charge had resulted in a 36-minute cooldown. My Physical Magic skill dropped that to 27 minutes and change. The spell was good to go, and I eyed a spot right between the Icon and Fluffy.

I snapped my fingers, and the air detonated, releasing a shockwave that sent dust and debris scattering for more than forty feet in all directions. Fluffy was sent tumbling away from the Icon, while the god-infested construct staggered back, tendrils latching onto the wall behind it to hold itself steady.

“My followers are weak,” the Icon spat. “I want you. I want all of you.”

“I can’t keep this up!” shouted Varrin. He’d created a Spiritual clone of himself to deal with the animated spear while he parried spells. The man was hemorrhaging stamina. Xim struggled onto all fours, her vaporized skin and muscle having trouble knitting itself together. Another rune circle appeared beneath Etja, dragging her from the air and interrupting her next spell. Nuralie was absent, hopefully prepping something good.

“Sub-el, is the Dominion Ivy plant considered a Delve resource?” I asked.

All Dominion Ivy Plants of the Endless within Delve 1156-B are considered Delve resources.

All of them? How many were there? Was Sub-el counting the immature ones?

It wasn’t time for those types of questions.

“Will they attack us?”

Delve resources are managed so that they will not harm any entity marked as friendly, but the Dominion Ivy plants were raised in an atypical manner.

Estimated chance of hostility: Low Moderate.

“Fuck it. They know where the gravy comes from.” I said it with confidence because I really wanted it to be true.

I activated my second use of Therianthropy and jumped up, caught myself in the air with my wings, and then started unassigning inventory slots.


Chapter 78


Iundid a swath of slots at the Icon’s feet. The moment the floor was released, it crumbled away, reduced to tiny chunks, like something had been taking a sledgehammer to it every day for a month. As the floor collapsed to reveal the plant beneath, the Icon used its fleshy tendrils to crawl away up the wall.

The Dominion Ivy was a pulsating hive of endless thorn-covered vines. Their leaves danced and shivered. Melon-sized buds blossomed into colorful blooms that rotated as though they were looking around the room. The vines extended into eternity, stretching into an infinitely distant terminus that twisted as I looked towards it, always keeping its end just out of sight.

The vines rushed up at the Icon, their movement slow by Delver standards but much faster than any plant had a right to be. Their snaking climbers quested for the bloody construct, more energetic than they’d been when presented with the Littan Delvers.

The Icon, understandably, tried to move away.

The wall above the Icon exploded into sparkling gaseous clouds as Nuralie fired a trio of exploding arrows. The gas contained one of her rare Spiritual toxins. The Icon hadn’t seemed to suffer much under our alchemist’s typical brews, but it gave the mist a wide berth as it clambered across the wall. It used its hundreds of threads like a gruesome millipede to dart left around the expanding cloud, but one of its own scorching lances slammed into the wall, releasing a wave of force that sent it skittering back.

Varrin had continued to contest both the golden spear and the constant barrage of burning spells, overwhelmed by the combo when forced to deal with it alone. I glanced over at the big guy, seeing that there were now three versions of the swordsman working to manage the onslaught.

One was the original Varrin, another was a perfect Spiritual copy, and the third was the odd pseudo-relative-looking version we’d seen when dealing with the Icon of the Psychopomp.

Icons really brought out Varrin’s best.

As Varrin’s copy managed the spear, Varrin prime parried another beam that rained down on him, cutting the attack ninety degrees toward his imperfect doppelganger. The ancestral spirit parried the beam again, finishing the redirect and sending it just left of the Icon, causing it to move further back from the detonations and melting stone.

A field of shimmering mana mines formed in the air to the Icon’s right, expanding out every second as Etja dumped power into her mana shape. The Icon launched another wave of blood bubbles, but I seized the spell and used Reverse Card to trap the Icon with its own skill.

The remaining golem warped itself onto the Icon, using its puncturing spell to cut through its tendrils.

The Icon smiled and its eyes swam through its head to gaze at me. It blasted itself back out into webbing, hurling the golem aside and shooting towards me. I snapped out an Explosion! to punish the air between us. The pressure wave sent the tendrils flailing back, colliding with every hazard the group had created. Its body was corrupted with spiritual toxins, reduced to inert dust as the mines exploded, and dragged through the molten rock Varrin’s spell parries had created.

