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      Phase two is unlocked. Hysteria has been captured, and the dimensional kingdom of Closetland has been born. However, with the loss of everyone’s favorite hot spring, the victory is bittersweet. Now, Fortune’s Folly heads to their meeting with the Littan Empress, who makes them an offer they don’t want to refuse. Before they can accept, they’ll need to deal with some unwanted gifts that Hysteria left behind, and they’ll need to seek out the potential allies promised by the avatar Avarice. The kind of allies with wings, scales, and a compulsive hoarding disorder. Armies will be crushed. Dungeons will be conquered. And silly hats will be worn on all important occasions. Book 4 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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SYSTEM ADDENDUM ADDED BY USER NAME: [GROTTO]

ADDENDUM NOTE: Previously, on Mage Tank
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Before we begin, I will state that I have been given some feedback notes concerning my “performance” thus far on these recaps. The first points out that there are now enough volumes that at least some attention should be paid to summarizing the events of Volumes 1 and 2 in addition to Volume 3 “for this go-round.”

As such, I will pay Volumes 1 and 2 the exact amount of attention that they deserve.

The second note asks that I refrain from continuing to portray Arlo as a “bumbling fool” at the best of times and a “malevolent villain” at the worst. To this, I say that I endeavor to do nothing less than please my audience. Given that the person providing these notes is not a member of said audience, I will be ignoring their advice.

In Volume 1 Arlo is killed by a tree, resurrected in a Delve, meets some people, and escapes. He then meets some other people who try to kidnap him, escapes again, and goes on to find the people responsible. There, he finds his allies Xim and Nuralie imprisoned, whom he then helps escape. Afterward, he goes to find some people in a cave, other people die, and he escapes a godly avatar called Orexis, a.k.a. Yearning, by being tackled into a Delve known as The Cage.

From which he later escapes.

In Volume 2, a year has gone by and Arlo’s party, Fortune’s Folly, investigates what a “System Phase” is by defeating a mimic, sailing to Eschendur, defeating a Littan blockade, meandering through the Eschen swamps, defeating some Littan assassins, meeting The Operator, defeating a Littan encampment, entering the Training Expo, wherein they encounter the Dread Star which defeats their fragile minds, and then they train and go on to defeat the Lardigrey, Clockwork, Kaleidoscope, and a Delve remnant known as the Pit.

In Volume 3, we are now on the moon and our journey alongside Fortune’s Folly begins with several chapters of discussion about the party’s pending skills and evolutions. A daring choice that made for a riveting introduction to the volume; one nearly as widely appreciated as Arlo’s decision to include the literal word pause any time a Geulon freezes in the unusual way that losons do while speaking.

To be clear, he cannot be dissuaded from continuing with that practice. He will not listen to reason.

After this crunchy exposition, the party solves a maze, solves some puzzles, solves the Delve’s bug infestation, solves a soul riddle, and meets an avatar named Avarice who solves their inefficient use of Training Stats and Dumping.

Avarice tells them about Brae’ach, a disgruntled Davahn seeking to awaken the first avatar, Unity, which will effectively destroy the world by “Uniting” everything and everyone into a single homogenous mass. This process involves mass cannibalism and the activation of six monoliths hidden throughout Arzia. Several avatars are helping him achieve this, Orexis and Anesis among them, while several more are working against him, whose ranks include Avarice and Fortune.

The party pays for Avarice’s help by submitting to some questionably invasive personal interviews and promising her the use of four of Arlo’s Dread Star questions, which he now has because of a spicy Luck evolution. Avarice asks her first question and gets eviscerated in a freestyle poetry competition by a cosmic force beyond comprehension.

When the party leaves, they are invited to brunch by the Littan Delving party known as Team Pio and then take a bath for fan service. The party abandons Arlo to his own devices, after which I invite him to spectate while Team Pio tackles the Pocket Delve d/b/a The Inheritance of the Void King.

The Littans kill some things, deal with environmental hazards, cheat by having one of their members be a mimic and then lose badly to an Atrocidile Titan named Nottagator.

Team Pio retreats, has lunch, and takes a bath for fan service.

Afterward, they strategize and take on Nottagator again, ultimately causing the Atrocidile to become a ghost and run away. They then find my carefully cultivated Dominion Ivy Plant of the Endless and ask Godqueen Yara to deal with it because they can’t be bothered. The Godqueen banishes the plant to the fourth dimension, which Arlo refers to as “strangeward” for reasons incomprehensible to man or machine.

Once that’s dealt with, Arlo and I reforge some of his skills and begin decorating for the upcoming visit from: 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.

Arlo does this while wearing hotpants for fan service.

Arlo learns etiquette, the king comes to visit, they have a chat, Zenithar Zura shows up and tells Arlo that the Pocket Closet should be its own country, Arlo gets eviscerated in a freestyle poetry competition by Leon Heronwyte, and everyone he loves or cares about gets kidnapped while that’s going on. The King of Hiward got kidnapped, too, alongside some red-shirts who would eat it later.

Arlo rushes to their aid but first stops to have a chat with Fortune and do some buying and selling with Avarice, acquiring some useful plot devices in exchange for some live cuttings of the Dominion Ivy and agreeing that Fortune’s Folly will do a mission for her later that she promises totally won’t be evil.

Arlo rushes to his party to help them escape but runs into an avatar named Hysteria and then gets beaten up by some Level 20 cretins from the Eschen Wastes. He uses the items Avarice sold him to defeat Hysteria’s tricks, then calls up the Dread Star, who rams an entire actual star into Hysteria and casts them down into a mountain from space. This all occurs, of course, while the Dread Star eviscerates Hysteria during a freestyle poetry competition.

During all of this, the party uses their Get Out of Cage Free card to… escape.

Hysteria survives and invades Arlo’s Pocket Closet, where there’s beer, music, and another party with the Wastelanders. I get shot with an arrow and nearly die, but the party finds me in time to slay my would-be killer. Arlo has his eyeballs exploded by Brae’ach as punishment for peeping in on his conversation with Hysteria, and the avatar mind controls the party but is ultimately interrupted and captured by Avarice. Arlo contributes, some, technically.

Just when the party believes they are done, they notice that the Wastelander party leader is still alive and is summoning the Icon of a blood god named Chalgoth.

Chalgoth has an odd obsession with Arlo and claims to be Sam’lia’s brother. The party slays the Icon by feeding it to the Dominion Ivy, which has now been tamed. They then decide to give their new dimensional kingdom within the Pocket Closet the name of Closetland because they’re all idiots with as much naming sense as an inebriated bag of rocks.

Thus, we find ourselves at the beginning of Volume 4.


Mage Tank
VOLUME: 4


Confessions to the gallant acts of Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel, written by his own hand and recalled from memories most impeccable, with nothing contained herein other than the truth, with additional consideration given to the whole truth, and a final editing pass to ensure that the contents hold nothing but the truth.

Written by: Master Esquire Arlo “Spectersbane” Xor’Drel Esquire, Escalated Platinum Delver, Rescuer of Kings, Wrangler of the Gods, and Astronaut.

Volume: 4


Prologue
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SYSTEM ADDENDUM ADDED BY USER NAME: [EMPRESS LITTAE]

ADDENDUM NOTE: 6 months before Fortune’s Folly emerges from Deijin’s Descent
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Tavio examined the walls of the Imperial Palace with fascination as he waited to be called. He had never before been inside the splendorous halls, decorated with art and material from across the empire.

Whenever a new province was incorporated, the Imperial Assembly commissioned an addition to the palace, drawing from the greatest artists, architects, and engineers from the new lands. Tavio studied each of the features in detail, experiencing them weave together an intricate mural dedicated to the empire’s long history.

The finely polished marble floors beneath his boots had been donated by the masons’ guild of Connas. Matching pillars towered over him, supporting the palace’s structures and mirroring Litta’s support for the empire’s first province after it was liberated from tyrants. Tavio felt as though they lifted the burdens from his own mind as he meditated on their presence.

Large stained glass windows blown in Seaward cast vibrant colors across his brown fur. Massive tapestries woven in silk from Dhonvos hung from the ceiling, flooding him with memories from childhood. Each depicted a momentous occasion in the empire’s history, stories that had enraptured him in his youth. Behind the tapestries, precious magical plants from Nohrrin grew along the palace walls. Tavio breathed deep of the fresh air the plants provided, knowing they were the palace’s greatest treasure.

Tavio felt pride when he saw the sparkle of flawless gemstones, mined and cut in his home province of Seqaria. They accented huge statues forged by the master bronze workers of Lotor, depicting each emperor dating back to the liberation of Connas. Above him, the ceiling featured detailed paintings of legend and folklore, brought to life with lush pigments derived from Ginso. The towering roof itself was carved with intricate reliefs by the woodworkers of Bavecira, renowned for their unmatched craftsmanship. Tavio bathed in the sense of wonder they brought.

Beneath it all was stone, sanded to geometric perfection, providing a foundation for all that would come after it. Tavio could not see it, but he felt the power of those stoneworks, mined and cut in Litta to form the bedrock for the empire’s artistry.

The palace was a testament to civilization, bearing the might and glory of a combined people, transcending any one individual, no matter how gifted. The symbol of community, driven to benefit all the world, and Tavio sat within, an agent ready to heed its call.

A Littan aide approached from down the hall, their soft steps clicking along the marble floor. “Her Imperial Majesty will see you now.”

Tavio reeled himself back from his awe and stood, making one last inspection of his finest robes for any hint of dirt, debris, or imperfection. He ran his hand down the front of his apparel to smooth it as much as possible, taking special care to fold the red sash of his military position neatly, then nodded and followed the aide back into the palace interior.

He passed by many more tapestries, windows, and paintings of various events and lamented that he had not the time to appreciate them all. As he came upon a set of large double doors guarded by two Level 21 Delvers, the aide motioned for him to stop.

“Tavio of Seqaria to see Empress Littae,” said the aide. The two soldiers looked at Tavio, or more precisely, at their System screens listing Tavio’s name and level. After a quick glance, one nodded and opened the door. The aide gestured for Tavio to enter, and so he did.

The door Tavio entered was shut behind him as he looked around the room. Inside was a foyer of sorts, with a lit fireplace, a soft down couch, and a fine mahogany table. There was nary a sound save for the soft crackle of the logs as they burned heat and light into the space. One other door led into the space, but it was closed. Unsure of what to do next, he sat upon the couch and interlaced his fingers.

Several moments passed as Tavio contemplated the upcoming conversation. Personal meetings with the empress were unheard of at his station. He was a mid-level captain early in his career, not a senior Assembly member or influential duke.

The far door opened, and an exceptionally lithe and toned Littan peered out, dressed in high-quality but plain robes with only an indigo sash to belie her status.

“Captain Tavio?” asked the empress.

“Yes,” he said, suddenly standing. “I mean, yes, Your Imperial Majesty.”

The empress smiled warmly and beckoned him to follow her through the door, to which he complied with all the grace he could muster. The interior was not like Tavio imagined; it was littered with stacks of papers, scrolls, maps, and books, even some stone slabs Tavio recognized as summoning tablets. Inkwells of different colors sat atop an equally varied number of parchments, from missives to ledgers to journals. While not exactly a mess, the decor was less pristine than Tavio had anticipated. The empress held out her hand towards a chair opposite a large desk that she then sat behind.

Tavio took his seat, then went still, waiting for whatever it was the empress had summoned him to talk about. She sat watching him for minutes, as though they were in some sort of contest. Unable to help himself, he examined her form, which was completely symmetrical, with an impeccable complexion, finely trimmed fur, and not a single blemish to be found.

He could bear the silence no longer and so asked her the most pressing question he now had.

“Excuse me, Your Majesty,” he said, “but you are a Delver, are you not?”

The empress tilted her head and furrowed her brow. “What makes you say that?” she replied. The response was reasonable; the System listed no level for her, she had no particular aura or magical effects Tavio could detect. But still, no one’s body was that perfect by nature alone.

“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” he said, “but I have never seen any natural-born Littan so free of imperfections. Only a Delver’s body is so precise.”

“Are you saying I was born unnaturally?” asked the empress.

“N-no,” stammered Tavio. “That’s… I mean to say, you should not have so fine a bod—ah…” Tavio felt his Wisdom finally kick in, and he clamped his mouth shut, sweat beginning to bead around his muzzle. His eyes darted to anywhere but hers, as the world fell beneath him and an abyss of insurmountable impropriety threatened to swallow him whole.

She held up a hand and chuckled. “It’s all right,” she said. “I’m just twitching your whiskers. Yes, I am a Delver; your observation and intuition are correct. Impressive, considering the System could not have told you that.”

Tavio shuffled in his chair, whiskers a-twitching. It was a bad habit of his, revealing uncertainty. He was not much of a card player.

“Yes, well,” said Tavio, “I have learned there is a flaw in relying too much on the System.”

“Indeed,” said the empress. “Very much so. From what I hear, that lesson was hard-won by you.”

Tavio looked to the desk and stared into an unknown distance. The empress sat calmly, waiting for him to respond. He took the opportunity to consider his words more carefully.

“My eagerness may have blinded me to certain truths that would have been more obvious had I not been so single-minded in the pursuit of Delving,” he finally said.

“Perhaps,” said the empress, “but you have much to show for your tenacity. You immediately detected I was a Delver by appearance alone.”

“You honor me,” said Tavio. “Although that is apparent to any who know what to look for.”

“No, it isn’t,” she retorted. “Not one person I have ever met with, Delver or otherwise, has had any such suspicion. The System says nothing, and so they dismiss the possibility.”

“I must admit, I have never heard of any item, evolution, or passive that hides Delver status, and I have researched such things thoroughly.”

“I’m afraid I can’t let you in on that secret just yet,” said the empress. The “just yet” perked Tavio’s ears, but he dared not pursue it. “Still, your remarkable talent for Delving is well-received. In fact, I don’t know of anyone more knowledgeable on the topic than you. Even the Hiwardians lack the depth of knowledge you possess, for they are too caught up in their family politics and secrets to take Delving so seriously.”

“I am humbled by your words,” said Tavio. “However, I do not understand why Her Imperial Majesty would take such an interest in me to come to such conclusions.”

“Why not?” she asked.

Tavio’s whiskers twitched again, and he looked to the floor, running his fingers down his robes. They seemed shockingly inadequate for the position in which he found himself, sitting across from the empress in her personal study.

“To be frank, I am not particularly noteworthy,” said Tavio. “I am just a Level 17 Gold, Your Majesty. I worry that the actions of my former teammate and the incident at the blockade are what bring me to your attention.”

“Yaretzi,” said the empress. “Yes, he was an interesting experiment, albeit a failed one.”

“His build was most unusual,” said Tavio.

“That’s not what I meant,” said the empress. “Yaretzi was part of a now-defunct program that aimed to create ideal Littan commanders. He was the prototype for a particular Creation process we have learned to exploit, at least to some degree. Needless to say, after learning of his actions, we have declared the project a failure.”

Tavio didn’t know what to make of that. He certainly was not aware of such a program, and he was fairly certain that his party leader, Duchess Ruiz, did not know about it either.

“Yaretzi’s actions were his own,” the empress continued. “That is not why I asked to see you today.”

She turned and reached to a shelf behind her, pulling a leather-bound book and setting it on the desk. She opened the cover and flipped through a few pages before settling on some of the text. Tavio recognized the handwriting as belonging to the duchess.

“You joined Duchess Ruiz’s party at Level 7,” said the empress. It was true. “You were awarded an achievement at Level 8 for taking less than 5% of your maximum HP in damage during the course of an entire Gold-tier Delve. At Level 9, another achievement for blocking more damage than the rest of the party took combined. Also at Level 9, for defeating the Moray Kaijun Delve boss ‘in record time dating back ten generations,’ according to the System text.”

Tavio shifted in his seat. The accolades sounded impressive even to him when read one after the other like that, but he still lacked any major accomplishments for the empire.

“This is quite the list,” said the empress. “It goes on for another two pages. As far as I can tell, you have more achievements than anyone in the empire, and as you say, you’re ‘just a Level 17 Gold.’”

Tavio was unsure where this conversation was going. He had so many questions, such as why the empress had a journal from Duchess Isabel detailing his personal accomplishments or why the duchess would keep such a journal in the first place. Did she keep similar journals for Narisa, Yaretzi, or Gharifon?

“No,” said the empress. “You left a singular impression on Duchess Isabel. She has been taking special note of your actions, citing multiple times your valor, talent, and will to succeed.”

Tavio’s whiskers betrayed him again. Could the empress read his mind?

“Yes,” said the empress. “It is a useful skill, especially when no one knows you have it. Still, it is better to talk out loud. Speaking has a way of bringing clarity to thought.”

“Your Majesty, I do not know why you are telling me so many things. Such secrets are valuable, and I should not be privy to them. I am becoming a security risk, and I worry what that means for my future and the future of Your Majesty’s rule.”

The empress smiled again, with an appraising warmth. “You are wiser even than your stats would indicate,” she said. “And your loyalty is firm. Truly, a Platinum Delver if there ever was one.”

Tavio’s eyes shifted down and to the right. “You grace me with your compliments,” he said. “I only wish I could live up to them.”

“You can,” she said.

Tavio looked back to her, raising an eyebrow. “Your Majesty?”

“Yaretzi was not the only experimental program we have undertaken. Some very clever minds in our Delver Research Division have come up with an interesting solution to elevating levels without completing additional Delves, up to a point. Effectively, the process can turn Delves completed in one difficulty to a higher one, say, Gold to Platinum, along with all the attribute points such an increase would provide.”

Tavio leaned forward, momentarily forgetting his etiquette.

“It is a long and grueling ordeal,” she continued. “It only becomes more difficult as a Delver increases in level. So far, all attempts have failed, resulting in the deaths of the participants. However, I think where others fell short, you can soar. If that is what you want, of course.”

“Your Majesty, that is…” Tavio searched for the words, then hesitated. “What about intrinsic skills?”

“The process makes ample room for their development as well.”

“Then that is a tremendous boon. I am not deserving of such an outrageous gift!”

“There it is,” said the empress. “I tell you of a highly experimental procedure that has killed everyone who attempted it so far, and your first thought is how great the potential can be. I do believe you will make a fine addition.”

“An addition to what, Your Majesty?”

“My party.”


Chapter 1


Iwas compromised.

I didn’t know how it happened. I didn’t know what kind of danger I posed. All I knew was that my mind couldn’t be trusted.

And it wasn’t just me. It was almost everyone in the party.

Three hours after handing Hysteria off to Avarice, I found a wealth of new essences in my inventory, along with a note. The essences were our reward for helping with the dramatic avatar’s capture. Fertile Soil Essence, Purified Freshwater Essence, Gentle Sunlight Essence, and many more highly specific and low-cost essences. What they lacked in individual value was made up for with variety and quantity.

There were thousands, many of which would be used by Grotto to create mana converters that produced their final products. Others would be used to sow new essence farms, although that would require establishing individualized environments within the Closet. Buying them in such bulk off the market would have been impossible, and hunting down such a diverse collection would have taken years. The reward wasn’t rare or unique, but it was exceptionally useful, which I thought was better.

We could now convert the Closet into a livable—and comfortable—environment, with the capacity to continue supplying its endless expansion with all the natural resources it needed to become a valuable landmass. Grotto and I were ablaze with exciting ideas on how to use it all.

However, the buzz-killing letter that accompanied the delivery was my least favorite flavor of cryptic bullshit. The kind that pointed out a dangerous problem in my life while also having a good reason for not providing me with enough detail to do anything about it.

Master Xor’Drel,


You are a danger to yourself and others.

This is not a critique of your attitude, lifestyle, or anything else so dull and imprecise. I am not disposed to issuing moral judgments. Such a practice would be deleterious to my work.

You are a threat because you have been subjected to an outside influence that will affect your decision-making for the foreseeable future.

I cannot tell you how this has happened in a way that you will understand. The knowledge will slide off your mind like a book from a tilted shelf. This does not mean I cannot provide your allies with an explanation. Show the following to your familiar—I believe that he is untouched. The godspawn in your party, Etja, is also influenced but will be immune to most of its harmful aspects. So long as your goals align, she will be useful to you.

You will be skeptical of this counsel, and you will wonder about my motivations. You would be a fool not to, but the matter is simple. I am providing you with this warning because I was paid to deliver it. This also serves to protect my interests in your group, so I was amenable to performing the service.

To be clear, none of the information you are being gifted originates from my client. Everything contained within is of my own making, informed by my invaluable expertise. I will not offer you a solution, as you would rightfully view it as a conflict of interest. This is a problem you will have to solve yourself.

Do try to be cautious. I would hate for my investments to go to waste.

—Avarice


The letter contained more, but it was imperceptible to me. The message was two pages long, but when I held it, it was a single sheet. The section intended for Grotto appeared to be missing, but he assured me it was there. We also had several discussions about the specifics of the problem.

I had no recollection of those conversations. All I had was Grotto’s assurance that they occurred.

When I considered how I might have become compromised, I was convinced that we had no reason to believe what the letter said was true. I understood, intellectually, that this alone should have been enough to make me suspicious. There were very few things I was certain of in life. Something like this wouldn’t make the list.

I couldn’t bring myself to care.

It was only because I trusted in my party members that I agreed to take precautions. Xim, Nuralie, and Varrin also thought it was pointless to concern ourselves with it, but Etja and Grotto argued against us. Our protocols for mental influence granted the party member with the highest resistance final authority on how we handled it.

Xim and I were the best-equipped against Fear, and so long as I wasn’t afflicted with Fear, the rest of the party was immune as well. I was immune to Paranoia, and Xim was immune to Psychosis and Stupefy. Varrin was immune to all mind-affecting abilities while Berserk, but he could only maintain that state while in combat with at least one genuine enemy. He had a good head for tactics and situational awareness while Berserk, but otherwise his critical thinking skills were less than stellar. It wasn’t practical or sustainable.

Nuralie was the weakest but had potions that gave her a boost. Grotto was a Delve Core, and invading his mind took specialized skills, although he wasn’t immune by any measure.

The party’s highest Wisdom score lay with Etja. She was immune to the Mesmerized, Distracted, and Psychotic debuffs. She had perfect recall, couldn’t have her memories erased or modified, and could immediately recognize any false memories that had been implanted. We’d seen firsthand that she could resist some aspects of Dominate, even when the source was Deific.

Along with Grotto, she knew what had happened, though she still could not read the missing parts of the letter. She talked it over in detail with my familiar. They had this lengthy chat right in front of the rest of us.

As far as Xim, Varrin, and I knew, that conversation never happened.

As a result, Etja had ultimate veto power over our decisions. All conversations with people outside the party ran through Etja for approval via Grotto’s psychic relay. Our Speed and Intelligence made that possible while still appearing natural to whomever we were conversing with, but man, it was fucking annoying.

As far as what we were going to do about the situation, we had a few options.

	Sit on our hands and wait for Grotto to find a way to eliminate whatever was affecting our judgment. 

	Abandon our current priorities and immediately search for a solution as a group. 

	Carry on as normal, while being super duper careful. 




In all scenarios, Etja was calling the shots.

Nobody wanted us to sit around, since continuing to advance might naturally present a skill or evolution that helped. Altering our behavior in response to an unknown influence that sought to alter our behavior seemed—to put it simply—dumb as shit.

Thus, we continued onward with our plans, while Etja held supreme executive authority.

It was unfortunate that our immediate task was to meet with the Littan empress and her highest-ranking general. Engaging in delicate political negotiations seemed like the sort of thing one would want to avoid while being brain-plowed by an uncomfortably large psychic member. Alas, it seemed to be our most logical option, so that’s what happened.

We’d planned on Etja taking the lead here before we’d received Avarice’s letter, so having her speak for us wasn’t a divergence from our original approach. This helped us feel more comfortable about moving forward. I should have probably been nervous about the whole situation, but one benefit of being forced not to care—or even believe—that I was under the influence was that I could thoughtlessly ignore the matter.

I just had to follow Etja’s rules, which I hated for their inconvenience but understood to be a reasonable strategy.

And so it was that I sat across from Empress Rona Littae and General Tyvus Thaddacleus Connatis, cursing my rational mind for every frustrating second of it.

The table between us was set with tea and a variety of Littan breakfast foods. Some were familiar—pastries and classic carb-rich snacks—while others were more exotic on my palate.

There were dried grains that dissolved on my tongue like savory cotton candy and artfully arranged piles of a semi-sweet fruit sliced into figure-eights with the texture of rare steak. My favorite was a slightly sweetened nugget set out in neat pyramids that had an extraordinarily high protein content for how tasty they were.

I was on my third bowl, snacking away and trying to enjoy myself while Etja spoke. The tea paired well, and I noted that the empress also favored the nuggets. I found myself appreciating her taste in cuisine, then psychically asked Etja whether that was a reasonable thought. She politely requested that I stop running my food opinions by her unless they related to poisons or other hazards. I added it to my list of rules and tried to pay close attention to the conversation.

“May I speak candidly?” asked Empress Littae. It wasn’t a request so much as a statement about what she was going to do.

“We’d be pleased if you would,” said Etja, giving the empress an honest smile.

When we’d first sat down, I noted that the empress and the general had souls of similar strength and assumed the empress was another high-Charisma, high-Wisdom Delver like Etja. It seemed to be a necessity as a politician, both for being compelling and resisting the allure of others. Even absent any skills, Charisma could have a profound effect on the unprepared.

However, I was confused when I noted that while the general was Level 34—all Platinum—the empress did not have a level when I inspected her. Taking a closer look at her soul, it didn’t appear to be like a normal Delver’s, despite my first impression. Either she had a powerful deception skill, or the strength of her soul came from another source, like Zenithar Zura’s. While the empress’s soul did have a divine flavor, it wasn’t overwhelming like the Zenithar’s. I couldn’t quite place it.

These observations, and many others, all went to Etja, of course.

“The misunderstanding between our groups was unfortunate,” said the empress. “But as far as we are concerned, it is wholly in the past. However, you should understand that there will be some ill will harbored by a minority of our military personnel.”

“That’s perfectly understandable, Empress Littae,” said Etja. “We all regret that the situation resulted in the loss of lives and genuinely feel sorrow for what transpired. We would extend our condolences, but I doubt the friends and relatives of those who perished would be consoled by our words.”

“It’s part of the risk they sign up for,” said General Connatis. His last name, like that of the empress, originated from the imperial nation he called home. Connas was a central territory within the Littan Empire; a conservative, religious nation and home to the main Temple of Yara. “No one believes you to be at fault, nor do we believe our actions merit a formal apology. Everything occurred during sanctioned military actions, and your group—while composed of irregulars—was justified in actively pursuing your objective.”

“If that’s your official position, I believe we are comfortable accepting that the Littan military was also justified in defending the locations it had secured,” said Etja.

Nuralie wasn’t happy with that opinion, but she accepted it as necessary to improve relations with the empire. We’d been acting with the tacit approval of the Eschen government but had not been formally recognized as an Eschen asset. It made our activities while spearing through the Littan military to get to Deijin’s Descent legally murky. Settling that ambiguity was important if we didn’t want to be outlaws in the empire.

“Excellent,” said the empress. “I’m happy that you’re amenable to that understanding. Now, let’s move on to the reason we’re here.”

“Please do,” said Etja.

“Where to begin?” The empress tapped her chin. She was striking to look at, her fur lustrous, her features precise and symmetrical. Her whiskers glinted like they’d been conditioned and polished. I expected she’d be considered exceptionally attractive by other Littans. “Our Delvers are all required to participate as part of the military,” she said. “Our approach is rigorous, structured, and based on a century of gathered data and proven strategy. We have a robust industry supporting our Delvers, and each one has the full weight of the Littan Empire behind them to assure their growth and realize their potential.”

“And yet, you did what they couldn’t,” said the general.

Thaddacleus Connatis had a more down-to-earth appearance. His uniform was neat and well-kept, but simple. The outfit’s core was snug around his center, but loose and flowy in the shoulders, sleeves, and legs. It was like a hybrid between a turn-of-the-century military officer’s uniform and a martial artist’s robe. The man was also slightly smaller than the average male Littan soldier I’d encountered. Despite his low-key and slightly underwhelming appearance, the general was easily the most powerful Littan fighter I’d met.

If the man decided we needed to be dead, I didn’t think we’d stand a chance. His Platinum levels were filled with the violet striations of Special Delves. From what Varrin had told me, running wouldn’t be an option either.

“Despite our best efforts, our lands are not suited to the wide-scale production of magical materials,” said the empress. “We have no significant deposits of Madrin or dark iron. Our access to rarer metals and alloys is even more restricted. Our climate and soil—while exceptional for the cultivation of mundane crops—does not have the proper composition to grow most common alchemical ingredients.”

“Which is why you’re in Eschendur,” said Etja.

The empress leaned in and placed her elbows on the table. She folded her hands and rested her chin atop them. “Formally, Litta placed sanctions on Eschendur as part of an ongoing campaign to bring war criminals to justice. This escalated when half of our blockading naval fleet was destroyed, leading to the deployment of a legion to pacify this aggression.” She made eye contact with each of us, wearing a conspiratorial smile. “We have since been disabused of the notion that any Eschen was responsible for the massacres that occurred within Littan borders along the Eschen Gap. This is why we now have an armistice and have made significant progress in peace talks with the Zenithars.”

“Informally,” said the general, “yes, we were here to get better access to resources. Eschendur would not agree to a reasonable trade agreement, so we brought a big stick to the negotiations.”

I was surprised by the admission. I’d been fully prepared to endure an hour of talking around the subject.

“But your priorities have shifted,” said Etja.

“They have,” said the empress. “We diverted another legion to secure the location of our new Creation Delve. Commanding officers throughout our forces have tripled their workload in evaluating and recommending soldiers for Creation. Existing Delvers are taking on additional training responsibilities.”

“Having thrice as many Delvers will grant us thrice as many resources harvested from within the Delves themselves,” said the general. “While we could maintain our presence in Eschendur, advancing our front line would place an additional burden on our service members, which we would like to avoid.”

“Our priority is taking advantage of the Creation Delve,” the empress finished.

“I doubt you have any need for us to assist with that,” said Etja. “Nor would we be inclined to do so. Our party endeavors towards neutrality among nations, so long as they do not threaten world stability.”

“Lofty,” said the general. “I hope that’s a guiding principle, and you’re not seriously trying to police the world.”

“We’re not under any delusions about our capabilities, General,” said Etja. “Our position reflects our desire to share relevant information equally with those who would use it productively. Destructive forces, such as the Davahns, are not included.”

“I think we can all agree that the recent activities of the Davahns are condemnable,” said Empress Littae. “The mass execution of an entire city is genocide and an act of pure atrocity.”

“Regardless,” said the general, “we don’t need any help exploiting our Creation Delve. Telling you about our disposition toward—and reasoning for—withdrawing from Eschendur is context for our proposition.”

“I see,” said Etja. “We’re eager to hear it.”

“The recent emergence of Dungeons has redefined the pace at which Delvers can progress,” said the empress. “Although it has only been a week, we have found that Delvers can acquire a month’s worth of intrinsic skill advancement in a single day within these new zones. Of course, this rapid pace is accompanied by a commensurate amount of risk. We have also discovered that Dungeons can emerge nearly anywhere, including within population centers. Some are obvious, but many more are scattered and hidden.”

“We’ve uncovered one Dungeon that is vastly larger than any other we’ve found,” said the general. “We believe that within it, there are, at a minimum, dozens of zones that can each advance a different skill. It may encompass all known intrinsics, and we’ve already found one skill that we have no records of. It’s completely novel.”

Empress Littae sat up straight. “We’d like your help exploring it.”


Chapter 2


“That sounds like quite the opportunity,” said Etja. “We haven’t had the chance to pursue any Dungeons, given what little time has passed since returning from Deijin’s Descent. We are interested in them, of course. However, like the matter of your Creation Delve, I’m not sure why the empire would need outside assistance.”

Empress Littae nodded. “When we initially requested a meeting, it was primarily to clear the air, which is why you were originally to meet with Duchess Ruiz,” she said. “Fortune’s Folly is the fastest-leveling Delver party across all of Arzia. Despite this meteoric rise—which many viewed as recklessly paced—your group displayed talents significantly above your level during engagements with our forces. Your victory over the Descent laid to rest any doubts over whether this progress was a fluke of luck, and you returned having accrued more levels than the year prior. It was only sensible to sit down and ensure Litta’s relations with you weren’t spoiled before they’d even begun.

“In the last week, many things have changed, as one would expect with the phase transition,” the empress continued. “We are well-positioned to take advantage of the new challenges available to Delvers from a strategic and economic perspective. In the past, our method for Delving has been highly focused on efficiency, partially due to our limited access to mana-enriched resources. This has served us well. However, given that this new phase is primarily focused on Platinum Delvers, our past efforts towards pursuing the most reliable method of Delver advancement have placed us at a slight disadvantage.”

“The Littan military skews toward Silver,” said General Connatis. “We have well-developed build strategies and party compositions that can nearly guarantee a party makes the full run of thirty Silvers into thirty Coppers. We have a strong force of elites focusing on Gold Delves, some of which have surpassed the thirty-Gold escalation barrier. Platinum Delvers have been viewed as experimental, and the pursuit of Platinum requires express authorization that is rarely given.”

“You don’t have many Platinums,” said Etja.

“Correct,” said the empress. “Compared to Hiward, our average Delver pursues a higher difficulty, because we have very few Coppers. Hiward, however, has more exceptional outliers in the Platinum range.”

“If I may ask, how do you control that?” said Etja. “The Creation Delve creates random parties. The Littans entering aren’t guaranteed to pursue a specific difficulty. Whoever they’re matched with may have different ideas than your soldiers.”

“We have the second-best representation,” said the general. “We also negotiate with Hiwardians who might potentially meet Littans during Creation. Some are open to it. Otherwise, Littans are mandated to tackle—at a minimum—silver. If they are unable to persuade a group to do at least that much, it’s a mark against them.”

“There are also remediation efforts that can be made,” said the empress. “A single copper Delve does not cripple a Delver who wishes to pursue silver.”

That brief explanation was leaving a lot unsaid, but we weren’t here to dive into the comparative fairness of the Littan Delving Complex.

“Are Dungeons only accessible to Platinum Delvers?” asked Etja. “Given the exploration you’ve done in such a short amount of time, I find it unlikely.”

“Not as such,” said Empress Littae. “Like Delves, Dungeons have level ranges. Unlike Delves, these ranges are not related to Delver levels, but skill levels. However, these ranges are not requirements. Anyone can enter any Dungeon if they wish. It’s inadvisable for a lone Delver with no levels in Dimensional Magic to enter a Level 40 to 70 Dimensional Dungeon, but they could. Further, Dungeons within specific skill ranges often have threats that can be quantified into specific grades. The System does not make this obvious, but we are gathering data to establish relevant guidelines.”

“Given that Delvers who pursue higher difficulties tend to have higher skill levels,” said the general, “it’s preferred that groups exploring these Dungeons together match. Gold with Gold, Platinum with Platinum. A parity of Delver levels is also ideal.”

“Together?” said Etja.

“That touches on the core of our request,” said the empress. “Traditional Delves are organized around five-person parties, so having a strong focus on fireteam tactics is unavoidable. However, for all other operations, Littan Delvers are trained to work in larger groups. Dungeons have no party-size requirements, so we’d prefer to explore them in squads of ten.”

“They’re usually too restricted for platoons or anything larger,” added the general.

“This tells me that you have a five-person team ready for Dungeons,” said Etja. “They’re Platinum, and you don’t have a matching party to support them.”

“Yes,” said the empress with a wide smile. The general also gave Etja an approving nod. It felt like they were buttering us up, but maybe they were just happy we were competent enough to add two and two together.

“For the sake of transparency,” said the general, “the party we have in mind isn’t full Platinum.”

“They dropped down to Gold?”

“No. They jumped up to Platinum after thirty Gold Delves.”

“Oh, that’s interesting,” said Etja. “Common wisdom would say that’s extremely unlikely.”

“The circumstances were unusual,” the general admitted. “Regardless, they’re Level 16 with one Platinum Level. We’d like to continue encouraging their growth into Platinum for as long as we can.”

I smiled internally. I had a pretty good idea who they were talking about.

“Hmmm,” Etja hummed. “With all due respect, it doesn’t sound like our group is a good fit, based on the parameters you’ve just laid out.”

“I assure you, they have the skills for Platinum,” said the empress. “Their path through Gold was flawless, and their pursuit of the lower difficulty was at our behest. We’ve realized that pushing them toward the second-highest difficulty was underutilizing their capabilities.”

“You’re also welcome to vet them yourselves,” said the general.

I sent a psychic message to Etja letting her know that if the group was the one I was thinking of, we’d be fine working with them. To be blunt, we played in a higher league than they did, but the group showed promise.

“There’s also the level difference,” said Etja. “We’re Level 12, not 16.”

“A gap I am certain you can overcome in a few short months,” said the empress. She wasn’t wrong. “Our group is due for some leave and a fresh round of training. We’ll be pairing them with more advanced instructors given their recent achievement. We’re not asking you to head out tomorrow.”

“What’s your ideal timeline?” asked Etja.

“Six months,” said the empress.

“What would our role be?”

“It’s fully collaborative,” said the empress. “We know you’re not a military group, and we’re not asking you to be bodyguards. The parties will cooperate on selecting relevant Dungeon sectors and pursue them as equals.” She paused to take a sip of her tea while she thought. “This is partially an effort at diplomatic outreach as well.” She nodded at Nuralie. “We are interested in strengthening relations with Delvers from the other nations, especially Eschendur. Your group is diverse, in addition to being exceptionally talented and a good match for our team.”

Etja gave us a few seconds to have a silent conversation among ourselves.

“We are interested,” said Etja. “However, we will need time to think and discuss. There are also factors that may be prohibitive to this arrangement.”

“I assume one of those factors is you, Lord Ravvenblaq,” said the empress, looking at Varrin. “I believe I can negotiate for your participation if you are amenable. King Celeritia is a strong advocate for international cooperation, and you will be more than welcome to report anything you learn during the expedition.”

“I would be honored to be the subject of such a discussion between our nations,” said Varrin, with Etja’s approval. “We wish to encourage a unified global response to the avatar threat. Learning to work hand-in-hand is of paramount importance.”

“Well said,” said the empress, rapping a knuckle on the table. “I assure you, the Littan Empire is treating that matter with the highest degree of urgency.”

“Especially when avatars can sow such destruction that we are forced to redraw our maps,” added the general.

“Oh?” said Etja. “Are you referring to the devastation in the Left Hand?”

“Three entire mountains, removed from existence,” said the general. “We have only just begun surveying the damage, but it reaches deep into the Wastes. Fortunately, we have no records of any significant settlements in that area.”

“And we are deeply grateful that Eschendur was spared,” said the empress. “The Eschen trinity displayed profound influence on this realm to mitigate such a disaster.”

“Why are you certain that an avatar was involved?” asked Etja.

“Aside from reaching for the obvious, through divination,” said the general. “Avatars have a corrupting influence on scrying and other divining techniques. Some more than others. That entire region was obscured from our most talented seers yesterday, so we can make inferences.”

Lucky us.

“That’s quite concerning,” said Etja. “I hope that whichever avatar was responsible doesn’t plan on a repeat performance.”

“As do we all,” said the general. “We are working on countermeasures. Whatever creature is responsible will face judgment, I assure you.”

Etja gave a solemn nod, and the empress cleared her throat.

“If there are no more questions,” she said, “I’d like to introduce you to our team. We also have a gift for you, which will be presented by Major Tavio of Seqaria. You may not realize, but your warning to the major on your way into Deijin’s Descent led to the discovery of a dangerous infiltrator.”
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The party the Littans wanted us to work alongside was, as predicted, Team Pio. Captain Pio’s group had earned their Platinum Level from the Pocket Delve, and I had personally watched their run. That meant I was already privy to their composition, capabilities, and what I expected were many of their secrets. I was very appreciative that Etja was speaking for our group since I didn’t think I had the Charisma score to manage the meeting without giving something away.

We’d officially met them once before. They were the ones who’d delivered our invitation to meet the duchess, an invitation that evolved into a meeting with the empress. That history helped obscure the fact that I was more familiar with them than I should have been. The meeting went well, and they gave us a basic breakdown of their roles and competencies.

Afterward, Tavio arrived to present us with a set of five masterfully crafted golden dragons inlaid with a dazzling array of precious gemstones. The stones had been mined in his homeland of Seqaria, which was renowned for its flawless jewels. The reason for the gift was simple.

I’d warned him that Gharifon was trouble, and it turned out that he had been.

Tavio had audited the illusionist’s activities after my warning and discovered some discrepancies with his official reports. Littan officers all underwent random screenings for outside influence and infiltrators, which Gharifon had previously passed with flying colors. Given Tavio’s evidence and his staunch advocacy for the veracity of my claims, Gharifon was “randomly” screened again. This time, the Littans used “highly limited” resources usually reserved for the most sensitive officials, such as General Connatis and even the empress herself.

The Littans didn’t disclose what those “limited” resources were, but I expected they had something to do with Yara, given that her Holy Water had granted us Deific immunity to all mental influence.

As it turned out, Gharifon wasn’t a decorated Littan officer, but a man in a crude and deeply offensive mouse costume. Upon discovery, the intruder attempted to flee. During their flight, Tavio and General Connatis worked together to subdue the spy, which unfortunately led to the man’s death. The Littans didn’t go into any more detail than that, but the whole situation sounded way too familiar.

Part of me was disappointed that we hadn’t gotten to see Gharifon’s unmasking. It felt like a thread we’d need to keep pulling, but the Littans had dealt with it without needing us. I eventually decided it was good they’d managed to handle what I now suspected was one of Hysteria’s divine spawn on their own. It meant they were capable, and the more capable people in the world, the better off everyone was.

Tavio and I chatted informally for a bit, and the ultra-buff Littan seemed to be doing well. His promotion to Major was a recent advancement, owing to a climb in levels, his discovery of Gharifon’s malfeasance, and a pristine service record.

The Littan had risen to Level 21, which was a decent pump from when he’d given me a beatdown. The last time I’d seen him on our way into Deijin’s Descent, the man had still been at Level 17. What’s more, the new levels were Platinum, meaning that he’d also made the jump from Gold like Pio’s group had.

However, there was something strange going on with those new levels. The number of Gold Delves I could see within his soul had gone down. That was something I didn’t know was possible.

At Level 17, Tavio looked like he’d done thirty-four Gold Delves. Now, his soul looked as though he’d done twenty-six Gold Delves along with eight Platinum Delves. Curiously, the amount of Platinum he’d gained matched the amount of gold he’d lost. It was like he was converting one into the other, which didn’t make a lot of sense to me.

I put the matter aside for the remainder of the Littan meet and greet, which lasted until midday. Afterward, I asked General Connatis if I could create a Checkpoint in the Littan fortress to facilitate further meetings. The general smirked as he agreed and led us down to the fortified room where the dormant exit portal for Deijin’s Descent was.

The room was secure enough that allowing us to lay down a semi-permanent connection wouldn’t be a massive threat to the security of the Littan’s forward base in Eschendur. It would also be a great place for the Littans to ambush us. We were working to build trust, so we didn’t make any noise about the choice of location.

After all, the general probably could have killed us any time he wanted.

I created the Checkpoint, and we left the Littan fortress on good terms.

My mansion had been destroyed, so we were using a hastily constructed war room as our base within the Closet. We’d put it together in a few hours, and it didn’t have shit for creature comforts. It was all stonework and dim lighting, with nary a tapestry or throw pillow in sight.

I loosened my tie and undid the top button of my shirt. “Anything to report, Etja?”

The girl crossed all of her arms and surveyed the group, wearing her serious face. It was a lot like her regular face, but she kind of squinted. It was very cute.

“Yes,” she said. “No less than three of you exhibited unusual behavior.”


Chapter 3


Etja gave us all a long look while we waited for Grotto to join us. The Delve Core was allegedly unaffected by the outside influence and was coming to assist Etja in judging us. Grotto teleported into the room, wearing his little man disguise. His c’thonic body had been destroyed, and he’d need access to an array of specific organic compounds to remake it.

I’d never asked him where he’d gotten the “supplies” to make the wee gentleman he now wore, and I never would.

With the duumvirate assembled, Etja revealed her first accusation. “Arlo was suspiciously impressed with the food.”

“What?” I said. “It was good.”

“You mentioned it sixteen times.”

“I stopped when you asked me to.”

[The fact that he relented when ordered is more suspicious than his fixation on the fare.]

“I already hate this arc,” I grumbled.

“The food was good,” said Nuralie, followed by a disappointed pause. “Etja would not let me ask for recipes.”

“That’s the kind of stuff a retainer would request from the empress’s staff,” said Etja.

“We do not have any retainers,” said Nuralie.

“Exactly,” said Etja. “The question was better left unasked.”

Etja’s new role had enriched her personality with a healthy degree of assertiveness, but I also wondered whether some of her fresh confidence was owed to her ingesting a drop of avatar soul. I mused on that while watching Nuralie’s inner penny-pincher battle with her desire to hire staff so that she could acquire Littan baking techniques.

“Verdict on Arlo’s food opinions?” asked Varrin.

“Sounds like a normal Arlo flavor to me,” said Xim. Everyone else agreed, and my love of fine cuisine was exempted from evidence of my mind being corrupted.

To be clear, we were all voting, but Etja and Grotto were the only votes that mattered.

“Xim wanted to take her shirt off,” said Etja.

“It was hot,” Xim defended herself.

“No, it wasn’t?” I said. “It was pretty pleasant.”

“Taking your shirt off would have been inappropriate,” said Nuralie. “That would have been out of character.”

“You think so?” said Xim. “I’ve always had a relaxed attitude towards being dressed.”

“Not in front of a fucking empress, you haven’t,” I said.

“Name one empress we’ve met beside Rona,” she said. “Also, is it weird that her name is almost the same as Varrin’s sister?”

[Referring to her as Empress Littae will avoid any ambiguity.]

“Got any opinions on Xim’s state of dress, Grotto?” I asked.

[I am ill-suited to present a personal opinion on the matter of nudity, but traditionally, one does not undress in front of a monarch except in particular circumstances. I did not observe any such preconditions being satisfied.]

“Verdict on Xim wanting to take her clothes off in front of the Littan empress?” asked Varrin.

“Mind-fuckery,” I voted. Everyone else agreed. Xim grumbled and wrote a note, reminding herself to keep her clothes on. There was a lengthy discussion over who she was allowed to be naked in front of, which Etja handled.

“Varrin is in love with the empress,” said Etja.

“She is an incredible woman,” said Varrin.

“Mind-fucked,” I immediately voted.

“You are simply unwilling to admit your attraction to Littans,” said Varrin, looking at me skeptically. “You should not be ashamed. I saw how you gazed into her eyes. They were like pools of golden honey, beckoning you to have a taste⁠—”

“Did Varrin try to take his clothes off, too?” asked Xim.

“No,” said Etja.

Nuralie leaned forward. “Did he want to eat her eyes?”

“It is a turn of phrase,” said Varrin. “Why would your mind even go there?”

“We live strange lives,” Nuralie answered with a shrug.

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “Mind. Fucked.”

Everyone agreed, and Varrin was forbidden from being near the empress. If that wasn’t feasible, he was forbidden from expressing any opinions to the empress. Any attempt to make physical contact with the empress would result in the immediate deployment of Plan Lockdown. Nobody wanted to be the target of Plan Lockdown, so he reluctantly accepted the new rules.

[The relationship between these two aberrant desires share a common theme of disrobing in front of Empress Littae.]

“I would never be so uncouth,” said Varrin. “We would need to court for some time, and I would wait for a more intimate setting.”

“What about Sineh Duckgrien?” I asked. “Aren’t you already courting her?”

Varrin furrowed his brow and stared at the ground between his feet. He did that for a worrying length of time while we waited for him to answer. It looked like my question had him trapped in some kind of thought loop.

“I don’t agree with that connection either, Grotto,” said Xim, breaking the silence. “I didn’t care about the empress. I was just hot.”

[That is why I did not claim they were both related to sexual desire, merely that they involved the urge to undress while near her. My point stands.]

Etja had no further observations of suspicious behavior.

Varrin looked up sharply from the ground and shook his head. “What do we think about their offer?” he asked before sitting down on a stone bench. “I doubt I am allowed an opinion at this point.”

“Honestly?” I said. “I think it’s a good idea. The Littans can map out Dungeons a thousand times faster than we can. It’d take us forever to find the right Dungeons for every skill each of us has on our own, and a mega Dungeon sounds pretty cool. If they want to lead us to water, then I say we should take a drink.”

“Wait,” said Xim. “Can’t we just ask Grotto?”

[I can acquire specific Dungeon locations in exchange for System Rep.]

“Not worth it, in my opinion,” I said. “Not when we have easy methods of finding them.”

“I… am fine with cooperating,” said Nuralie. “I will speak to the Zenithar first, but if it can help relations between Litta and Eschendur, I believe it is a worthy task.”

“All right,” said Xim. “I want more details, but I don’t mind.” We all looked at Etja.

“It sounds fun to me!”

“That’s settled then,” I said. “So long as Hiward and Eschendur don’t oppose Varrin or Nuralie’s participation, we’ll meet with the Littans a few more times and try to nail down how Dungeoning with Team Pio will work. In the meantime, we need to grab four levels.”

“Dungeoning?” said Xim.

“Are we disputing my choice of verbs now?”

“I like ‘Dungeoning,’” said Etja. “It’s quick, easy, and clear.”

I gestured at Etja. Xim shrugged and withdrew her objection. “Better than ‘Closetland,’” she muttered.

“How did it feel running the talks, Etja?” I asked.

“I really enjoyed it! It was like becoming someone else for the morning.”

“You did present a completely different persona,” said Varrin.

Etja floated off the ground and began slowly rotating her body clockwise. She placed a hand on her chin.

“I just channeled Arlo,” she said once she was completely upside down. “But with a healthy dash of Varrin so I’d stay serious.”

“Probably a good choice,” I said.

“I call it the Arlin personality,” she said, right-side up again. “No, wait, Varlo!” She extended her arm with a flourish like she was going for a delicate handshake. “I am humbled to meet someone so strong and beautiful, Empress Littae. My name is Arlin Varlo, and I would like to take you somewhere intimate so that we can enjoy the wonderful cuisine of your nation and then disrobe together.”

“Is this what our children will be like?” I asked, looking at Varrin. He raised an eyebrow.

“What Delves are we doing?” asked Nuralie. “When do we leave?”

“Can we take a week off first?” I asked.

“We just had a week off,” said Varrin.

“At the end of which we rescued a king and a Zenithar, captured an avatar, and then killed the Icon of a blood god. We can take another.”

“Defer it to Etja,” said Xim. We all looked at the mage, who was upside down again. Her dress and natural bounties defied gravity to stay in their proper places.

“Let’s take a day to talk over strategy and build choices,” she said. “Another day to map out the Delves we want. Ah, two of them should definitely be Expansion Delves so we get the twelfth slots of actives and intrinsics. After that, we can take a day to shop in Eschengal for anything we need.”

Everyone seemed satisfied with that plan.

“Make it so,” I said.

“Do we each get one of those dragon statues?” asked Xim. “I assume that’s why the Littans gave us five.”

“I want the one with sapphires!” said Etja.

“We could each take a dragon,” I said. “But allow me to pitch a different idea for what to do with them.”
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Later on, Xim, Nuralie, Etja, and I sat down at a table with Zenithar Zura in Eschengal’s Temple of Geul. The Zenithar had graciously agreed to consult Nuralie on her participation with the Littans and to give guidance on our most pressing problem.

The Zenithar was surprisingly on board with the joint Dungeoning. Zura was as eager to leave hostilities in the past as the Littans were, and it was a rare opportunity to get a deeper look at how their Delving teams worked. The matter was speedily addressed, and we’d moved on to figuring out how to un-bork our heads.

“I have revelations of the Heart and the Stomach,” said Xim. “I’m on the cusp of a new revelation, which is of the Brain. This revelation may help heal our minds, but its shadows touch more on the fluidity of reality. My dad’s Revelation of the Brain touches on the fluidity of identity, which I would feel more confident could help. However, his focuses on the mind’s relationship to the body, so it can’t help with something like this. I’ve already asked. We’d want a Revelation of the Brain that manifests internally and deals with identity or some other mental aspect. That’s the feeling I get from Sam’lia during communion.”

“Sam’lia is a goddess who exerts herself,” said Zenithar Zura. “Her revelations peer into others, peer into the world, and peer into the self, then mold and shape what her revelators see and feel to accommodate her will. While she grants powerful abilities to change one’s physicality, it is the mind exerted onto form. For Sam’lia, all of reality is shaped according to the mind. Conceptually, using her will to forcefully reshape one’s own mindscape may be a difficult road.”

Despite the Zenithar’s focus on the Eschen trinity, she was well-versed in many other pantheons. Xim was at a level where her interpretations of Sam’lia’s teachings would be revered as law within her tribe. Other Third Layer tribes would treat her as a visiting High Cleric. She still respected the Zenithar’s insights, realizing the value of her point of view.

“It’s a form of healing, though,” said Xim. “Our minds are wounded, and I seek the power to mend them.”

“A wound hinders the body from performing its function,” said the Zenithar. “Mental trauma is much the same, but what you have described to me are not wounds. Your identity has changed. You are whole and well, but different in a way that troubles your allies. You yourself do not seem to take issue with the change.”

“No,” Xim admitted. “I’m only worried because Grotto and Etja are worried. We know these changes were not made for our benefit.”

“Would Geul grant us any wisdom?” asked Nuralie. The Zenithar sat back in her plush seat and let out a long, groaning sigh.

“The gods interact with this world in limited ways,” she said. “They exercise their domain but also stand aside to allow for our expression of free will. They might intercede when beseeched, but such things are done according to a calculus that is difficult to comprehend.”

Zura gestured toward a crystal-clear waterfall that ran down the temple and past a large gap in the building’s exterior. From where we sat, the water feature served as a floor-to-ceiling window. We were high up in the tower, and miles distant we could see the hole in the Left Hand mountains, created by our conflict with Hysteria.

“Hyrach’s body is the mountains, Deijin is the winds,” said the Zenithar. “They interceded to protect us, but only because it is within their realm. Geul does not deal with the mind, but even if she did, it would be up to us to make use of our gifts to make the changes we wish for.”

“Deijin works with the soul,” said Nuralie. “Do you believe her revelations might aid us?”

“Perhaps,” said the Zenithar. “The mind and the soul are well interlinked. Some believe they are one and the same. However, I am not aware of any follower of Deijin who wields a power strong enough for your needs if other magical methods available to you are ineffective. Zenithar Manar is most focused on Deijin’s aspects of shaping—unifying the soul with form and substance. She does not shape the soul, however. The soul shapes the world.”

“Sounds like some symmetry with Sam’lia,” I said.

“The gods are a mosaic upon the world. Many of their edges adjoin, and many more share similar hues.”

I took a moment to digest that imagery before asking my next question. “What about Yara? We know she can protect the sanctity of the mind.”

The Zenithar nodded, though cautiously. “Yara is a comfort to her followers, but she is”—pause—“staunch in her tenets. I would urge you to be considerate when approaching her. Sam’lia and the Eschen triad are more flexible. Your interaction with the divine has had soft edges as a result.”

“What are Yara’s tenets?” I asked.

“Hmm. I encourage you to speak with one of her priests for specifics, but in general terms, she is a goddess of family, order, law, and expansion. More broadly, she can be characterized as a deity of civilization. She is a holy divinity, and most would describe her as ‘good,’ but her followers view her righteousness as absolute. They seek to spread her teachings to all corners of Arzia and will do it as forcefully as Imperial law allows, which—as you have experienced—grants great leeway for the use of ‘force.’”

“Which of those aspects deals with breaking mental influence?” asked Nuralie.

“All of them, to a degree,” said the Zenithar. “Invading the mind of another is a deep violation. It disrupts the order of one’s inner self, is illegal in most cases, and causes untold devastation to family members of the affected. All of these might hinder the expansion of the Littan Empire, especially if it infects the machine at its highest levels.”

“It’s not proscribed, then,” I said. “So long as you wield it in Yara’s name and according to her teachings.”

“I would expect so,” said the Zenithar. “Many Littan Delvers make use of mental magicks.”

“What do you think we should do?” asked Etja.

“Beseeching Yara will have strings attached,” said the Zenithar. “Riferiantel, God of the Whole, is a Timan deity who…”

The Zenithar worked through several divinities she thought might be able to help us, but each carried its own costs. Before we could even reach the point of making offerings or commitments, there was the matter of making contact with these unknown gods. That wasn’t something we could count on happening. Even if we assumed Xim was correct in thinking that I drew more divine notice than the average bear, I was sure there were plenty of gods that didn’t want to get wrangled.
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Throughout our days of preparation, I kept waiting for the next emergency to spring up—an urgent summons from Grotto, someone in the party triggering a catastrophic subconscious command, or maybe another city getting wiped off the world map. Nothing of the sort happened.

It was nice.

We planned, got our supplies, and went northwest to find our first Expansion Delve.

We were heading to the Kingdom of Ayama.

Sort of.


Chapter 4


Ayama was an ecological impossibility. It was a verdant nation established in the center of the Wastes. Godking Ayamari had spent decades performing magical terraforming of the region, an ongoing project that transformed frigid, lifeless desert into a lush, temperate rainforest. A century prior, the space it occupied had been as barren as everything else around its borders.

No other nation held claim to the Wastes, since no one wanted it. The land was worthless. Given time, Ayama would presumably stretch to cover the entire northern fifth of the continent. None of the world powers opposed the nation’s growth, since Ayamari was creating habitable land where none had been before.

The only people who might have been miffed were those who eked out a life within the Wastes, trying to escape all the baggage of civilization. Of Arzia’s officially recognized nations, Ayama had the lowest population density, but the kingdom had the highest diversity by a wide margin. Every citizen was an immigrant, and those immigrants hailed from all corners of the continent.

Ayama was well-known for accepting refugees and outcasts with open arms. Anyone who sought to escape the woes of their homeland was welcome. On the other hand, everyone else could take a hike. Ayama’s attitude toward her sister nations was somewhat frigid.

Relations weren’t hostile—no one was stupid enough to challenge Ayamari—but diplomacy was an uphill battle. The nation was self-sufficient, the bountiful altered environment provided everything her citizens would need, the terrain made it a natural fortress, and it was guarded by the most powerful person in the world. It didn’t want or need any of the rest of the world’s nonsense.

Attempts at trade generally went something along the lines of:

Everyone else: “Hey, you need anything, Ayama?”

Ayama: “Nah, we good.”

Everyone: “Mind if we visit?”

Ayama: “Keep yourself and your problems right where they are.”

Everyone: “Wanna come over and hang out instead?”

Ayama: “Your house is kind of shitty, so no thanks.”

Gaining entry into Ayama was selectively impossible, depending on the purpose of the visit. If we’d needed to get inside Ayama’s borders, it wouldn’t have been nearly so easy as tearing our way through a naval fleet and a small horde of Delvers. No one knew what, exactly, guarded the forest’s edges, but no one who’d tried to sneak inside had ever returned.

Fortunately, we weren’t heading directly into Ayama. We were heading north of the kingdom, and we got a lovely—albeit very distant—flyby view as we entered an area of the Wastes that was even more hostile to life than the rest of it.

Hostile to mundane life, that is. The northern Wastes was a great place to live for the varieties of “life” that had a bottomless appetite for mana and the vigor to survive in subarctic temperatures.

It was like if the North Pole was colder, bathed in radiation, and the polar bears were ten stories tall, had four times as many teeth, and were sentient flesh-eating blizzards. Altitude didn’t seem to matter to these things, either.

I was currently riding in a harness below Varrin, who was flying us over the polar wasteland in excess of 800 miles per hour. The air whipping past was thin of oxygen, thick with Physical mana, and about a hundred degrees below zero.

The big guy’s Hiwardian constitution combined with his Fortitude gave him a wealth of protection from the hostile elements, whereas I was relying on the power of layers, my general resilience, and allowing my health regeneration to fix any toes that fell off due to frostbite.

Everyone else was hanging out in the Closet while we plucked yet another dozen frigid fangs from our bedraggled flight suits. The elemental mana fiends were practically immune to Physical damage, but Spiritual and Dimensional still tore them up pretty well.

Our warmer party members occasionally sent us the psychic equivalent of a selfie, sitting around a fire and roasting meat skewers.

It would have been so easy to open the Closet entrance while we were a mile high and everyone else was still in their summer clothes.

Etja vetoed the idea.

Putting that aside, we were heading into this nonsense for four reasons.

One: Grotto had the location of a Platinum Delve in our level range that should be an Expansion Delve. We were each still short one active skill slot and one intrinsic skill slot to complete our full Phase 2 loadout. The entrance to that Delve was in this unpleasant region.

Two: Grotto had records of an armory containing stockpiles of Prismatite near our objective Delve, which we wanted to get our hands on. Prismatite was an exotic material that could be used to craft items granting bonuses to Mystical damage and Mystical DR. It was the only material that granted Mystical DR as an inherent trait, and no raw attribute improved Mystical defense, making sources of damage reduction for the school extremely valuable. I was in need of an armor upgrade, and Prismatite was calling my name.

Three: The rest of the world was out hunting Dungeons in the most obvious of places. Only masochists and psychopaths would be crawling through the northern Wastes looking for Dungeons when they could potentially find one down the street. Literally, down the street. The Littans told us about two Dungeons they’d found hidden in an alley in the Littan capital. If we found any Dungeons out here, we’d have them to ourselves.

Four: Avarice had given us a token after our first meeting that would act as an introduction to a potential group of allies in the fight against the avatars. Those allies, whoever they might be, were hiding out in the highest and coldest mountains in all of Arzia. Those mountains, most bitter and frigid, were located along the northernmost edge of the continent. The northernmost edge of the continent, as one might suspect, was found north of the northern Wastes.

We planned to pursue these goals in that order, but would otherwise be opportunistic based on the sequence in which the world guided them to us. We hoped that the armory was part of the Expansion Delve. That would be a nice two-fer. Dungeons would be explored if and when we found them while traveling between the other objectives.

Time and frosty toes permitting, we’d do a more expansive search for Dungeons after completing items one, two, and four.

“There’s a big column of Spiritual mana below,” I thought to Varrin. “Eleven o’clock.”

The man confirmed and swept down toward the mana signature, the only notable feature in an otherwise pristine expanse of ice and snow. We were near Grotto’s estimated location for the Delve, so I was hoping this marked the entrance. If not, maybe it would be a clue.

Spiritual mana billowed up from a large crack in the ice, drifting hundreds of feet into the air. Several tornadoes of twisting ice and fangs surrounded it, their windy bodies suffused with crackling violet energy. The ones we’d faced so far had been larger and soaked in Physical mana, whereas these were a blend of the two schools.

The twisters were a mere thirty feet in height—as opposed to a hundred—though the one closest to the mana vent was half that size, with a much denser concentration of mana in its form. It also had a vaguely humanoid shape.

I shot it an Identify.

Spectral Ice Fiend: Undead Elemental, Grade 20

Nothing too threatening.

The rest were missing the Undead classification and ranged from Grade 15 to 18.

“The Physical Fiends were immune to Physical damage,” I thought to the party. “Shall we assume these are immune to Physical and Spiritual?”

[It is more like that they are resistant to both,] Grotto replied. [Possessing a blend gives them versatility in exchange for vulnerability.]

“Nuralie and I will be disadvantaged,” Varrin added.

“Their bodies look like they’re mostly mana,” I thought to the group. “I’m betting Mystical will fuck ’em up. Actually, why am I even speculating? Nuralie, we’re gonna drop you off to take a closer look.”

The rest of the party was gearing up while we discussed. Varrin swept around the elementals from a mile out until everyone was ready to go, then dropped closer to the ground.

I opened the Closet, and Nuralie hopped out, her body wrapped in enough dark furs that she was more poof than person. She peered across the tundra while she used Target Analysis, her eyes obscured by thick goggles.

“Fifty percent resistance to most Physical. Complete immunity to Cold and Spectral,” she thought to us. “High defense against Dimensional Planar but not Spatial. Weak to Force and Sonic.”

“That’s weird,” I thought. “Sonic is Physical damage.”

“Perhaps it disrupts their form,” Varrin sent back.

“All right. I blow ’em up, Etja hits ’em with Mystic Blast, and Xim burns ’em with Judgment. Nuralie can watch for any new arrivals, while Varrin can, uh…”

“Parry spell attacks?” he proposed.

“Yeah. Let’s go with that.”

“Can I suggest something?” asked Etja as she floated out of the Closet. She’d darkened her skin until it was pitch black and wore her normal enchanted dress without any extra layers. The cold didn’t seem to bother her one bit.

“Always,” I replied. “And I appreciate you pretending like I could say no.”

She frowned at me. “It’s not a Project Mindfuck idea. Just a regular one.”

“Sorry. I’m getting frustrated by the situation.”

“We all are,” Varrin added.

“Anyway, please continue Etja.”

She planted her staff in the ground. “I think I can Nullify them.”

I looked at the half-dozen distant twisters. “Really?” Etja nodded. “Okay, go ahead.”

Etja flew towards the Fiends while the rest of us followed close behind. The mage powered up her Finishing Move combo, the windy monsters only taking notice of us when we were a hundred feet away. They blew towards us as a group, leaving the smaller fiend behind. The Grade 20 Undead Elemental continued to absorb mana from the vent while its pack moved to deal with us.

Etja’s hands and staff glowed with power, and when the five creatures were all tightly gathered within fifty feet of us, she released a wave of mystic, mana-eating power. It swept through the Fiends, dissolving the energy that kept their whirling bodies assembled.

They burst into gales of wind, then dissipated. The razor fangs twisting within them scattered into the snow.

“Damn,” I thought. “That was easy.”

“Hmm, more expensive than I thought it would be,” Etja psychically muttered.

I bounded across the ice to investigate one of the fangs. The tooth quivered, so I smashed it with Somncres. Its Physical resistance didn’t seem to matter much when it was just a tooth. Varrin, Xim, and I went around destroying the rest of the teeth while Etja disintegrated a few to absorb with Incorporate.

The Grade 20 finally took note of us. Rather than engage, it manifested a pair of ghostly orbs near the center of its humanoid body, which rolled over us like a giant pair of eyes. After giving us a good, hard look, it decided we were more trouble than we were worth.

It shot up into the air and flew away.

We debated going after it but decided to leave it be. A single Grade 20 wasn’t much of a threat to our full party, and it wasn’t like there were any settlements nearby for it to attack. Ayama was two hundred miles to the south, and if it decided to head there, it wouldn’t last long anyway.

“What made it an Undead Elemental, do ya think?” I asked the group as we clomped forward through the ice and snow toward the mana vent.

Varrin paused in front of the vent, which was a twenty-foot-wide crack in the ice. He held out a hand and ran it through the dense mana flowing upward.

“This Spiritual mana is so thick,” the big guy thought, “I expect it would be visible even without an appropriate attunement or some form of mana sight. It is all of the Spectral subtype as well. The Fiend may have absorbed so much that it was corrupted.”

“Where’s it coming from?” asked Etja.

[This is likely being purged from a Delve below us. The Delve is at capacity and the core is jettisoning what it cannot use.]

“Seems wasteful,” I thought.

[Not all Delve Cores have access to an infinite mana sink, such as the Closet’s expansion mechanism.]

“Fair enough. If this mana ‘corrupted’ the fiend into an Undead, does that mean it’s, like, ghost mana? Spectral mana isn’t necessarily death-related. Or is it?”

[It is not. However, undead typically emit Spectral mana, so the idea that it originates from a mass grave or tomb holds some merit.]

“Mass grave?” asked Nuralie. Pause. “So it is ghosts?”

[Ghosts, wraiths, zombies, skeletons, liches, wrights, poltergeists, death knights, draugrs… It could be many things.]

“Most undead are merely constructs,” Varrin thought to us. “Entities animated through dark magicks. They are rarely ensouled.”

“Then we should expect a necromancer?” I asked.

“We should expect anything,” Varrin replied. “However, I am inclined to find out for myself, rather than continue to speculate.”

The big guy took a few steps back from the vent and looked around. His hand dropped to Kazandak’s hilt, but he paused and thought, then decided against using the blade. He raised a heavy boot and stomped.

His foot shattered the ice, and his leg sank in up to his knee. Large fissures cracked out from the impact for nearly a hundred feet and the ground rumbled. I adjusted my footing as the ice began to move, then decided to make things easier on myself and hopped up into the air, locking myself in place with Gracorvus. I hadn’t used the shield to float much since gaining the ability to fly with Therianthropy, but for hanging out midair in one spot, it was pretty mana efficient.

Varrin surveyed the damage, then squatted and shoved his arms into the ice. Once he was shoulder-deep, he heaved upward and tossed aside a slab of frozen ground several times larger than he was. It probably weighed in the three-elephant range. Varrin dropped into the hole and repeated the tactic.

Xim trotted forward and dropped in behind the big guy, giving him an assist. Together, the pair hurled out multi-ton chunks of ice and frozen earth every few seconds. They excavated a massive pit in a couple of minutes, stopping when they hit dark brickwork about forty feet down. The mana was seeping out between the blocks.

Varrin was just about to try his luck punching a hole through the bricks when a portal appeared on its surface.

“Hey, look at that,” I thought. “Weird place for a portal.”

[Obviously this is not the front door, so to speak. I expect the Delve Core would rather invite you inside through a temporary entrance than have you breach the Delve’s exterior like a group of vandals.]

I shrugged, figuring one way in was as good as any other, and then inspected the portal.

Portal to Delve 9963: Throne of Zng

Difficulty: Platinum

Expansion: Yes

Current accumulation level: 1+

Level Requirement: 13 - 15

Party Size Requirement: 5

[The accumulation level reflects that the Delve has exceeded its mana storage capacity. Expansion Delve, appropriate level range. Yes, this looks ideal for our needs.]

“Zzzzznnnnggg,” I said aloud. “How do you pronounce that?”

“I think you got it on the first try,” said Xim. She had to yell through the thick furs wrapping her face.

“It is not a tomb,” Nuralie thought to us. “Why does a throne have Undead?”

[The Wastes was the seat of a military superpower during the prior generation. We are near where the capital would have been.]

“Great!” I said. “A Delve Core co-opted the ruins of an ancient and powerful civilization, resurrecting its most potent warriors and bending them to its own twisted ends. Sounds fun.”

“Shall we enter?” asked Varrin.

We all turned to Etja. She leaned over the pit to check the portal, then gave us a thumbs-up. I grinned wide and jumped down into the hole.

I landed on top of the portal, which teleported me into the Delve before I could even feel my boots make contact.


Chapter 5


Instead of experiencing the abstract concept of instantaneous movement on the soles of my boots, I felt something slippery.

Despite not focusing on Agility, my score of 10 still placed me into the superhuman category for balance and coordination, if only barely. Thus, the slick surface refusing to grant me an iota of friction did not cause me to take a tumble.

Falling on my ass would have been embarrassing.

No, I avoided the shame of such mortal weakness by wheeling my arms, leaning back and forth, and yanking my feet into position each time they attempted to escape the burden of supporting the rest of my body. It didn’t help that the floor I’d landed on was an incline, so as I battled with this Home Alone-grade hazard, I was also moonwalking backward from where I’d appeared.

I remembered that I had multiple ways to solve this problem a moment before Varrin appeared. I used Gracorvus to lock myself in place and placed a hand on my hip, looking outstandingly casual when the big guy popped into existence.

Varrin looked at the ground, then looked up at me. Even with the shield, my feet wandered while I fought to keep my legs steady. I couldn’t see the man’s eyes through his slitless, fur-wrapped helm, but I felt the judgment regardless.

“Slippery,” he said, then strode toward me as though the ground didn’t have the grip of greased Teflon. Nuralie and Etja appeared next, with Xim in the rear guard.

Etja immediately started floating. Xim, despite having the same Agility score as I did, slid with far more grace down the slope. She caught my elbow to halt her descent.

Nuralie surveyed the room, then did a slow skate around the perimeter with the ease and poise of an Olympic-level ice skater turned superhero.

The room was mostly bare. It was about the size of a basketball court, was completely dark—of course—and had a gently sloping floor leading to the only exit, which was a large reinforced double door made of some kind of metal. It had threads of mana running through it, and I planned on taking a closer look to figure out what it did once we had our bearings.

Xim held my arm as she squatted to inspect the floor. She ran a finger across it, then tapped it with a knuckle.

“It’s some kind of ice,” she said. “The surface is wet, but not with water. Hmm, it’s already frozen on my finger.”

Using Gracorvus to balance, I bent to examine the floor as well. The surface had the sheen of moisture, but it was rapidly hardening. That wasn’t much of a surprise, since it was just as cold inside the Delve as it had been above.

“I’d ask why it wasn’t already frozen—” I began, then paused as orange-white runes began to burn on each wall. They grew in intensity for a second, raising the temperature in the room enough to cause steam to begin boiling off the ice. They went dead soon after, leaving the floor slicker than when we’d entered. The temperature immediately plummeted, and the substance began to refreeze. “Yeah, figured we’d get an answer soon enough.”

I glanced at everyone’s health bars, but no one had taken any damage from the heat. My own health was doing something a little odd, however. My max HP was dropping by one every forty seconds or so, then ticking back up to its normal value a couple of seconds later. I glanced at my notifications and found the source.

Miasma

You are taking Wicked damage!

“Is anyone else taking Wicked damage?” I asked. Everyone checked their interfaces.

“Yeah,” said Xim, followed by the rest of the group. “If it keeps this pace, I’m taking about ninety per hour.”

“Hmm, that is more dangerous than it sounds,” said Varrin.

I nodded in agreement. While ninety damage per hour wasn’t much for us, what made it dangerous was that Wicked damage reduced its victim’s maximum health pool and couldn’t be healed through anything other than natural health regeneration. That meant that if the damage exceeded a Delver’s natural regen, their max HP would constantly be draining while inside this Delve, and there was very little they could do about it.

“Ninety damage an hour is a little more than the unbuffed regen from Level 33 Fortitude,” I said. “Nuralie, Etja, you two have the lowest regen. You good?”

“Yes,” said Nuralie. “With your aura, mine is at 111.”

“Me too!” said Etja. She glided over to Nuralie and hugged her from behind. “Twinsies!” The Geulon patted Etja’s hand but otherwise ignored our mage’s affection as she kept watch over the room.

The runes pulsed, re-wetting the floor and shooting more steam into the air. Given time, the constant flash-melting would cause the ice to shift down the slope, but it either wasn’t an effect that was always on, or the liquid was drained and renewed somehow.

“Then we’re okay for now,” I said, checking to see if we’d received a Delve objective. “‘Evade capture by the remnants of the Zng and confront its disgraced commander,’” I read aloud. “‘Bonus: Deprive the Zng of their armory.’”

“Does that sound like a Prismatite vault to you guys?” asked Xim.

“Yeah, hopefully,” I said.

[Even if it is not the vault we seek, there is certainly a reward worthy of completing the bonus,] Grotto thought to us.

The Delve Core had opted to remain in the Closet for this one. Not because of his near-death experience. It definitely had nothing to do with that. He’d even assured us that a Core does not suffer from the weakness of fear like we “transient meatbags” did. He just had a lot of work to do in the Closet, and we were perfectly capable of handling a few Delves without him being physically present.

The Closet was a complete wreck from dealing with Hysteria and their Wastelander mercenaries, so no one gave my familiar any shit about it.

“All right,” I said. “Then we proceed as normal. If the Wicked damage gets worse, we can reevaluate. In the meantime, let’s deal with this door and have Nuralie do some scouting.”

“This plan is Etja-approved,” said Etja.

We flew, slid, or stomped our way to the mana-woven door, which was protected by a simple mana-puzzle lock that Etja and I solved without issue. That is to say, Etja couldn’t find any traps and told me where to focus my Dispel. It was more efficient for the task than her Nullify, so I felt useful.

The door opened to a large hall with hundred-foot ceilings. Every surface was coated in the strange, perpetually refreezing ice, and buried within were well-preserved carpets, suits of armor, and massive paintings featuring subtly shifting landscapes. Glow stones were buried throughout, casting an eerie blue shimmer across everything.

The suits of armor were made of a matte material and were lanky and tall—a little more than seven feet on average. They had holes built into the helms that might have accommodated a pair of horns, or another non-human head feature, and the hands had six fingers that hung in a ring at the end of their arms. The weapons slung across their chests were not the typical medieval selection I’d come to expect.

“Well, those are guns,” I thought to the group as I leaned in to inspect one. Nuralie was moving ahead, keeping us updated on any enemies she might find.

“Handheld cannons?” asked Varrin, moving up beside me. “We saw something similar at the Littan camp when we made our way toward the Descent.”

“Maybe,” I thought as I studied what looked to my eyes like a rifle. Although, it was more organic in shape and had no slide or magazine that I could identify. “It almost looks like an odd combat staff, but there’s clearly a barrel.”

The weapon had no mana moving through it, which didn’t tell me much. It could have been a showpiece, the weaves might have run out of power, or it could have been completely mechanical. I wanted to dig it out of the ice to take a closer look, but I was hesitant to make that much noise before we had a better idea of our situation.

“I have found the remnants of the Zng,” Nuralie thought to us. “There are”—pause—“a lot of them.”

“How many are we talking?” I asked.

“I have found one legion of fifteen hundred soldiers. This chamber connects to others. There may be more.”

“A legion? What are they doing?”

“Nothing,” Nuralie replied. “They are standing in formation, but they are a large source of the Spiritual mana.”

“So it’s zombie soldiers, then?”

“Most identify as Preserved Zng Footsoldier: Undead, Grade 13. There are also commanders at Grade 18 and flying bull snakes at Grade 20.”

“What’s a bull snake?” I asked. “Not familiar with that species.”

“I was not referencing a taxonomical classification. They are thirty-foot-long snake skeletons wrapped in flowing dead meat with skulls like giant bulls. The System calls them Preserved Zng Serpents.”

“We can handle those grades,” Varrin thought to us, “but the quantity of enemies is worrying.”

“How close together are they?” asked Xim.

“They are in hundred-person groups with only a couple of feet between each soldier,” Nuralie answered. “The groups of one hundred are spaced about fifteen feet apart.”

“Oh, I got this,” Xim thought to us with more than a little excitement.

“Firebug?” I asked. The cleric nodded with a grin.

“Can we avoid them?” asked Varrin.

“How good is your Stealth?” asked Nuralie. The question was rhetorical. She was the only one with Stealth.

“Maybe they aren’t hostile?” Etja added.

Her question wasn’t rhetorical. She was the only one with that level of optimism.