Still, the webbing shot towards the ceiling, battered and abused by the traps, but escaping from the vines. As it reformed above us, the Icon was greeted by a smoldering horror of claws and teeth that had landed just before it. Xim snatched the diminutive Icon up in her massive hands and hurled it back down, sending it through the gas and mines once again and into the eagerly waiting vines of the Dominion Ivy.

The vines wrapped the Icon up. As its many thorns sliced into the construct, mana flowed out and into the Ivy plant. It was a real reverse-vampire situation. Vampire on mana-vampire action.

The bloodsucker was getting its mana sucked, and it really did not like it.

The Icon tried to thread through the vines in its web form, but they were too numerous. There was nowhere for it to go. The Icon turned all its skills onto the plant, burning it to ash with its beams, cutting through swaths of vines with its spear, freezing yet more in place with its bubbles, but it didn’t matter. The vines kept coming, faster than the Icon could destroy them. And though it took some time, the Dominion Ivy eventually sucked the fucker dry.

Most of the ground was still safe, and as the Icon was consumed, the rest of the party gathered on the opposite end of the obelisk chamber. I stood out ahead of them, trying to gauge how much trouble we were in if the plant decided to convert this from a “feed me, Arlo” situation into a “feed me Arlo” kind of deal. The comma placement was quite important here.

There was a lot of plant that could come through the floor, and while the Closet was big, it wasn’t that big. Neither of my Checkpoints were open yet, so if the Ivy wanted to bite the hand that feeds, we’d either need to slash and burn for several hours straight or open the exit to the wastes and see what was on the other side. We could always Shortcut our way out if it was buried.

I’d have preferred not to do that, since I liked my Closet and didn’t want to sign the deed over to a trans-dimensional plant. Despite the risks, my mind went back to the wording of the deal I’d struck with Yara, and I waited.

Once the plant was done digesting the Icon, its vines rolled out through the breach in the inventory spaces. It moved slowly, searching and feeling out the boundaries of the space. I stood still and watched, waiting for the vines to reach me. The party had a host of spells ready if the plant decided it wanted a taste of the Arlo steak, so when it got near, I felt pretty confident I wasn’t in any real danger.

One of the vines rose up from the ground like a snake ready to strike, then nosed its way close to me. I held up a hand to the vine, and it stopped. Then, tentatively, the vine moved closer and slithered across my palm. The thorns that covered it retracted into its flesh, and the many thousands of leaves around the room shifted and shuddered.

The vine dropped away from my hand and kept poking around, ignoring me. As I stood, the wave of leafy tendrils parted around me while they moved out to the edges of the obelisk chamber.

The party backed away, less enthusiastic about testing the boundaries of the Ivy’s friend-or-food logic. When the vines found the hall leading away from the obelisk chamber, they stopped. The Dominion Ivy covered the walls, set up its many hanging vines and flowering buds, then settled itself and stopped expanding.

“Tamed,” I said. “I guess it’s just a regular boss monster now.”

“I would not call that regular,” said Nuralie.

“I agree,” said Etja. “It’s much prettier than a regular Delve boss.” The mage floated into the room, weaving between the hanging vines, and took a chance at smelling one of the flowers. The bloom tracked her movement but didn’t try to snag her from the air.

“Is everyone comfortable with Arlo’s new fighting style?” asked Xim.

“My new style?” I asked.

“You know,” she said. “Throwing gods and monsters at our enemies.”

“It is more an extension of his previous style,” said Varrin. “Depending on how you categorize Shog and Grotto.”

“One of the very first things we did as a party was throw Fortune at Orexis,” said Etja. “I think it’s part of who we are. As a group.”

“Are we counted among the monsters he is throwing?” asked Nuralie.

We all studiously avoided staring at Xim.

“I’m the party leader,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “Part of leading is delegation. If I’m delegating the containment or destruction of an avatar or god, I’m gonna delegate that task to something big enough to get the job done. You want to challenge your underlings to keep them sharp and engaged, but giving people jobs that are too big for them leads to demoralization. One must play to their people’s strengths and work around their weaknesses.”

“Underlings?” said Varrin.

“If we’re challenging Arlo’s use of nouns,” said Xim, “can we talk about Closetland?”

“What about it?” I asked.

“It’s so bad.”

“Ah, well, it was a spur-of-the-moment name. How about Closetlandia?”