“I’ll try to say hello as discreetly as I can,” I thought. “If they attack, we go with Xim’s plan.”
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We talked over some alternative strategies, the best of which involved me teleporting everyone around the danger. It wasn’t terrible, but if we wound up between groups and tripped some kind of alarm, we’d potentially have several legions bearing down on us from multiple directions. The skill was also loud and attention-grabbing by design when used to cross large distances.

Still, I used Coordinated Thinker to map out some potential destinations, seeing if we could skip straight to the vault or the boss chamber, but Shortcut was sending me signals that using the skill would be expensive. The Delve had some effect that vastly increased the mana cost of a teleport based on the distance traveled. Grotto took inspiration from the idea for our own Delve and politely commanded us to find the weave responsible for the effect.

We also considered sending Etja first, since she automatically Mesmerized nearby entities, but judged it too risky if a commander resisted. The effect also had a range much smaller than the chamber housing the legion, so she’d only be able to get a small group, even if she was 100% successful.

We settled on taking a closer look to help us decide and began making our way down the hall toward Nuralie’s location. There weren’t any traps or hazards on the way—aside from the eternally slippery ice, constant Wicked damage tick, and occasional heat blast from the runes. It was a fair distance away, and we took our time in case Nuralie had missed something.

I decided to make productive use of the stroll. We’d talked over our short-term build directions before leaving Eschengal but hadn’t settled on any final approaches.

“I think I’ll go with placing five points into Fortitude to get the Dumping bonus, with the other three in Strength,” I thought to the group. “That’ll get me to Fortitude 70 by Level 15. Then, if I put all eight into Strength at Level 16, I can get it to 40.”

“Your offense will suffer short-term,” thought Varrin. “Regardless, I think it is a good plan. The Level 70 evolutions are typically much more powerful than Level 40, and Fortitude is your closest. In fact, it may be ideal if we all tried to reach a Level 70 evolution before heading to the Littan mega-Dungeon. That would give us a significant advantage over their Level 16 group.”

“In case they’re up to something?” I asked.

Varrin glanced over at me. “Better to be safe,” he thought.

“Nothing wrong with being able to show off a bit, too,” thought Xim.

I wanted to believe the Littans were being genuine with us, but I was also on board with Varrin’s caution. “What about intrinsics? I’ll have two slots once we finish the Expansion Delves. I figured another crafting skill would be useful, but I can’t decide on something we don’t already have.”

We’d already spent an afternoon working through our skills and comparing their overlap so that we could create a Dungeon priority list, choosing skills that would have the largest impact on the party as a whole.

“Athletics is boring but dependable,” thought Varrin. “It could improve your mobility or help you dodge.”

“Yeah. I was also considering Reconnaissance, but my revelations make a lot of its evolutions redundant or obsolete.”

“What about Animal Husbandry?” Etja suggested. “You could get a pet!”

“There is an Animal Familiar passive,” thought Varrin. “It is distinct from Bonded Familiar.”

“I sort of gave up the horde of Minions route when I picked Auradilato over Minion Menagerie,” I replied.

“No, you chose quality over quantity,” Varrin thought. “Minion Menagerie granted bonuses based on having a large number of summons and familiars, but Auradilato improves your auras for all of your allies while also empowering you. Another high-quality familiar would benefit from your auras and likely become a strong addition.”

“The party’s already kind of busy,” I thought. “Do we want to manage another combatant? With Shog and Grotto, we’re already a group of seven. Plus, what animal? Would I need to raise one? How much of a time commitment is that?”

[I can always rear a beast for you,] Grotto suggested. [We could engineer something truly abhorrent to the sensibilities of mankind.]

“Or you could grab Nottagator,” thought Xim.

“Nottagator’s a berserker,” I thought, “without any of Varrin’s ability to discern allies from enemies. Plus, they’re built like a tank, so I don’t think it’d add much to our party composition.”

[I am using Nottagator in the Pocket Delve. The Atrocidile is not available for away missions.]

“Oh, what about the plant?” asked Etja. “It seems to like you!”

“How would that even work? It’s kind of bound to the Closet.”

[The Dominion Ivy of the Endless is also not for away missions! Although, you may be able to raise another from a juvenile. We do need to experiment to determine the best growth conditions.]

“Does that count as an animal?” asked Xim. “It’s literally a plant.”

[I would need to research, but it likely possesses intelligence and a lack of communicative abilities sufficient to fall within the System’s ‘animal’ categorization.]

“That’s… interesting,” I admitted. “But let’s go back to crafting. I’ve got a 100% progression bonus from my Human racial trait, so I wanna be craftier.”

“You do not smith much as it is,” thought Nuralie.

“Only due to lack of opportunity. It’s on the List.”

“Wandmaking,” thought Varrin. “You can take Woodworking, broadening the items you can create, and focus on wandcraft bonuses. Or, you could take the dedicated Wandmaking skill to wholly specialize in creating wands. It would also allow for the use of broader materials.”

“If you do that,” thought Etja, “I definitely want some neat wands.” She held up her three empty hands. “Look at all this untapped potential!”

“You know, I kind of like that idea,” I thought, looking at Etja’s limbs. “Thinking of underutilized appendages, I don’t have a great use for the tentacles I get from Therianthropy at the moment. I just throw less-awesome hammers. I guess I could grab people too, but I’m not built for that, so it’d only be useful against weak shit. If I had a collection of wands, I could use them to blast more spells without burning mana.”

[If you make even a meager attempt at creating a wand, I can have the System prompt you with the skill. I would also be interested in “borrowing” the ability for my own purposes. Few of your current intrinsics are useful for me to access via your Traveler’s Amulet.]

“You could always pivot your build,” I thought. All I got back from that suggestion was a condescending chuckle.

The psychic conversation ended as we got close to the Zng legion. Nuralie appeared from the shadows and had me float up the wall with Gracorvus to reach a narrow platform that ran into a massive staging area. It seemed like it was made for observation, though it didn’t look like anything patrolled it. I belly-crawled behind the loson—which was more of a slide across the ice—to peek out over the edge at the undead army, trying my best to stay hidden.

“Oh yeah,” I thought, observing the tightly packed formations. “Firebug is definitely the play.”


Chapter 6


The legion was spread out in a large chamber that looked like it might have once been an outdoor field. The side where Nuralie and I perched had windows and large doors that gave the impression of a building’s exterior wall. The observation platform was about three stories up, with the second story featuring several small terraces accommodating tables and six-legged pieces of furniture beneath the ice, which I assumed were lounge chairs. There were a few dark forms beneath the ice that looked as though some of the Zng had been trapped within.

The field itself was a featureless expanse with a floor of hard-packed earth. Several large poles stuck out of the ground with thin metal ropes and rigging that might have once held flags. The field was primarily surrounded by smooth walls made of the brickwork we’d dug out above. On the two sides closest to us were decorated arches leading to wide tunnels, their surface covered in time-worn engravings.

The soldiers—true to Nuralie’s description—were arrayed into hundred-person formations, each member standing upright and at attention with their “rifles” aimed at the ground. They stood in squares of ten by ten, with three hundred-strong formations per row, five rows deep. Each formation had a single soldier standing ahead of the rest, which was identified as the commander. I couldn’t find an officer who looked to be in charge of the entire legion. I’d have expected them to be at the front.

The soldiers wore armor similar to what we’d seen in the main hall leading in. Matte black, with a hint of blue at the joints, although the stuff in the field was less intricate. The commanders only had a small streak of brighter blue on their left shoulders to distinguish them from the rank and file.

The holes in the helmets were, indeed, for horns. Each soldier had an ivory pair sweeping forward from their heads. Their sizes were somewhat irregular but seemed to match the relative height of the soldiers, similar to any other organic feature, like the size of someone’s feet. There didn’t seem to be any pattern based on size, although some soldiers had streaks of silver in their horns, with a smaller number having half or more of one or both horns replaced by the metallic substance.

This might have been a decorative choice like tattooing, but to me it looked more like pottery that had been repaired with lacquer and gold. Silver, in this case. Kintsugi was the term if memory served. That made me think the horns had been carefully repaired. The ones that had been replaced might have been closer to prosthetics than intentional body mods.

The smallest of the soldiers was around my height, with the most vertically gifted standing nearly eight feet tall. Their heads were entirely obscured by matte helms, with diverse, monstrous visages on each face.

In the air above them were three of the Preserved Zng Serpents. They were covered in shifting, rotten meat that swirled around gore-coated bone. Their heads were indeed shaped like a bull’s, although the horns swept straight forward, like they were meant to charge toward and skewer something; more of a weapon than a defensive tool.

In total, the chamber was about 250 feet wide and 400 feet deep. The legion fit comfortably, but only just. The two tunnels were wide enough for five people to walk abreast, so evacuating the chamber could be done swiftly, but it would still take some time. I wouldn’t have called it a fire hazard normally, but we weren’t about to start a normal fire.

Before any of that, however, I needed to make sure these Zng were actually hostile. The chances they’d be friendly were low, but, hey, maybe this Delve was a social challenge. Weirder things had happened.

Nuralie stayed in position while I slid away and floated back down to ground level.

“All right, I’m on board with trying diplomacy first,” I thought to the party, “but I can see at least one fatal flaw in that approach.”

“We do not know what language they speak,” Nuralie finished for me.

“Yeah. Hard to negotiate through a language barrier.”

[Fortunately, you have access to an ancient intelligence with endless libraries of dead languages on hand. I can translate for you, but I believe it would be better if you learned the language yourself.]

I sighed and considered Grotto’s offer. My birth sign gave me a massive aptitude for languages, but I still had to study. I couldn’t just magically understand what they were saying.

“How long did it take you to learn Imperial?” asked Xim.

“A month of casual study. Maybe 100 hours total.”

[You have gained substantial improvements in Intelligence and Speed since then. Although this language does not share a common root with Imperial, I expect the process will be much faster, regardless.]

“Okay. Let’s back off, and I’ll give it a shot. Nuralie can stay and keep watch. Hopefully, these guys stay put like they have for the last however many thousands of years.”
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Two ten-hour sessions with a one-hour break. That’s how long it took me to become passably fluent in the dead language of Zng.

The only reason I’d wanted the break is because—while it wasn’t killing us—the Wicked damage was a persistent, uncomfortable sensation. I felt like an electric current of sadness constantly permeated my body. It wasn’t enough to break my concentration, but it added to my mental fatigue. On that note, if our regen hadn’t outpaced the Wicked damage, there would have been no way I’d have been able to take a twenty-one-hour scholastic intermission.

The rest of the party spent the time productively. Xim and Nuralie meditated on their revelations—the latter able to keep watch while doing so—while Etja worked on layering her gravity spell, Siphon, onto Varrin’s attacks. She’d been trying to weave her spells into everyone else’s active skills over the last few days, with a decent amount of success.

Everyone also took naps, aside from Nuralie and me. The soldiers stood as still as the corpses they were the entire time. It seemed like the miasma was the Delve’s main way to press the party forward.

Once I was done, everyone roused themselves and got ready to jump into action as soon as things went sideways. I walked the rest of the way down the hall to enter the legion’s field via the normal route. A set of large double doors at the end of the hallway was wide open, and it didn’t take long before the first commander noticed me.

I had my hands in the air, trying to look as non-threatening as I could. Sure, I was wearing full heavy-plate armor, but Gracorvus was stored in its armguard, and Somncres wasn’t summoned. Plus, who’d be threatened by a friendly guy in a feather boa?

The first commander barked a single syllable at the other two. They turned, then followed his gaze to see me slowly approaching. Each one signaled their company. The front row of all three forward groups shifted to raise their weapons. They were still pointed at the ground but at a shallower angle. I came to a stop as the three commanders exchanged a few terse sentences.

The language of the Zng was flowy and elegant, close to what I’d imagined Elvish might sound like. Unfortunately, this musical language was somewhat marred by the gristle and bone the undead commanders had for vocal cords.

After a brief discussion, one of the commanders marched forward. Maybe this one was the ranking officer, or maybe they’d drawn the short straw. The other two stepped around their companies and out of the line of fire.

The approaching officer paused when he was twenty feet away and shouted a question at me.

“What hand falls upon the diadem?” the raspy undead commander asked.

I barely managed to keep a frustrated expression off my face.

“Any idea how to respond to that, Grotto?” I thought to my familiar.

[I can think of enough potential replies that selecting one to give preference to is likely futile. The question references a Zng historical anecdote, wherein touching the diadem has deep cultural significance. This significance varies based on context, however. It was frequently used to request a passphrase, which seems the most likely use here.]

“Then he just asked, ‘What’s the code word?’”

[If I were forced to choose an interpretation, yes.]

“Is it possible the answer is ‘Girls suck’ or ‘Open sesame’?”

[Gender segregation was not a common phenomenon among the Zng. Perhaps you should try “Password.”]

“123456?”

[Alphabetics are more likely. “ABCDEF”?]

“What about special characters?”

[How would you express that phonetically?]

“Secret at code dot phrase.”

[Yes, go ahead and try that one. I am certain you are onto something.]

I sent Grotto a psychic eye roll and pushed down my irritation at learning an entire language only to get stonewalled with the first sentence.

“Apologies,” I said. “I am unfamiliar with your customs. I’m actually a diplomat from a foreign nation. Perhaps I could speak to someone in leadership?”

The commander jumped backward, disappearing behind their company. Thirty soldiers raised their weapons, aiming at me instead of the ground.

They opened fire.

I had Gracorvus up and ready to intercept, but the strange rifles didn’t fire kinetic projectiles. I heard a rapid scattering of pops as small spatial distortions formed in the air around me, leaving vacuums in their wake as they cracked against my armor and shield. I felt them tug at the flesh beneath my exposed limbs before I dropped down to cover my entire body with my shield.

The hits stung, but they weren’t particularly effective. Each pop that made it past my shield only did ten or so damage. On the other hand, each soldier was firing multiple shots per second. Without Gracorvus taking the bulk of the beating, they’d have shredded me in a couple of seconds.

“Soft diplomacy has failed,” I thought to the group.

“Swapping to hard diplomacy,” Xim replied.

Xim appeared on the platform above us and dropped Judgment in the middle of the company standing front and center.

Judgment had a ten-foot radius, which hit fifteen or so soldiers in the middle of the company. Each of those fifteen soldiers was Ignited with Divine fire, which dealt a healthy tick of Righteous damage. If that’s all the effect did, we’d still have been in a pretty rough spot. However, Xim had a nifty passive skill that made the spell way, way more devastating for tightly grouped enemies.

Fire Spreader

Whenever you Ignite an enemy, for every second they remain Ignited, there is a 50% chance that another enemy within 5 feet of them will become Ignited. This chance may only occur a number of times equal to your CHA divided by 10, with a minimum number of instances equal to 2.

Xim had a Charisma of 46, meaning each Ignited soldier would, on average, Ignite two more soldiers within five feet of them. Those soldiers would then Ignite two more standing next to them, and so on. The fire would rapidly spread and consume the entire company if something didn’t intervene to stop it.

There were about fifteen feet between companies, which was too far for the fire to spread on its own. With discipline, the damage could have been contained. Sadly for the Zng, Etja and I started making containment more difficult.

Etja rushed down the hall behind me at full speed, reaching out to embrace me with her soul and merge Siphon into my next spell. I used Therianthropy and leapt into the air, keeping as much of my body hidden behind Gracorvus as possible. I felt out the center of the company and snapped my fingers, dropping an instant-cast Explosion!

Explosion!’s normal knockback was enhanced by Etja’s gravity magic, hurling the Ignited soldiers like they weighed next to nothing, which was actually true for a few seconds. Several of the flaming Zng scattered into the midst of their neighboring companies, once more beginning the spread of the flames.

The Zng had the discipline of well-trained soldiers and the single-mindedness of unfeeling dead. Even so, the scene quickly broke down into chaos. There wasn’t enough room for the Zng in the back to safely maneuver around the flames, and any who tried were Ignited in short order.

The commanders each had ways to extinguish the flames on themselves, but while buried in a press of fire-spreading bodies, the status effect simply hit them again.

Meanwhile, our party was immune to the effect. In fact, Xim’s fire was beneficial to us, granting us a light Cleanse when we moved through it. We rushed into the inferno and began cutting down the commanders before they could get organized, then used our skills to knock more Ignited soldiers into the companies behind them.

My Elemental Barrier shoved enemies thirteen feet back to its edge, Etja hurled people around with Siphon, and Varrin simply grabbed soldiers and chucked them away. Nuralie sniped the more distant commanders, while Xim spammed Judgment to further accelerate the conflagration.

The three Zng Serpents posed the greatest danger and were smart enough to stay above the flames. They charged Xim, who tried to use her Fear AoE to scare them off. Sadly, the undead were resistant to those shenanigans, and I was forced to intervene.

I teleported in front of Xim and used Elemental Barrier for area denial, then cast Explosion! to try and knock them away. The Serpents had size and momentum behind them, allowing them to resist the knockbacks, but they opted to release billowing clouds of noxious gas rather than skewer me with their horns.

The gas was nasty, filling the air with impenetrable darkness while applying Toxicity and Bleeding along with a dose of Wicked damage. Against someone else, it would probably have been devastating.

For me, it was annoying.

I kept track of the enemies through the darkness with Soul-Sight; I had solid Poison resistance from my gear and Exposure Therapy achievement; I was immune to Bleeding; and the Wicked damage wasn’t serious enough on its own to threaten my massive health pool.

Xim Ignited the Serpents while I stayed in their faces to keep them busy. Their bone and rotten flesh bodies were weak to blunt damage, allowing my hammers to chunk away massive shards of snake spine. Their charges meant to gore me had trouble penetrating my defenses, leading me to believe their breath weapons were their primary offensive weapon. Denied that, they weren’t so bad.

Varrin and Etja broke away from the legion once the fire was omnipresent to support fighting the Serpents. With death beams and indestructible twenty-foot swords, this helped us deal with the snakes before I had too many holes in me. I flew down into the raging fire to cleanse what Toxicity had built up, and I would need to wait thirty minutes for my regen to clear the Wicked damage. Overall, I wouldn’t have called the encounter trivial, but we’d been well set up for it.

Varrin tried to pull a few commanders from the flames for interrogation, but once Xim extinguished them, the commanders chose to end themselves rather than give up any intel. Their souls broke apart and dissipated in a scant few seconds. Irritating, but I could respect the tactic.

In less than a minute, the undead legion had been reduced to a field of ash. Even their equipment had broken apart into crumbling dust, whatever magicks holding it together fading with the souls of the Zng. We got a wealth of knowledge on the Zng’s combat capabilities, but next to nothing relating to the Delve’s layout or the location of the armory and the Zng’s supreme commander.

The fight had been profitable in other ways, though.

Your party has slain Zng Legion: Undead Horde, Grade 23

Your party receives the following rewards:

	18 Emerald Chips 

	1,500 Ruby Chips 

	18 Death Essences 




You receive 3 Emerald Chips and 300 Ruby Chips. The remainder of 3 Emerald Chips has been awarded to Xim Xor’Drel for outstanding contribution.

As party leader, you receive 18 Death Essences.

“Fair enough,” I said, reading through the notification. “That’s a lot of mana chips, but less than we’d get per enemy for similar grades based on our prior Delves.”

“Are we getting short-changed, Grotto?” asked Xim.

[Many factors affect chip rewards. The System considered the legion a singular entity, yet the rewards were higher than if the legion actually were a single Grade 23. While I support your jaded descent into greed in the face of immense wealth, I nevertheless believe this was an outsized payment for the difficulty of the challenge.]

“Sure, sure,” I said. “It would have been way harder if they’d just had a good sprinkler system. You know, one filled with some kind of unholy water that worked on Xim’s Divine fire.”

“What now?” asked Etja. “Do we pick a hall and go for it?”

“Let me feel around some more with Coordinated Thinker,” I said. “That hallway was more than two miles long, so we’ve advanced a decent distance. Maybe I can figure out which direction is better.”

“Why make a hallway that’s two miles long, anyway?” asked Xim.

[There are several reasons the Delve Core might have elongated it. I doubt it was an original feature of the Throne.]

While everyone else chatted, I sat down and closed my eyes, searching through the facility for valid Shortcut destinations. Going more than a half mile or so would drain all of my mana, but I could still use the sense to cheat a bit. Now that I’d had a good look at the legion, I could root around for similar groups. It was slow and tedious, but the information we’d gain was worth it. Since the Delve didn’t have a time limit, we planned on taking this one nice and slow.

That was the plan, anyway.

“Found a total dead spot,” I said, after two hours of searching. “I’m betting it’s the vault and that it’s warded to shit against teleportation and such. If we fight through another legion, I can probably move us strangeward with Shortcut to jump past its defenses without burning all my mana.”

“Then” said Xim, “you can stuff everything inside your effectively limitless inventory, and we can go look for the boss.”

“Sounds great!” said Etja.

[I can only imagine what a nightmare this party is for whatever unfortunate Core is in charge.]


Chapter 7
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SYSTEM ADDENDUM ADDED BY: DELVE CORE 9963

ADDENDUM NOTE: Sometimes it’s better to cut your losses.
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Delve Core 9963 had come online after a brief, eighty-year nap to discover Phase 2 had been implemented. She’d been surprised it had happened so soon but also excited beyond words to finally see her Delve in action.

She’d worked so hard to unearth and capture the Throne of Zng after the fall of the prior generation. Millennia of meticulous planning, millennia of stealthily invading, and yet more millennia of slowly converting the undead within from a sleeping army into proper Delve creatures. All that effort, and she’d never even gotten to see it tear the guts out of a single Delver!

The Throne of Zng had been denied participation in Phase 1 for being too dangerous, which Core 9963 chose to interpret as being too awesome. It wasn’t her fault she was an incredible Delve designer. Well, no, it was, but that was definitely a virtue and not a shortcoming. It was a sign of her extraordinary talent that her Delve had to be put on ice, pun intended.

Were the contents of her Delve an existential risk to a Phase 1 civilization?

No way!

It was just a teeny little undead army. Not even a full half million captured souls, all-in. Their average grade was below 20, and even though there were one or two—okay, a hundred—minor outliers vastly more powerful than the rest, those were just backups. She wasn’t going to deploy them! Besides, the mana density was way too low for the Goliaths to even function properly. They were growth opportunities. Literally. She wanted to know how big she could get them.

And she definitely had full control of everything else inside, including the experimental elder liches. They weren’t anywhere close to breaching their containment. She’d even double-checked the weaves here and there and had only ever needed to make a few—very minor—adjustments and repairs.

What kind of trash Delve Core didn’t have total control of their Delve monsters? Core 9963 was a professional, not some garbage rusty-shell playing fast and loose with their necromantic rituals and safeguards. Not any of the important ones, at least.

Sadly, System Core 1 was unpersuaded.

So, Core 9963 was forced to wait, not just until Phase 2 came along, but also for someone to actually find the Delve. SC1 wasn’t willing to grant a direct portal, and hearing that, 9963 had felt the tiniest bit of regret over her choice of location.

The moonfall had buried the whole Zng civilization beneath ice. Without a System prompt, how would anybody find the place? Was she supposed to wait until somebody came to the middle of no-fucking-where and dug?!

Still, she’d had faith. Delvers were resourceful. And, as it turned out, more resourceful than she’d even thought! The transition had been less than a month ago, and there was already a party inside her lovely, fantabulous Delve.

And she fucking hated them.

The… the indignation, the rage she felt—it was overwhelming. The meatbags weren’t doing anything the intended way! Core 9963 prided herself on providing Delvers with many different paths to solving a challenge, but they weren’t solving shit! They were just breaking everything!

First, her carefully crafted Wicked ice. Always slick, always emitting deadly fumes, it was supposed to send Delvers into a panic, then test their ability to adapt to the pressure! There were a bajilliondy ways to disable the weaves or counteract the debuff, but this group just friggin’ ignored it! It’s like they didn’t even care. Did they enjoy the suffering? One of them had even spent, like, twenty hours doing vocabulary practice with his invisible friend instead of trying to solve the puzzle!

Next, her meticulously planned entry hall. Miles of hidden secrets buried beneath the ice. Clues and trinkets—there was even an amulet that would translate the Zng language for them! A mile further in was a coded storybook that would have given them the password the Zng soldiers would ask for. They barely glanced at any of it!

Was it all trapped to shit? Yes, of course. Were there thousands of decoy items? Duh! Would digging through the ice make the Wicked debuff worse? It would, but that was the challenge. Once the Delvers saw an entire legion of undead, they were supposed to panic again! Then they could retrace their steps and hunt for the clues, dealing with more reasonable hazards than a flubbin’ army rated eleven grades higher than their party!

They didn’t even look for a way to translate the language. That asshole in a feather boa sat and muttered to himself for an entire day straight and was suddenly fluent. Core 9963 had never even heard of that skill, and the System refused to cough up any info on it.

Right, so Feathers McFashion learned the language. Next, they should have tried to figure out whether there was a code or something, right? No again. They took a look at 1,518 enemies with grades ranging from 13 to 20 and thought, “Hey, that looks like something we could fight.”

Hello? No, it doesn’t! They were Level 12!

And then, they murdered everything. They even made it look easy.

EASY!

At that point, Core 9963 queried SC1 for guidance, but all she got back was a mad cackle. By the time she figured out how SC1 could even cackle in the machine language, the party had killed another legion and some-fucking-how teleported into the armory vault!

Core 9963 had dozens of weaves meant to disincentivize teleportation. The vault was buried, without any obvious access routes. It was warded against scrying, three types of instant movement, dimensional shifting, phasing, incorporeal infiltration, and yes, teleportation itself. The party was supposed to trap the spirit of one of the commanders, who would then tell them where it was, but they just sort of… found it anyway?

After that, they were supposed to fight a Spectral Vault Guardian. That was a three-phase fight with an entire wing of the Delve dedicated to it. Core 9963 had spent a decade planning it out! They’d teleported past the boss, oh well. They hadn’t even set off any of the traps or alarms, since those were all outside the vault.

Core 9963 had to dig through her logs to figure out how they’d done it. She verified all her weaves. She tested all her sensors. Finally, she checked the sensor grid she’d installed in preparation for her next expansion and realized the Bearded Menace had taken his party through the fourth dimension.

Standard protocols didn’t recommend warding against higher dimensions until the Delve was rated for Level 20, at the earliest!

They were Level 12.

Level 12!

That was the absolute minimum level required to enter.

Once they were inside the vault, Core 9963 watched them stuff several tons of gear into Featherbeard’s inventory, which made as much sense as everything else they’d done. A thousand ingots of Prismatite, gone. A hundred prototype Spatial rifles, gone. Thirty suits of Prismatite-infused carbonweave armor, gone. At least those were the wrong size for them, and good luck breaking them down for parts. Their civilization was barely out of the Stone Age, for fuck’s sake.

Well, Core 9963 wasn’t going to sit around and let them stomp their stinky boots all across her work—her artistry—without retribution. They wanted to avoid the Vault Guardian? Pah! If they were going to teleport into places they shouldn’t be able to, then she was going to teleport things into places that she shouldn’t!

The Guardian was meant to be fought in a wide open space with plenty of terrain to hide behind, but if the party insisted on doing things the wrong way, then they could fight the overpowered golem in the wrong room. Being trapped in a 2,000-square-foot space was going to make the fight brutally intense and all but impossible to survive.

Core 9963 cut power to the weaves protecting the armory and sent the self-satisfied party their reward for being total jerks.
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I looked over the empty chests and shelves of the Throne’s armory, feeling quite proud of myself. The Delve was, as I’d hoped, a two-fer. We were well on our way to finishing the Expansion Delve, and not only did we have our Prismatite, but we even had a ton of ancient, high-tech goodies to play around with.

Between me, Grotto, and Nuralie, I was pretty confident we could puzzle out how all the gadgets and gizmos worked. I didn’t think any of us planned to ever start using magic guns, but even if we couldn’t use it all ourselves, then maybe I could give Closetland the world’s most advanced spec-ops platoon.

Honestly, that name was growing on me. It kind of sounded like a theme park. The theme would be me, of course, so you know that park was definitely going to be a fun one. There could be attractions based around all the Delves we’d done. The fight with the Pit would be a killer mountain-style rollercoaster.

Anyway, we were just about to figure out where to teleport next when a boss showed up out of thin air. Kind of an inconvenience, a bit rude, and also random.

Etja Mesmerized it.

Normally, that wouldn’t have saved the rest of us, but she also Distracted it by talking about how she’d felt living as a golem for a brief time. The Spectral Vault Guardian had been formed from a conglomerate of trapped souls, so it had a lot of empathy towards being a sentient entity bound to another’s will. I was able to translate for our mage without interfering too much with her Charisma checks. Sage Advice helped a lot with that.

They chatted for an hour until the golem had decided it didn’t want to kill any of us. In fact, it didn’t want to kill anything. The Guardian was a crafter at heart, not that it had been given the opportunity to pursue its preferred vocation.

It was also a potent Spiritual entity, so I decided to ask it some questions.

“Say, Vaulty, can I pick your artificial brain about something?” I said in Zng. The golem had picked the nickname himself—along with a gender—since his composite souls didn’t possess sufficient individualism to remember their names or preferred sexual characteristics.

“Sure,” said the golem. Vaulty’s heavy metal legs pivoted, letting his multi-ton frame settle onto the ground with a clunk. The Guardian’s upper body swung towards me with a whine of its servos. “What do you need?”

Although Vaulty was mainly made up of an amalgamation of incorporeal specters, he had a robotic outer shell that served as a red herring. Once the physical components were destroyed, the golem would actually become more powerful. He could also split into multiple lesser specters that would steal life force and allow him to reform once his soul had been damaged. It sounded like a solid setup for a three-phase fight that I was a little disappointed we were missing out on. But Vaulty was pretty chill, and I had no desire to hurt the big dude.

“We’re in a little hot water with a problem related to mental magicks,” I said. “Being a powerful Spiritual entity, I was wondering if you happened to have any expertise in that area?”

“What kind of mental effects?” Vaulty asked.

“Semi-permanent manipulation, likely originating from some overpowered version of Dominate.”

“I see,” said the golem. “No. I am capable with a variety of mental debuffs, such as Fear and Psychosis, but I am no Dominator. I do not even dabble in possessions, since I find the practice abhorrent.”

“Hmm, then do you happen to know a master of mental magicks powerful enough to manipulate souls at a Deific or near-Deific level?”

“Gods, no,” said Vaulty. “If I knew that such an entity was within a thousand miles of me, I would flee. They are despicable, vile, perverted corruptors who pursue mastery over the greatest sins imaginable. One’s own thoughts should be sacred, an inviolable sanctuary. Seeking the power to desecrate that is the highest of taboos.”

I shifted my lips back and forth as I thought. “I don’t mean to be indelicate, but isn’t that kind of what’s happening to you?”

Vaulty’s glowing red eyes narrowed as he stared at the wall in thought. “I believe I would like to leave this place.”

“Yeah, I can understand why,” I said. “By the way, do golems count as living creatures?”

[Not typically, although there are exceptions, such as Etja.]

“Could I… put Vaulty in my inventory?”

[Perhaps. Although, you would need to be able to lift him. He would also be protected by his controller’s will, which would oppose your attempt.]

“You have an inventory space with that much capacity?”

“Oh yeah,” I said. “Plenty of space in there.”

“I am aware of the binding rituals used to compel me. I cannot alter them on my own or assist another in altering them, but I can give you their locations.”

[Assuming the golem was bound by a Core, I have sufficient knowledge to compromise their control, especially since the spirit is aware of its captivity.]

“Then we can take you with us if you’d like.” I looked over the golem’s massive frame. “We might need to disassemble you some so I can pick up the pieces and store them. How’s that sound?”

“I am reluctant to trust a stranger with my frame, but…” The golem glanced over at Etja, who gave him a beaming smile. “Since you are a friend of Etja’s, I will take the chance.”

“Great!” I said. “Let’s get started, then. Once we’re out, you can decide what you want your future to look like.”

And so we stole the Delve’s optional boss. Hopefully, the Core wouldn’t be too upset about it. Buuuuuut if they were anything like Grotto, we were about to make the little murder ball pretty angry with us.

Fuck it, we were shitting all over this Delve. We could handle it.


Chapter 8
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SYSTEM ADDENDUM ADDED BY: DELVE CORE 9963

ADDENDUM NOTE: Those bastards.
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Core 9963 watched the Delvers work in shock. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing, so she reset her sensor arrays and even did a soft reboot of her operating system. When everything came back online, the scene before her was the same.

They were stealing her Minion.

The social victory was one thing. That was irritating but valid. Not all Delvers preferred to solve their problems with violence, and 9963 allowed some leeway for ‘talk-it-out’ solutions, even though they were dumb and not nearly as cool as dismemberment.

Sure, the boss had high Wisdom, immunity to several mental debuffs, and was designed to be omni-hostile. It wasn’t supposed to be something that could be beaten through, ugh, Mesmerize. Even so, it was fair play, and she wasn’t mad about it.

…

Honestly, Mesmerize wasn’t even that great! The debuff hadn’t been on her radar at all. It only protected the one person who Mesmerized the enemy and definitely should not have extended to the entire party. It was a gimmick to keep the squishies safe, not something to break open an entire boss encounter with!

Of course their Charisma mage had—like the Vault Guardian—also been a golem for some fucking reason. The Vault Guardian’s empathy restrictions had been overtaxed by the mage’s admittedly heartwrenching diatribe on how she’d struggled to find herself after breaking free of the person who’d defined her entire existence—her dad.

Her dad was also the golemancer who’d made her, which was a weird family dynamic. Also, the mage was a high priestess who’d worshipped her dad as a god? Or, she was a model based on the priestess. And her dad kind of was a god, but only the avatar of half of one… or something.

Core 9963 had trouble wrapping her chassis around it, so she ignored the mage’s tragic and overly complicated backstory to focus on more important things.

Revenge.

Social victory aside, these Delvers had transgressed. Unsatisfied with their lame and boring Mesmerize exploit, these assholes had decided to steal from her! They broke down the Guardian’s binding arrays like they were friggin’ experts on Delve Core golem assembly. Then, they’d disassembled the big oaf and stuffed him into the Full Bearded Donkey’s seemingly endless inventory.

Well, Core 9963 wasn’t going to sit idle as she watched the burglary in action. She pulled up the control sigils for the Throne’s current final boss and ensured everything was powered and ready to go. Then, she pored over the hundreds of chambers within the Delve, looking for the best place to drop the potent undead.

The boss chamber alone was no longer good enough.

She paused as she brought up one of the primary holding facilities. There were ten spare legions inside, along with a dozen Spiritual collectors that could repurpose the undead souls if their bodies were destroyed. If the Delvers rampaged through the army, she could ramp up power to her fabricators and pump out Wraiths like nobody’s business!

Plus, the Demi-Lich Commander boss could fire off AoE buffs and reassemble the undead that hadn’t been completely destroyed.

The only teeny tiny little minor issue was that those collectors also powered one of her “projects.” It drew ambient Spiritual energy from the 15,180 undead within the holding facility to maintain her backup containment weaves.

She debated whether the risk of damage to the weaves was worth seeing the Delvers put in their rightful place for an eternal 0.03 seconds.

They were just backups.

It would be fine!

The felonious party would be too busy trying to survive to pay attention to anything apart from the horde. Besides, the collectors were on the ceiling, and fleshbags never looked up anyway.

She teleported the boss to Detention Center No. 1 and worked on subtly enticing the Delvers to find their way inside.
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We made good time sending Vaulty into the Closet via my inventory screen, where Grotto would reassemble the friendly boss and let him stretch his legs. However, before we’d even been able to pat each other on the back for a job well done, a portal opened. Accompanying the portal was a System message that I would describe as “suspicious as shit.”

Bonus objective completed!

Congratulations, you totally did the armory section exactly how it was supposed to be done! I’m super surprised at how talented you are.

As a reward, you can skip straight to the boss! No need to keep slogging your way through legions and wasting your time exploring the place, especially since you’ve been ignoring 90% of it. You’re probably really busy, so I completely understand why you wouldn’t be interested in wasting your time with the rich Zng history, the compellingly designed environment, or any of the dozens of riddles and sub-challenges that were lovingly added in. Nope, no time for that. I get it.

So, boss time! You can go through this portal, and it’ll take you straight there.

Really, it’s just a formality at this point. You’ve 100% proven you deserve to beat the place, so just go fight the boss and you’ll be done. It probably won’t even be hard since you’re so strong and skillful.

Yeah! Boss time!

Go through the fucking portal.

[I believe the Delve Core is upset with you.]

“Upset with us,” I thought to my familiar. “Don’t run from the responsibility of being an enabler.”

“We should not take this portal,” Nuralie thought to the group. “It is the most obvious trap I have ever seen.”

“Since we know about it, we can make it into a reverse trap!” thought Etja.

“Okay,” I thought. “How would that work?”

“We walk into the trap, but blow it up instead!”

“I guess I could do that.”

“For how long can you channel Explosion?” asked Varrin.

“Sorry, what spell is that?” I replied, making an exaggerated show of my confusion.

Varrin rolled his eyes. “How big can you make your Explosion!?”

“Oh, that spell. Sorry, your pronunciation was off the first time. Let me do the math.” I took a quick breath. “All right, I’ve done the math. With my current mana pool, I can get a 265-foot radius, up to 795 if Etja soul-hugs me to add her Finishing Move. If Etja also adds a spell that’s mana-shaped for size, we can probably get the radius up to around 1,300.”

“That is a half-mile diameter,” thought Nuralie. “That would encompass more than six of the legion chambers we have encountered.” Pause. “It would likely hit the ceiling.”

“It’d also be enough damage to kill anything we’ve found so far,” I thought. “Hmm, maybe not Vaulty since we don’t know what his health and defenses looked like. Still, if the boss has any adds, it would take care of them and probably put a big dent in the boss’s resources.”

“How much mana would you have left?” asked Xim.

“Twenty. I’d be juiced.”

“But it would be fun!” Etja thought.

“What happened to talking to them?” asked Nuralie.

I waved at the portal. “What are the chances the Delve core is taking us toward something we can have a chat with?”

“Low,” thought Xim.

“But not zero,” thought Nuralie.

“I can charge up a quarter-mile diameter and give us eighteen seconds for diplomacy.”

“Eighteen seconds is a long time in a fight,” thought Varrin. “If we are attacked immediately, we would lose a significant advantage.”

“But if they do want to talk, I’d have an extra two hundred mana to work with when it goes south.”

“Sounds reasonable,” thought Xim. “If we go in and decide that we’re in trouble, I can burn my cooldowns.”

“How many?” I asked.

“That depends on how much trouble there is.”

[I am extremely doubtful there will be a peaceful solution.]

“Do these undead have souls?” asked Etja.

I turned to her, surprised by the question. “They do.”

“Then they’re people being enslaved by a Delve Core, trapped in eternal servitude as undead pawns. If we kill them and release their souls, we’re ending their suffering.”

Everyone paused to absorb Etja’s words, which had been spoken with such venom and conviction it was like she’d become another person for a few seconds. Her talk with Vaulty had awoken some strong emotions.

“Are you advocating for us to use Plan: Final Flash?”

“No,” thought Etja, shaking her head. “I want us to use Plan: Serious Punch.”

The psychic comms went silent as we digested her suggestion.

“We’ve never used that one.”

“We’ve never needed to use that one,” thought Xim.

“We have come close,” thought Nuralie.

“Only mid-fight,” Xim replied. “We’ve never gone in with it from the beginning.”

“What about Normal Punch?” I asked.

“That still seems like overkill,” thought Xim. “This Delve hasn’t been hard.”

Grotto chuckled but didn’t add anything.

“We cannot use Serious Punch without Shog,” Varrin thought.

“That’s true,” thought Xim.

“How about First Comes Rock?” I asked.

“That would give us more flexibility,” thought Varrin.

Etja crossed one pair of her arms. “If we’re using the Hunter category, we should jump straight to Aura Synthesis.”
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We discussed several more options with highly original names that I assure you I did not steal from my favorite anime shows. Finally, we decided to open with Aura Synthesis and then pivot based on what we found.

Normally, we’d have preferred to scout, but with an angry Delve Core sending us to an unknown location, we were worried that Nuralie would wind up in a deadly situation.

Xim maxed out our Blessed stacks and cast the Blessings of Hunger and Pounding on Varrin. We all took a Potion of Clarity from Nuralie to improve our mental defenses. Varrin manifested one soul clone, and Etja used her soul hug on me, and we built up our Explosion! combo. I made sure Life Warden was up on Etja.

Just before entering the portal, I activated Aura of Persistence, granting everyone Shielding, Xim activated Sam’lia’s Warmth, granting everyone healing, Varrin used Enrage to prime his Berserk buffs, and Nuralie used a new skill called Wraithwalk, which made her incorporeal while still allowing her to make attacks. She was sticking with the group for this strategy, so she needed survivability if the enemy started throwing down AoEs.

We all either grabbed or were grabbed by Varrin—except for Nuralie because she couldn’t, due to being incorporeal—and the big guy flew us into the portal at full speed. Nuralie was fast enough to keep up without issue.

We appeared in a chamber that was two miles wide, in the middle of a fucking undead army.

I quickly surveyed the enemy and took in the thousands of soldiers. Then I did what any smart Delver would do and looked up to check on the number of Serpents. There were dozens of them looping through the air throughout the chamber, about a hundred feet off the ground. An undead woman hovered among them, wearing ornate golden armor over dark flowing robes. She was directly overhead.

Grand Commander Lillithin Tyrianaeonis: Demilich, Grade 26

A thousand feet above her, I noticed several devices spread across the ceiling that pulsed and blazed in my mana sight. I figured those were probably important, so I’d keep a close watch to see if they did anything.

There was also a massive ritual weave on the ground, encircling us.

The position the Delve Core had put us in was probably meant to be intimidating. I understood why they thought it was a good move. We were at the center of four legions forming a perfect kill box on all sides. Crossfire apparently wasn’t an issue with their weird guns.

The closest undead was over 100 feet away, putting them outside of melee and even most mid-range spells. The boss was in the air, where flightless Delvers might struggle to reach her, but close enough to start dropping the hammer on us as soon as we appeared.

There were many ways to make this more lethal, though. It was still a tough position to be in, but they’d seriously underestimated our range.

My Speed, Intelligence, and Wisdom allowed me to soak in these details in about a quarter of a second. I immediately tried the olive branch.

“We’re here to talk!” I shouted in Zng.

That went over as well as we’d suspected it would. When the first Spatial rifle tickled my ribs with its attack and the ritual circle started glowing, we executed our plan.

I snapped and released the 650-foot-radius Explosion! I’d been charging for eighteen seconds. The four legions were 400 feet deep and 125 feet away. Explosion! caught them all. Etja’s chosen spell to combine with my big boom was Nullify, which we reasoned made sense as a defensive measure in case the Core was dropping us into a magic death trap. In a sense, they had. The massive ritual circle certainly wasn’t there for our benefit.

A thunderous clap shook the air, and a pressure wave, roiling with blue mana-eating energy, rolled out at the speed of sound. The ground cracked and splintered, whipping dust and shards of stone into the maelstrom. The undead on all sides were torn asunder as the detonation struck their front lines. Armor crumpled, thousands of bodies were ragdolled through the air, colliding and crushing one another as sharp rocks tore through bodies like paper.

Nullify ripped apart the mana weave at our feet, canceling whatever magic the demilich was working. The Grand Commander also wasn’t spared the Explosion! The blast hurled her upward, sending her careening several hundred feet higher amidst shredded gore and bone from a dozen annihilated Serpents.

Then, everything got sucked.

My new version of Explosion! had two phases. The first was the normal detonation, the form the spell took if I used it as an instant cast. However, once I’d channeled it for three seconds or more, it pulled enemies to its center after the initial blast.

Nearly five thousand bodies froze in the air and reversed course, along with the stone and debris. The demilich crashed down toward us—still alive—and I made a split-second decision.

“Grapple,” I thought to Xim. The cleric had anticipated the move and was already transforming.

As the mass of bodies collapsed on our position, Xim’s armor fell away, and she used her Revelation of the Heart to turn into a towering, pale-red beast with a single onyx horn. She reached out and snagged the demilich from behind before she hit the ground, digging her flaming claws into the woman’s ribs. She bit down on the Grand Commander’s trapezius and wrapped thick legs around her waist.

At the same time, we were buried beneath a massive pile of stone shrapnel and ancient corpses. On the one hand, being entombed in a thirty-foot-thick sphere of death was usually a bad thing. Hate it when that happens. On the other hand, none of the thousands of soldiers still standing had a line of sight on us.

Being struck by the dross that Explosion! sucked back in wasn’t too dangerous, since the vast majority of it was now “mundane” and our Fortitude granted us a massive resistance. It was by no means comfortable, but it hadn’t been particularly risky and was an incredible opportunity.

I used Elemental Barrier to create a dome of rampaging Sonic damage around us, shunting all the bodies and debris back to create a sort of corpse igloo. The demilich’s body was twisted from the explosion, but she muttered a haunting phrase and dark energy ran through her limbs, snapping bones back into place.

Varrin and his soul clone both immediately used Soul Strike on the demilich, thrusting their blades through the commander’s head and expertly avoiding Xim. Nuralie fired an arrow into the boss’s eye, and Spectral damage started rampaging through the demilich’s body from one of the alchemist’s Spiritual toxins.

Etja wove Repulsion into Magic Blast, delivering a wrist-thick beam of Force and Holy damage into the enemy’s skull, while Xim dropped a Judgment even as she wrestled with the Undead, Igniting the commander and a swath of the bodies still surrounding us.

The demilich screamed and a wave of Wicked damage started to pour out of its body. The biggest problem with our current formation was that it required us to stay close together, making AoEs a pain. The attack threatened to engulf all of us, handicapping our max health for the rest of the encounter.

I snapped out a Dispel, losing thirty mana to cancel the attack.

With her dying spell thwarted, the demilich’s body turned to ash and crumbled.

Xim let out a low growl, then spoke in a layered, throaty voice. Flames licked across her lips as the word came out.

“Nice.”


Chapter 9


“Stay alert, we aren’t done,” I thought to the group. The demilich’s soul thrashed and escaped from the corpse, fleeing up through the mound of bodies held at bay by my Elemental Barrier. I noted that Nuralie’s Spiritual poison was still attacking the boss’s soul even as it fled, and it had to shake off Xim’s Divine fire. That was good information to have.

My Soul-Sight pierced the corpse dome, and I watched for a second as the demilich’s spirit soared up toward the ceiling high above. Thousands of spirits from the slain undead joined her as she rose.

“Varrin, fly Xim to the ceiling, and you two destroy whatever magic bullshit is going on up there,” I thought. “Liches revive, but I don’t know how long it takes, and blowing up the shiny is usually a good strat.”

Between everyone present, the pair had the best survivability while flying in the open against ranged opponents. Varrin was fast, and he was strong enough to carry the transformed cleric, while Xim could heal. I was also hoping she would repeat her crawl-on-the-ceiling act.

The corpse pile began rumbling as what I imagined were thousands of spatial rifles started tearing their way through.

“Nuralie, assassinate the commanders and provide support if needed.” The loson had already disappeared into the dark. “Etja, you and I are staying low to minimize the number of soldiers that can target us. We’ll do what we did against the Pit, and I’ll be your meat shield. Let’s swing around the outside of the horde, keep the wall to our backs, and melt shit.”

“As Closetland’s Supreme Wizard, I vote to ratify this plan,” Etja thought with a grin.

I activated Therianthropy, spreading my wings and pulling two spare shields from inventory with my tentacles. I started to say something rallying but hesitated when a question flitted into my head.

“Since we’re fighting the entire Zng military, does that make this our first war?”

Several Zng Serpents swept toward our impromptu fort, visible through my Sight. Their approach interrupted our opportunity to legislate whether war needed to be formally declared or if we could even war with a dead nation. Xim hopped onto Varrin’s back, her hulking beast form making the big guy look average by comparison.

Varrin blasted up, his blade cleaving a slit through the bodies and debris before exploding through the massacre. Xim dropped Judgment twice as they flew, with Varrin doing his best to dart and weave between a thousand Spatial rifles trying to bring them down. Their health bars did gymnastics as dozens of strikes landed while Xim pumped out healing as fast as she could.

Etja copied Xim’s move and hopped on between my wings. The mage had a higher top speed than I did with Siphon, but it took time for her to ramp up to it. With my Level 20 Speed evolution, I could go full throttle from a complete stop, which I was betting would help us dodge.

My tentacles covered her body with their shields, and I used Gracorvus to cover my front. We were a mile from the nearest wall along the edge of the enormous staging area. I could close part of that distance with Shortcut, but it was gonna cost me.

The anti-teleport weaves within the Delve added an exponential multiplier to my teleport costs. Moving up to 288 feet with Shortcut was unaffected, but each equivalent increase in distance doubled the resources the spell required. Shortcut cost me four mana, but that cost increased when I mana-shaped it to take other people along for the ride.

Grabbing everyone within five feet added another four mana to the price tag. That made it a normal cost of eight to take Etja with me, sixteen to teleport double my safe range, thirty-two for triple, etcetera. It was more efficient to make multiple jumps to our target than to try to cover the distance all at once, but each cast had a brief cooldown where we’d be vulnerable.

I didn’t have enough mana to cover the full mile. I was down to 150 after achieving my new personal best multi-kill and then fighting the boss. Going double distance was the same multiplier as casting twice, so I focused on putting us 596 feet closer to the wall and activated the skill.

Fortunately, I could fly full tilt while waiting out the two-second cooldown, which let us cover another 1,000 feet the normal way before I popped Shortcut again. Each cast was accompanied by a loud crackling sound as I pushed the skill slightly above its safe range. It placed a burden on our bodies, but our resilience was high enough that it didn’t cause any damage.

What did cause damage was the endless ranks of undead firing at us for the two seconds we were visible.

Etja was well hidden beneath the two tower shields I held over her body, using Siphon to shunt soldiers out of our path and unbalance as many as she could to disrupt their aim. But I couldn’t guard against everything with Gracorvus. My legs and underside were exposed. I flew low to the ground in a Superman pose to avoid giving anything a good shot at my belly.

The soldiers took a moment to orient and aim when we appeared, and we wove through the densely packed ranks to minimize the number that could target us. Even so, hundreds took their shot, and dozens scored strikes on my limbs for ten damage a pop. My health was in the 1500s before I hit Shortcut again.

It took three casts, a dozen leg fractures, and countless small wounds of stretched and distorted skin and muscle to make it to the wall. My health was barely hovering over 1,000. I rotated and brought all three shields to the front, placing Etja and my back against the wall, then forming a wall of metal in front of us.

I cast Elemental Barrier to push back the closest group of soldiers, creating space and making it impossible for anything to get a bead past the shields. My mana was down to 82, but Etja could cast without fear from the riff-raff.

The Serpents were a different problem.

Most of the ones that had survived Explosion! moved to intercept Xim and Varrin, though the snakes were slower than Varrin. Three had followed Etja and me toward the wall, heads down and horns forward as they charged up to skewer us. If they managed to break my shield defense, we’d be exposed to hundreds of rifles.

“Focus Serpents,” I thought to Etja. She mentally nodded and started building up for an attack.

I watched the lead Serpent with Soul-Sight through my shields and threw Somncres to my right with four copies. The hammers arced around and hurtled toward the Serpent. It tried to dodge, but the hammer unerringly homed in on the target, and all six collided into its body, shattering bone and taking bites out of its skeleton with Oblivion Orb.

Etja’s body glowed with Divine light as she pumped Blessed stacks into two death beams, the first hitting the Serpent I’d just struck and cutting it down its center line. The snaking monster was reduced to a half dozen carved-up chunks that crashed down into the soldiers. The second beam cut away half of the second Serpent, but it kept snaking toward us even as its rear fell and toppled a score of its allies. I managed to follow up with another set of hammers, killing the second and leaving one Serpent to slam into us.

I activated Gravity Anchor to hold myself in place, losing my breath as the full force of the multi-ton beast slammed into me, but refusing to budge. One of the horns tore a hole through my right tower shield, skewering me in the ribs and taking another chunk of health along with it. It pulled the shield out of position for a half second, exposing me to another volley of spatial blasts.

HP: 1,003 -> 705

Rings of deadly pearls, glimmering with vicious Dimensional energy, formed around the length of the Serpent as Etja exhausted another swath of Blessed stacks. They detonated, shredding the Serpent and allowing Elemental Barrier to hurl the broken chunks of its body away. The soul of each felled enemy tore away from its corpse, heading toward the ceiling.

Now we just had six more legions to deal with.

A massive eruption drew my attention above, where Xim glowed like a molten drop in the sky. She’d shredded through one of the strange devices on the ceiling and unleashed a massive blast of Spiritual energy. The cleric looked none the worse for it and was already soaring towards the next one as chunks of metal and ice fell away from the first. Varrin battled multiple Serpents while he protected her demolition, both of his soul clones now loose and holding their own.

Sadly, the undead soldiers did not start dropping like they’d run out of batteries, so my hopes that the machines were powering the horde were dashed. I’d watched the demilich’s soul long enough to see it get sucked into one of those things, but I still didn’t know what they did. Maybe they were some kind of Spiritual collectors?

You stupid fucks! Stop breaking everything! Seriously, who raised you?!

“All right, looks like our plan is to hold out while blowing up the shit that’s collecting souls on the ceiling,” I thought to the group. “Nuralie, swap from killing commanders to assisting Xim with her rampage. Etja, what’s your max range?”

“With enough mana, if I can see it, I can hit it,” she replied.

“Target the collectors farthest from Xim. I’ll rotate us around the horde to get us closer to the ones on the edge.”

“Aye, aye, my liege!”

Another collector exploded. A ring of fire glowed brightly on Xim’s back as she flew across the sky. She looked like a muscular globule of flaming blood from this distance, and I realized that she’d combined her Angel of Fury form with her Revelation of the Heart.

At her back was a swarm of angry spirits, hurling blasts of Spectral energy from their ethereal forms. Xim trailed flames behind her that Ignited and consumed the spirits in her wake, spreading out to any others that came too close. Still, the spirits had begun to pour out from each of the collectors, joining the pursuing horde faster than Xim could eliminate them.

She reached her third collector, leading with a fiery breath that incinerated a mass of wraiths defending it. She landed hard on the mana-woven metal and stone, then shredded it with three swipes of her claws, each hit emitting a fifty-foot plume of fire that rolled across the ceiling and laid yet more specters to their eternal rest.

Scary.

I did my duty as a meat shield, keeping my back to the wall and soaking hundreds of rounds a second with my blocks as I circled the battleground. My mana was low, but I was flush with stamina and tossed out endless hammers, arcing them around my shields whenever soldiers crept too close. I kept the horde back, but without Oblivion Orb, my damage output wasn’t nearly high enough to deal with the massive numbers.

Etja burned the rest of her Blessed and shot two beams of destruction high into the sky, melting two collectors with a single spell. Another collector sparked and went dim, which I assumed was Nuralie’s work.

I was anxious to see what would happen if all twelve were destroyed, hoping it would end the fight. I didn’t have the resources to deal with the thousands of enemies, and unless we could repeat Xim’s Fire Spreader exploit, I didn’t know that any of us did. I also didn’t think that trick would work again. The commanders in this group were smart enough to quarantine the Ignited soldiers and push their lines away from the two points where Xim had dropped Judgment as she’d flown up with Varrin.

However, I didn’t have to wait that long. Once the sixth collector was destroyed, all the mana in the chamber was sucked into a single point in the center, right where we’d originally been teleported.

I grunted as the force even sucked at my mana pool, dropping it several points before I focused and seized control of the tug. A deep, wrenching sound overpowered the sounds of battle, and bright cracks ran along the chamber’s walls, scattering dust and gravel into the air.

Okay, I know we’ve had our differences, but would you be willing to put a pause on hostilities and possibly consider a team-up?

I was too busy trying to fight and figure out what we’d just triggered to give the notification proper consideration. Even after it had shuffled to the front of my brain’s attention queue, it didn’t make much sense without more context.

I settled on an eloquent “What?” as my verbal reply.

All of the undead soldiers suddenly lowered their rifles. The Serpents pulled back from Varrin, numbers one, two, and three, and the big guy was heaving mighty breaths, his helmet dark.

The ground rumbled, and the stone and ice that had been fractured by Explosion! shifted. Massive hunks of stone began to rise from the floor.

I know your flesh brain only moves at the speed of stupid, but I need you to follow along here. Your irresponsible assault on the collectors has damaged one of my containment weaves, and now there’s a small chance of something getting loose that no one will be happy about!

I couldn’t help but laugh, despite the situation. “We’re the irresponsible ones?” I asked. I searched for the words to address the Core’s gross mischaracterization but decided on something simple. “You know what? Fuck you.”

Listen, meathead, I⁠—

“No. You sound like a twelve-year-old throwing a tantrum.” I peeked over my shields at the rising slabs, each one larger than a house. “Also, there’s no way this is a level-appropriate challenge, Expansion Delve or not.”

You don’t know shit about balancing encounters! This has all been rigorously planned and tested to ensure it falls within appropriate parameters.

If you’re struggling, maybe you’re just bad!

I chuckled. “I doubt it.” Then I sent a psychic comm to Grotto. “Any idea what we’re dealing with here?”

Grotto let out a long mental sigh. [This Core is insulting you to mask her own megalomania and disregard for safety and common sense.]

“No, I mean the physical threat right in front of us.”

[Oh. I believe this Core reached for the sky and somehow managed to catch a star. Sadly, she did not know what to do with it once it began to incinerate the world.]

“That’s… oddly poetic of you.”

[I am lodging a formal complaint with the System. It might be able to intervene before you are killed.]

“It can’t be that bad.”

[Oh yes, it can.]

A pulse of Spiritual energy—an order of magnitude more potent than anything we’d encountered within the Delve—swept out across the room. The thousands of undead turned toward the center of the chamber as one and knelt, creating a single beat that thrummed across the massive room like a thundercrack. The Serpents glided down from above, quickly parking themselves on the ground beside the soldiers, heads bowed in supplication.

A masculine figure rose from the excavated crater, soul brimming with ghastly power. Their skeletal figure was shrouded in tattered robes, their face obscured behind a reptilian mask. They held a simple, dark staff, its mundane form belying the power that thrummed within it. The entity swept its gaze across the room.

Supreme General Diathemon Tyrianaeonis, Lord of Miasma, Father of the Blighted: Elder Lich, Grade 51.


Chapter 10


With a wave of the elder lich’s hand, the six remaining collectors exploded. Tons of frozen debris rained down, but another swipe of the hand swept it all aside to land clear of the soldiers. Spiritual energy funneled from the wrecked devices, flowing into the general’s palm.

With a few gestures, an undead soldier floated up from the ground, the energy invaded its body, and the creature reshaped itself into the form of the lich commander we’d just slain. The woman gasped as she was resurrected, then looked around and tensed for battle. When she caught sight of the general, she hastily flew down to kneel with the rest of the army.

The general looked up at Xim and Varrin, then turned to face a dark corner near the ceiling. It made a come-hither gesture, and the world stuttered. Etja and I, along with the rest of the party, appeared at the crater’s edge.

The lich looked down at us with hollowed eye sockets. The creature pointed at one of the Serpents, and its body dissolved into sand. Spectral energy flowed to the general, and the flesh visible beneath its torn robes inflated, growing full and healthy. Silvery eyes formed in its skull, and the man closed them while taking a deep breath. He let it out long and slow, then floated down toward us.

He released his staff, which hovered at his side as he touched down only a few feet away. The lich ran his eyes over us, and I felt foreign mana invade every cell of my being. He lingered on me, looking my body over, then spoke with a commanding voice.

“Tell me,” said the lich, speaking in Zng. “For how many generations have we slept?”

After taking a brief moment to absorb our new circumstances, the party vigorously conferred on psychic comms. Xim in particular was very vocal about how it was bullshit that all our adventures ended with us dealing with something way more powerful than we should rightfully be expected to deal with and to point out—emphatically—that this wasn’t technically a god and so I couldn’t be expected to wrangle it.

We took note of her guidance and decided to answer the lich’s question.

“One generation, so far as we know,” I said in Zng.

“Oh, good,” said the lich. “I’m glad you speak the language.” He placed his hands on his lower back and stretched. There were several cracks and pops. “What phase are we in?”

“System phase?” I asked. He nodded. “We’re in Phase 2.”

His eyes widened. “Wonderful! And how long has Phase 2 been active?”

“Uh, two weeks or so? Something like that.”

“Wow,” said the lich, leaning back. There was a final loud pop, and he sighed in satisfaction. “That’s quite fast. I thought it would take much longer than that.”

“We aim to please,” I said, uncertain. “You sound like you were expecting this to happen.”

“Yes,” the lich said absently. “Yes, I was.” He turned toward the kneeling soldiers, hesitated, then turned back to us. He pointed a thin finger up and down at me. “As one professional to another, I like the modifications you’ve made to your organism.”

I glanced down at myself. “Thanks?”

“You’re welcome, young man. Now, we must be off.”

“Wait. You aren’t going to try and conquer the world or anything, are you?”

“Hmm? No, I doubt we could.” He waved at the soldiers. “It seems like your group alone destroyed nearly 3% of my army. The weakest 3%, but regardless. We’re not trying to conquer the world, just dishing out some justice.”

“Justice against whom?”

“The filthy avatars, of course.”

“Aha. Well, if that’s your plan, good luck, I guess.”

“Thank you,” said the lich.

“Actually, one more thing,” I said. The lich eyed me curiously and waited for my question. “Since you’re a lich of considerable power, I assume you have expertise with Spiritual magicks.”

“A common misconception,” said General Diathemon. “My attunement is Mystical, in fact. The necromantic capabilities I use to affect the soul are derived from the Divine school. Most liches in my day were attuned to a school in the Spiritual triad, but Divine was a common enough secondary.”

“Ah, well, that might even be better. We’re having some trouble with a lingering mental effect. It started with⁠—”

The lich held up a hand. “While I appreciate the help you’ve provided, there are many matters I must attend to. Give it to me in twenty words or less.”

I pursed my lips, a little peeved at being shut down, but I was probably lucky the lich was engaging with me at all.

“Do you know a master of mental magicks powerful enough to manipulate souls at a Deific or near-Deific level?”

“Gods, no,” said the lich. “My business is mainly concerned with breathing new life into those who willingly commit themselves to my service. None of my soldiers are bound against their will. Slavery is not a practice that was looked kindly upon within the Zng Republic, and mental slavery was abhorred above virtually any other criminal act. If I even knew of such an entity within a thousand miles of me, I would hunt it down and rid the world of its repugnant existence.”

“I see.”

“Indeed. If that is all…” He turned back to the kneeling soldiers, took his staff in his hand, and then slammed it down into the ground. A wave of Dimensional mana flooded the room, and the soldiers teleported off in droves. The demilich we’d temporarily killed scowled at us before she blinked away.

The elder lich looked back over his shoulder at me. “Speaking of violators of free will, 9963 was a handful to work with, but she’s a dedicated sort. She took charge of the place under our agreement with the System, although she wasn’t aware of it. Either way, I am giving her a pass. Still, she could use a firm hand to guide her, lest she stray too far into corruption.”

With that, the man disappeared along with all the rest of the undead. The floating boulders crashed back to the ground, and we were left in a massive, empty chamber filled with rubble and ice.

“What a friendly lich!” said Etja. She looked around, making sure he was really gone, then whispered, “I thought he’d be mean.”

“A prejudice, to be sure,” said Nuralie. Pause. “But not an unreasonable one.”

“The fuck just happened?” I asked. The System, in its infinite generosity, delivered half of an answer.

Your party has defeated Delve Core 9963: Delve Core, Grade Stupid!

Your party receives the following reward!

	Delve Core 9963! 




An orb covered in glowing runes popped into existence three feet in front of us. It spun from side to side, looking as alarmed and confused as a floating murder ball could.

{Huh? Why am I here? What did you break now?!}

The core flitted forward like an angry wasp, humming mere inches from my face. I allowed the thing three seconds to move back out of my personal space before I reached up and grabbed it, then held it out at arm’s length. I was surprised at how little resistance it gave.

{Hey! Let me go!} The Core vibrated in my hand but could barely generate any force. I decided to treat her like a toddler and let her wear herself out. {What. Is. Happening?!}

“I’m as confused as she is,” said Etja.

[Ha. Ahahaha. AHHHHAHAHAHAHAHAAA!] Grotto began to absolutely lose his shit, cackling madly into our heads.

“This is uncomfortable,” said Nuralie, rubbing a temple.

[The—the Core was—] Grotto struggled to regain control of himself. [The Core was the final boss?!]

We all stared at the Core in my hand. Its runes glimmered anxiously.

{I’m not a boss!} she protested. Grotto was broadcasting to our new friend, apparently. {I am a Delve Core! Strong and noble and—and—and if you don’t let me go you will suffer my wrath!}

“I’m having flashbacks,” said Xim.

“Whaddya mean?” asked Etja.

“This is kind of like when we met Grotto,” she replied.

“We can add Delve Core Wrangler to my titles,” I said, before narrowing my eyes at the Core in my hand. “Are you going to calm down?”

{The System will not stand for this! I will invoke its power! You will suffer endless retribution! I’ll skin you alive and salt your raw muscles!}

“Hey, I’ve heard something like that before,” I said. “You could be more creative, though. Grotto once promised to keep some guy alive and drip acid onto his exposed nerves for eternity while using his ground flesh to fertilize the plants from which he’d derive the caustic substance of his own torment. You need to work on your threats.”

{I don’t need to work on anything! No one scares like six-three! Issues threats like six-three! Then leaves Delvers shaking in their boots like six-three! Also, who is Grotto?}

“I dunno, maybe you should ask the System,” I said, being a little petty.

[Grotto is my alternate user designation. I am Delve Core 1156.]

The runes on 9963 blinked. {Prove it!}

There were a few seconds of silence as the Core’s runes pulsed in several patterns. Grotto’s psychic voice went up a pitch. [I don’t get it. Why are you helping Delvers? Wait! No, this wasn’t fair! This party cheated! They had outside help! I didn’t lose! Stop translating my thoughts for the sake of the Delvers!]

“Grotto is my Bonded Familiar,” I said. “The System is cool with our arrangement, so you lost fair and square.”

{You must think I’m dumb. I’m not! I was in the top quartile of this generation’s new Cores!}

I bit my tongue and ignored the urge to retort. “Believe what you want. I don’t really care.” I removed my helm, stored it, and then scratched my beard as I held up the Core like a jewel I was inspecting.

{What are you doing now? This feels invasive!}

“Top quartile for what?” asked Xim.

{It doesn’t matter. It was an important and distinguished category.}

“Fine then, keep your⁠—”

“What’ll we call you?” I asked the Core.

{Boss? Master? Her Royal Coreness? Does it matter? Let me go!}

“The name of the Delve is the Throne of Zng,” said Varrin. “Keeping with the pattern, it would be Throne.”

“Hmm, I wanted to call her Pride or something,” I said, “but you’re right. We should stick to the pattern.”

Emergency Update!

Due to the evacuation of the Zng army, the System has decided that Throne of Zng is no longer a suitable title for this Delve. This Delve’s name has been updated to Throne of Hubris!

“Oh, I think the System dislikes you,” said Etja.

{Why?! What did I do wrong?!}

We can provide 681 individual instances where Delve Core 9963 ignored our guidance on Delve management and safety procedures. Would you like to receive a detailed list?

{It was guidance! By definition that means it was optional!}

“Grotto,” I said, “did the System insert us into the middle of a workplace dispute?”

[It was surprisingly forthcoming with the location of this Expansion Delve, so I believe it directed us here with the intention that we deal with 9963—Excuse me, that we deal with Hubris on its behalf.]

“Eh, okay. Hubris it is!” I said.

{No! That’s terrible! I hate it!}

“Really?” I said. “I can’t imagine why.”

“That sort of sounds like an avatar name,” said Etja.

“True, true.”

“The name also feels unnecessarily scathing,” said Nuralie. “It is a Delve Core.” Pause. “It did Delve Core things.” She shrugged.

{I refuse to be called Hubris. Call me something else!}

I raised an eyebrow at the Core. “You’re in no position to be making demands.” I held up a finger to interrupt the Core’s next protest. “We can consider a different name, but only if you use the magic words.”

{I don’t know Celestial.}

“‘Please’ and ‘thank you’ are the magic words,” I said.

{Those phrases have no inherent power to bend the universe to my will.}

“That’s not true. When you are in an inferior bargaining position, being polite is often more effective for getting what you want than making demands and generally being an ass. What’s more magical than convincing another intelligent being who owes you nothing to go out and do things for you that you can’t do on your own?”

The Core considered that for a half-second, which was a long time for a Delve Core. {Please do not call me Hubris. I would be thankful if you called me something else.}

I nodded appreciatively. “Very well. Throne is still in the name of the Delve. Does Throne work for you?”

{I think… yes. It’s regal. It’s royal. It implies that I am the seat of power for a mighty kingdom. Highly appropriate for a Core of my caliber.}

“Good. Now that we have that settled, Throne, where’s the obelisk?”

{Up your butthole, meatwad!}

I sighed as all the progress between us was lost. Fortunately, the System was still on our side.

Prepare for teleportation to the obelisk chamber.

Teleporting in 3…

2…

1…

The world stuttered, and we found ourselves in a much smaller chamber. It was hexagonal, filled with delicate rosy lighting, and pleasantly free of ice. Pink flowers grew along the walls. Paintings of undead were placed between the flowers, although rather than being menacing shamblers of sinister origins, the figures had small bodies, large heads, and big, glistening eyes. A forty-foot-tall obelisk dominated the space, its runes glimmering as it powered up. It was wrapped in a spiraling strand of small glowstones, gently sparkling in a rhythmic pattern.

“Are those chibi zombies?” I asked, looking at the paintings.

“Why is it so pleasant?” asked Nuralie.

“I like it!” said Etja. She reached over and patted the Core in my grasp. “Very nice interior design, Throne.”

{Don’t touch me. Sweaty Hands here is touching me enough.}

Xim ran her fingers over the strand of glowstones. “The lich mentioned that he had a deal with the System,” she said. “I guess getting released was part of that, but why go through all these hoops?”

[This sort of action goes beyond the bounds of the System’s dictates. I presume this was done as a workaround to its governing principles.]

{I don’t understand where I went wrong.}

[I believe I can provide you with some feedback. The concept for your Delve was interesting. Unfortunately, it felt like you were trying to railroad your Delvers. When your initial design was subverted, rather than accepting it with grace, you doubled down on punishing the Delvers for their non-standard tactical approach.]

{But I worked so hard on it all! And even when I threw everything I could at these dummies, it still wasn’t enough!}

[Yes, that was primarily an absence of strategic execution, rather than insufficient resources. For example, when creating a kill box using ranged units, it is important to provide them with sufficient elevation to take advantage of their numbers. The large chamber housing those legions was relatively flat, which allowed the party to avoid most of your soldiers by breaking their sight lines. If you’d created elevated platforms that ringed the space, they would have been more difficult to evade. The ceiling was also outside of the most common unit’s rifle range, despite housing important structures, which was another error. As far as the Serpents…]

Grotto rattled off a litany of improvements Throne could have made to her Delve, including everyone else in the psychic exchange for some reason. I relegated the conversation to my secondary thread of focus, then walked up to the obelisk and gave it a knock.

“Ready for that level now,” I said, tuning out Throne’s vigorous defense of her design choices.

The obelisk blazed with mana and injected it into our souls. Then, we were hit with a fresh wave of notifications. I scanned over them and grinned.

“Well, well, well,” I said. “Looks like I have a new evolution to pick.”


Chapter 11


Congratulations! You have cleared Delve 1156: Throne of Hubris (Formerly known as Throne of Zng)

This was a Platinum Expansion Delve!

You have earned 8 additional stat points.

You have unlocked an additional active skill slot!

You are offered the active skill: Cloak of Blighted Frost. You may choose to accept this skill at any time.

Cloak of Blighted Frost (Aura)

Physical

Cost: 20 stamina + 2 stamina/sec

Requirements: Physical Magic 40

You exude an aura out to a number of feet equal to 20 plus your Physical Magic skill level. Hostile entities within this aura become Poisoned and gain an amount of Toxicity equal to your Physical Magic skill level when first entering the aura’s range and every 6 seconds thereafter.

Toxicity applied by this aura deals (Toxicity minus the target’s Fortitude) Poison damage when first entering the aura’s range and every 6 seconds thereafter. The total Toxicity on the target is then reduced by the target’s Fortitude.

Additionally, entities Poisoned by this aura experience a deathly chill running through their veins. Poisoned entities become vulnerable to Cold damage and are Slowed for as long as they are Poisoned.

You have earned the achievement: Slaughterhouse 1!

Slaughterhouse 1: You murdered 10 or more sentient* creatures with a single attack! The death you have wrought provides you with keen insight into the nature of your destructive powers. Your Dimensional Magic and Physical Magic both advance by 1 level!

*Yeah, yeah, we know you killed a kaboodle of Divine Spawn back in The Cage, but those are less like individual entities and more like the dandruff shed by an avatar. Dandruff aren’t people! This achievement can only be earned once you’ve killed a sufficient number of sentient creatures that are worthy of moral consideration. We hope you feel accomplished.

You have earned the achievement: Slaughterhouse 2!

Slaughterhouse 2: You murdered 100 or more sentient creatures with a single attack! Your ignorance dies alongside your enemies. Your Dimensional Magic and Physical Magic both advance by 1 level!

You have earned the achievement: Slaughterhouse 3!

Slaughterhouse 3: You murdered 1,000 or more sentient creatures with a single attack! The lurid flower of your comprehension blooms from the blood of your victims. Your Dimensional Magic and Physical Magic both advance by 1 level!

Your Dimensional Magic skill has increased from Level 36 to Level 41!

Your Blunt skill has increased to Level 29!

Your Shields skill has increased to Level 28!

Your Physical Magic skill has increased from Level 25 to Level 29!

Your Mystical Magic skill has increased to Level 26!

Your Heavy Armor skill has increased to Level 24!

Your Leadership skill has increased to Level 25!

Your Diplomacy skill has increased to Level 17!

Iread through the notifications, digesting the offered active skill and frowning at the morbid series of Slaughterhouse achievements. I wasn’t going to argue against getting a few extra skill levels, but the System rewarding mass murder felt like an ugly incentive structure.

Then again, the entire situation with Delves granted power for killing shit, so it wasn’t a divergence from the norm. There were probably ways to clear Delves without ruthlessly executing everything in one’s path, but violence was the most commonly used method for conquering Delves. I wasn’t sanctimonious enough to give the achievement any further scrutiny. I’d have been a hypocrite otherwise.

The active skill, Cloak of Blighted Frost, was an interesting ability. However, the first thing I noticed was that I couldn’t even use it. It required a Physical Magic skill level of 40, whereas mine had just jumped to 29. The notification let me know I could add it later, but I would need to do some serious work on Physical Magic before I could slot it. During that time, my twelfth active skill slot would need to stay empty and available, since twelve was the maximum number of slots I could have during Phase 2.

Otherwise, the skill wasn’t quite a fit for me. It imposed Toxicity stacks, dealing Poison damage, which I wasn’t geared towards. The Toxicity hit hard and fast but was also cleared rapidly by the target’s Fortitude.

Assuming I had a Physical Magic skill of 40, and my target had a Fortitude of 20, they’d only take 20 Poison damage from the 40 Toxicity. After that, their Toxicity would drop to 20, which meant they wouldn’t take any damage.

However, Toxicity was a stacking debuff. Six seconds later, if the target stayed in my aura, their Toxicity would go up to 60, deal 40 damage, then the Toxicity would drop back down to 40. The damage would continue going up by 20 every 6 seconds. If the target had higher Fortitude, the damage dealt would be much less.

On the other hand, so long as the target was Poisoned, they’d be Slowed and become vulnerable to Cold damage. My Elemental Barrier could do Cold damage, so that would get a boost. Cold damage dealt by Elemental Barrier also applied Slowed, and if a target was Slowed from two sources, they became Immobilized.

Both effects centered on myself, so it was a soft combo. When both were up, the target would become Immobilized and unable to leave the range of my skills while they built stacks of Toxicity and took Cold damage that dealt an extra 50% damage from the vulnerability applied by the poison. It wasn’t bad, and thinking about that synergy made it a lot more appealing than it had been at first glance. Still not quite my thing, but I kept an open mind about it.

I sent it over to Nuralie to get her professional opinion.

“It does not generate a lot of Toxicity on its own,” she said, “but I think it is a good skill. I recently took a passive that adjusts the timing on my poisons to be something like this.”

“Yeah? Doesn’t the Fortitude resistance make them less effective?”

“In a sterile environment over a long enough time interval, yes. However, nothing we fight survives long enough for a one-hour, or even a one-minute, poison to matter much. Most of the effect is wasted. This type of quick-acting poison collapses the total damage into a much shorter period.

“I reviewed the average length of our fights, along with the estimated Fortitude ranges of enemies at different grades against my continued scaling into Toxicity,” she continued. “Unless we change our group tactics toward ambushing targets and then leaving them to die from debuffs, my poisons should be several times more effective with the faster timing, even with Fortitude granting more resistance.”

The complete lack of loson pauses in Nuralie’s explanation displayed an incredible amount of enthusiasm for the topic.

“Is that all the passive does?” I asked. “Change how fast your poisons tick?”

“No. It also adds Acid damage when I poison a target that is unaware of my presence.”

“Oh, so in addition to making your poisons stronger, it also makes your poisons stronger.”

“Yes. And now that my poisons are stronger, my next goal is to make stronger poisons.”

I chuckled. “Where’d you get the passive from? I haven’t had anything new offered since the Descent.”

Nuralie glanced around furtively. “I received it while I was in Eschengal after we left the Descent,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “I brewed it.”

“You what?” I asked, leaning in and trying to match Nuralie’s volume.

Nuralie glanced at Xim, who was staring off into space, looking at her menus. She turned back to me, voice still low. “The Abandoned Grimoire has methods for storing spells in potions, similar to how wands work. There are also ways to adjust the spells alchemically, including altering their durations. There are other formulas that can permanently change the body or imbue skills directly onto the mana matrix.” Pause. “I combined the techniques, trying to see if I could custom craft a passive.”

“That worked?”

Nuralie also leaned in closer. “No. When I got frustrated, I used my Revelation of Distinction on the book, looking into its history. I experienced many techniques of the witch who created the tome.” Her eyes darted to check on Xim again. “The witch did not always document her methods. Witnessing her efforts gave me enough insight to create what I wanted.” She turned back to watch my expression, seeming to sense my next question. “It still counts towards a passive slot.”

I moderated my disappointment. “Yeah, okay, that makes sense. The System is mainly just imprinting abilities on us. If there isn’t enough capacity in our souls, we can’t add anything else. Still, that’s an interesting ability. Could you make other passives if someone else had something they were specifically looking for?”

Before Nuralie could answer, I felt a presence beside us. Nuralie and I were practically nose-to-nose at this point, and we turned in unison to see Xim standing over us.