“I’m not in love with it,” said Etja.

“Closetia?” I offered. “Closetstan? Closetina? Closetica?”

“Why does it need to use the word closet?” asked Nuralie.

I paused and considered. “Pocketvania?”

“We should repair Grotto,” said Varrin. “Naming the Pocket Republic can wait.”

Everyone turned to stare at the big guy.

“What?” he asked.

“That one’s not bad,” said Etja. Everyone mumbled their assent, and Varrin stood up a little straighter.

“You’re right about Grotto, Varrin,” I said. “Hey, Sub-el. What needs to happen to get Grotto all healed up?”

“What about the Closet Republic?” asked Nuralie.

“No, that sounds like a clothing store,” said Etja.

Please insert Core 1156 into the Delve obelisk to perform a diagnostic. Once we have mapped the damage, I can manually assist the obelisk’s automated repair functions. If the Core can be repaired, I can complete the process within a few hours.

I teleported myself and Nuralie to Grotto. The poor guy was still pinned to the wall. Together, we carefully removed the arrow and made sure none of the Core’s components came loose. When we returned, Xim directed Etja in cutting away the now-dead c’thon flesh using Disintegrate, revealing the runic orb beneath.

The hole going through Grotto was clean, and Nuralie pointed out how the outer chassis hadn’t bent or warped under the hit. Hopefully, the internal damage was similarly well-contained. Sub-el guided us on opening up the bottom of the obelisk and placing the Core within. Sub-el also assured us that the obelisk was in working order, despite the central gathering rod being exposed due to Hysteria’s manipulations.

A few tense minutes passed, but Sub-el let us know that Grotto would be fine after a three-hour repair session. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

“Whaddya think Grotto would want it called?” asked Etja.

“Are we back on the country name?” asked Xim.

“He would not want it to be a republic,” said Nuralie. “Voting rights sound antithetical to his personality.”

“It’s more of a technocracy,” said Xim. “Assuming power is being distributed via competency.” I raised a brow at the cleric, surprised by her civics knowledge.

“There are two citizens,” said Varrin. “They both hold power. Thus, the power is in the hands of the citizens. Republic.”

“As long as it’s not another monarchy,” said Xim. “No offense, Varrin, but kings are always trouble.”

“The king has some exclusive executive authority,” said Varrin. “But with the way the houses work, Hiward is closer to an aristocracy than a traditional monarchy.”

“What’s Eschendur?” asked Xim.

“It is a theocratic meritocracy,” Nuralie answered. “Ruled by a triumvirate.”

“Are we discussing names or potential forms of government?” I asked. “Because the name doesn’t have to relate. Back on Earth, a lot of country names straight-up lied about their form of government.”

“Perhaps you should avoid importing that practice,” said Varrin.

“If a republic just means that the people hold power,” said Xim, “then the tribe is a republic. People literally agree on what the world is like.”

“Republics involved representatives,” said Varrin. “What you’re describing is a pure democracy.”

“What about your parents?” asked Etja, looking at Xim. “Aren’t they the chiefs?”

“Democracies still need administrators,” said Varrin.

“Yeah,” said Xim. “If everyone decided mom and dad were ass at their jobs, then they wouldn’t be in charge anymore.”

“The Third Layer really brings a whole new meaning to the word freedom,” I mused. “Anyway, I won’t beat around the bush. To start, it’ll be a constitutional oligarchy where a ruling council holds all the power. For now, the oligarchs will be everyone who’s a citizen, since that’ll just be us, assuming you guys want citizenship.”

“Sure,” said Xim.

“Why are you trying to start a nation?” asked Varrin. “I thought this was an intellectual exercise.”

I waved at our surroundings, causing one of the hanging vines to start caressing my hand. I gently extracted myself as I answered Varrin’s question. “The Closet isn’t a secret anymore. It will continue to expand, giving me a lot of theoretical land to work with, and with the way my Checkpoints operate it can ‘border’ any nation in the world. With the Reality Anchor we got, a permanent portal can be established wherever we want, making it accessible for travel and trade. Unless I want to sign the place over to the rule of a specific nation, it needs to be its own legal entity, if only to formalize a set of laws and encourage other nations to stay out of my business.

“Beyond that? It lets us act under our own authority. It frees us up to form relationships with other world powers without historical baggage. We can be a neutral agent that disseminates information to the world on an equal basis, especially when it comes to the avatars.”