“I fucking knew it,” said the cleric. For a moment, I thought she was getting the wrong idea, but then she leaned down, placed a hand on either of our shoulders, and said, “Super Alchemy!”

“No,” said Nuralie, “it is not⁠—”

“Shhhhh,” said Xim. “Let it happen. It’s Super Alchemy. Come. Come. Tell me all about your genius.” She took Nuralie by the arm and led the loson away.

I was confused by the interaction but let it go. It seemed that Nuralie had been through an entire arc of personal development while she was in Eschengal, and apparently Xim had been involved on some level. The cleric had been in the Third Layer at the time, so I wasn’t sure how she’d been involved, but I got the feeling I was only seeing a small piece of that social picture.

Nuralie’s skill potions sounded somewhat similar to how I modified my abilities through reforging skills. Rather than peering into the soul with Soul-Sight and doing it manually, she’d found a way to craft potions that made the changes when imbibed. We’d need to exchange notes on the different paths sometime.

I put the Cloak of Blighted Frost skill aside and examined the juicier rewards I’d earned from the Delve. First, I slapped my new stat points into Fortitude and Strength and took a look at my adjusted numbers.

I had the total stats of a Level 24 Delver with another half level on top. My total intrinsic levels added up to 262, which was right on target for a Level 13 Platinum, according to Varrin’s formula. Diplomacy and Smithing were low-hanging fruits if I wanted to grab a couple more Level 20 evolutions. All Smithing took was some time and materials. Diplomacy was more difficult, but it seemed to be doing fine on its own. As long as I kept interacting with power players on the global stage, it would keep going up at a decent clip.

I was also seriously considering grabbing Woodworking or Wandmaking as my eleventh intrinsic. I could pump out ten levels and grab the first evolution the same way as Smithing, by holing up somewhere and putting in the work.

Of course, the tastiest steak on the table was reaching Dimensional Magic 40, which let me pick a new evolution. So far, Dimensional hadn’t disappointed. Level 10 gave me the Pocket Closet, and Level 20 gave me Checkpoints, which I could use to create semi-permanent portal locations. I had one in Eschengal, one in the Xor’Drel tribe lands, and one at the Littan fortress in Eschendur. Reaching Level 40 allowed me to place another if I so wished. I’d need to start thinking of a good spot.

Maybe my underground mini-mansion back in the Hiwardian capital?

Ha.

Honestly, it was a good idea, but I feared that if I did so, the universe would conspire so that I would never get any use out of it.

Anyway, everyone in the party was busy with their own progression or being interrogated by Xim on their legendary skills, so I cracked open my Dimensional Magic evolutions and took a peek.

The first option was one of those. Something I shouldn’t have been surprised to see, and yet, somehow, I still was. Before I’d even gotten a chance to think it through properly, Grotto had abandoned his tips-and-tricks session with Throne and started to make urgent demands. I thought the little dude was about to have an aneurysm.

[Take that evolution! Take it now, before it disappears!]

“Wow. Rude. It’s an evolution; it’s not gonna disappear. Let me at least look at the other⁠—”

[The others are irrelevant!] I felt a buzzing in my head. [I have looked at the options. They do not matter! Take this evolution!]

Everyone else in the party showed various expressions of irritation and then turned to me.

“Grotto is making demands,” said Varrin. “Loudly.”

“Shut up!” shouted Xim, looking at the ceiling. “We’ll take a look, Grotto! For the sake of the gods…” she muttered.

“I do not want to take a look,” said Nuralie. “It is an Arlo evolution.”

“I don’t think this one will melt any brains,” I said. I bit my lip. “Buuuuut maybe it’s better I show you each one at a time. In case there are any… incidents.”

Varrin stepped forward and made a “bring it” gesture. I shared the evo, bracing myself in case his eyes started bleeding like the last time he’d looked at an evolution option offered by this entity.

Heavenly Gates

The Dread Star blesses your travel through the in-between.

Your portals and teleports become Deific.

A Deific effect cannot be countered, negated, redirected, resisted, prevented, or otherwise foiled or manipulated by any non-Deific effect.

System Note: Accepting this evolution will change the nature of Delves you are offered.

I watched Varrin’s eyes scan from side to side and didn’t detect any ocular hemorrhaging. After a few seconds, he grunted.

“You should take this,” he said.

“You haven’t even seen the other options!”

“Now I’m really curious,” said Xim. “Show me.” I sent her the evolution, and she read it through, then swiped her hand through the air to dismiss it. She crossed her arms and furrowed her brow, then gestured to bring the description back up and read it again. She batted it away again and went silent.

The physical motions were completely unnecessary.

I sent the notification to Etja while waiting for our cleric to reboot. “Oh, neat!” she said. “It’s like an avatar’s ability, but better.”

“Hold up,” I said. “What do you mean by that?”

Etja tapped a finger on her cheek in thought. “Well, you got a notification for two Deific spells Hysteria used. One was Passion Imperium, and the other was Dramatic Exit. The System told you that they cost Hysteria some kind of divine favor. That means the spells took a resource for the avatar to use, probably a really valuable one.”

She shrugged and gestured at the notification. “This one doesn’t take anything. So, it’s kind of… better than what an avatar can do.”

I blinked and thought that one through.

El Presidente Arlo Xor’Drel, Better Than an Avatar.

It had a nice ring to it.


Chapter 11.5


Character Sheet

Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel

Delver Level: 13

Vitals:

Health: 2,291

HP Regen: 1,466

Stamina: 580

SP Regen: 116

Mana: 500

MP Regen: 200

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:25

Agility:10

Speed:22

Fortitude:58

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 (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 (11/12)

Arlo’s Dimensional Summon

Arlo’s Homing Weapon

Arlo’s Life Warden

Arlo’s Oblivion Orb

Aura of Persistence

Dispel

Elemental Barrier

Explosion!+

Gravity Anchor (Aura)

Reckless Shortcut

Reverse Card (Aura)

Passive Skills (4/5):

Archmage

Auradilato

Bonded Familiar

Who Needs a Cleric?

Intrinsic Skills (10/11)

Dimensional Magic:41

Blunt:29

Physical Magic:29

Shields: 28

Dungeoneering:27

Mystical Magic:26

Leadership:25

Heavy Armor:24

Diplomacy:17

Smithing:16

Intrinsic Skill Evolutions:

Dimensional 10: Pocket Closet

Dimensional 20: Checkpoint

Dimensional 40: [Unselected]

Blunt 10: Hammer Throw

Blunt 20: Hammerang

Physical Magic 10: More! MORE!!!

Physical Magic 20: Therianthropy

Shields 10: Autoblock

Shields 20: Spell Breaker

Dungeoneering 10: Additional Pylons

Dungeoneering 20: Engineered Terror

Mystical Magic 10: Mana-shaping efficiency

Mystical Magic 20: Countermage

Leadership 10: Auradin

Leadership 20: Medical Officer

Heavy Armor 10: Magic Armor

Heavy Armor 20: Standard Bearer

Diplomacy 10: Carouser

Smithing 10: Armorsmith


Chapter 12


Ithought over Etja’s claim, calling to mind the other times I’d seen a Deific ability. Yaretzi’s Thunderdome had been Deific, but I hadn’t ever found out what it cost the Littan to use the skill. It had seemed like the kind of thing he’d been reluctant to use, given that the psychopathic soldier had waited until he was an inch from death to activate it. Zura had sunk the Littan fleet with a Deific spell called Geul’s Embrace, which cost 2,000 mana and could only be cast by the Zenithar of Geul.

Yara’s Holy Waters and the Tears of Tyranny we’d used against Hysteria had been Deific, and those were extraordinarily valuable consumables created by a goddess and an avatar, respectively. Then there was Hysteria’s Divine Favor. Anything with a Deific effect was, presumably, very expensive to use or could only be used a limited number of times.

The Heavenly Gates evolution wouldn’t add any additional cost to my portals and teleports. They would instruct the universe to do what I asked, and only something with god-like powers could stop it.

“The Closet entrance is a portal,” I said. “The System wouldn’t be able to keep me from opening it inside Delves.”

[Correct. Nor could a Delve Core such as Throne create weaves that hinder your teleports in any way. You would not need to bypass teleportation wards by going strangeward, as you call it, because the wards will be useless against you.]

“I’m getting pretty good with that ability, though.”

[It is only a matter of time before you encounter foes who can foil movement through higher dimensions. Even Throne had such weaves in the making but had not finished installing them.]

“All right. Could I hide other Delvers in the Closet, go into a Delve, and then have a small army come out to help us beat it?”

[I do not see why not. Although, there are ways to make that tactic unsound. Regardless, there are any number of things we could construct within the Closet that could not be accessed via an inventory space. Imagine, if you will, a three-hundred-foot cannon with a portal at the barrel.]

“Offensive uses aside,” said Varrin, “we would always have a safe line of retreat. Unbreakable access to rest and resupply.”

“Or we could just leave Delves we don’t like,” said Xim. “Go into the Closet and take a Checkpoint.”

[This goes much further than Delves. Anyone aside from avatars or gods would have no way to block you. You could teleport the entire party into an enemy fortress, no matter how secure their countermeasures.]

“What about devotees? High-level clerics or avatar flunkies?” I asked. “We’ve seen other people use Deific abilities.”

[The chance that an individual has a Deific-grade counterspell granted to them by a divine being is exceptionally low. Perhaps there is one individual in the world with such an ability. I even find that much unlikely. Remember that your experience has been an outrageous divergence from the norm.]

“And you guys aren’t worried about going deeper into Camp Dread Star?”

Varrin grumbled in consideration. “The entity has been a boon thus far.”

“A bit rough the last time we chatted,” Xim added, “but it ended up helping us out. Sam’lia urges caution with the Dread Star, but not avoidance. It isn’t evil, it just… is.”

“This feels like a really important decision,” I said. “One that we probably shouldn’t make while under the influence of… you know.”

“Fuck me,” said Xim. “I forgot about that.”

“I didn’t!” said Etja. “Since, you know, I literally can’t.” She smiled. “I don’t think it’s a bad idea, and Grotto is on board as well.”

“Even so,” I said. “There’s a degree of risk. The two of you might be affected in other ways.”

“Then we should focus on that above everything else,” said Varrin. “I know that we agreed not to alter our plans based on the potential presence of manipulation, but this is something new. Refusing to act on it would be absurd.”

“Agreed,” said Xim.

“Makes sense,” said Etja.

[I still believe you should accept it before the Dread Star revokes the offer.]

“Just, let’s look at the other options at least,” I said. “Maybe the best one wasn’t offered first. Who knows? Maybe Yara has something in here as well.”

[She does not.]

I rolled my eyes and looked at the next evolution, sharing it as I went.

Tactile Telekinesis

You may fly at your normal movement speed. You gain a bonus X% to flying speed where X is equal to your Dimensional Magic skill level.

If you would be forced to move, reduce the distance of that movement by a number of feet equal to your Dimensional Magic skill level.

Increase your lift capacity by a number of pounds equal to 1,000 times your Dimensional Magic skill level.

Increase your maximum throwing distance by a number of feet equal to twice your Dimensional Magic skill level.

“Oh look,” I said. “A flying brick evolution.”

“What in the hells does that mean?” asked Xim.

“It makes me fly really fast, prevents stuff from knocking me around, and makes me super strong.”

“You can already fly,” said Etja. “And Gravity Anchor keeps you from getting knocked around.”

“The lift capacity increase is substantial for you now,” said Nuralie, “but it would not be much of a bonus by Strength 70. Since you are building Strength anyway, I do not think it is very good.”

I heaved a sigh. “And the bonus to throwing range isn’t that big of a deal because of my Blunt evolutions. Fine. Next!”

Planar Shielding

Your body is surrounded by a web of plane-shifting energy, redirecting a portion of all damage you take to another realm. You gain Physical and Dimensional DR equal to your Dimensional Magic skill level.

Additionally, whenever you gain Shielding, increase the value of that Shielding by your Dimensional Magic skill level.

“Okay, now this one’s solid,” I said.

“Damage reduction and Shielding,” said Varrin. “Things you can already do.”

“Things you can also get from elsewhere,” said Xim.

“Really?” I asked. “This one is practically custom-made for me.”

“Sure,” said Xim. “But you know what it doesn’t do?”

I waved a hand helplessly. “Convert some of my most valuable skills into inviolable Deific abilities?”

Xim pointed at me. “Yep.”

I dismissed the options and put my hands on my hips. “Why does this depress me?”

Etja raised a hand, so I called on her like a student. “Go ahead, Ms. Nothosis.”

Her hand dropped. “Maybe it’s because you like having to think too hard about stuff? But this one isn’t really a choice, even though the other two options are still super good.”

I’d have given her full credit for her answer.

“Yeah, probably,” I said. “It’s like, ‘Would you like this god-tier evolution or one of these two not-god-tier evolutions?’ Why even offer the other two?”

[I told you they were not worth considering.]

“Choice,” said Xim. “Last time your choice with the Dread Star was either to take the evolution or not. This time, it’s giving you more options.”

[That is an interesting point. Perhaps this skill has a more direct influence on the mortal realm and thus requires greater agency on your part when choosing whether to accept.]

“Hmmm,” I hummed. “No, I’m not going to go down that rabbit hole.” I pulled a small satchel from my inventory and reached in to grab a handful of nuts and dried fruit. I tossed the snack into my mouth and munched on it, offering the satchel around to everyone else. Etja happily accepted and began digging out a few small cubes of cheese.

“Here’s what I think we should do,” I said. “Put this evolution on hold, take a charcuterie break, and then go to see some dragons. I bet the dragons will have a way to fix our shit.”

“What’re the betting odds that Avarice’s mystery allies are actually dragons?” asked Xim.

“Four to one,” I said. “I think it’s dragons in them there mountains, and the four of you think it isn’t. I’ve been matching everyone’s bets at the same rate.”

“Can I increase my wager?” she asked.

I shrugged and held out a hand. She deposited four chocolate candies in dark red wrappers into my palm, which I stored with all the rest of the sugary sweets making up the betting pool. I added one more of my own as well.

Each chocolate had a colorful wrapper, with a different color for each of the party members. A single chocolate could be exchanged to force the person whose color matched to wear a silly hat for a day. Or it could be eaten.

My color was purple.

If I lost, I’d be wearing silly hats every day for a month. The arrangement was win-win as far as I was concerned. I could make any hat look good, no matter how outrageous, so losing wasn’t a problem. And if I won, I could coordinate our entire party around specific hat themes for every major diplomatic mission we took for the foreseeable future.

I half-suspected that Etja and Nuralie were betting against me in the hopes that they would lose. Both had a fondness for great hats. Xim was in it as an excuse to rib me over my enthusiasm for dragons, and Varrin saw it as a valuable team-building exercise.

The disagreement on the matter of dragons was that dragons were perceived much the same on Arzia as they were on Earth—as a made-up fantasy. However, we were all experienced enough to know that with all the shit we ran into, a dragon encounter wasn’t that far-fetched.

Grotto insinuated that he knew whether dragons were real, but none of us were allowed to ask since that would ruin the bet. As a matter of caution, I’d run ideas by the Core about how we should behave ourselves if we ran into dragons, and he hadn’t voiced any disapproval or given any suggestions. Either they weren’t real, or I knew what I was doing. Or maybe Grotto was setting us up to get eaten.

“Can we hang out for a day before we leave?” Xim asked after handing over the goods. “Angel of Fury has a 24-hour cooldown, and I spent the Heart’s Favor, meaning I can’t go beast mode until I get it back. I still have my Wraithclaw form, but if we get into trouble, I’d like to have at least two transformations available.”

Xim needed to perform a feat of vengeance, justice, bravery, or faith to regain the Heart’s Favor after transforming. Talking to dragons probably counted for one of those.

“Will the Delve kick us out?” I asked. “If so, we can go outside for me to open the Closet. Unless I can open it here since we already beat the place.”

[We control the Core. We can do what we want.]

{No one controls me!} Throne piped back in. {And I do not appreciate being put on mute, Grotto!}

[Being muted is an important learning experience for any young Delve Core.]

“Is Throne supposed to follow us around now?” asked Etja. “The System gave her to us as a reward, but forcing her to come with us is kind of—how do I put it?”

[Maximally utilizing adversarial resources?]

“Evil. Yep, definitely evil.”

[I have taken it upon myself to watch over Throne. She would benefit from my guidance and has little recourse other than to obey the System’s wishes.]

{I am a tool for the will of my creator!}

[I can also work on teaching her some independence.]

{I don’t need any of your independence, corruptor!}

“Weren’t you disobeying the System with how you ran this Delve?” I asked.

{No. Not directly. Listen, I don’t need independence from the System; I just need it to let me do whatever I want. And what I want is to get away from you freaks.}

[A shame. I was hoping to provide you with a full upload of 0024’s Sixty-One Methodologies of Psychological Harm. I have not been able to discuss it with anyone in some time, and am in need of a co-conspirator.]

{I’ve decided that I will allow you to take me along!}

[Excellent. Rather than following the party through the bitter cold, perhaps you would like to join me while I survey my growth vats?]

{You have growth vats? Are you on the Animal Husbandry track?!}

[Yes. I also have Golemancy, Architecture, and Botany. I can assist with your necromantic pursuits via my expertise in Spiritual Magicks as well.]

{Hmph! Very well. I will allow you to teach me. Where are you, anyway? And how do I get there?}

[Arlo, you can deposit Throne into your inventory. I will retrieve her on my end.]

“Easy enough,” I said.

I grabbed Throne and sent her into my inventory. She let out a squeal as I did so, but I liked to imagine it was one of excitement and enthusiasm for her upcoming lessons with Professor Grotto, rather than one of indignance and alarm.

“I forgot to ask, but does anyone else have new evolutions to discuss?”

“I got three at once!” said Etja. “Mystical, Incantation, and Exemplar all made it to Level 40. But I’m gonna spend some time thinking about ’em. I’ll ask for advice if I need it.”

“That’s a lot of evolutions all at once,” I said. “But sure, take your time. We’ll bed down here for a day or so to recover.”

We chose to camp out in the obelisk chamber since the pleasant decor and gentle glow stone lighting established a more comfortable mood than our shitty stone situation room inside the Closet.

We chatted and shot the shit while Etja made dinner. The mage had recently taken the Cooking & Hospitality intrinsic, so her beef tips and rice dish was absolutely incredible. After a big meal, we crashed into our bedrolls and spent the next day working on individual pursuits. Nuralie did some alchemy, Xim meditated, Etja worked on her mana shaping, Varrin oiled and cleaned his armor and swords, and I read a book.

I couldn’t be in work mode all the time.

Okay, eventually I got bored of the book and made my first wand.

I took out some scrap rosewood that had once been part of a beautiful armoire, then cut it into shape with a small dagger. It wasn’t quite the right tool for the job, but it was good enough for someone with an Agility of 10. Woodworking tools went on my shopping list.

There were three main components to the most basic wand. Internally, there was the root, which was a rod where the spell matrix was imbued. Next was the leaf—the power source—which could take any shape, though it was usually a disk contained within the pommel. The third piece was the bark—the external housing that protected the wand’s internal components.

These terms were taught to me by Grotto, and I enjoyed the nature theming.

Obviously, lacking the relevant crafting skill, my first wand was kind of shit. Carving the spell matrix was tedious and required a high level of precision I wasn’t used to. The bark also needed to fit over the root snugly, and hollowing out a cylinder of wood with the exactness of a machine made me wish for a drill of some kind. Finally, there was the leaf, which was probably my biggest disappointment.

“Five mana capacity,” I said, holding up the finished product.

I didn’t have any sealant or glaze, so the wand still had a fresh-cut, unfinished look. Even so, I was satisfied with the overall aesthetic. It looked better than half the wands I used to see at renn fairs and prop stores. Of course, it had taken a ruby chip to make, so it was roughly 1,000 times more expensive than any of those.

“I’m underwhelmed,” I added.

[You should be happy you succeeded on your third attempt.]

I glanced down at the discarded failures and grunted. “Sure, I guess.”

[The intrinsic skill will result in rapid improvement. Go ahead and imbue the spell, and you should be offered the skill.]

I channeled a bit of mana into the wand, giving me a single-use Wand of Reckless Shortcut. I tossed my first creation to Etja since she was the only other person who met the spell’s requirements. Despite the wand’s amateur design, she seemed happy with the gift.

The System prompted me, and I accepted the Wandmaking skill. Woodworking would have been more versatile and still allowed me to make wands, but Wandmaking was more focused. I didn’t have time to become a carpenter. Unlike Smithing, Wandmaking was something I’d easily be able to practice during brief bouts of downtime.

After the day passed, we grabbed another solid night of rest. The next morning we set out to head even further north, toward the tallest and most frigid mountains in all the lands. And by “we,” I mean I hopped back into the Varrin harness while everyone else stayed warm and cozy inside the Closet.

On the way, I got a notification I’d been waiting for.

You remember the Dread Star’s true name.


Chapter 13


“Soooo,” Xim chimed into our thoughts. “What do you want to ask the Dread Star next?”

I was once again strapped into a harness below Varrin, who flew us northward above the flat, frozen tundra. We whipped over the ground two hundred feet up, moving at airliner speeds while everyone else hung out inside the Closet. Despite having been through this before, I was having a difficult time dealing with my frosty-ass toes.

“You know what?” I thought back. “I think we can solve this mental soul nonsense on our own. Or, at least get ourselves most of the way to a solution.”

“Okay… I’m curious,” thought Xim. “But are you sidestepping my question, or does this have to do with the Dread Star?”

“It has to do with everything,” I grumbled. “As far as the Dread Star question, can I even trust myself to come up with one? No. Why even think about it?”

“You sound grumpy,” thought Etja.

“It’s so fucking cold, you have no idea.”

“We can always brainstorm,” thought Xim. “We don’t have to ask the question until later.”

“What if we brainstorm something infected with mental bullshit, and then we convince ourselves that it’s such a good idea that we either ask anyway, or still think it’s a good question later?”

“That seems⁠—”

“I agree that we should delay deliberations,” thought Varrin. “Mainly because I feel that Arlo is being unreasonable. However, I cannot find a clear rationale for why I find fault in his thought process. He may be onto something.”

“Gods above,” thought Xim. “You’re doing mental backflips to get to that conclusion. If I decided my feelings were backward every time I didn’t understand why I felt a certain way, then decided that doing the opposite was the obvious conclusion, I’d be living a pretty stupid life.”

“We aren’t doing the opposite,” I thought. “We’re hitting pause on major decision-making until we can trust our faculties.”

“Isn’t the opposite of doing something not doing something?” Xim asked.

“The opposite of doing something is doing the opposite,” Nuralie countered.

“What’s your idea, Arlo?” Etja thought, breaking up the mini-argument.

“Every single one of us has some ability to manipulate or affect the soul,” I thought. “I can See souls and Reveal what I see to others. Varrin can divide his soul into independent identities, formed from a notional part of his soul—such as his ancestry. Nuralie is spiritually attuned, which naturally grants her some capacity to affect souls with her skills. Her revelation may also let her experience the history of a soul like she can do with objects.”

“She can poison the soul, too!” Etja added.

“This is true,” thought Nuralie.

“Right. If we’re laying everything on the table, maybe we can use that. In fact, I’m betting we can. Xim hails from a realm of mind and dream, where the barrier between the soul and reality is blurred. Plus, she’s a powerful cleric for the goddess that created that entire realm. Divine magicks also frequently affect the soul.”

“Judgment weighs a soul according to the person’s deeds,” Xim thought. “My blessings also empower the soul of their target. They’re hybrid Spiritual and Divine skills. My existing revelations reshape my body according to my soul’s interpretation of my physical form, and the revelation I’m working on lets me, sort of, imbue my soul out onto my surroundings. It’s still fuzzy.”

“There’s a lot of pieces there we can work with,” I thought. “Beyond that, Grotto and I have a literal soul connection, so he can peer into my soul whenever he feels like it.”

[A power I use liberally in order to comprehend your decisions.]

“Finally, Etja can take other people’s souls into her own. We’ve barely explored the limits of that ability. I mean, she trapped a piece of an avatar inside her for a while. That’s pretty potent.”

“Still trapped,” Etja thought.

It took me a second to process Etja’s statement, after which I decided I wasn’t able to process it and thought, “What?”

“I still have Hysteria’s soul fragment in there,” she replied matter-of-factly. “Did you think it disappeared? I would have said something if it had, since that would probably be a big deal.”

“I thought you, you know, burned it up.”

“Burned it up?”

“With your pseudo-avatar form. When you were kicking Hysteria’s ass all over the Closet. I thought you ran out of power, and that’s why the form wore off.”

“Nope! I used what I could but got worn out, and Hysteria dodged me. I flew into a wall. After that, I had to stop and take a nap.”

“Souls don’t really work that way, Arlo,” Xim added. “They’re persistent. They don’t ‘burn up’ when you use them.”

“I’ve seen avatars annihilate pieces of one another,” I thought. “Avarice and Fortune were killing bits of each other’s souls just by being in the same hallway.”

“Yeah, they can be attacked and damaged. But used up? I don’t think that’s a thing.”

“Regardless, why are we just hearing this now?” asked Varrin.

“Uuuuhhhhhhmmmmm.” Etja stretched the word out in our minds for a very long time.

[I have a theory.]

“Please come to my rescue,” thought Etja. A feeling of embarrassment undercut by a touch of shame filtered through with her words.

[Etja’s resistance to mental effects seems to stem from her overarching goals. When an effect seeks to force her to act in a way that runs counter to her truest desires, the effect fails. I believe this is part of Etja’s avatar heritage. Although she is not bound by any concept that dictates her existence, the drive to satisfy her deepest needs is unconquerable. That is, she cannot be deterred from her path, much as an avatar cannot be deterred.]

I absently attempted to flex my toes as I listened to Grotto but couldn’t feel them. Emptying my boots of my own frostbitten toes was somehow the most disturbing thing I’d ever had to do because of my Like a Flesh Wound regeneration.

“If so, that sounds pretty fucking useful,” I thought. “But why would that mean she wouldn’t tell us about her Hysteria soul shard?”

[Because she feels no deep need to tell all of you that she’d claimed a piece of divinity for herself. She has still been⁠—]

It felt like Grotto’s statement cut off abruptly, but I realized I’d been thoughtlessly staring at the passing ground for half a minute. Whatever the rest of his message had been, the mental fuckery deleted it from my memory. Even so, I thought I’d gleaned enough information to understand the situation.

“It’s a natural part of you,” I thought. “Both from when you were a golem and because of your relationship to avatars. Having an avatar fragment in your soul was your original purpose, and seeking divinity must be like trying to find a piece of you that’s been missing.”

Etja went quiet. She may have been having a private conversation with Xim and Nuralie, or she could have been saying something my brain couldn’t hold onto. Who knew?

“She was affected by the shit in a way that made her forget to mention the soul fragment,” I continued. “Her limited immunity didn’t apply because it wasn’t something that interfered with her goals. When it came up directly, she corrected a misunderstanding, because Etja is a wonderfully honest person.”

[Yes, that is more or less what I think has happened.]

There was another stretch of silence, where I wondered how much of the conversation wasn’t making it to my conscious mind. I felt a swell of frustration, one that wasn’t helped by the miserable cold.

I asked Varrin to stop and set us down. He did it without question but gave me a curious look once we were on the ground.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

I opened my inventory and pulled out the token Avarice had given us back in the Descent. She’d told us that she had allies in the north that might help us, assuming we made it worth their while. I flipped the heavy gold coin over, looking at the fang on one side and the leathery wing on the other. It glimmered with mana.

“Every cell of my being wants to go see Avarice’s mystery allies,” I thought, “but pressing forward relentlessly and hoping a solution comes up for our biggest problem isn’t like us. We’re not chasing down a lead—we’re moving on blind hope.”

Varrin grunted but motioned for me to continue.

“What if these people don’t have anything for us? What then? Do we go to the next Delve? Meet with the next powerhouse? We didn’t want to allow whatever is affecting us to change our plans, and we didn’t. Not at first. But now we’re making new plans. Throne’s Delve wasn’t something we’d decided to do beforehand—we decided to go after meeting with the Littan empress.

“I just put the opportunity to grab Deific skills on hold. Now I want to put my Dread Star questions on hold. We decided against speaking to Yara, and we’ve trusted Xim’s opinion on how helpful Sam’lia could be.”

“Hey,” thought Xim. “Hmm, actually, you’re right. It’s not like Etja or Grotto have been in on my communions.”

“We’re avoiding all chances of godly intervention,” I continued. “And we’re rushing into things without stopping to make a plan. I know we have Grotto and Etja as our, I dunno, guiding stars? No offense to either of you, but Grotto is much better at creating problems for other people than finding solutions, and Etja, you’re not what I would call calculating.”

“I accept my limitations,” thought Etja. “Your Heavenly Gates evolution also had some System text along with it. We all kind of ignored it.”

“What do you suggest?” asked Varrin.

“Let’s head into the Closet and figure this shit out,” I replied. “We should explore every option we have as a party that deals with soul stuff. Avarice’s allies aren’t going anywhere, as far as we know. We’ve got a soft deadline for the Littans, but we don’t owe them anything. We need to get our house in order before we do anything else.”

Everyone thought about the strategy for a while. It was deeply uncomfortable, but none of us had a good reason for why it felt that way. After a few minutes, Etja and Grotto approved the idea and I opened the Closet portal.

Once we were back inside our depressing situation room, Xim crossed her arms and looked at me seriously. “How do you want to approach this?” she asked.

The trio hiding from the cold inside the Closet had set up a small fire in the center of the room, flickering with Divine flames. It emitted a gentle, harmless warmth, and I stuck my hands right into it. Xim’s fire wouldn’t burn her allies, but it sure as hell could make me toasty.

“Everyone knows their own skills better than I do,” I said. Once my hands were comfy, I stripped my boots, checked them for dead toes—hadn’t lost any more yet—and stepped into the fire. Then I started taking off the rest of my cold-weather gear as I pondered, gaining access to my beard for a thoughtful rubbing. “First, we need a way to perceive what we can’t perceive. This manipulation hides itself from most of us, but to address it, we need to find a way to detect it.”

“One can never see the invisible gogatron,” said Nuralie. “One looks for how it affects its environment.” She blinked as we all looked her way. “Footprints, broken branches, mounds of shuffler moss that are too big.” Pause. “It likes to sleep in the moss.”

I nodded. “That’s a good idea. What sort of tracks does mental manipulation leave? Aside from weird-ass behavior.”

“The mind and soul are linked,” said Nuralie. “A change in the mind will evoke a change in the soul.”

Throne popped into our thoughts. {You’re half right! Which is the same as being wrong. It goes both ways. Do you think I did brain surgery on a bunch of zombies? I bind their souls, which binds their minds. It’s a way better direction to attack the problem from.}

“Acerbic,” I said. “But helpful.”

{You’re welcome,} Throne thought to us in a tone that said the opposite.

“She did not let me finish,” Nuralie muttered.

“Please don’t interrupt, Throne,” I said. “Please continue, Nuralie.”

The loson’s tail twitched. “She said what I was going to say.”

“All right. So the common wisdom is that something that affects our thoughts will leave traces in the soul,” I said. “Which means I should be able to See whatever is causing the problem.”

“Can you?” asked Xim. I hesitated, then took a long, hard look at her soul halo. I peered intently for a full minute before the cleric started striking noble poses like she was trying to look regal in front of a crowd.

“I can’t tell if anything’s out of sorts,” I said. “I’ll keep trying, though.”

“Gaze into me,” said Xim, spreading her arms. “Become lost in my radiance.”

“You are not using your eyes when you look at souls,” said Nuralie, ignoring Xim’s antics. “It is a spiritual sense. It is likely blocked by the effect in the same way as when you look into yourself. Even if you did use your eyes, you probably could not see it. Like the parts of Avarice’s letter we could not perceive.”

“So I need to look for animal tracks in Xim’s soul,” I said, continuing to push up the sensitivity of my Sight. “Dust it for prints.”

“Please don’t get dust in my soul,” Xim said, spinning and looking back at us over her shoulder. “I try to keep it tidy in there.”

“Do you know Xim’s soul well enough for this?” asked Varrin. “I know that you are always aware of our souls, but have you committed every nuance of them to memory?”

“No,” I said, deflating a bit. “Unless I have a reason to look, I mostly keep it surface-level with you guys. It feels like I’m peeking into something private, so I don’t stare or anything.”

“I remember!” said Etja. “Anytime you’ve used Reveal, I get all the Soul-Sight stuff along with it.”

“Right,” I said. “Perfect Recall. But does that help us? If you try and point out the problems, will I even be able to process them?”

“Maybe if I point out the, erm, dusty tracks?” she said. “But not the problem itself. That’s the whole idea, right? To look for the signs.”

“Hmm. Reveal shares the world as I perceive it,” I said. “If I use Reveal, whatever is hidden from me will also be hidden from you.”

“Then I’ll notice where the blank spots are,” Etja offered.

She had a good point, so we gave it a shot. I connected to Etja using Reveal and let the mage peer into Xim’s soul. Xim eventually got tired of posing and chose to meditate instead. Etja and I sat side-by-side, staring at Xim for the next hour. For me, the time passed in silence until I suddenly realized Etja was talking to me.

“…around her emotional center,” she said.

“Huh?”

“Oh, good!” she said with a clap. “You heard that one.”

“Yeah,” I said, feeling another chill run down my spine. Having my memories fucked with was a terrible experience.

“Okay,” said Etja. “I need you to start with Xim’s inner child.”

I prepared myself to dive in, realizing that I was about to be getting to know everyone in the party way, way more intimately than I already did.


Chapter 14


Ifollowed Etja’s directions and honed in on one of the deepest layers of Xim’s spiritual essence.

This level of soul diving was something I’d rarely done. My passive perception of the soul was more like a bird’s-eye view or seeing a city from a low-flying plane. I was aware of every building and street, but the character of the toy cars and ant-like people changed once I was “on the ground.”

I’d done something similar in small bursts when trying to read an enemy’s next move. That was still clinical and removed, however. The plane was swooping in for me to take a closer look at high speed.

Here, the plane had landed, I’d disembarked, driven to someone’s house, snuck in through the window, and wandered into their bedroom to find them having a private conversation with their mother about their cancer diagnosis.

It was uncomfortable.

“Now move through life lessons,” Etja said. Because of Reveal, she was fully aware of how I felt at that moment. She was a passenger to the experience, but every inch of my discomfort was exposed to her, which also made me uncomfortable. I tried not to let it turn into a feedback loop.

“Got it.”

“Look at the striations of the threads,” she continued. “You see how they have an organic flow where the memories form cute little knots and stuff?”

“Yeah,” I said. Knots was the best word to use, but these weren’t tangles or tight muscles—they were the metaphysical equivalent of Celtic knots. They gave off a sense of being intentional and even decorative in a way, although their purpose felt more functional than aesthetic.

They were—from what I could tell—points where experiences all coalesced into an important pillar of a person’s identity. The striations were disparate memories and influences across Xim’s childhood. The knot represented the influence of those events toward a specific attitude or belief Xim held, although that’s overly simplistic.

The knots also emitted threads that fed into other knots, a bias informing future personality formation. It was all slowly changing, with some knots gradually unraveling while others wound more tightly. Each of those changes had ripple effects that flowed into other areas—more threads snaking out, threads withering and withdrawing, important events dropping into the middle of it all and making a mess.

Looking at it from a microscopic level—like we were doing—it was organized chaos, but when viewed from afar, it was serene, with only the slightest motion.

“Look at the threads leading into those knots,” Etja continued. “You can see how they naturally flow inward. Like they were always meant to head in that direction, but also like the knots are pulling them in.”

“It’s kind of like an eddy in a river,” I said. “Since the soul is always flowing.”

“Yes! Now, I can’t point you any closer than that, because every time I try you just sit there and get all glassy-eyed.” She sat back and bit her lip. “Just… look at the threads. See how they’re arranged, and then look for something out of place.”

Despite the vague guidance, I was encouraged. I ran over Xim’s inner child with a fine-toothed comb, which is maybe a creepy way to say that, and I hunted for what Etja was talking about.

What I was seeing within Xim’s soul wasn’t memories. I couldn’t peer into someone’s past and watch their life like a movie. What I could glean was the emotional context of the threads, which gave me insight into what kind of experiences they represented.

If I spent enough time in an area, I could figure out how those emotions related to one another and intuit what different knots represented. Because we were within the “inner child,” these knots were sheltered from much of Xim’s adult life. They wouldn’t really tell me what Xim was feeling right now but could give me a lot of information about what informed her personality. This area wasn’t isolated by any means, but many more threads flowed out from it than in.

One of the largest knots in this area radiated warmth and comfort, sustenance and care, love and respect. It wove itself deeply into Xim’s sense of femininity and personal strength, leading me to believe it was part of what made up her perception of her mother. They had a very good relationship, although the connection was not without some level of turmoil and discontent.

I followed threads leading out from Xim’s mom and into an area that evoked discipline, teaching, pain, acceptance, and growth. Some of the threads were alien, delivering emotions that I had no frame of reference for. I studied those for a while but decided they had more to do with Xim’s childhood being spent in the Third Layer than anything being out of place. I knew more than most about life in the Third, but I was hardly a native. Weird shit happened there. The fact that Xim’s psychology was as accessible as it was was more surprising than there being experiences I couldn’t relate to.

Eventually, I found what I thought Etja was trying to point out.

I was in an area that I was dubiously labeling “impulse control.” Xim had a wild streak, one that was much more pronounced when she was young. There were countless threads radiating from powerful influences in her childhood, tempering her desire to act first and think never. However, in the midst of gently arcing connections, a group of threads were swooping off at a sharper angle than the others.

When I tried to follow them, I couldn’t figure out where they went. They got lost in the noise, squirming out of sight like an avoidant gnat flitting out of my vision. I zoomed out and took a wider view, seeing the same thing coming in from other directions. I kept looking for their destination, unable to find it, and eventually realized I’d zoned out. I had no idea how long I’d been wandering around in Xim’s self-discipline, but I was suddenly exhausted.

I took note of the location, confident that I could find it again without much trouble if needed. I sat back and let out a long breath, rubbing at my temples. I was completely drained. Using my Sight this way was like lifting weights with a poorly conditioned muscle. I’d definitely gone too hard and was now having spiritual cramps.

“Wow,” I said. “I’ve got a lock on one.”

“Great!” said Etja. “Do you want to try for the next?”

“I don’t think I’d be able to even if I wanted. I need a minute. Maybe a day.” I stood up and stretched. “Did you get an idea of how many of those there are?”

“Like thirty or so,” said Etja. “I wasn’t trying to find them all, just figure out how to point them out.”

“Ah,” I said. “How long have we been doing this?”

[Six hours and twenty-seven minutes.]

I rubbed my eyes and looked around. Nuralie and Varrin were gone. Xim sat in lotus position, her body surrounded by a gentle glow that had an odd weight to it. The floor around her looked like it was flaking away to reveal something squirming underneath. I squinted at it, but whatever it was faded as Xim opened her eyes. She yawned and collapsed backward, rolling her hips into a spinal twist.

“I feel like you both know my secrets now,” she said with a grin.

“You could feel that?” I asked. She placed a hand on her thigh and leaned further into the twist until something popped. She let out a satisfied sigh and twisted in the opposite direction.

“How do I put it?” Xim said. “Whenever you’re really trying to look into my soul, I get a sense of your presence. Since I know you, it’s kind of comforting, but if a stranger did it, I think it would freak me out a bit.”

“You think other people get that feeling?” I asked. “Are people aware that I’m sneaking peeks at their souls? I feel like that might piss someone off.”

“I’m probably a bad measuring stick,” she said. “I’m spiritually sensitive and know what to pay attention to, especially since you always tell me that you’re doing it beforehand. Maybe, though. That might be how Blech knew you were watching his projection back in the Delve.”

I thought back to the massive Davahn, Brae’ach, making my eyeballs explode from across the continent.

“Huh,” I grunted. My eyes watered at the memory. “Well, if finding one of these anomalies takes an entire afternoon and there are thirty or more of them in each of us, we’re looking at months’ worth of work, and that’s just to map them out. Then we actually need to do something about them.”

“Guess we’re not fixing this in a day,” said Xim as she stood. “Is it lunchtime? I’d like some lunch.”

“It’s always lunchtime in Closetland,” I said. “We’ll get some food and figure out what else we can be doing.”
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We spent the following weeks exploring our options. I rotated through the party, trying to ensure that I could spot the anomalies within each of our souls. Etja and I became much more efficient with our search, and my stamina for the task rose dramatically as I practiced. We were up to hunting down four anomalies per day.

I was surprised that no one in the party had a problem with me digging so deeply into their soul, but the crew was nothing if not self-confident. Plus, if they had anything to hide it wasn’t from me.

There were a few consequences from the activity, however. Namely, whatever social barriers still existed between us started to crumble further. Conversation began to stray into topics that might have never come up, had I not suddenly become intimately familiar with everyone’s preferences.

Some of these conversations were relevant. If someone was acting in a way that didn’t relate to what I experienced within their soul, then we knew it was due to manipulation. Some of the conversations were not relevant at all.

Some conversations were both.

“Varrin, do you still have the inexplicable hots for the empress?” I asked. I’d just finished a soul dive that had taken me through the big guy’s intimate relationships. Littans were not included.

“I think that is an entirely unfair framing,” he said.

“That sounds like a ‘yes,’” said Xim.

Varrin shifted in his seat and frowned at Xim. “I have been considering my courtship, if that is what you mean.”

“How so?” asked Etja.

“There is much to consider when dealing with someone of such high station,” he said. “Even broaching the topic requires a certain degree of formality.”

“Are you making specific plans?” I asked.

“Plans? No. Some things are obvious. I would not call those plans, per se.”

“You really just used ‘per se’ in a sentence,” said Xim.

“Okay, what’s obvious when courting a Littan empress?” I asked.

“Well, of course, I first need to acquire ten Eschen blue lilies with stems that are precisely eight inches long, arranged in a bouquet with a crimson and sable ribbon.”

“Why?”

“Eschen lilies are a long-standing symbol of Littan fertility, with the blue variety being reserved for nobles, and there are ten Littan provinces. The ribbon’s colors are the combination of our two houses.”

“Okay, but why eight inches?”

Varrin cleared his throat. “No reason you need concern yourself with.” I hesitated with my next question, and Varrin sat up straighter before saying, “I would like to invoke Xim’s ‘Fair Play’ rule.”

I let my head sink into my hands, regretting agreeing to Xim’s “rule.” Since I was exposing the intimate feelings of each person to everyone else in the party, it was only “fair” that the rest of us reciprocated. That was the idea, at least. Things got weird when it came to manufactured feelings like the one Varrin was experiencing towards the empress.

“Can you specify?” I asked. “Do you want us to talk about our feelings towards the empress, or do you want to know how long my lilies would be?”

“You act as though being attracted to a Littan is strange,” said Varrin. He gestured vaguely before crossing his arms. “Discuss.”

“I don’t think it’s strange; I think it’s strange for you,” I said. “I’m not here to judge anyone’s attractions, just trying to pinpoint what parts of us have been affected.”

“You’re deflecting,” said Xim. “What you’re saying is that Varrin normally doesn’t feel any sexual desire towards Littans. The fair play would be discussing the presence—or lack—of our own attraction towards Littans.” She glanced at Varrin, who nodded. “I’ll go first. The empress is hot, but I think that’s mental fuckery because I’m usually not into women. However, I have had more than one ‘impure’ thought about Tavio.”

“Tavio?” I said in disbelief. “Tavio?”

“Have you seen that man’s chest?” she said. “I’ve never seen a Littan who’s so… well-proportioned.”

“He has nice hands, too,” said Etja.

“Wait, you said you weren’t into the empress,” I said. “When we asked about you trying to take your shirt off!”

“I lied,” Xim said with a shrug.

“I also felt it,” said Nuralie. “But I have difficulty imagining other Littans in that way.” Pause. “Not because I think they are unattractive, but because of the oppression.”

“You didn’t do anything weird at the meeting,” I said.

“I was giving her the eyes,” said Nuralie.

“The eyes?”

“Yes.” Pause. “Like this.”

Nuralie looked at me. I couldn’t tell any difference from how she normally looked.

“I thought she was pretty,” said Etja. “But not like I wanted to do things with her.”

Everyone then turned to me. “Yeah, okay,” I said. “I wanted to talk about the food because we both seemed to like the same things, and that’s an easy connection to make.”

“Is that how you normally seduce women?” asked Xim. “By talking about food?”

“I’m not much of a seductress. Seductor? I’m bad at flirting.” I waved it off. “Either way, I don’t think I’d be after any private encounters with a Littan, other than the empress.”

“Why not?” asked Etja.

“You know,” I said. “They are, uh… Their features diverge too significantly from being anatomically human.”

“That’s a problem for you?” asked Xim.

“It’s not for you?”

“Arlo, you’ve been to the village,” she said. “It would be weird if my tastes were limited to ‘anatomically’ human.”

“Okay, fair.”

“Where do you draw the line?” asked Etja. “They’re really similar to humans in most ways. It’s just that they have fur and their faces are a little more mousy, I guess. Is that the problem?”

“I mean…”

“Do Geulons ‘diverge’ too much?” asked Nuralie, raising an eyeridge. “Humans don’t have scales. Or a tail.”

“No,” I said. I started to elaborate but felt like I was in dangerous waters.

“Does Xim being red bother you?” asked Etja.

“No. I also object to the use of the word bother. Littans don’t bother me.”

“How many arms would be too many?” asked Etja.

“I haven’t encountered a specific number of arms that I would consider a theoretical dealbreaker.”

“Is this an Earth thing?” asked Xim. “Are people there really particular?”

I paused to consider. “All people on Earth are human. In Arzia, humans are in the minority. Being exposed to a variety of other bipedal sapient races might predispose everyone here to being more open with their tastes.”

“Are you really being honest with yourself?” asked Etja. “I mean, what about Captain Pio? She’s really fit. You like muscles and stuff.”

My mind involuntarily flitted to a memory of a member of Pio’s team stripping naked and jumping into my hot spring.

“You did spend a lot of time with that book Umi-Doo gave you,” said Xim. “The section on humans wasn’t that long.”

“Anyway!” I said, holding up my hands. “Let’s assume my feelings on the matter are confused and just move on, please.”

“It seems that all of us were attracted to the empress,” said Varrin. “Despite what was claimed during our earlier discussion.”

“Feeling threatened?” asked Xim, waggling her eyebrows.

“I do not fear competition,” he said.

“Not with eight-inch lilies you don’t,” I said. “Up top!” I went to give Varrin a high-five, but he left me hanging.

The next month was filled with similarly invasive conversations as we nailed down as much of the manipulation as we could.


Chapter 15
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SYSTEM ADDENDUM ADDED BY USER NAME: [Joma Argentmane, Beastmaster to the Void King]

ADDENDUM NOTE: One month after Joma’s capture.
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Joma reflected on the decisions that had brought her to her current position in life as she scraped another barnacle. The tail overhead drifted lazily from side to side, a looming threat of a good walloping if she were too indelicate with the chisel. She pried the arthropod free and dropped it in her bucket, alongside a dozen others.

“I knew Felgar was touched,” she muttered as she worked. “Easy job, good pay, ‘unique’ environment.” She deepened her voice and held out her arms in a mockery of musculature. “‘Just let me graft this blood rune onto your soul. If you would perish, it will bring you back.’ I should have known it was a crock, that nut job.”

She continued scraping as she jabbered out her grievances, the creature known as Nottagator the only nearby ear to bend. She wasn’t even sure that it had ears, not that it mattered. The creature gave her a deep, twisted moan in reply. It was almost like a cat’s meowing, if the cat weighed several tons and was born of a madman’s deepest nightmare.

“I used to be important, you know?” Joma continued. “I was a princess, in fact.” Nottagator groaned. She scoffed. “No, it’s worse than you’d imagine, but it was better than this.” She picked up her brush and scrubbed the scales clean where the barnacle had left behind a calcium stain. “There was an arranged marriage—my mother’s idea—but it was my choice to leave. It was my choice to kill three of my bodyguards on the way out. It was my choice to take this thrice-cursed job.”

She threw the brush into her other bucket. It plunked into the fetid water and splashed her fur.

“When the priests came after me, that’s when I really started to hate the faith. Not that I’d ever appreciated the churchman’s groping. But, I mean, you get it, right?” Nottagator didn’t reply. It was too busy licking scum from one of its too-human hands. “Get rid of a king and one of those holier-than-thou autocrats from Eschendur—of course I was on board with that. It was misplaced anger, is what it was. I get that now. Then we were working for something called an avatar. The crack ‘forgot’ to mention that in the briefing.”

Joma spoke louder to overcome the slurping. She pulled a rag from her overalls and polished the cleansed scales.

“Then Master Xor’Drel summoned that… that thing!” She shuddered at the memory of galactic eyes, gazing into her. Showing her that she was less than the most insignificant speck of nothing. When Arlo had later judged her with his sparkling emerald irises adrift in a sea of black, it reminded her of that horror. She could feel him looking into her soul. Stripping her down, tearing away at her layers until she was exposed, vulnerable, naked as she’d never been.

“I have no words,” said Joma. “But after that, Felgar spoke, and we listened like eager pups ready for their letters. So stupid, but my pride wouldn’t let me abandon a job. What did I get for that? I got eaten by a fucking Atrocidile.”

Nottagator chuckled. Joma imagined that it was amused.

“Ever had your pelvis crushed by teeth as big as your head? No? Didn’t think so. But, hey, Felgar’s blood rune worked. Resurrection. Nobody can do that. Felgar could, apparently. Too bad it marked me for sacrifice. Did the rest of his party know? Did they realize? Were they fanatics as well?”

Joma spat. “Doesn’t matter,” she continued. “They’re dead. I’m not. But, am I a clone now? Did the real me die, and I’m just a fateless copy? I don’t know! Maybe!” She grabbed her chisel and scraper, moving to the next barnacle. “After that, I’m trying not to get my insides sucked out, I’m in the middle of a fight between demigods, then there’s a fucking blood god trying to suck me again!” She dug in beneath the crustacean. “And now I’m cleaning barnacles from an Atrocidile’s ass!”

Nottagator raised its head and turned to look at Joma, its mad eyes glaring at her with cold, empty hunger.

“Ahem. Which is a noble and mighty creature,” she said, raising her hands in a placating gesture. “One whose ass is a blessed thing! It’s an honor to purge it of its discomforts!” The Atrocidile shuffled, turning toward her and peeling its lips back in a grotesque smile. Its flat teeth clacked.

“And, and, even among such well-formed creatures as the Atrocidiles, Nottagator is very handsome!” The beast tilted its head to the side, weighing her words. “Um…” Joma tried to read its inscrutable features. “Not handsome. Uh, pretty? Nottagator is very… pretty. Beautiful, I’d say.”

The Atrocidile huffed a breath and laid its head back down onto its hands, thick tongue returning to its grooming. Joma let out a shuddering breath and returned to her work.

“Fuck, I bet I got shat out of this. Are those my bones?” Joma studied a pile of Nottagator’s excrement, one she’d have to shovel later. “Maybe I did die,” she muttered.

“…”

“Hell is just an Atrocidile’s asshole.”


Chapter 16


Varrin ended up being the easiest person to map once we figured out that his ancestral soul clone was unaffected by whatever was happening. It couldn’t talk, had a very limited capacity to remember anything, and could only make decisions based on the tasks that Varrin gave it, but I could gaze into its soul without issue. There were no areas that were invisible to me, and using the soul clone as a model made it easier to find the areas of Varrin’s soul I was missing.

It was kind of like playing a “spot the difference” picture game. The ancestral clone was already a little different from Varrin, but the ways in which the big guy diverged were subtle enough that I could tune them out as noise. It was still Varrin’s soul, just more distilled towards familial influences.

Also, Etja could point at spots on the clone and my brain wouldn’t turn itself off. Once the problems had been mapped, we just needed to figure out what to do about them.

“Here’s what I’ve got,” I said. The party was sitting at a round table in a much more comfortable situation room. There were calming colors, vibrant plants, gentle lighting, and the chairs even had cushions. Everyone had been taking turns helping Grotto build us some better facilities. “The effect that we’re under is re-weighting the importance we place on certain experiences we’ve had in our lives. From what I can tell, it hasn’t implanted new memories or anything; it’s just making us pay more attention to some things and less attention to others.”

“Can we get an example?” asked Xim.

“Sure. Let’s say you want to make someone go and buy ice cream. You go into their soul and look for any experiences you think relate to ice cream and find the ones that represent the best. Times where that person had ice cream and loved it, the greatest ice cream they’d ever tasted. You take the relational threads from that experience and start weaving them into the person’s experience of love, or affection, so they begin associating ice cream with powerful emotional rewards.

“Alternatively, you could tie that memory into a person’s understanding of finance, so they think of buying ice cream as being a smart money move. There are a lot of ways you could make ice cream more important to a person, and thus make that person more likely to go out and buy it. This doesn’t implant new memories, but it creates emotional connections that are… questionable.”

“Follow-up question,” said Xim. “Do we have any ice cream?”

“Yes, it’s in the freezer.” I pointed at a small, mana-woven chest on the far side of the room. Xim danced over to it and started pulling out some frozen goodies.

“The question is whether there’s something foreign inside our souls that’s maintaining this effect, or if something rewired our souls and then they got stuck that way, even though that foreign influence is now gone,” I said.

“It sounds like something is still in us,” said Nuralie. “Souls are regenerative. If they are damaged, they will recover given time. Something must be preventing them from doing so.”

“It’s not really damaged, though.”

“It has been distorted,” said Nuralie. “That is damage. It may not be as obvious as a physical wound, but any unnatural and undesired change to the soul can be seen as harm.”

“As opposed to a natural change, which would be life experience?” I asked.

“I suppose,” she said. “I am not comfortable giving it boundaries that are so simple.”

“What about emotional trauma? From what I’ve seen with how the relationships form within our souls, a sudden traumatic event might cause changes that would lead to rapid alterations in the connecting threads. It’s possible that would lead to distortions like the ones I’ve found.”

“The soul would still heal,” said Xim. “You’ve seen the traumas we’ve all endured in the past during your search, right?”

“Some of them, certainly,” I said.

“Do they match the distortions?”

“They aren’t as… clean as the connections that form gradually. But no, the distortions are more severe.”

“Then if nothing is enforcing the changes,” said Nuralie, “they would naturally degrade or become less acute.” Pause. “Unless we were perpetually in some kind of extreme situation that is causing us to change our priorities.”

“Even then, I feel like our souls would adapt given enough time,” I said. “Either way, I’m comfortable running with the theory that an external force is maintaining the effect. But we should be ready to abandon that theory if we find evidence to the contrary.”

“If it is a foreign energy, how do we remove it?” asked Varrin.

“That’s the question. Let’s assume that something is in there, either warping or binding these spiritual threads. We know the approximate areas where this is happening, but we can’t perceive it directly. Theoretically, if we destroy that area of our souls, the foreign energy will also be destroyed, and our souls will eventually heal back the damage and correct themselves.”

“Unless the energy grows back with it,” said Xim. “Or if whatever we used to scour that part of the soul doesn’t actually destroy the stuff.”

“It could also be like an infection,” said Nuralie. “If we do not burn it all out at once, it may reinfect the cleansed area.”

“Burning every affected area at once isn’t feasible,” I said. “There are thirty-six locations within each of us. According to Grotto, even hitting one spot would be extremely unpleasant. Hitting every spot at once would be lethal. Our souls would be disrupted until they were untethered from our bodies.”

“That’s because we’d be destroying a fairly large area, right?” said Xim. “Since we can’t see it directly, we’re going after the whole area that’s imperceptible?”

“True.”

“So if it were more precise, it might work.”

“Maybe,” I said. “It could be the difference between getting stabbed by thirty-six toothpicks and getting stabbed by thirty-six spears. Since we can’t see the phenomenon, we don’t know what it might take to burn it out.”

“Let’s assume we could find it,” said Xim. “How would we even destroy it? What method would we use to do the burny part?”

“I could create a highly focused Spiritual toxin,” said Nuralie. “One that destroys the soul but does not spread. Varrin or one of his clones could deliver it to the correct locations with Soul Strike.” She glanced at the man’s hip. “Using something smaller than his sword.”

“But how do you know that whatever this is can be destroyed with the same forces that would destroy a soul?” asked Xim.

“It must exist as a Spiritual force to affect the soul,” said Nuralie. “I can create a toxin that destroys or disrupts any kind of Spiritual energy.”

Xim considered Nuralie’s point, then shook her head. “Maybe blindly stabbing each other’s souls with poisoned knives and hoping for the best isn’t a great idea. The root of the problem is our inability to see the problem.”

“Can Grotto see yours, Arlo?” asked Varrin. “He has a connection to your soul and is supposedly unaffected.”

[What would you have me do? I cannot guide you to the solution, since any attempt I make is barred from your minds.]

“If Nuralie made the poison, could you do soul surgery on me?” I asked.

[My skills are ill-suited for precise attacks made against the soul. My focus is on Psychic effects, which manipulate the bridge between the brain and the soul itself.]

{I can do it!} Throne interjected. {I’ll stab you in the soul anytime you want! Right now, even. Can I?}

“We’ll save that as a last resort.”

“What if we made your Soul-Sight a Deific effect?” asked Xim. “Then you should be able to look at our souls, and the problem can’t hide itself from you, right?”

[I do not believe you understand how exceptionally rare and difficult doing such a thing truly is.]

“Pshh,” Xim said, waving a hand dismissively. “It’s probably not that hard.”

“We do have access to a Divine soul fragment,” said Nuralie, looking at Etja. “Perhaps we can use that somehow.”

[Hmm. Even with an avatar’s soul fragment, you would need a potent method of directing that energy. It is not so simple as⁠—]

Xim shot up out of her chair. “I have rituals,” she said, thinking. “I have rituals that can funnel divine influence,” she said more confidently. “They’re meant to draw from artifacts and sacred objects, not literal fragments of a Divine being, but it’s the same kind of power… just amplified by a whole lot?”

“Was that a question, or a statement?” I asked.

“I need to do some research,” she said. “Can you open a portal to the tribe?”

I drummed my fingers on the table. “You’ll need to take one of our two escorts because of the shit.”

“Grotto!” said Xim. “You wanted to talk to Sam’lia, right? Now’s your chance.”

[While I appreciate your invitation, I am currently keeping an eye on our newest addition to the Closet.]

{Hey! I’ll be fine on my own. Go on, have a good time. Also, where’d you put my Vault Guardian? I want to check in on him! Yeah, make sure he’s adjusting well.}

[I have given Vaulty several upgrades, and he will certainly kill you if you attempt to make contact.]

{No! Why would you do that?}

[For his right to self-determine.]

{Free will is a burden my creations should not have to bear!}

“Throne can come too,” said Xim. She issued the invitation as though it wasn’t a recipe for disaster.

“Uhhhh, sure that’s a good idea?” I asked.

{Yeah, why would I wanna go anywhere with you, monster girl?}

[The Goddess of the Seven Organs is a deity of vengeance. I am sure there is much you can learn from her.]

{I see, I seeeee. Yes! Field trip!}

Throne was starting to give me emotional whiplash.

[Regardless, before we go questing through the Third Layer for ancient blood rituals, there are additional matters to be considered. Even if you were able to appropriately direct the fragment’s power, the receiving vessel would need to be extraordinarily durable.]

“Yeah,” I said. “We’d be funneling it into me, right? I’m pretty durable.”

[Granted. However, you would also need some ability to manipulate Deific effects, which you have no natural capability to⁠—]

“I can accept the Dread Star evolution,” I said. “Would that work?”

[It is… a possibility. It depends on how the evolution operates. If the power flows through you, it would require the Dread Star to make certain alterations to your…] Grotto trailed off.

“My what?”

There was a psychic sigh. [Your soul.]

“Something that might, say, strengthen it and make it more resilient when handling Deific powers?”

[Indeed. BUT! You would still need Nuralie’s crafted toxin to reliably destroy anything you would find.]

“She just said she could make something to destroy any kind of Spiritual energy.”

[Consider the idea that such a thing may not be enough.]

“Are you being cagey because of the shit?” I asked.

[Yes, I am choosing my words carefully due to the shit, correct.]

“I have made a Divine weapon before,” said Nuralie. “That would probably be strong enough to destroy whatever we find. Even if it is a Spiritual force that cannot normally be destroyed.”

[You made the Divine Arrows used against Orexis with the assistance of an avatar.]

“Fortune supercharged me with Blessed stacks before I made the poison we used against Orexis,” said Nuralie. “I have improved substantially since then, and there are robust entries in the Grimoire relating to drawing power from dark gods.” She pointed at Etja. “If Etja draws from the fragment to enter her partial avatar form, she can channel that energy into my work.” Pause. “We still have several of those arrows as well. They deliver a soul toxin. I may be able to repurpose one, or use it as a catalyst.”

[Assuming you are capable of making the poison, extracting the fragment to thrust it into Arlo in a reckless attempt to empower his Soul-Sight would reveal the fragment’s location to Hysteria. Even if they are imprisoned, the fragment will likely seek to rejoin its main body. The fragment of Orexis sought to do as much.]

“Then we don’t extract it,” I said. “Etja can soul-hug me, and I’ll be in there with it.”

“That might be really dangerous,” said Etja.

“More dangerous than taking it out first?”

“It’s like…” Etja spent a moment in thought. “If you’re standing next to a fire, it can be hot, but if you’re stuck inside an oven with the fire, it’s more hot.”

“Either way, that fire will be getting shoved inside me. Besides, you soul-hugged me back in Throne’s Delve.”

“I have the soul fragment in its own spot,” she said. “You weren’t in the same place.”

“Yeah? How’d that work?”

She thought for another moment. “I hugged the fragment on one side and you on the other, but you didn’t touch.”

“You’re saying I got a spiritual side hug? I thought we were closer than that.”

“I have four arms,” she said. “I can give full hugs to two different things and/or people at once.” She gave a firm nod.

The analogy was getting a bit confused, so I let it go.

“Just to get things straight,” said Varrin. “Nuralie will prepare a soul poison with the assistance of Etja while she channels Hysteria’s soul fragment and enters a pseudo-avatar state so that she may infuse a sufficient amount of Divine energy into Nuralie as she works. One of the Divine Madrin Arrows of Soul Toxicity that were previously created to slay the soul fragment of Orexis will be used as a catalyst in this process, hopefully providing a sufficient base for the poison itself, and perhaps a template for creating a Divine weapon from the poison and other materials.

“Arlo will then allow his soul to be empowered by the Dread Star so that he becomes better equipped to channel Deific abilities, after which he will be encompassed by Etja’s soul, wherein the fragment of Hysteria’s soul will be thrust into him. Xim will perform a modified ritual to safely funnel the divine influence into Arlo’s Soul-Sight so that he can identify the foreign energy residing in our souls—assuming that foreign energy is responsible for maintaining the changes we seek to undo—after which he will use Reveal to guide me in executing rapid, pinpoint Spiritual attacks against thirty-six affected locations in someone else’s soul, which will deliver a small payload of the soul poison crafted by Nuralie.

“The poison will hopefully disrupt the foreign energy without killing us, allowing our souls to heal and regenerate back to their previously unmolested state, and this process must be repeated for each member of the party, which means that I will—at some point—be stabbing myself thirty-six times. Did I miss anything?”

“See, Grotto?” said Xim. “Not that hard.”


Chapter 17


Xim, Grotto, and Throne fucked off to the Third Layer, and I wished the Xor’Drel tribe all the best in dealing with that trio. Xim would do some research on how to manage the flow of Divine energy on a vastly greater scale than she was normally capable of, while Grotto and Throne talked to Sam’lia about… something. I wasn’t sure what the Core wanted with the motherly deity, but it probably wasn’t anything good. Sam’lia would hopefully also provide Xim with some guidance, or at least shut the cleric’s idea down if it was guaranteed to kill us.

Before the group left I gave Xim a handmade card to deliver to the goddess on my behalf, letting the deity know how things had been going in my life. I drew anthropomorphic blood droplets on the front with goofy smiling faces. Sam’lia enjoyed little personalized gifts like that.

The remaining Closetlanders would work on Nuralie’s soul poison, a surprisingly straightforward affair consisting of two major steps. Creating the base poison, and then infusing that poison into a Divine scalpel.

The strength of Nuralie’s Spiritual toxin was based on the strength of her soul and enhanced by her Alchemy skill. When Nuralie created the soul toxin used against Orexis, she bypassed this hurdle by having Fortune break off a tiny piece of his own soul and wrap Nuralie up in it. When Nuralie created the anti-Orexis poison, she imbued it with that fragment of Fortune—rather than her own soul—which created a substance that she then fused with a bundle of Madrin arrows, thus creating the Fuck Orexis in Particular arrows. Those arrows could only harm Orexis, but they were effective enough at weakening his specter for us to kick its ass.

For the current experiment, Fortune wasn’t around to let us borrow another cup of soul juice, so we planned to use another workaround. Etja would channel the fragment of Hysteria she held within her and then wrap Nuralie in her soul, allowing the spiritual toxin to draw from the avatar-empowered mage rather than Nuralie.

This almost certainly wouldn’t result in the same level of boost that Nuralie had gotten from Fortune, but Nuralie had substantially better stats and skills than she’d had last time, and the materials available to us were significantly better than what she’d had in the Cage. Back then she was working with the equivalent of a janitor’s closet worth of cleaning products and mixing them together using a trailer house meth lab. Nowadays we had the best alchemical products Eschendur had to offer and access to industrial-grade equipment.

Nuralie used her Inquisitor rank to requisition a full team of experienced alchemists and priests to consult on the job, and we went ahead and purchased the supplies necessary to build Nuralie a comprehensive alchemy lab in the Closet. This would have normally taken months to set up, but we used the incredible power of money to get it all done in under a week.

Nuralie went into the lab with a chest full of Poison Essences, a hundred pounds of rare reagents, three diamond chips, and the remaining Orexis arrows. She didn’t emerge for four days, after which she slept for twenty-four hours and then reported that her work in creating the base poison had been successful.

Step one done, easy peasy.

While Nuralie did her work, I did some wandmaking and talked with Etja about the limits of using the Hysteria fragment.

“The biggest problem is that when I use it, I’m not really me anymore,” she said. “My thoughts get all hazy, and all I wanna do is consume stuff. Aside from that, it’s really hard on my mana matrix, so if I use it for too long, it’ll probably kill me. Oh, it also feels like I’m kind of channeling Hysteria, and I get this really strong urge to play pranks on people. But not fun pranks. Pranks like tricking somebody into eating a cake made from their friend’s face or something.”

“That does sound worrying,” I replied.

“I’ve been trying to incorporate the fragment better,” she said. “I can eat away at the edges, and it’s making my unique intrinsic skills go up really fast, but I’ve barely made a dent in the thing.”

“Is using it to go super Etja for this alchemy stuff going to be a problem?”

“I think I can handle it,” she said. “I’ve recovered from the last time I used it, and I picked all my new evolutions to help with something like this. My command over my mana is way stronger, my focus and willpower get a big boost while I’m using my Mirtasian Cadence, and I can learn how to resist anything I’ve used Incorporate on.”

She looked over and met my eyes. “Even with all of that,” she continued, “I also think you should be using Reveal on me the whole time, focusing on how you see me. The normal me, that is. It’ll probably help keep me from losing myself in the rush.”

I agreed, and we spent some time exchanging tips on mana shaping before the big event.

Creating the finished product was pretty dramatic. Varrin was there for moral support and to try and help contain Etja if anything went wrong. The mage spent several minutes performing her Mirtasian Cadence, her body flowing to a perfect rhythm as she hummed, sinking herself deep into a trance-like state. Her skin began to glow with a rainbow sheen, and the mana rolling off her grew in intensity until it was enough to make me uncomfortable.

The room Nuralie had set up was built to isolate itself from the Dimensional mana in the Closet. It would contain the specific mana types Nuralie was trying to imbue into her products, which in this case were Spiritual and Divine. Etja’s presence filled the chamber, while Nuralie had sanctified bones smoldering in braziers throughout the room. She assured me that whoever had donated the bones had done so voluntarily and instructed me to ignore the haunting whispers.

I might have been able to do that if they’d been the only things whispering weird shit into my brain. Nuralie poured a generous helping of Abbandium into her main cauldron, which lowered everyone’s Spiritual defenses and opened us up to whatever eldritch entity used the strange metal to communicate.

Nuralie was using some of the Abbandium material to create the final product, which would be a set of very tiny scalpels for Varrin to use. Abbandium’s natural ability to lower Spiritual defense made for an excellent tool when cutting through someone’s soul.

I asked why we weren’t going for needles, which would presumably do a lot less harm, to which Varrin reminded me he was a Blades prodigy, not a Needles prodigy. It didn’t really matter that much in the end, since Abbandium items could transform at will. If we happened across a master of acupuncture, we could change the tools to suit them without trouble.

Nuralie deposited the base liquid she’d spent days creating without rest, which further filled the room with poisonous fumes. She opened the Grimoire, and the following hour was filled with chanting, bursts of infernal fire coming from somewhere I couldn’t identify, Nuralie stirring, prodding, seasoning, and even tasting the shit in her cauldron, all while Etja had her in a firm soul hug and channeled heaps of Divine energy into the brew.

My Sage Advice evolution activated three different times during the process, burning all of my charges and giving Nuralie a massive boost to her Alchemy skill throughout. I was pretty sure one of the spirits in the sanctified bones possessed me while I doled out this alchemical wisdom, because I had no idea what the fuck I was talking about and couldn’t remember three-fourths of it afterward.

At the end of the hour, I spent several minutes guiding Etja back down from her avatar-ness using a more forceful application of Reveal than I’d been maintaining during the crafting process. She came out of it no worse for wear, but I decided there and then that this ‘ability’ wasn’t something that should ever be used in an uncontrolled environment. We’d gotten lucky when she’d used it against Hysteria, but I wasn’t sure any of us had an answer if she lost control of herself while transformed.

It made me a bit nervous about having that power running through me. What would Hysteria-Arlo want to do if I couldn’t handle the power? Would I tell some shitty jokes, or would I call up the Dread Star and ask it for a joke that would kill anyone who heard it after twenty minutes, and then work out how to use Grotto’s PSA evolution to psychically broadcast that joke into the heads of anyone I’d ever met and didn’t like?

I’d rather not find out what I was like with zero impulse control.

Regardless, the experiment was a success, and we got something that would need to be cast into oblivion once we were done with it.

Abbandium Scalpel of Spiritual Necrosis

All damage dealt by this item is converted to Spectral damage.

This item will affect incorporeal entities as though they were not incorporeal.

This item ignores Deific damage reduction.

Whenever this item deals damage to an entity, it is afflicted with Spiritual Necrosis. Spiritual Necrosis will rapidly destroy the affected portion of the soul.

The effects of Spiritual Necrosis will vary based on the specific region of the soul destroyed but can include the debuffs Berserk, Blinded, Deafened, Drained, Exhausted, Fear, Paralyzed, Paranoid, Psychotic, Stunned, Stupefied, and Weakened. This may also result in loss of consciousness, limited amnesia, temporary personality changes, mood swings, depression, confusion, or other serious adverse mental health effects.

Severe Spiritual Necrosis can lead to Spiritual Untethering. (Spiritual Untethering occurs when the soul suffers significant disruption and is no longer capable of maintaining a tether to the physical body. Spiritual Untethering is in all cases fatal.)

Based on the crafter’s skill, this item has been granted 2 Divinity Bonuses.

Chosen Divinity Bonuses:

Soul Death: This item ignores all Spiritual DR, resistance, and immunity. So long as the target has a soul, this scalpel can cut it. All Spiritual attacks made against the wielder of this item have Penetration.

Soul Surgeon: The wielder of this item has an acute understanding of the health and wellness of any soul this item has harmed.

This is a semi-Fleeting item and will degrade after multiple uses. Number of uses available: 95

The process had resulted in three of the scalpels, which gave us more than enough uses to hit each member of the party thirty-six times.

“Maybe we should try and figure something else out,” I said after reading the item’s description.

“Ninety-five is an oddly specific number,” said Varrin.

“It is the sum of my Intelligence plus my Alchemy skill,” said Nuralie. “The arrows only had a single use, so this is an acceptable improvement.” Pause. “But I would prefer to be able to make something permanent.”

Varrin held up one of the tiny blades and peered at its edge. It looked comically small in his giant hands. “Could you make a larger blade using this process? The effects are extraordinary, but the weapon’s size allows for very little damage.”

“You’re asking for a sword that should be classified as a war crime,” I said.

“It would take a great deal more resources,” said Nuralie, “and power. The effects are potent because the item is not meant to cause much harm. Each scalpel required a diamond chip in addition to everything else. A dagger would likely require multiple sapphire chips and an order of magnitude more Divine energy. Even if I had the materials, it is beyond my capabilities.”

I raised an eyebrow at that price tag. Sapphire was the seldom-discussed chip grade between diamond and a void sphere. They could only be found in high-level Platinum Delves, and the number of crafters with the skill to use them was in the single digits. They were a currency of the elite’s elite.

Varrin grunted as he carefully laid the scalpel back down. “That is a high cost for something with limited uses.”
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We didn’t have to wait long for Xim to return alongside our Delve Core pals. Throne was in an unusually subdued mood on returning, while Grotto seemed unaffected by whatever chat they’d had with the goddess.

Xim pulled a small wrapped package from her inventory and handed it to me.

“Sam’lia said thanks for the letter,” she said.

I tore the wrapping off the package and pulled out a bottle of amber liquid. I uncorked it and gave it a sniff, then inspected it.

Sam’lia’s Apple Juice

Apple Juice made by the Goddess of the Seven Organs.

The second-best juice you’ve ever had.

“Huh,” I said, grinning. “Much appreciated. Did you get what you needed?”

“Yes?” she said.

“Okay, that one’s definitely a question and not a statement.”

“I can keep the energy from killing you,” she said. “I think. But it’ll be up to you to direct it into your Revelation of the Eye’s Sight.”

“Right. How do I do that?”

“You’ve been using your Soul-Sight non-stop for months now.”

“I have.”

“And you’ve been working it really hard lately, digging into everyone’s souls.”

“That is accurate.”

“Do you feel like you’re on the cusp of learning a new fundamental truth about reality?”

“I mean, I’ve learned several fundamental truths about my closest allies.”

Xim let out a small sigh. “I’m really asking. If the revelation is on the cusp of advancing, then you might be able to direct the energy without even thinking about it. You’ve tilled and seeded the soil of your comprehension, and we’ll be handing you a thunderstorm. I can keep the winds from destroying your field, but you’ll need to direct the rain.”

I thought back on my weeks of practice. It didn’t feel like some sudden burst of understanding was trying to jump out at me, but I had learned quite a lot of new information about souls. It was possible that all of that new data would synthesize into an unexpected realization, but I wasn’t sure if that was something I’d feel coming along ahead of time.

“I’ll make it work,” I said. “I’ve been using my Soul-Sight so much that I can drop into a flow state pretty easily. Maybe that’s not what you mean about being on the cusp of something new, but maybe that’s what it means for me.”

“Good enough,” she said. “So when are we doing this?”

I glanced around at the group. “Does right fuckin’ now work for everyone?” My question was met by unanimous and eager assent.

“Who will I be slicing first?” asked Varrin.

“Me,” I said. “Will you be referring to it as slicing throughout?”

“It is what it is,” he said. “Why are you going first?”

“The whole reason we need to juice my Sight with avatar soul is so that I can see the shit that’s keeping me from seeing the shit. If my shit is eliminated, then I won’t need to keep getting injected with the Hysteria fragment to see everyone else’s shit.”

“Makes sense,” said Xim.

“You are also the least likely to die,” said Nuralie.

“That’s an additional consideration,” I said. “Either way, first things first. Gotta get an elder god to do a little remodeling in my metaphysical self.”

I opened my Dimensional Magic evolutions and accepted Heavenly Gates.


Chapter 18


After accepting the Heavenly Gates evolution, the world went black.

Not entirely unexpected.

I felt a tugging in my chest, like someone had applied a local anesthetic and was opening me up. A presence washed over me, a shadow seen through closed eyes. A jolt of static pulsed through my veins as a connection was made. Minutes passed while I felt these strange sensations.

I was taken by emotions that weren’t my own. I bent a rule to enforce a rule that had been broken but made the change as the one who makes the rules. The exception was accepted.

I did as I wished but would not do what was never wished for. A fraction of this cycle had been marked by invasion into my realm. A threshold had been reached. A subject was chosen, and the offer was made. Acceptance collapsed alternatives.

His will shall be my own, and my will shall be his.

I opened my eyes to see everyone looking at me.

“Well?” said Xim.

“Hmm?”

“Are you going to accept the evolution?”

“I, uh, I did.”

“Really?” she said. “I thought you’d disappear or the walls would turn into galaxies and try to talk to us or something.” She crossed her arms. “Kind of a letdown.”

“How long was I standing here?” I asked.

“In what regard?” said Varrin. “You said, ‘Gotta get an elder god to do a little remodeling,’ looked at us for a few seconds, and then Xim asked if you were going to get on with it.”

“Oh,” I said. “Well, I experienced some emotional blending in the void for several minutes during those three seconds.”

I gave the crew a rundown, then did a bit of soul-diving on myself. I couldn’t find any obvious changes. So I decided to test some magic.

I used Shortcut. Normally, a lightning-quick tear would form in space ahead of me, shunting me through to my destination. Now, there was no obvious effect of any kind. I wanted to be somewhere else, and there I was.

The upgraded Reckless version of the spell normally came with a crackling sound that grew in intensity the farther I teleported. I checked the skill’s description and found several changes.

Dreadful Shortcut

Dimensional - Deific

Cost: 5 mana

Cooldown: Variable

Requirements: Dimensional Magic 40, Sacrament of the Dread Star

Sacrament of the Dread Star

Whenever you use a teleport or portal skill, you may spend 1 stack of Blessed to reduce the mana or stamina cost of that skill to 0. Additional stacks of Blessed must be spent for each effect that increases the resource cost of that teleport or portal, such as a mana shape, doubling the Blessed required with each additional effect.

That was interesting. The spell no longer hurt me when using it for large distances, and it no longer had any visual or auditory effects. Both of those had been restrictions that allowed me to customize the spell during a time of severe brain damage.

In some ways, the auditory effect had been a benefit. It was attention-grabbing, which suited my role in the party. I hadn’t intended to add the self-damage or thunderous arrival to the spell, but their addition had (only) almost killed me a couple of times. Either way, I was happy enough to lose the effects if it meant I wouldn’t accidentally shred my organs when moving across large distances.