“What about resources?” asked Nuralie. “The Closet is mostly empty.”

“Avarice will help us take care of that.”

“Is it part of our reward?” asked Etja. “What is it?”

“Earth, fire, wind, water, and heart!” I declared.

“Essences?” asked Nuralie.

“Shiploads,” I said. “Very basic ones, though. Grotto and I have discussed a weave that’ll convert mana into the compounds we’d need to make this place liveable at scale, but it would take a lot of upfront investment.”

“What does the heart essence do?” asked Etja.

“That one was a lie,” I said.

“Aw.”

“Our party still has a strong bias toward the Hiwardian establishment,” said Varrin. He was blind to the intellectual allure of natural resource management. “Hiward, Eschendur, and the Xor’Drels are close allies. We would not be perceived as ‘neutral’ by Litta, Ayama, Mittak, or Timagrin, and certainly not Davah.”

“Then we make friends and see if we can find some good people to round out our representation,” I said. “Look, I’ve been thinking about it for literally a day, and it’s been a busy day. Before we get into the weeds on this, I need a shower, and my house got blown up, which is where I kept most of my showers. We also need to get the Eschens back home, and speaking of, where are they?”

“The Zenithar and the delegation are in the Atrocidile’s cave, along with Riona,” said Nuralie. “It has an underwater cavern where it built a nest.”

“Sounds stinky,” said Etja.

“It is not pleasant.”

“Is that safe?” asked Xim. “Or is the Atrocidile dead?”

“It is resting,” said Nuralie. “The Iskarim pugilist nearly killed it, but the Atrocidile escaped somehow.”

“Nottagator has a solid escape ability,” I said. “It turns into a ghost!”

“I see,” said Nuralie. Pause. “What are we doing about her?” She nodded toward the yeti.

Fluffy was being held down by a mess of vines, though her metallic skin and fur were keeping the thorns from harming her. She was listening to our conversation, wide-eyed and silent. She may have been hoping we would forget about her.

“I give up!” she squeaked. “I surrender!”

“How magnanimous of you,” said Varrin, hand on the hilt of Kazandak.

“Ah geez,” I said. “Keeping her alive violates my ‘returning villain’ rule, but also we just saved her from that blood god thing.”

“I wasn’t trying to save her,” said Xim. “I was just playing keep away.”

“I was being generous with my characterization,” I said, then blew out a long breath. “Thoughts? Opinions?”

“If you are planning to start a nation, she should be judged under your laws,” said Varrin. “In Hiward, she would be executed for her part in kidnapping the king.”

“Eschendur would likely do the same,” said Nuralie.

“She’d get banished from the tribe,” said Xim. “Sort of the same as a death sentence, depending on who it is.”

“We can prove she tried to kill one or all of us,” I said. “At the very least, she committed multiple felony-level assaults, and throughout the course of her crimes, multiple people died. Where I’m from, the death sentence was pretty rare. Something like this would be, eh, fifteen years up to life in prison.”

“Are you going to build a prison?” asked Varrin.

“I wasn’t planning on it,” I said. “Also, she’s a foreigner, so that complicates things. Sorry, what was your name again?”

“Joma,” she said.

“Joma, are you a citizen of any nation, or did you give all that up to become a Wastelands mercenary?”

Joma shook her head to dislodge a vine that had blocked her view. She managed to peek an eye through, but the vine squeezed her head more tightly in return. “I… would be recognized by Mittak.”

“How would the powers-that-be in Mittak react to you being dropped on their doorstep?” The furry woman looked uncomfortable at that idea. “Not well, huh? Have some open warrants in Mittak?” She didn’t reply, so I shrugged. “All right. Closetland sentences you to twenty years of rehabilitation for crimes perpetrated within its borders, with a chance of early release at my discretion.

“However, I am suspending your sentence pending an investigation into whether you were the victim of mind fuckery,” I continued. “In the meantime, would you like to remain in custody to await the results of Closetland’s formal investigation or petition to be released into the care of the Mittakan authorities?”

She shifted within the vines. “What happens while I’m in custody?”

“Well, we’ve got plenty of stuff to do around here. Construction. Animal husbandry. Maybe some butlering. Do you have any housekeeping experience?”