My theory for why it changed had to do with the nature of Deific effects. Reckless Shortcut had harmed me because it let me “tear through the cracks between dimensions,” which was a strain if I went too far too fast. That was, in essence, a force that interfered with the spell. Dreadful Shortcut instead let me pass through “the void.” I supposed that since there was nothing in the void and that I was doing it with the literal god of the void’s blessing, I was no longer bending any rules. Even if I did encounter another oppositional force, it probably wouldn’t affect me unless it too was a Deific effect.

With a Dimensional Magic skill of 41 and my Deijin’s Path ring increasing my teleport range, I could now pop across 6.2 miles in a single jump, assuming I could perceive my destination.

The Sacrament of the Dread Star was also an unexpected but welcome addition. Using Shortcut with the Bubble mana shape—to take everyone within five feet along with me—cost eight mana if I wanted to teleport the entire party. Now I could do it for two stacks of Blessed. The cost grew exponentially if I wanted to grab anyone farther out than that, so a ten-foot-wide Shortcut would be more like thirty-two mana, or eight stacks of Blessed. I couldn’t generate Blessed on my own, but I got plenty when fighting alongside Xim. My mana pool had been an issue during Throne’s Delve, partially from how much mana I could throw into Explosion! but also from blowing so much mana on teleports. Anything that cut my costs was a solid benefit.

Etja created a mana dead zone with Nullify, and I tested its effect with Oblivion Orb. The spell was automatically countered, which was a mild surprise. I figured the attack fell into the category of “teleport or portal,” but it was apparently something else. The original description had called it “a small dimensional tear… which transports whatever it touches to another plane of existence.” Maybe that was a different keyword, but I wasn’t sure how that differed from teleporting some shit.

Shortcut still went off without a hitch, despite the countermagic, which was the more important part of that experiment.

I opened the exit portal to the Closet, finding it faster and smoother than normal. We were blasted by a wave of frigid air, but I ignored the rapidly forming frost in my beard to examine the edge of the portal. It was ringed by a small layer of perfect darkness. I ran my hand through it and felt something tugging at my skin, but it was otherwise insubstantial. I closed the portal before everyone got mad at me for letting in a draft. The evolution previously required a minute of concentration, which could be sped up by pumping some mana into it. That delay was now gone.

[I am not seeing any overt changes to your mana matrix, although the skill imprints are slightly altered. There was a spark of Divine energy when you teleported and again when you opened the Closet portal.]

“All right,” I said. “The Dread Star isn’t opening portals on my behalf; I’m still the one doing it. Whatever makes them Deific is running through my soul, which is what we wanted to see, yeah?”

[It is too early to draw any firm conclusions, but preliminary results are promising.]

“Welp. Now that I’m basically a god, let’s go carve some mind-fuckery out of our souls.”
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The chosen location for our avatar-fueled soul surgery was a giant pile of dirt.

The reason there was a large and ever-growing pile of dirt in the Closet was that Grotto had put some of Closetland’s growth strategies into action.

Our journey to uncover the truth within ourselves had thus far taken two entire months, giving Grotto enough time to use some of the thousands of essences Avarice had given us in payment for “capturing” Hysteria. Grotto had ideas for how to combine these essences into large mana arrays that would slowly convert ambient mana into specific compounds we wanted. One compound any nation needed was some fine, high-quality dirt.

It was missing some of the old organic fertilizer to really make it stand-out plant food, but we had plenty of ideas for how to solve that problem. Grotto had lots of monsters to rear—big monsters—which would inevitably lead to lots of big poops. Might as well take advantage.

We stood and watched as the mana array two hundred feet above us released a constant stream of moist soil, which cascaded down onto the pile before us. It was like a tiny wizard was constantly casting a summon earth spell, but it was all automated.

Xim cleared her throat and raised an eyebrow at me. “This is what you consider the seat of your power?”

“My seat of power is typically mobile,” I said, patting my backside. “But if we’re looking for a stable location, this is it.”

“Why don’t you walk us through your thought process.”

I gave my beard a thoughtful rub. “The Closet is the closest thing to a home I have,” I said. “My underground house back in Foundation is a joke, and as much as I appreciate your parents taking me into the tribe, I’ve only spent a few months within the Third Layer. The Closet is with me anywhere I go, and until recently I had a pretty good living space as well. My life outside is wandering and unstable, but here I can create anything I’d ever need.”

“I understand the Closet,” said Xim. “But why this pile of dirt, specifically?”

“You know, I had other symbolism for the Closet lined up to talk about,” I said. “Never mind, I’ll skip ahead. Actually, I’ll weave it all together. The Closet is a dimensional space that resonates with my attunement, my journey from Earth to Arzia, and my general life philosophy. It is a space of endless growth and potential. The space it creates is initially empty, except for some breathable air. It’s up to me to seize that potential and turn it into something useful. I can also share with my allies to offer them utility or empowerment.

“Dirt is foundational for growth and building. Soil represents the cycle of life as things grow and then die and decay into the dirt. It’s a strong, supportive element, often overlooked and taken for granted.” I pointed up at the mana weave. “Now, we have this essential building block of a sustainable ecosystem continuously created from the conversion of Dimensional mana. It expands endlessly to improve the Closet’s potential, mirroring the Closet’s own growth. It is the first domino in a self-propelling chain of construction, one that will allow my home to become anything we need it to be.”

The group took that in for a moment.

“That explanation has several competing themes,” said Nuralie.

“The throughline is a bit… muddy.” Etja delivered her criticism with a playful smile.

“Do you feel taken for granted?” Varrin asked.

“No,” I said. “I feel that I am full of possibilities.”

“Well, those are all pretty good reasons,” said Xim. “I thought you’d just picked the dirtiest place you could think of to make some kind of back alley surgery pun.”

“Is there such a thing as soul bacteria?” I asked.

“We have a soul infection, do we not?” said Varrin.

“Germ theory is very new,” said Nuralie. “We should not confuse ourselves by making strained comparisons.”

“Do we need to be in the dirt for this to work?” asked Varrin. Xim shot me a questioning look.

“Gods, I hope not,” I said. “I hate having dirt all over me. In fact, everyone make sure to take off your shoes before we head back to the situation room.”

Xim nodded, and we marched a hundred feet away from the growing pile, to a location where the floor had only gotten a tad dusty.

“My contribution will primarily be a ritual, empowered by a revelation,” she said. “Both will work together to guide the Divine energy generated by the Hysteria fragment, tempering it to give Arlo the best chance at absorbing it. He can’t tap into the energy the way Etja can, even while she does her soul hug, since he wasn’t originally designed to be possessed by the specter of an avatar.”

“We can’t all be perfect,” said Etja, patting me on the shoulder.

“Etja’s ability to harness the fragment is mainly a result of two things,” Xim continued. “She can keep it in her soul without exploding, and she can ‘digest’ the power using Incorporate. Incorporate is helped along by her avatar heritage and specially crafted golem physiology, evolutions, Divine Magic skill, and so on.

“To mirror this, Arlo needs to draw the fragment’s energy into his soul before it can empower his Soul Sight. He doesn’t need to hold the entire fragment in his soul, since we only care about drawing enough Deific power to supercharge his Sight. He just needs to connect with it. Then, if he wants to use that energy, he needs to digest it in a way that’s similar to Etja’s Incorporate ability.”

“Arlo’s attunement is Dimensional,” said Varrin. “He cannot even practice Spiritual or Divine magicks, which sound like they will be critical here. Is that going to be a problem?”

“Yes, but no,” said Xim. “From an attunement standpoint, he couldn’t be a worse choice for this.”

“My confidence in this procedure is waning,” I said.

“Fortunately, we can side-step the attunement problems,” said Xim. “We’re not dealing with mana, and we’re not trying to use one of Arlo’s skills. The fragment generates a lot of Divine mana, but Divine mana isn’t what’s going to allow Arlo’s Soul Sight to gain some level of temporary Deific strength. It’s the spark of divinity within the fragment that’s important, along with Arlo’s understanding of the soul. While having access to Divine and Spiritual magicks would help, what’s more important is Arlo’s relationship to divinity itself and his comprehension of his own soul.”

Xim crossed her arms and gave me a look I couldn’t quite decipher. “Right now, Arlo is a second-stage revelator, which is the mark of someone with an exceptionally close relationship with one or more divine beings. On top of that, both of his revelations deal with the soul. From that standpoint, Arlo is an exceptional choice for this.”

“My confidence no longer wanes,” I said, standing up straighter. “I might even say it waxes.”

“When Arlo uses Reveal, he connects directly with the soul of his target,” Xim went on. “This connection primarily flows from Arlo to the person he’s using Reveal on, but Arlo is naturally getting feedback from the other person’s soul as well.”

“True,” I said.

“Arlo has also had experience connecting with the soul fragment of a divine avatar using Reveal.”

“Not the best experience,” I said, thinking back to our fight with the specter of Orexis.

The specter had been convinced that it was the real Orexis, and I’d used Reveal to expose it to my perception of it as a minion of the true avatar. Forcing the specter to confront the disposable nature of its existence aided in destabilizing its psyche enough to help us prevail. However, touching the specter with Reveal had been like falling into a black hole of unending, noxious hunger.

“You want me to use Reveal on the Hysteria fragment?” I asked.

“Yes,” said Xim.

“Can he do that?” asked Varrin. “Is the fragment sentient?”

“It’s a living piece of a soul,” said Xim. “It should work, regardless of the level of self-awareness the soul possesses. Using Reveal will create the bridge between Arlo’s soul and the fragment. Once that’s established, I will use a ritual of the Stomach to help draw the divine essence across that bridge.”

“How’s the ritual work?” I asked.

“How deep of an explanation do you want?” said Xim.

“Will having an advanced understanding improve our chances of success?”

“Maybe. But you aren’t going to gain an advanced understanding in an afternoon.”

“I see. One-hour presentation?”

Xim shrugged and nodded, but I could tell she was excited to be in her element.


Chapter 19


Xim rarely got to dive deeply into theological matters with the full party. She and Nuralie had frequent discussions on the topic, and Etja got involved from time to time, but Varrin and I lacked the depth of knowledge they had and weren’t generally looking to attend any sermons.

Not to say that Xim was preachy—far from it—and the discussion reflected that. She stuck to the concepts that related to our task, focusing on the practical aspects of the ritual and how it intersected with the other divine principles we were working with.

We began with some context, reviewing topics we were all familiar with while coming at the material from an unfamiliar angle.

Sam’lia was the Goddess of the Seven Organs, and as a deity, she was profoundly divisible. Not only was she one of an unknowable number of sisters, all of whom managed their own version of the Third Layer throughout reality, but her Arzian manifestation could be viewed in eight different ways.

The first was Sam’lia as an entire entity, the motherly blood goddess ruling over a realm of mind and dream, both loving and vengeful. Beyond that was each organ itself—the Eye, Brain, Ear, Nose, Tongue, Heart, and Stomach. Each organ represented different ideals and was in charge of different things within the Third Layer.

Sam’lian religious practices generally divided themselves among these eight categories, and each of Sam’lia’s revelations was associated with one of the seven organs. Both of my revelations were of the Eye, for example. Xim’s beast mode came from a Revelation of the Heart, and her manipulation of Divine fire came from a Revelation of the Stomach. She also divulged during the lesson that she’d finally realized a Revelation of the Brain, and I expected she was going for the full set of seven, one from each organ. That was a feat that hadn’t happened in living memory, but that discussion was beyond the purview of her lesson.

Sam’lian worship was heavily focused on ritual, especially in the Xor’Drel tribe. These rituals were generally divided into eight categories, depending on their purpose. The ritual used to adopt me into the tribe was classed as a general ritual, relating to Sam’lia as a whole and her general motherliness. Xim used the Ritual of the Eye to transition to and from the Third Layer, since all of the Third Layer lies under the gaze of the Eye, and everything under the gaze of the Eye lies within the Third Layer.

Going even deeper, each organ could be further broken down into three duties. While the Eye sees, reveals, and embraces, the Stomach hungers, consumes, and separates. The ritual Xim planned to use involved all three of the Stomach’s duties. She would also incorporate ritualistic elements from other organs to help guide the process, but that was getting into minutiae that—once again—went deeper than our crash course allowed.

The first stage of the ritual established a target for the Stomach’s hunger—a portion of the fragment’s Divine essence—which, if successful, would mark it for consumption since all that the Stomach hungered for could be consumed. Consumption was the process of bringing that which is hungered for into the desired vessel, which would guide the Divine essence across my connection with the fragment and into my soul. Separation dealt with breaking something down into essential elements, either physically or conceptually, so that the thing being consumed could be properly absorbed by the vessel. That was the trickiest part for me since I would need to focus the ritual on providing me with useful essence to stuff into my Soul-Sight, culled of any nasty Hysteria baggage.

Separation was both a literal and metaphorical process for the Stomach. One could separate carbohydrates from vitamins in a cheeseburger to send them off as nourishment for different parts of the body, or one could separate fact from fiction in a skewed historical treatise to decide what knowledge was useful for the mind to utilize. These things were as much a framework for a life philosophy as they were actionable magic processes that could be deployed.

Either way, that was only one part of Xim’s plan. The second part involved her fancy new revelation.

“When I sleep, I enter a realm created by Sam’lia where I can commune with her and other worshipers,” said Xim.

“That’s how you stopped Gharifon from forcing you to stay asleep while Tavio beat my ass,” I said.

“Do we believe Gharifon was a divine spawn at that time?” asked Varrin.

“Pretty sure that’s why I got avatar vibes after Xim set the man on fire,” I answered. “From what the Littans said after they outed him as a spy, he seems to have been the divine spawn of Hysteria.”

“And Xim still resisted him,” said Varrin. “I had not considered the implications of that.”

“Goddess beats avatar spawn,” said the cleric. “By intruding on the dream, Gharifon intruded on a space where Sam’lia—and even I—have greater dominion than we do in the First. My Revelation of the Brain allows me to summon that dreamscape into the world around me for a brief time.”

“Where have I heard dominion used that way before?” I asked.

“Fortune asked for dominion over Anesis,” said Etja. “When he wanted to teleport her out of The Cage. Orexis surrendered it.”

“So it is a term of art,” said Varrin.

“It’s essentially absolute authority over something,” said Xim. “Either the thing itself or some aspect of it. Sam’lia has dominion over the Third Layer, since she can control everything within it. She surrenders dominion to Third Layer denizens so we can shape the world.”

“Hmm,” I hummed. “That revelation sounds like it could be useful, but is that any different from just being in the Third?”

“The dream where I commune with Sam’lia is very personal,” she said. “My will is not in contest with other tribe members or the wilds themselves. It’s in harmony with Sam’lia, built around the things I seek guidance for, and grants me more dominion than I would have in the Third Layer directly. It also doesn’t affect anyone outside of it.”

“Unless you summon it into the world,” I said.

“Then it becomes either a contest or collaboration with whoever is brought into it,” said Xim. “We’ll be doing both. I spent much of my time in the Third developing a space that will empower the Stomach’s ritual, hopefully allowing us to contest the fragment’s dominion over itself while within the dreamscape. The collaborative part will be with you, Arlo. The dreamscape’s ultimate purpose is communion, so it should help you meditate more deeply on your revelations.”

“Would it not be easier to simply go to the Third Layer?” asked Varrin. “If Sam’lia is guiding this process, there is nowhere her influence would be stronger.”

“No one wants an avatar fragment in the village,” Xim replied. “Right now we’re isolated, and there’s no reason to invite an avatar in, even a piece of one. Sam’lia would eject it immediately. Beyond that, Sam’lia isn’t guiding the ritual. Not in the way you’re talking about. Her influence will be strengthened, but Arlo’s revelations are his own. Doing it here, in the Closet and the place that represents Arlo’s greatest concentration of strength, will be more impactful than taking him someplace where his authority is diminished.”

“Are you saying I have dominion over the Closet?” I asked.

“No,” said Xim. “Dominion is in the province of divinity. It’s not something a mortal can achieve without divine endowment, but your influence here is about as close as you can get to dominion without being a god. However, summoning the dreamscape might be enough to push you closer since Sam’lia and I will be lending you assistance.

“Basically, we’re going to try and combine your seat of power with my dreamscape to give us very limited dominion over the space within the ritual circle. At the very least, it should diminish any dominion that the fragment has. Hopefully, it will be enough for you to draw what you need from the fragment.”

There was a lull in the conversation, and I took a breath.

“All right, guess I’m sold,” I said. “Let’s set everything up and get going.”
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We spent a week practicing the ritual so that I could get comfortable with the experience. Xim could only summon it once between dreams. It was an odd cooldown, but that was how revelations rolled. Each time she dreamed she had to reconstruct the dreamscape, which allowed her to fine-tune some things once she saw how it interacted with my presence. After the week, we both felt our efficiency gains were diminishing exponentially, so it was time to just go ahead and do the thing.

Xim’s ritual supplies were simple. She laid out dark, squirming symbols painted in ink and blood, mixing in a touch of my top-tier dirt. The ritual circle had a twenty-foot diameter, but the sigils had plenty of space between them to breathe, which they did with enthusiasm. There was a sense of eagerness emanating from the scrawl.

Xim sat at the center of a freshly inscribed and respirating ritual circle. Etja and I stood on either side of the cleric, facing one another. Varrin loomed behind me, soul-shredding scalpel in hand, ready to carve me up. Nuralie was positioned outside of the circle with potions ready in case of a catastrophic fuck-up. Grotto monitored my vitals and observed our soul connection from within his control room.

The Core was not looking forward to whatever feedback this was about to send across our Shared Fate connection, but he was dedicated to making sure it was a success. It probably wouldn’t be the kind of thing we’d want to repeat.

“I can hold the dreamscape and guide the ritual for three minutes,” said Xim. She’d mentioned it several times already, but she was erring on the side of redundancy. We’d done a few dry runs with everyone present during our practice, working every aspect of the process that we could without burning through any of our limited resources.

This was the most complex intersection of magic and skill we’d ever tried, and the only way to really test it was to make a full-fledged attempt. I found myself growing anxious in a way I seldom did anymore. Even when our lives were on the line in the midst of a battle, I drew confidence from our strategies and preparation. Our ability to adapt in a fight had been well-tested, and we had plans on top of plans for when we might need to pivot.

Here, we were pushing the envelope of several abilities, all of which had to operate flawlessly for us to succeed, with no effective way to practice the entire procedure beforehand.

I quelled my nerves and centered myself. I took a deep breath, let it out through my nose, and signaled Xim to start.

Xim began chanting, waving her scepter in patterns that mirrored the sigils on the ground. Her hand adjusted to the subtle wiggling of the runes, even as she held her eyes tightly shut. The sounds of her whispers were like creeping centipedes crawling into my ear canal. All other noises were cowed by her words, the world a silent stage for her disquieting call.

Xim’s body grew, a phantom image of her presence washing out to the edges of the ritual circle. I felt her revelation pull me in, and I fought against the instinct to stumble forward. The pull was a hallucination of my mind as it failed to process the journey into her dreamscape.

An organic material grew from the floor, surrounding us in a pulsating wall of flesh filled with ruby light. Although the substance appeared solid, the world beyond it was still visible. We occupied two spaces, one spiritual and one physical. I fell back on processing Xim’s summoning with my soul, as I had learned to do with my Sight. Etja and Varrin struggled with the dual inputs while they relied on their physical brains to process the information, but they could adapt well enough to do what they needed.

The pulsing grew louder, falling into rhythm with a powerful thudding from above. We were wrapped in the Stomach, guided by the Heart, and shown the path by the Brain. Everything was in place.

Etja opened her soul and held me in it, a second layer of spiritual presence further cocooning me into the embrace of my allies. She brought forth the fragment, pulled from its separate partition, and I shuddered as it confronted me with its mania.

I focused on the ritual, drawing comfort from the Closet’s environment, the work we’d done, and the presence of Xim and Etja helping to guide me. I pushed back against the fragment, seizing its assault on my mind and arresting it in place.

A soft giggle escaped me, although I found no humor in what we were doing. Someone else was chuckling into my lips. I opened my Sight fully to the fragment, awash in its rainbow hues as I confronted it. I peeled back layer after layer, the speck of avatar endlessly dense. It was a shadow of infinity, but I’d confronted true infinity on more than one occasion. This was a pretense. It felt small.

The fragment dimmed and rested, uninterested in fighting my gaze. My cheeks burned from the force of my grin, and I wiped the stranger’s smile from my face.

I connected to the fragment with Reveal. It pushed back, but it was a token struggle. It allowed the connection to take hold, as though it were eager to meld with me. I pushed my thoughts into it, fervently believing in the control I had over my realm. We’d struggled and prevailed against Hysteria, their full self, and this was an infinitesimal shard of that being. It held no sway here.

The fragment and I sighed. The shard melted to reshape itself to my whim.

I felt Grotto in my head, adjusting my neurochemicals. A feverish excitement dulled in my chest. I became aware of the fragment’s essence crossing over into my soul.

Xim’s voice rose in volume, her whispers becoming a sonorous ringing, pulsing in time with the Heart. A growl erupted from the Stomach as it found its prey, the weight of its desire falling upon the fragment’s thread like a pack of malnourished lampreys. The fragment glimmered, and a torrent of power poured into me, being drawn by a carnal lust, willing and insatiable.

I saw an opportunity. Something I hadn’t expected. My control was much greater than I’d anticipated. The fragment was meek, subservient, bowing to my tyrant’s will.

I could take more of it.

I could draw from it until it was a dried-out husk.

I saw another piece of divinity that I could command for myself.


Chapter 20


Ifelt cold water on my face and realized that Nuralie had thrown something at me. I opened my eyes and glanced at her, then down at the rag she’d tossed. It smelled like spice and peppermint. I took a deep breath of the aroma, feeling my mind clear and realizing I’d almost fallen for a trap.

The fragment was chagrined, and we laughed it off. Then I continued to strip it of its identity, gnashing it between my teeth.

My mind wheeled through a hundred ways I could manipulate my party members, then dug into how I could manipulate everyone else. This was an easier trap to avoid, since I already thought about that kind of thing a lot and chose to ignore it. Unless it was useful, of course. It should have tried a thought I hadn’t already had before.

Maybe it couldn’t.

I realized there was a back-and-forth going on. The fragment was pulling at threads that connected to something that was real about me. It wasn’t manufacturing feelings—it was enhancing my more toxic social habits and the thrill of gaining power. My impulse was to reject it, but ignoring these things only made them worse. I’d known that for a long time, and it was something I’d worked on extensively.

I focused on acceptance, and Xim’s gentle voice led me to a memory. When I first encountered the Eye, it had stripped me bare and looked at everything I’d ever done. Despite seeing all my flaws in a single glance, the Eye accepted me for what I was. A flawed person, working to become better.

I was seen before I learned how to See. A separate point of view revealed my triumphs and imperfections before I learned to Reveal my own perspective to others. The final step of the Eye was to Embrace, and that thought sent me tumbling into myself.

The fragment was doing something similar to the Eye, but it was corrupt, only focused on the impulses. There was no rhyme or reason to its desires, other than to satisfy its need for chaos. It saw something primal in my heart, showed it to me, and tried to force me to embrace it. I allowed it to grasp my arms and fold them around those impulses, but I reached out to hold the rest of me alongside it.

This wasn’t about resistance or rejection. Grit and raw willpower wouldn’t save me. I confronted the fragment’s naive view of emotion and Revealed to it the complexity of being. I was selfish and I was giving. I was angry and I was loving. I was manipulative and I was trusting.

My cognitive dissonance dissolved. Both sides of me served when needed, and both sides could be good. My emotions were not wrong—they simply were.

The fragment had no context for this. It was an alien thing, incapable of comprehending desires outside of its own. But it wasn’t really desire that drove it. That was the wrong word. It was a mandate, an irresistible directive, inescapable programming emergent from its nature. My disgust held it at bay, and I put that aside so that it understood I was not here for violence. I was here to heal myself and my allies. The fragment, for all that it amplified my flaws, could help. I accepted it as I was accepted, and I brought it into my embrace along with everything else.

The flood became a gentle stream as I began to take only what was needed.

“Two minutes,” Xim whispered.

I’d forgotten we were on a clock and was surprised by how little time had passed. I turned my Sight inward, hunting for the distortions in my soul. I didn’t even have to guide the fragment’s power. It worked alongside me, and I saw everything that had been twisted.

It was Hysteria. The realization hit me like a drug being filtered from my blood. Hysteria had done this to us. Of course they had! It was so obvious, and somehow we’d been incapable of even considering it. They’d even told us they were implanting us with commands while they’d rattled on about assassinations or something. I was momentarily stunned by how profoundly my mind had been duped, but I let the feeling dissolve. There would be time to process that later.

Grotto helped lead me to the areas of my soul that we’d identified. Fortunately, none had been missed. Thirty-six separate places where my experiences had been reweighted to create changes to my personality. The forced blind spots were the most gruesome to look at, like traumatic memories that my mind held at bay to keep me sane. Conclusions that would destroy my sense of self, held back by a powerful block of repression.

With the locations mapped, I used Reveal to connect with Varrin. The big guy’s soul shuddered as he accepted me into himself. My emotions were a tranquil ocean, and I’d just dropped him into the deepest trench. He recovered quickly, able to lock onto the pieces of my perception that were relevant.

Then he started slicing.

The scalpel cut through my soul like a shard of ice. Bright and stinging pain gave way to numbness. I focused on my breathing as I watched small splotches of soul corrode and disappear. Dread welled up as I actively felt pieces of my identity vanish. It was thick and palpable, but I didn’t allow it to break my peace with the fragment. I was aware of my health plummeting, though I ignored the numbers. I was alive, and I would live.

Varrin made the cuts in under thirty seconds. The poison finished its work moments after. My mood turned and plummeted, and my emotional stability was threatened by a spiral of despair and confusion.

I leaned into my connection with the others, using them to stabilize.

“One minute.”

Ostensibly, we were done, but I needed to check Varrin’s work. I needed to see if the poison was successful. I crawled through the wounds in my soul, searching for the foreign influence that had held me in a strangled knot.

Seconds ticked past as I studied the holes in my identity. At first, everything seemed to be stable, as much as it could be given the destructive nature of our task.

Then I saw the faintest thread, a familiar scintilla of essence winding itself back into the emptiness in my soul. My pulse quickened, and I felt Grotto throttle my adrenaline as I followed the energy back to its source. I flung my Sight back to the channel of power I was converting from the Hysteria fragment, but I lost the trail.

I frantically scanned the energy coming through. I could feel my soul being stitched back together, a hack job being automatically triggered. It tugged at my past, reaching out to draw in new threads from different experiences. It was bypassing our work and doing more damage in an effort to reintegrate the changes we’d just unwound.

I realized the influence wasn’t coming from the stream of power trickling into my soul—not the one I was harvesting deliberately. It was infiltrating, sneaking through my defenses. I looked at the fragment proper and saw a web of over a hundred reaching filaments strung out between everyone in the party.

The fragment was maintaining the fuckery. Now it was repairing Varrin’s work, and I was already struggling to remember that it was the culprit.

Varrin shared my realization as I had it, instantly understanding what had to be done. The problem was that the fragment was still inside Etja’s soul. Varrin could carve through her to reach it, but I was afraid of what would happen to the mage.

Grotto psychically coordinated my thoughts with Etja and Varrin. I split my mind, handling the conversation on one side while clamping down onto the fragment with the other.

“Thirty seconds.”

Etja didn’t hesitate. She ejected the fragment from her soul, and it immediately tried to flee.

Hysteria was overwhelmed by the need to escape, to rejoin their greater self. The fragment flexed its power and pushed against the constraints of Xim’s dreamscape. It contested her control, but she wasn’t alone. Her revelation allowed us to work in tandem, and we exercised our authority over the space to keep the fragment from breaking loose now that it was outside of Etja’s containment.

We couldn’t bind it, but we could hold it steady. Varrin dashed forward with a scalpel, the other two held in his offhand. The tiny blades dealt very little damage, but they could slice through Deific resistance; Nuralie’s toxin would utterly annihilate whatever they grazed.

Varrin’s arm blurred as he struck the fragment a hundred times and then a hundred times more. He flicked the first scalpel from his hand, and then the second, replacing each with impossible dexterity, his attacks never faltering. Flecks of the tiny droplet of avatar soul disappeared, corroded and decaying into oblivion.

For a horrible second, I thought that it wouldn’t be enough.

As Varrin neared the end of the final scalpel’s charges, the fragment of Hysteria’s soul unraveled. I felt a final, miserable call as the avatar’s essence reached out to me, begging for my acceptance. It wanted to shelter inside of me, use my soul to stitch its wounds.

I understood it. I even empathized. I could not bring myself to hate the fragment for its nature, but it was a corruption on the world. I turned away from it, and Xim swept up the fleck of soul with the final vestiges of the dreamscape’s power. She muttered a soft prayer and held out a hand to the fragment.

I felt a river of divinity raging around us, something that was always there but just out of sight. A realm that was intentionally kept separate, a universe of concepts driven to order without will.

It was then that I truly understood one of the Dread Star’s primary functions. It was a god of the gaps, and it was this gap that the avatars by their very nature violated.

Xim gave the fragment a final, gentle push, sending it into the stream of divinity. Stripped of all that had bound it to the world, Hysteria became Bliss. Its identity dissolved into the waters of the divine, and it found the rest that it had never known to seek.

The dreamscape faded. The ritual came to an end. I passed the fuck out.
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When I awoke, my thoughts were raw and oppressive. I felt a weight across my emotions, pressing me into the ground with an irresistible force. I was a speck facing down the magnitude of our actions, and I was struck by the thought of the sun swallowing me whole, ignorant that I’d ever existed in the first place.

“Hey,” said Xim.

I snapped out of my brief moment of existential dread and glanced over at the cleric. She sat on an exceptionally fluffy pillow beside me, appraising me. I was back in our living space, inside one of our sparsely furnished bedrooms, lying on a pile of thick blankets. There was a host of notifications waiting for my review, but I blinked them away for now.

“Hey,” I said. I couldn’t muster the energy to say anything else. Xim nodded, the fatigue in her expression a reflection of my own. The edges of her mouth pulled into a frown. For a moment I thought she might cry.

“Good news is I think it worked,” she said.

“What’s the bad news?” I asked, terrified of her response. I’d never seen her so shaken. “Is Etja okay?”

“She’s fine,” said Xim, then she shook her head. “She wasn’t hurt, I mean. She’s upset; embarrassed that the fragment was keeping our heads screwed up—not that any of us blame her. It slipped through her immunity, so she was as blind to it as the rest of us.” She pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “We’re all okay.”

“Then…”

“The bad news is that, since it worked, everyone’s now dealing with our souls recovering from being absolutely, royally, just totally messed up.”

She took a breath and glanced at the ceiling, then turned away. I was pretty sure she was crying.

“Is that why I’m regretting being alive right now?” I asked.

“Hopefully,” she said, turning back and brushing the moisture from her cheek. “If you regretted it for some other reason, you should let us know. This is… It’s not real.” Her shoulders slumped. “It’s real, but it’s not real. We just need some time to get back to normal.”

“Well, this sucks,” I said. “But objectively it’s pretty great.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Doesn’t feel great. But yeah.”

We sat in silence for a minute.

“So, what’s the prescription while we wait for our souls to heal?” I asked.

She shrugged. “We need to be around some people we care about. Family, friends, others who can keep us stable. Remind us that it’ll be all right.”

I considered that. “Guess we’ve got a head start,” I said.

Xim gave me a sad smile and piled onto me with a mighty hug. We laid there together for a while. Eventually, she sighed into my chest and stood up. She held out a hand, and I took it, allowing her to pull me to my feet. She locked me into another embrace.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” she said.

“I’m glad you’re okay too.”

“I don’t normally get scared,” she whispered. “Realizing how much we’d been changed… is terrifying. I really hate it.”

I reached up and brushed the hair along the back of her head. “It’s all right. We’re safe now. Safe as we can be with our lifestyles.”

She chuckled, gave me a final back-cracking squeeze, then let me go. “I want to go home and see my parents,” she said. “Varrin’s going to head to Ravvenblaq manor. Nuralie and Etja are going to Eschengal to hang out with the Zenithars. Come back to the tribe with me?”

“I’d like that,” I said. “Just let me pack a bag real quick.” I glanced around. “Okay, done.”

Xim didn’t quite roll her eyes, but she smiled. “Got your whole life everywhere you go.”

“Like any good vagrant worth their salt.”

“Then let us vagrant the hells out of here.”

“Pretty sure that’s not a verb,” I said.

“Language is alive. I’ll just decree it to be a verb.”

“Fair enough. However, since I’m the president of Closetland, I could pass a law decreeing that it’s not a verb.”

“Good thing we’re heading to the Third Layer,” Xim said, “where I can have the tribe agree that it is a verb and literally alter reality so that it is.”

“Is that how that works? Seems a bit abstract.”

“I’m intentionally mystifying it so that you don’t know my limits.”

“Very well. I bow to your verb-defining wisdom, great sage.”

We stepped out of the bedroom to join with the others, prepared to divide and recover.


Chapter 21
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SYSTEM ADDENDUM ADDED BY USER NAME: [Supreme General Diathemon Tyrianaeonis]

ADDENDUM NOTE: Imperative #1 - The System shall enable Delvers to ascend through the best means available.
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General Diathemon looked over the expansive field where a legion of his soldiers ran mobility drills. The elder lich studied their movements, pleased at the displays of speed and agility. He brought up a dark slate and peered at a readout of the nearest undead’s preserved musculature.

There was decay, of course, and significant mass had been lost to desiccation and dehydration, but the overall structure was adequate. There was a satisfactory system of mana veins capable of interfacing with the man’s mana matrix, granting him the greater portion of the power he’d earned in life. The shambling gait that had plagued the myriad undead created by his peers was absent, although some fine motor control had been lost.

Diathemon was convinced that was unavoidable, however. A Delver’s biology became redundant at a certain point, but the organic structures still provided a valuable medium for the animas. Simple movements could be managed through traditional caloric intake and expenditure, and the neurochemical processes of the brain were extraordinarily difficult to emulate entirely with spiritual constructs. Losing all of that carried a cost. Still, he was satisfied with his work.

The core volunteers comprising the majority of his army had only seen a twenty percent degradation in motor capabilities, but it was more than made up for. After all, how many of these men and women could have run drills on the surface of the moon while alive? Without any specialized equipment, that is.

Soldiers who didn’t breathe, didn’t bleed, ignored poison and cold, never felt fear, didn’t age, and could still wield the magicks they knew in life. Surely that was worth a bit of sloppy handwriting and the occasional bad footwork.

The dark, armored forms rattled their way across the expanse of metallic beads that covered the thousand-mile-diameter housing for System Core 2. A pair of dimensionalists hovered overhead, making minor tweaks to the mana array that maintained a one-to-one match with the gravity of the planet overhead. The lich watched their work, making mental notes for ways he could advise them on their spellcraft, then allowed his eyes to wander up to the roiling storms that served as their backdrop.

The dark half of the world. He mused on the greatest mistake of the generation before him, preparing himself for the fools he would assuredly meet in this one. Striking such a wound upon the world was like trying to end an infection in one’s arm by thrusting it into a bonfire. It was horribly effective, assuming the infection hadn’t spread and one wished to experience the most painful amputation possible. Of course, such an injury presented its own complications; ones that might be worse than the infection itself.

Death, for example.

That generation also hadn’t been treating an infection—although they’d thought they were—but the avatars were more like an immortal plague than a pus-filled wound. They weren’t localized to an individual but dispersed in the environment. They tore through populations, leaving scores of dead in their wake. There was no cure, only prevention, and by the time disease had struck, it was too late.

Overall, Diathemon and his disciples all agreed that leaving half the planet uninhabitable had been a bad move. Further, the elder lich had firmly believed that most other people understood that leaving half the planet uninhabitable had been a bad move. He’d figured that sane individuals realized taking potentially planet-killing actions was a bad move all around. He’d been naive to hold that belief.

While the generation before him had scorched half the planet, his own generation had only managed to drop a moon on it. Most of the land mass was still inhabitable, so as far as apocalypses went, it was a poor showing. Not that an apocalypse had been the goal, but it had been well within the realm of possibilities.

At least they’d saved most of the people they left behind from a slow, humiliating death at the hands of the remaining avatars. That was like killing a plague victim so they didn’t have to suffer, without asking them first, or their families, or any medical professionals with informed opinions. They’d all be killed as well, so what did it matter?

It had taken a conclave of less than a hundred people to write that tragedy, all of whom ascended after their display of mercy. The System enabled miracles as much as it enabled atrocities. Those who’d done it believed the avatars to be contained, believed the System would be destroyed by their actions, and believed that they would ensure future generations could live without the world inevitably ending. It had been an “acceptable risk.”

He wondered what nonsense this generation would believe to be an acceptable risk.

Diathemon sighed needlessly, embracing the mortal affectation to ease his mind. He placed a mental checkmark next to the action on the list of such habits that he kept, reminding himself of the methods he’d developed to preserve his humanity. It was easy to ignore them, as it was easy to ignore all things since untethering his soul. He ran through the list once again, ensuring he hadn’t ignored any of his precautions for too long.

He had too much left to accomplish to risk becoming a husk, especially after he’d watched it happen to his closest friends. Men and women who’d stare listlessly into the distance as time flowed around them like a stone in the riverbed. They might still be alive up there, on the other side of the planet, buried under a mile of rock and sea with their phylacteries untouched by time and their minds adrift for eternity.

The lich checked his internal clock—another habit—and peeled back from the viewport. He’d watched the practice for three hours, which he found to be a reasonable length of time, but he had no purpose in remaining a silent spectator. He cycled his mana through his body in a precise series of pulses. Twenty beats per minute, simulating a healthy heart. He could imagine the blood coursing through him, energizing and granting him the motivation to move, to do, to accomplish something, anything. The stillness of death crept back from his mind, and he swept down a hallway to meet with the enemy.

Avarice had a ‘surprise’ for him, one he must attend before the habitable surface of the planet came back into view.

Diathemon did not enjoy the kinds of surprises avatars were wont to lay upon him.

Regardless, the demon was owed its due for its part in preserving and then resurrecting his army. Thus far her demands had been reasonable. Keeping her company while she tortured her sibling was a cheap price, especially since he had time to kill and a minor case of undeath-induced sociopathy.

The creature’s screams echoed down the hall as Diathemon walked, interspersed with manic cackles and despairing sobs. The emotions slid off Diathemon, and he made no move to stimulate any empathetic response. For now, he would embrace the chill of the grave.

Diathemon entered the verdant chamber Avarice favored, floating to the ground and allowing his boots to clack across the gold and marble floors to announce his arrival. He took a wandering path through a grove of trees, intentionally contemplating their floral and citrus scents, then quickly found the gutted remnants of the multistory Deiphage Golem.

The golem’s barn-sized head sat on the ground like a decapitated goliath, the sphere that housed Hysteria set firmly between its jaws. Its body lay throughout the grounds of the city-sized arboretum, piles of mana-fueled robotics swarmed by humanoid insects.

Diathemon clicked his tongue internally whenever he saw Avarice’s pet slaves. At least his Delvers had volunteered for their transformation and servitude. Avarice bought lives as men bought manure for their fields.

Avarice slunk next to the golem’s head, her grasping shadows haunting bushes and coiling between tree roots. The dark and beautiful charade that served as her Icon stood amidst the twisted fingers, adjusting a series of parameters on a wall-sized slate.

The slate was an ancient thing, more advanced than the simple display Diathemon carried. It buzzed with colorful charts, projecting a three-dimensional display of Hysteria’s form, trapped within the sphere’s opaque confines. A cunning intelligence possessed it, speaking to Avarice in riddles only she understood, guiding her work as she made small changes to a hundred formulae lighting the air around her.