“Er…”

“You’ll get back pay if it turns out you aren’t culpable for your actions,” I offered.

“You have no way of containing her,” said Varrin.

“I have a whole Delve full of monsters and no way to leave it without some very specific abilities, which I haven’t seen her use,” I said. “I’ll look at her status to determine how much of a flight risk she is. Even if she escapes, I’ll issue a notice and put out a bounty. If she tells people that a bearded man in a feather boa is secretly in control of a Delve, who’d believe her? That’d be like telling them that I can summon gods or some shit. It’s silly.” I gave Joma a pointed stare. “After all, if you knew a man who could summon gods, you’d be a real dummy to get on their bad side. More than you already have, that is.”

Joma stiffened. “I’m great at working with my hands,” she said, shakily. “I have Woodworking at Level 43!”

“That’s nice.”

Your party has slain Malformed Icon of Instruction: Constructed Aberration, Grade 30!

You gain +25 System Rep!

Your Dimensional Magic skill has increased to Level 36!

Your Physical Magic skill has increased to Level 25!

Your Mystical Magic skill has increased to 25!

Your Leadership skill has increased to 24!

Your Dungeoneering skill has increased to Level 27!

Your Diplomacy skill has increased to Level 16!

“Hey, neat,” I said. I stretched my back and touched my toes, then ran my fingers through my beard a few times. “Now, who’s ready to go meet the Littan empress in sixteen hours?”


Epilogue
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Brae’ach seethed as he grasped the table, and the air shuddered around him. Lately, it was always crowded around Brae’ach; there was always some avatar, some United, some follower that needed his attention. Jakom feared it would soon be too much for him to bear.

“You are certain of this?” asked Brae’ach. The walking void before him nodded.

“Utterly,” said Limbo.

At the center of the table was a dimly glowing teal prism which featured faint lines of mana threading across a map of Arzia. Some of them connected to the parchment, where celestial letters floated off the page: “Delve 2883,” “Delve M82,” “Labyrinth 081.” There were several thicker mana threads, most ending in question marks, but one had a strange label: “Raid 0.”

“I know the truth of Hysteria’s words, despite their lies and hyperbole,” said Limbo. “I maintain a soul tether to everyone I’ve met, allowing me to see and hear everything they do.”

Brae’ach raised an eyebrow.

“Almost everyone,” Limbo continued. “I thank Unity for allowing me to interact with you without such a handicap.”

“Hysteria’s capture was some time ago, then,” said Brae’ach. “You are only now deeming it prudent to mention?”

“The entity Hysteria encountered had an unusual effect on my soul,” said Limbo. “The tether could only be partially reincorporated. As you suggested in your conversation with the histrionic one, I passed along their testimony to an Arbiter. All of Arbiter gathered to debate it, and I have recently been informed that Hysteria’s account is Verified, ignoring their embellishments.”

The massive Davahn sighed as a breeze blew through the room. “I had heard the generations were getting faster, but such feats in so short a time exceed even the wildest projections. I would question whether some are even possible.”

“And yet here we are,” said Limbo. “You should recalibrate what you consider to be possible.”

As much as Jakom loathed the obscured one’s presence, Limbo was supremely focused, minced no words, and suffered no distractions. Jakom could not think of any other avatar that was so driven. Brae’ach emitted a rapid, soft chittering as his lowest mandibles clacked back and forth in consternation.

“They’ll be ready for the Raid within a few years,” said the titan. Limbo squinted, sort of. He was difficult to read at the best of times.

“That means we’ll achieve our goals earlier than expected,” said the darkness.

“No, it means that we’ll have to accelerate our timetable by an order of magnitude in order to be prepared when they complete it,” said Brae’ach. “Your ‘kin’ are too used to running amok as soon as the Transcendence finishes, wafting in your own flatulence before the divine sphere closes and you saunter back to hibernate in your caves. If we are to succeed, we must complete our tasks before the Transcendence, or else it was all for naught. You cannot merely wait out the Delvers this time.”

“I will not sit for another age in this wretched form,” said Limbo. “If time is of the essence, your ‘preparations’ are taking too long. You must abandon such foolishness.”

Brae’ach stood.

“And what do you know of these ‘preparations?’” the man asked.

“I know you spend days at a time praying. You travel for hundreds of miles in strategically irrelevant locations. You spend months erecting shrines of exotic but mundane materials. I know you are letting your spiritual practices get in the way of expediency, and now I know we are on a much shorter timetable than before.”

Brae’ach glared at him. Jakom could feel a swell of emotion rising from the ground, like a flaming want, a burning need.

“You know

Nothing

The earth beneath them split asunder, sending fragments of stone blasting across the room. Jakom raised his arms reflexively to shield himself, but the rocks diverted away from him and struck the wall behind. A frightening red glow rose from the newly formed crevice, and thousands of long, sinewy hands began crawling out of it, grasping at the air but finding no purchase.

Consumed by your own malice,

You grab the dirt and eat,

Fistfulls of mud and worms

And see it as a treat.

A banquet lays before you,

An invitation on the seat,

But you crawl along the floor

Bereft and incomplete.

You were meant for more,

But balked and learned defeat,

So hold your writhing tongue

And follow in my feet.

Limbo betrayed little visible expression, as always, but Jakom could feel his presence being balled up and wrapped in the Word, so that the despair overflowing from the creature no longer suffocated Jakom. The Word was rarely used, especially with avatars, who were as likely to flee or fight as follow when hearing it. Jakom could sense that the Word had an unusual effect on them, even beyond the effects it had on mortals.

“Duly noted,” said Limbo. “I acknowledge the limits of my perspective.”

The grasping hands clawed more fiercely as an unseen force dragged them back into the ravine. The ground quaked and closed once again, without so much as a crack to mark the abyss that had so recently been opened.

“In that case,” Limbo continued, “you cannot allow them to complete the Raid. Not yet, anyway.”

“That is a difficult proposition,” said Brae’ach. “We cannot simply eliminate any Delver who would be a threat. We need them to keep advancing the System, and only the best of them can achieve that. But I think we can slow them down considerably; if these children die as a result, then they were not strong enough to matter in the first place.”

Brae’ach looked to the map, and his eyes traced a few choice threads.

“They will need Labyrinths to keep their current pace, and such places are rife with valuable materials we need. Let us see how well they can secure those obelisks against the United.”
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The series will continue in Mage Tank 4!
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Make sure to join our Discord

(https://discord.gg/aethon)

so you never miss a release!


Thank you for reading Mage Tank 3


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 3 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

Looking for more great books?
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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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An action-packed new Progression Fantasy series from the bestselling author of Mark of the Fool. Claim the ultimate reward or pay the ultimate price. Betrayed and left with a life-crushing debt by a treacherous business partner, Wurhi is left with little choice — break into a palace haunted by sorcery and plunder it's mysterious riches for all they're worth. Wurhi has the lock picking and burglary down as an experienced Rogue, but it'll take more than that to survive. Wits, speed, and a tumultous partnership with a penniless, hellfire-wielding, demon-slayer named Kyembe the Spirit Killer. From burning desert city-states, to ogre-infested forests and haunted mountains, Wurhi and Kyembe will face a world of tyrants, monstrous cultists, power-mad merchant princes, and ambitious wizards to win an ever growing pile of treasure. Wealth beyond wildest dreams awaits. …and woe to any enemy that stands in the way, as long as they can find a way to work together, that is... Don't miss the next action-packed Progression Fantasy series from J.M. Clarke, bestselling author of Mark of the Fool and Rune Seeker. It's perfect for fans of Unbound, Wraithblade, Rage of Dragons, and The Witcher!




GET OATHS NOW!
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An action-packed new LitRPG apocalypse perfect for fans of The Primal Hunter, Hell Difficulty Tutorial, and 1% Lifesteal. The System warned them. The world panicked. Alex prepared. In college for a degree he didn’t care about, the promise of the System creating a world where magic and challenge awaited—even at the risk of death—was the best news Alex possibly could have imagined. Yeah, Alex was ready for a new life. He wasn’t, however, ready for his only friend to shove him through a portal into hell the moment the apocalypse started. Instead of getting to hunt rabbits and farm wolves to start out, Alex finds himself stranded in a warped world where everything, including the bugs, is stronger than he is. Even with a Summoner Class that gains the powers of its monsters, most people would have died. Alex didn’t get the memo. He loves the challenge. Where others might have seen certain death, he finds something else: Opportunity. Don't miss the start of this action-packed LitRPG Apocalypse series by Actus, bestselling author of Return of the Runebound Professor and Rise of the Living Forge. It's perfect for fans of The Primal Hunter, Hell Difficulty Tutorial, and 1% Lifesteal.




Get Nightmare Realm Summoner Now!
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All Oz Carnavon ever wanted was to become a master mage. Except, to do so requires the natural gifts or wealth necessary to secure an appointment to one of the prestigious magical academies in the Core City at the center of the seven realms. Oz had neither. He was born without magical talent, serving in the elemental plane of fire, a nightmarish hellscape of treacherous lava and vicious monsters, where life is cheap, and escape is rare. But Carnavons never give up. When Oz fakes his death to get out of his family’s contract and crosses the Nexus gate to sneak into the Core, everything seems to be going according to plan… Until he gets blamed for an assassination attempt on the fire realm’s ambassador. Now, Oz must become a fugitive in a vast magical city, while trying to earn a place among the magical academies which have nothing but disdain for his kind. And the clock is ticking, because in one week, the most dangerous wizard in the realm of fire is coming to track him down and drag him back to hell. Experience this epic new saga from LARRY CORREIA, award-winning author of Monster Hunter International and Saga of the Forgotten Warrior. This progression fantasy epic features a D&D-inspired setting split by portals into elemental realms, slow-growth power progression, magic academies, and unforgettable characters!




Get Academy of Outcasts Now!
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For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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Final Character Sheet


Character Sheet

Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel

Delver Level: 12

Vitals:

Health: 1,898

Health Regeneration: 1,282/hour

Stamina: 520

Stamina Regeneration: 104/hour

Mana: 500

Mana Regeneration: 200/hour

Racial Bonuses and Birth Sign:

Race: Human

Subrace: Extradimensional Entity

Racial Bonus: +100% Crafting skill progression

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

Birth Sign: The Traveler

Birth Sign Bonuses:

Spectacular Vernacular

That’s a Lot of Stats!

Divinity:

Revelation of the Eye’s Sight

Revelation of the Eye’s Reveal

Stats:

Strength 22

Agility 10

Speed 22

Fortitude 52

Intelligence 40

Wisdom 40

Charisma 10

Luck 10

Stat Evolutions:

Strength 10: Nimean Weapon

Strength 20: Flurry of Blows

Agility 10: Point Blank

Speed 10: Rapid Blocks

Speed 20: Bolt

Fortitude 10: I Can Do This All Day

Fortitude 10 (Super): We Can Do This All Day

Fortitude 20: Body of Theseus

Fortitude 40: Just a Flesh Wound

Intelligence 10: Magical Thinker

Intelligence 20: Coordinated Thinker

Intelligence 40: Arcane Geometry

Wisdom 10: Fast Recharge

Wisdom 20: Where’s Nuralie?

Wisdom 40: Sage Advice

Charisma 10: Center of Attention

Luck 10: Divine Favor of JuRoQi, The Dread Star of Heaven

Active Skills (11/11):

Aura of Persistence

Arlo’s Dimensional Summon

Dispel

Elemental Barrier

Explosion!+

Gravity Anchor

Arlo’s Homing Weapon

Arlo’s Life Warden

Arlo’s Oblivion Orb

Reckless Shortcut

Reverse Card

Passive Skills (4/5):

Archmage

Auradilato

Bonded Familiar

Who Needs a Cleric?

Intrinsic Skills (10/11):

Dimensional Magic 36

Blunt 28

Dungeoneering 27

Shields 27

Physical Magic 25

Heavy Armor 23

Leadership 24

Mystical Magic 25

Smithing 16

Diplomacy 16

Intrinsic Skill Evolutions:

Dimensional 10: Pocket Closet

Dimensional 20: Checkpoint

Blunt 10: Hammer Throw

Blunt 20: Hammerang

Dungeoneering 10: Additional Pylons

Dungeoneering 20: Engineered Terror

Shields 10: Autoblock

Shields 20: Spell Breaker

Physical Magic 10: More! MORE!!!

Physical Magic 20: Therianthropy

Heavy Armor 10: Magic Armor

Heavy Armor 20: Standard Bearer

Leadership 10: Auradin

Leadership 20: Medical Officer

Mystical Magic 10: Mana-shaping efficiency

Mystical Magic 20: Countermage

Smithing 10: Armorsmith

Diplomacy 10: Carouser


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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