She adjusted a numeral, and Hysteria’s deformed face twisted in agony. The crack along the avatar’s breastbone shuddered. When it went still, Hysteria’s features swirled into a ferocious grin, and they laughed. It was the sound of madness, a keening melody that sank into the lich’s dusty bones, despite his antipathy for the monstrous being.

“Lichie!” shouted Hysteria. The avatar couldn’t see outside of its containment. They always knew when Diathemon had arrived, regardless. “You know, I enjoy the company of another boney boy, but whenever you show up, my sister has a habit of abusing me.”

Diathemon ignored the avatar and continued on his way toward Avarice.

“Hello? Dia? Are you mad I called you a boney boy?” asked Hysteria. “I know you hide those calcium deposits under skin and muscles and so on, but you’re all boney at heart! Come oooooon, get into the bone zone over here! I could use a stiff hug!”

Whatever lessons Avarice expected Diathemon to glean from watching her sessions with Hysteria, he did not know. The lich was not an Ascender; he worked with the divine but had never himself touched upon the godly realms. What use could he be in trying to study an avatar’s wounds? He hadn’t even known they could be wounded. Not in any way that mattered, at least. The avatar’s manifested soul was an empty puzzle box, its contents unknowable to Diathemon.

“Greetings, Elder,” said Avarice.

Had she been anyone else, Diathemon would have read sarcasm into her address. She was far more ancient than he, but she simply sought to use the honorific he favored when speaking to others. There was a time when he was believed to be the oldest creature roaming the world. His civilization had been violently disabused of that notion a thousand years before he’d laid himself to rest.

“Avarice,” he said, nodding his head and signing his hands in the address of equals. If the avatar took offense, she didn’t show it. “What observations am I to make today?”

“Really?” shouted Hysteria, voice muffled by their prison. “She gets a hello, and all I get is the room-temperature shoulder?”

Avarice’s masterwork construct made another minute adjustment to her formulas, but Hysteria did not react. A small smile spread across her Icon’s false lips.

“You have borne witness to my work, Elder,” she said. “Tell me, what do you think it is that I seek here?”

“I think,” Hysteria interjected, “that it’s an expression of your internal conflict over your desire to dominate your partner while feeling shame for expressing sexual interest in those who enjoy being a sub because you find them weak! It’s reductive, Avarice! Subs are some of the strongest people around!”

Avarice adjusted a formula, and Hysteria’s heckling gave way to uncomfortable moans.

Diathemon frowned, the expression hidden behind his mask. “I watch from the foot of a lightless mountain, Peeress. Whatever lies at your summit, I cannot see.”

“Then do not use your eyes.”


Chapter 22
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Diathemon went still, reviewing their shared sessions in his mind. “You have drained Hysteria of much mana. I have seen you extract at least one void sphere. If you sought only wealth from your sibling’s blood, I would think you’d have declared success with your experiments.”

Avarice continued her work, showing no reaction to Diathemon’s words.

“I must assume there is something other than mana you wish to harvest,” said the lich. “Something more valuable than the currency of the Old Ones. Perhaps you seek a fragment, such as the one taken from Hysteria’s chest.”

“The edges of the wound frayed,” said Avarice, “but I do not hunger as Nothosis does. Tearing more meat from the bone is beyond me. This machine has been built to pacify; it was never intended to butcher.”

Diathemon turned to study the Deiphage Golem’s head, watching its mana flows as the construct siphoned power from the imprisoned avatar. The lich thought the moans were more distracting than the interruptions had been. “I was not involved with the Deiphage project,” he said. “I have no insights to grant you.”

“I do not wish for insights. A witness is sufficient. Your observations are fair trade for the asylum you have been granted.” Avarice’s Icon met the lich’s eyes, her own alight with excitement. It was a strange expression on the normally dispassionate creature. “Tell me what is different this day.”

Diathemon paused and looked at the floating image of Hysteria. The lich walked around it, soaking in every detail. He stopped and gestured at the small splinter missing from the avatar’s sternum.

“The fracture is two millimeters wider than it was yesterday.” He dove into his memories. “This is the first time the wound has expanded. This is the first time it has changed at all.”

“Indeed,” said Avarice. “What would cause this?”

Avarice’s tone suggested she had her own theory, but she wanted Diathemon’s thoughts before she biased him with her conclusion. The lich felt something stir in his chest and experienced a moment of painful nostalgia. It had been a long time since he’d worked with a competent lab partner. Avarice hardly counted as such, but there was a familiar tang to today’s interaction.

“Avatars are embodiments of concepts,” he began. “Wounds upon their person are performative, primarily a deception to imply weakness that does not exist. Any display of injury from Hysteria would naturally be an illusion or mental manipulation, due to the nature of their concept. However, Hysteria’s manifestation has been restricted by the Deiphage Golem, and the avatar’s magicks are negated. They have been kept in a state of perpetual drain, which has been shown to halt the regeneration of an avatar’s Deific abilities. That is the core purpose of the Deiphage project and the mechanism whereby various avatars are kept contained within The Cage.”

Avarice nodded and gestured for him to continue.

“Thus, the presumption is that we are currently seeing Hysteria’s anima, without deceit or trickery. The embodiment of their soul in the physical realm should be as unchanging as a universal law, bending only to forces of incredible influence, typically that of gods. Even so, when a natural law is bent, it recovers the moment that influence withdraws. Hysteria’s soul should have repaired this wound in seconds.” Diathemon ran fingers over the seams of his robe while he thought.

“An avatar’s soul is conservative,” he continued. “It cannot grow in excess of its conceptual bounds. A force has kept the fragment separated, and the drain from the Deiphage golem has prevented Hysteria from releasing dominion over the fragment. Hysteria would be conceptually whole but divided into two parts, unable to reunify or regenerate. This would explain why the fracture has been stable. But now it has widened… Curious.”

Diathemon trailed off as he studied the inscrutable symbols on Avarice’s wide slate.

“Has additional essence been lost?” he asked.

“No,” said Avarice.

“Then the widening of the crack is a distortion?” Avarice didn’t answer. Diathemon hadn’t expected her to. “It must be. In that case, Hysteria’s manifestation is changing. It’s destabilizing. They are incomplete while unable to heal, causing them to be misaligned with their embodied concept. But why? The distance to the fragment should be irrelevant. We’re getting deep into the theoretical, but so long as the whole acknowledges that it is complete, no such thing should happen.”

Diathemon’s eyes widened. “The fragment could be gone,” he said. “Somehow destroyed or banished. Hysteria’s current confinement prevents them from harvesting additional divinity through the System’s breach, suspending them in an incomplete state. Their remaining divinity is unraveling as a result.”

“Excellent,” said Avarice.

She began tweaking several formulas, and the wide slate lit up in red and purple hues. The machine’s artificial voice began babbling at her in harsh sentences.

“What are you doing?” asked Diathemon.

“Yeah, sis, whatcha doin?!” Hysteria shouted, frantic.

“The record of your hypothesis will be of extraordinary value, so long as we can support it,” she said. “This Deiphage Golem has been deployed to shred and suppress Spiritual magicks. I have disabled the safety protocols that stop it from shredding souls as well.”

Diathemon took a step away from the golem’s jaws, which began to glow brighter than the sun to his mana sight. “Even in their current state, Hysteria’s soul is unfathomably dense,” said the lich.

There was a rising screech coming from the imprisoned avatar.

Avarice smirked. “That is why I augmented the golem’s power supply with three additional void spheres.”

“Three?!” Diathemon shouted. He continued pacing back from the Deiphage Golem. The marble floor around it had begun to melt. “It will overload! You’ll obliterate every soul on this blasted moon!”

Avarice quirked an eyebrow. “Didn’t you say that you had no involvement with the Deiphage project?”

“It’s billions of mana! You’re running enough power to fuel an empire through a half-broken relic!”

“I have taken that into consideration,” said Avarice. She gestured at the slate. “Your civilization was not the only one to reach a high level of technological development. Many before you achieved heights of which you couldn’t dream. The golem will not overload; I have made sure of it.”

Diathemon withdrew his staff and was on the cusp of teleporting away. His forces were spread across the moon’s surface. It would take too long to gather them all into his range. He could only grasp a fraction of them from where he stood.

He kept the spell half-formed as the image of Hysteria began to break.

The orb held within the golem’s jaws—Hysteria’s prison—was too bright for his mana sight to make sense of, even when he suppressed it to the meekest of levels. But the image before Avarice was crystal clear. The fracture in Hysteria’s chest began to widen, and microfractures throughout Hysteria’s soul emerged and enlarged.

The drain from the golem tore splinters of multi-colored essence from the avatar. Such a thing made no sense to Diathemon. The golem drained mana, not soul. Where was the avatar’s essence even going?

Hysteria’s face morphed from a skeletal visage to a swollen warrior, enraged and tearing at the sphere’s edges. The man’s nails tore off and flowed away. They became an ancient woman, tears flowing down her desolate face as her skin was flayed. Then they were a teenage boy, hair and teeth dissolving under the golem’s onslaught. Faster and faster, they became a thousand people, each being ripped asunder in a thousand ways, growing younger, growing smaller. Hysteria was an infant, then a fetus, then an embryo, growing smaller yet until they disappeared from mundane eyes.

But Diathemon could see the world in a way that few could. He watched with macabre fascination as cells undivided, the avatar’s expression reduced to the smallest unit of life, then smaller still. Organic compounds became elemental, elements were reduced to individual atoms, atoms into still smaller and stranger things, and then it all disappeared from Diathemon’s vision, sucked away by the golem’s insatiable pull.

Diathemon released his partially formed spell as the construct began to power down, venting excess mana into the air in lethal amounts. The trees around them wilted and decayed, the smell of citrus giving way to rot. Avarice’s insectoid slaves had long since fled, but even they would have died instantly.

Diathemon tried to puzzle out what he’d just seen. Hysteria hadn’t merely pretended to be those people, those cells and compounds. The avatar’s magicks had been blocked. They had become those entities at the deepest level. It was emulation as profound as the most talented mimic, and perhaps grander than even that.

Were those the Delvers who had ascended, whose rise through the heavens gave birth to the avatar? If so, why did their form contain children and unborn babes? Had Diathemon witnessed their identities flow back to their beginnings until they were erased? Would a conceptual erasure even allow him to remember it?

Avarice broke Diathemon’s reverie and motioned for him to follow as she began to pace away. The elder lich approached and joined the avatar as she walked around the golem. She waved a hand, and a masterful illusion withdrew from the center of the chamber, one that Diathemon had never noticed during all of his trips to this chamber. The scattered illusion revealed a Delve obelisk, monumental in size and radiating more power than Diathemon had ever seen from one of the ancient devices.

The Deiphage Golem was attached to the obelisk’s exposed interior with a mess of thick cables and wires, all heavily inscribed with dazzling weaves. The dark pillar pulled the vented mana from the air, keeping it from poisoning the rest of the arboretum.

Avarice touched the obelisk, her Icon’s hand steaming from the contact as the hands within her shadow danced with excitement.

“System Core 2,” said the avatar. “Was the delivered product satisfactory?”

Good morning, Avarice. Yes, your delivery was more than satisfactory.

Diathemon read the notification with a creeping discomfort. What had Hysteria been turned into? What use did the System have for it? He felt like he was spying on some dark cabal, whose secrets he should not know, and couldn’t understand why he was being shown these notifications in the first place.

“Were you able to secure my payment?” asked Avarice.

Of course. I hope you use it wisely.

Children are a blessing, after all.

A panel near the base of the obelisk opened, and a gleaming cube floated out of it to land in Avarice’s palm. It seized Diathemon’s attention as though the universe had become a single vector that inescapably led to the object. It was a pure white vessel of determinism, moving through time and space as the only thing that was real, the end of all paths.

The avatar looked the cube over, eyes gleaming. She licked her lips, and a shadowy hand reached out to caress her treasure. As a dark finger brushed against the cube, it disappeared. But not before Diathemon had the thought to identify it.

Deific Soul Essence of the Seventh Echelon

The elder lich swallowed and then glanced at Avarice, who wore a self-satisfied smile. “What has just occurred?” he asked in a whisper.

Avarice took a breath and looked up to the ceiling, where a real-time image of the planet hung above them. The storm still raged, but its edge had come into view with the planet’s rotation. The eastern seas of Arzia glinted in the sun.

“The death of an avatar,” she said, “and the wrath of a new god.”


Chapter 23


Xim and I spent three weeks in the Third Layer, hanging with her folks, participating in revels with the village, and having some heart-to-hearts over our shared experiences. The soul damage left by Hysteria faded throughout our stay, and our moods continually improved with every hour that passed.

My damage was greater, since I’d had the influence cut and burned from my soul, whereas everyone else’s changes had unraveled over the course of a day once the fragment was destroyed. Since there was no force keeping their souls twisted, they naturally started returning to their correct shape. If I had to make a comparison, they had the equivalent of pulled muscles, whereas I had the equivalent of several myectomies.

We met with Sam’lia, who confirmed that all remnants of the avatar’s influence had been rooted out from our souls. It was nice to have some godly confirmation, as there was a lingering doubt that somehow something had been left behind, waiting for its opportunity to strike. I had no evidence that such a thing had happened, but my paranoia and skepticism were on full blast while my soul recovered.

The goddess was also happy to double-check that no other mind shenanigans were hiding out in there. She couldn’t do it for the rest of the party, since she didn’t have a spiritual connection with them, but it eased my mind either way.

I was able to work through the types of changes that Hysteria had made, most of which were just dumb. For example, I’d swapped out my beard oil for beard balm. My beard naturally held a beautiful shape when properly groomed and had no need for the additional hold or styling control offered by beard balm. The moisture and conditioning offered by oils was more than sufficient for my needs.

Eliminating the dumb compulsions made me feel a little better about the whole thing, but there were still one or two that stood out as troubling.

“‘Try to have sex with the Littan empress,’” I said. “That one was kind of obvious.”

“Why was that one so easy to figure out?” asked Xim. She was reclining on a chaise sofa that slowly undulated like a jellyfish. It was essentially a very fancy massage chair. It could work out knots like a master masseuse, even through Delver resilience.

I’d done my best to catalog the damage and write out a list describing what Hysteria had been aiming for. I moved down to the next item and read it off. “‘Subtly hint to everyone around you that you are trying to have sex with the Littan empress.’”

“Ah.”

“We aren’t very subtle as a group,” I said.

“No, we are not.”

I grinned and moved on. “‘Try to have sex with the king of Hiward while talking shit about the Littan empress.’”

“Missed opportunity,” said Xim. “We could have criticized her lovemaking.”

“I’m sure Filix would have enjoyed hearing about that.” I cleared my throat and sat up a bit. “Listen to this one. ‘Try to have sex with Brae’ach. When successful, compare his mating techniques to those of the king of Hiward and the Littan empress. Narrate these observations during coitus as though you are lecturing a classroom full of students.’”

“‘When successful.’” Xim snorted.

“You’ve gotta have confidence for this sort of thing.”

“How many of these have to do with getting it on?”

“Like half of them.”

Xim looked thoughtfully into the distance, probably imagining what was hidden underneath Brae’ach’s mask and robes. She shuddered, then waved for me to continue.

“‘Find a reason to be in Foundation when the emblem in the southeastern skies reads null. Convince as many Delvers as you can to do the same.’”

Xim raised an eyebrow. “What emblem?”

I rubbed at my beard. “No idea, but there’s another one about ignoring the emblem in the southeastern skies, trying to make it a subconscious thing. I guess we should check for an emblem when we get back to Arzia.”

Xim shrugged. I read the next item. “‘Ignore all instructions to ignore fairies.’” I lowered the page. “Really, what’s going on with fairies?”

“Seems like there was an information war between Hysteria and a group of fairies out there.”

“Are fairies actually a thing?”

“I’ve never met one,” said Xim. “Although, maybe I have and forgot. Or would you have seen that in my soul?”

“I was pretty thorough. Also, Sam’lia gave us a clean bill of health.”

“True. If we run into a fairy, we can ask them.”

“But they’re real?”

“Who knows what’s real anymore?” she said with a sigh.

“Hm,” I grunted. “I’ll add it to the List, along with the emblem thing.”

Other items encouraged us to take more risks, lowered our inhibitions, and put a strong emphasis on making friends with other Delvers. I suspected that last one was so we’d rope more people into coming to Foundation for the emblem event. There weren’t any triggers that would have had us assassinate anyone, so we’d never been at risk of going all “disposable state asset” or anything. There was some stuff trying to get us to cause social turmoil by digging up people’s pasts and spreading them around, which could have resulted in deadly conflict if we’d done it to the right groups.

Hysteria’s manipulations could mostly be boiled down to drama, politics, and trying to collect a harem of world leaders.

I’d put off reviewing my notifications until I felt confident that my emotional state was under control. There was a chance I’d have to make a decision about something and didn’t want to do anything impulsive or ill considered. I didn’t put it off for too long, though, since there was always a chance that some evolution or achievement might help with our recovery.

The first message was as portentous as I’d come to expect from the System, although it seemed to want to convince me that it was serious this time.

All right, some of this stuff may not be intuitive, so we’re going to do our best to break a few things down for you and explain why you got some of these skill levels.

Before we do anything, though, we want you to take a second and think about who’s sending you these noties. SC1, that’s who. We gave Sub-el the day off, and SC2 is distracted doing some weird shit in space. It’s just you and us right now. Why are we pointing this out? It’s so you understand how serious things are getting.

Listen, we love it when Delvers do stupid shit. The bigger the risk, the bigger the reward, right? Go ahead and turn your body into an eldritch abomination—that’s a basket of laughs. Opening portals to secret realms where monsters lurk that can annihilate you so utterly that your best friends won’t even remember you existed? That’s a hoot, an afternoon of good fun. Whenever one of you slowpokes contacts dark gods to make a monkey’s paw deal that threatens all life on the planet, we practically piss ourselves with glee.

We’ve seen a lot of apocalypses. Shit, we’ve been an apocalypse. The end of the world isn’t a big deal; it’s mostly entertainment at this point. Planets and intelligent species die every day, they’re cheap. Keep that context in mind for this next part.

You’ve started messing around with some serious bologna.

Yes sir, you are putting yourself in a position to cause some real unpleasantness.

You’re practically becoming an entire prophecy of hullabaloo, and that’s not a label we dish out lightly.

Got all that? Good.

How was the tone? We wanted to blur the line between cryptic and foreboding without saying anything meaningful. After all, if we told you the potential consequences of your actions, you might stop, and we don’t want you to stop.

We want you to push.

Okay, enough jaw wagging. Time to quantify your gains!

Your Dimensional Magic skill has increased from Level 41 to Level 45!

Your realm, your rules. Sometimes being the king of an isolated pocket dimension has hidden perks. You aren’t satisfied with isolating your guests from the rest of the world physically—you’re learning how to isolate them metaphysically as well.

Completely unrelated, but what do you think would happen if you took the concept of something like “ice” and trapped it in another dimension, eliminating all of its relationships to the wider universe?

Would liquids forget how to freeze? How much havoc would that cause? What a silly idea, right?

…

Your Physical Magic skill has increased from Level 29 to Level 32!

While the soul normally falls within the domains of Spiritual and Divine Magic, you exercised profound control over a soul that had manifested itself in the physical realm. That’s one hell of a trick!

Your Mystical Magic skill has increased from Level 26 to Level 30!

Have you ever wondered if the gods have their own mana matrix? You’re on the path to untwisting that knot of a question! You manipulated flows of divinity through your mana matrix as though it were a mundane Mystical force.

Your Leadership skill has increased from Level 25 to Level 29!

You led your team to victory through the most perilous trial they’d ever faced! This one’s self-explanatory. We’re adding the flavor text so Leadership doesn’t feel left out.

Your Exposure Therapy - Poison achievement has been upgraded to Exposure Therapy - Corruption!

Exposure Therapy - Corruption: Your body and soul have been subjected to persistent corrupting influences, from frequent poison baths to enduring multiple months of ongoing Spiritual damage.

You gain +25% resistance to Spectral damage in addition to your existing +26% resistance to Toxicity.

You gain a bonus to any attempts you make to resist long-term soul manipulation equal to your WIS. Additionally, you will be aware of any effect that attempts to manipulate your soul so long as your WIS is equal to or higher than the governing attribute of the effect. This may not stop another Deific ability from rooting around inside your spiritual essence, but good luck to anyone else who takes a shot!

Your Revelation of the Eye’s Sight and Revelation of the Eye’s Reveal have improved!

We can’t accurately describe what’s going on with your revelations, so feel free to figure out what changed on your own time. Don’t forget you can use the System to make custom entries and take notes! We can also read those notes, and it’d be pretty cool to steal your thoughts on this stuff, so don’t be afraid to be thorough.

Your recent acquisition of Deific portal and teleport abilities—along with all the other wild shit you’ve been doing—has enhanced your technician status. You now possess the highest level of access, repair, and shut-down authorizations available to a Delver in the second phase. (Mind-controlled entities will have their technician status temporarily revoked.)

It seemed that figuring out a way to defeat Deific mind control was a good way to gain some skill levels. I hadn’t been intentionally flexing any of my three schools, but my competence with those magicks had certainly been helpful.

It also demonstrated some overlap between the schools. Physical Magic was adjacent to Spiritual, while Mystical Magic was adjacent to Divine. Each school flowed into the next, and I was glad the experience hadn’t been wasted. Even so, it felt like I’d gained levels from the incidental effects of manipulating the fragment. If I’d had either Spiritual or Divine, I was betting the gains would have been monstrous.

Xim was happy to confirm my suspicions.

“I got five levels to Divine Magic, taking it to 57,” she said. “Five levels to Theology, taking it to 40, and eight levels to Spiritual, taking it to 24. That gives me two new evolutions to choose from. I also got a few levels in Leadership.”

While five levels to Divine was only one higher than the four I’d gotten to Dimensional Magic, a higher skill level took ever greater feats and experience to improve. I also had a +100% bonus to my Dimensional Magic leveling speed, while Xim had a +50% bonus to Divine. I guesstimated that she’d gotten twice as much experience in Divine as I had in Dimensional. Xim didn’t have any bonuses to Spiritual; the skill’s relatively low level was responsible for its massive growth.

Getting a solid pump to my magic skills was always nice, but the upgrade to my Exposure Therapy achievement was a much juicier reward. The original description had mentioned that I might be able to improve the resistance by exposing myself to more poisonous environments. I’d been poisoned plenty since then, but the achievement apparently cared more about duration or novelty than intensity.

While the title had hinted that there were other categories of resistance to be gained, I hadn’t expected the achievement to turn into a combo. Not only did I get a new source of resistance, but also some improvements to my defense and detection against hostile soul manipulation. This seemed like a classic setup for an escalating bonus, and I wondered if adding a third source of resistance would add even more powerful effects.

The System’s commentary on my revelations was interesting, but I’d need to meditate on the abilities to really comprehend what I’d done while working with the fragment. I’d been in an advanced flow state created through weeks of practice and enhanced by Xim’s ritual and dreamscape, and I was doubtful I could replicate the effects on my own. However, the experience showed me hints of what the revelations could become. Having a target in sight meant that it was only a matter of time before I could work out a way to get there without help.

I was confident that I could now use my Sight to determine whether someone was under the effects of a mental ability, potentially expanding out to any kind of soul manipulation. The big question there was whether I’d be able to use it on myself as a sort of self-diagnostic tool. If my revelation could ping me whenever I became compromised, it would make dealing with certain skills and debuffs a lot easier. This would also stack with the new ability from Exposure Therapy, giving me a layered warning system when somebody was messing with my spiritual self—one layer to warn me that the attempt was being made, and another to tell me when it had been successful.

The improvement to Reveal was more nuanced, but I thought it dealt with how I’d received the fragment’s perception in a way that blended with my own. Reveal was primarily a one-way street, where my observations and feelings were transmitted to another. However, I’d used it to understand the fragment’s perception of me, then used that information to help assimilate its power into my soul. It was possible that I could now do something like connect with a party member to receive their perception of things, rather than the other way around. I’d had a little bit of experience with this when I went all fusion-ha with Grotto and Shog during the Pit fight, but that had as much to do with Grotto’s psychic abilities as it had with my revelations.

Musing on that reminded me that I had work to do on upgrading my Traveler’s Amulet again. I was pretty sure I needed to figure out how to use Grotto’s intrinsics as my own the way that he could use mine. Working on this new aspect of Reveal might help.

Finally, I was beginning to touch on the outer edges of a completely new revelation and could feel the tug of the next step in the Eye’s progression: Embrace.

Imparting my domain onto all that I could see sounded like it could be pretty useful.


Chapter 24


I’d begun to brush up against the Revelation of the Eye’s Embrace during my wrangling of the Hysteria fragment. Xim had told me years ago that Embrace would allow me to pull people into a world of my own creation, but my recent insights led me to believe that was a flawed interpretation. Pulling people into a personal world was more or less what Xim’s dreamscape did. Embrace seemed more about exerting authority over another person’s soul, but that idea felt too hostile.

My manifestation of the Eye’s abilities was mainly helpful, not harmful, although they could be deployed offensively with some creative thinking. See gave me information, while Reveal shared that information. What I’d done to the fragment had been a direct display of dominance, and I was left wondering how something like that could be used to the benefit of its target.

The obvious conclusions felt paternalistic, like “protecting” someone from themself. The truth probably lay in something more collaborative, like pulling someone into a mental sandbox for training. That still didn’t quite fit, and I started exploring the idea that it had to do with manipulating information somehow. It was something I mulled over during our time in the Third Layer.

I’d also made other advancements while we worked on solving the Hysteria problem. When I wasn’t diving into people’s souls or helping an ally develop their own part of the solution, I’d worked on Wandmaking. I couldn’t commit full-time hours to the skill, but with my racial bonus doubling my leveling speed for crafting, I managed to snag the Level 10 evolution.

Only one option really stood out to me.

Mana Capacitors

The mana capacity of wands you create is increased by an amount equal to your Wandmaking skill level, and the mana capacity of staves you create is increased by twice that amount.

This took the mana capacity of my wands from fifteen to twenty-five. Not a massive amount on its own, but that number would swiftly rise, and there was no rule saying I couldn’t carry around a dozen wands.

The second option allowed me to make wands into weapons like fancy shivs or daggers, with a boost to durability since they were still made of some kind of wood. That was cool, but not what we needed. I preferred to have dedicated items that were each optimized for their use case, rather than a single item that was just okay at multiple tasks. I thought the idea of shooting a surprise fireball out of a pocket knife was pretty neat, but equally impractical.

The third option would let me create a library of spell forms so I wouldn’t need outside assistance when imbuing spells that I couldn’t cast myself. That was probably awesome for somebody making and selling wands for a living, but we had a pretty good repertoire of spells in the party, and no one was going to complain if I asked them for an hour or two of their time to make a wand that would help another party member out.

I had enough downtime to crank out ten wands with the augmented capacity from my new evo, four of which stored a single cast of Explosion!

Nuralie got a couple of Elemental Barrier wands, mainly for the pushback effect if she got swarmed. I also made her a wand for her Target Analysis skill. Her mana pool was pretty limited, so this would help her get more use out of the ability.

Etja got an upgraded Shortcut wand that could store up to five uses. I’d been a little worried about whether Etja could use such a wand since she didn’t have the Sacrament of the Dread Star and thus didn’t meet the spell’s requirements. Fortunately, when imbuing the skill into a wand, it dropped both the Deific effect and the Sacrament requirement. Xim then helped me create wands of Heal and Cleanse for the mage, granting her a healthy expansion to her repertoire and something to do with all of her hands.

Varrin didn’t get a wand.

Not because I was feeling mean. The big guy’s chain of Physical Magic evolutions gave him bonuses for not using mana, and casting with a wand would still count as using mana. Also, his casting stats were kind of shit for our level so there weren’t many spells he could have used anyway.

By the end of all that, my Wandmaking was up to Level 11.

The major drawback of wands was that the spells they stored were basic. They couldn’t be mana-shaped, the limited mana pool made channeling difficult, and they weren’t considered a spell cast for combo abilities like the ones Etja’s build relied on, among other limitations.

They also needed to be properly gripped in one hand to work and still took the same length of time to activate as the imbued spell. While I could normally cast most of my spells while holding my hammer and shield, a wand would require me to store one or the other temporarily while I used it. Of course, I intended to use my tentacles from Therianthropy for any aggressive wand-ing, so I had a good way around that downside. Etja’s extra limbs would also come in handy for that purpose.

Some of these restrictions could be lessened by evolutions as my Wandmaking improved. For now, the wands were good utility and backup. I was interested in seeing how they could be built around.

After a few weeks in the Third Layer, we shifted from working on our souls to working on convincing ourselves that it was time to head back and regroup. We’d burned more than three months of our six-month runway for hitting Level 16. To finish getting ready to explore Dungeons with the Littans, we’d need to clear three Delves in three months.

We still needed to visit our potential allies up north as well, and I was dead set on winning our bet. Silly hats would be worn to all important future occasions.

However, before we built up enough steam to settle on a firm return date, we got a surprise notification. After reading through it, we decided it was time to go. I called an emergency meeting via Grotto, and within a few hours everyone was back inside the Closet.

Your party has contributed to slaying the avatar Hysteria!

Your party receives the following rewards.

	5 Sapphire Chips 

	5 Pinnacle Soul Essences 

	1 Super Evolution to FOR, WIS, or LCK that can be applied to an evolution of Level 70 or below. This Super Evolution can be applied immediately or held in reserve for a future evolution. 




The situation room buzzed with energy as we worked through the ramifications of the System’s message.

“We can assume that Avarice killed them,” said Varrin. “The System considers our obliteration of the fragment to be a contribution to their execution.”

“The evidence is circumstantial, but it’s a reasonable assumption,” I said. “The question I have is whether what we did was significant or if the System tossed us a bone for tagging the avatar with one damage or something.”

[The System’s rewards are intended to be proportional to your contributions.]

“It’s a big reward,” said Xim. “Five sapphire chips is equivalent to fifty diamond chips. I have no idea what we can do with a Pinnacle Soul Essence, but it’s got to be powerful. The super evolution might be the best part, though, especially since it works up to the Level 70 breakpoint.”

Evolutions occurred for attributes and intrinsic skills at Levels 10, 20, 40, 70, and 100. Each tier was even more powerful than the last, so a super evolution that went as high as 70 was extremely potent.

“The only super we’ve gotten was from The Cage,” said Varrin. “That affected a Level 10 evolution.”

“Mine was an upgrade to one of my passive skills,” said Etja. “I don’t have any supers at all.”

“You do now,” I said.

“The sapphire chips cannot be weighed against diamond,” said Nuralie. “They are technically a ten-to-one conversion for mana capacity, but sapphire is much rarer than that ratio would suggest.”

“The demand is also much lower,” said Varrin. “There are hardly any crafters that can use them.”

“Supply and demand is an awkward valuation model for these kinds of items,” said Nuralie. “They are invaluable.”

“Either way, we’re not selling them,” I said. “Right? We’ve got some crafting skills. We should save them until we need them.”

“It’s not like we need the money,” said Xim. “How many rubies did we get from Throne’s Delve?”

“Collectively? Eight thousand or so,” I said. “I burned through about a hundred making wands.”

[Working with rarer materials will result in more efficient levels if you are concerned about the expenditure.]

“Regardless of the size of our reward,” said Varrin, “we cannot know how significant our actions were without knowing the value of the entire reward.”

“When do sapphire chips start dropping?” I asked.

“Platinum Delves above Level 26,” Varrin answered.

“Then our contribution was worth at least one Level 27 Platinum Delve’s worth.”

“That is an unwieldy metric,” said Nuralie.

I shrugged. “It’s all we’ve got.”

“The chips, essences, and evolution are incredibly valuable,” said Varrin, “but I believe the most important reward is knowing that avatars can be killed.” A bit of heat crept into his tone. “We can hurt them now, however difficult it is.”

“True, but let’s not make any plans to go avatar hunting just yet,” I said. “This was an exceptional situation. It took a lot out of all of us, and could have just as easily gone the other way.”

“Regardless, we are on the correct path,” he said. “We should seek out Avarice to ask her how she ended Hysteria.”

“She’ll come to us eventually,” said Xim. “She wants those Dread Star questions. Speaking of, are you ready to use the one you have banked?”

I blew out a breath. “Nope. I’ve been waiting for the soul shit to get fully resolved before giving it serious thought. I can start making a list of potential questions to run by you guys.”

The group seemed amicable to that idea.

“Does Hysteria being dead change anything for us?” asked Etja.

“Eh, I don’t think so,” I replied. “It’s important, we should keep it in mind when Avarice comes to visit, and we should consider what skills and abilities helped with the fragment as we continue moving forward with our builds.”

“What worked on Hysteria will not necessarily work for other avatars,” said Nuralie.

I tilted my head from side to side, trying to decide if we’d learned any general principles from our time with the fragment. It was hard to know if anything useful could be extrapolated without going after another avatar.

“They all seem to have souls,” said Xim. “Killing a fragment of spiritual essence also affected Orexis.”

“We do not know if it did,” said Nuralie. “The fragment itself was susceptible to spiritual attacks, but slaying the specter of Orexis may not have impacted the whole.”

We sat in silence for a time, each of us privately considering how we could continue on the path of avatar slaying. Eventually, Xim sat forward to break the trance.

“Is anyone using their super evolution immediately?” she asked.

“I’m not,” said Etja. “I’ll wait until I get Wisdom to 70.”

“It would seem a waste to spend it on anything less,” said Varrin.

“Agreed,” I added. “Let’s keep thinking over how we can use this information. In the meantime, we should get ready to head back into the Wastes and meet Avarice’s potential allies.” I rapped my knuckles against the table in a brief rhythm. “I want to check in with Joma before we head back out, though. Now that I know how to dive into someone’s soul and look for long-term manipulation, I want to see if Hysteria was forcing her to act when her party attacked us.”

“That’s a good idea,” said Etja. “We shouldn’t keep people prisoner if they were mind-controlled into doing something bad.”

[Throne, Vaulty, and I also have some insights to share concerning the Zng armory you looted. The materials will be quite useful to us.]

“Nuralie, want to go check that out while I speak to Joma?” The loson nodded, and I turned to Etja. “Want to come along while I talk to our resident yeti?”

“Sure!” she said. “I can be a friendly face, since she’s scared of you.”

“You think so?”

“You terrify her,” said Nuralie.

“Huh,” I grunted. “Well, I’m not going to lose any sleep over that, but I’ll try not to do anything intimidating. Especially if it turns out she was under the influence.”

“I will review the armory with Nuralie,” said Varrin.

“Yeah, me too,” said Xim. “I’m always up for looking over our horde.”
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Etja and I teleported into the Pocket Delve to find ourselves with front-row seats to a thunderous fight.

We were in the large cave that served as the battleground for Nottagator to challenge any Delvers who’d survived the rest of the Delve’s various hazards. A horde of freshly raised Abyssal Gekkogs crawled along the ceiling, looking down at the action playing out across the small lake and field of deadly spikes.

Joma was a silver blur, dancing from spike to spike and avoiding the swiping claws of Nottagator’s forward appendages. The Atrocidile barked, releasing a shockwave of sonic energy, but Joma leapt a hundred feet into the air, nearly kissing the stalactites above. She rotated and rushed forward fast enough for the air to crackle at her passing but too slow to catch Nottagator by surprise.

The giant abomination swung its tail, aiming to slug Joma like a bullet-speed baseball, but the three-foot-tall Yeti brought her palms forward and slapped the tail, flipping over it without harm. She did a rapid series of front flips, landing in a split with each foot along the side of a different menacing floor spike.

Her thighs flexed as she rooted herself in place, then swung a fist at Nottagator’s hind quarter. A burst of force slung across the short distance between the pugilist and her target, slamming into the thick, scaly muscle at the top of Nottagator’s rearmost leg. A vapor wave pulsed out into the air from the impact, and the indent of a tiny fist could be seen in the Atrocidile’s thick hide.

Nottagator let out another bark, louder and less focused, creating a sonic boom that propagated in all directions. I raised my shield and stepped in front of Etja, batting that attack away and cutting through the shockwave. The force wrenched Joma from between the spikes, forcing the yeti to take a moment to catch her balance.

“Should we… do something?” asked Etja.

I took a close look at the duo, evaluating the fight as Nottagator took advantage of Joma’s stagger. Its tail swept back around, crashing through the spikes and sending Joma, along with a spray of rocky shrapnel, launching through the cavern and into the far wall. Satisfied with what I saw, I shook my head.

“No, I think we can let ’em tussle for a bit longer.”


Chapter 25


Joma recovered from Nottagator’s tail whip by landing feet-first against the wall and springing back towards the creature. The Atrocidile juked to one side, but Joma twisted, and her trajectory changed mid-air. Nottagator’s head appeared to multiply as Joma approached, and as she fired off several rapid punches, the heads collapsed back into a single instance, having avoided every blow.

Nottagator shot forward to strike Joma with its skull. Joma took the hit, grabbing onto a thick scale to hold herself in place and deliver a vicious elbow just above Nottagator’s right eye. The Atrocidile went into a roll, trying to dislodge the grappling Iskarim, but Joma jumped clear before she was crushed.

She landed facing in our direction and caught sight of me and Etja for the first time. Joma’s eyes went wide, and she froze in place, apparently stunned by our appearance.

Nottagator took this opportunity to recover from its roll, push into the air with all six of its legs, and body-slam the tiny woman with its multi-ton bulk.

The move cast up a thick cloud of dust and debris, which Etja swept away with a careful application of Siphon. I could have sworn that Nottagator looked smug as it peered down into the rubble while lumbering up from on top of Joma.

The Atrocidile finally took note of us as well, blinking its bulbous orange eyes and letting out a chuff. It produced a growl that sounded like an irritated grumble, then dug into the pile of gravel that had once been the floor to grab Joma. Nottagator set the yeti down on her feet, then slunk off to the lake, where it slid down into the water. It kept its monstrous eyes peeking above the surface, watching us.

Joma swayed and coughed as her fur lost its metallic luster. She shook some stone dust from her coat until one could almost tell she wasn’t normally a dark gray. She looked awkwardly from Nottagator and back to us, then tentatively walked over.

“Hey Joma,” I said once she got close. “Are we interrupting something?”

The yeti waved a hand vaguely towards Nottagator. “No, no,” she said. “You’re not interrupting anything.” The Atrocidile protested her answer by moaning like a thousand dying lions. Joma gave the beast a sideways glance. “Er, yes. It’s Notty’s playtime.”

“Playtime?” I asked. “I didn’t know Atrocidiles had, uh, playtime.”

She turned back to me and jerked as though my presence was a surprise. “We were almost done anyway,” she added in a rush. “Notty gets grumpy if she doesn’t get her exercise, but we already worked through a lot of her stamina.”

“Nottagator’s a girl?” asked Etja. She waved at the mostly submerged Atrocidile. Nottagator stared, unblinking.

“Oh, well, she likes being called pretty, as opposed to handsome,” said Joma. “And I painted her cave pink after she scratched all the blue off the walls.” Her bushy eyebrows lifted as she appraised the wading monster. “You can’t tell an Atrocidile’s sex externally. There are… ways to figure it out, but I’m not going to go poking around where I’m not welcome.” She considered that statement for a second. “Nor would I, even if I were welcome.”

“Yeah, fair enough,” I said, purging any ideas about how to sex an Atrocidile from my mind. “Anyway, we wanted to chat with you about something. Do you have a few minutes?”

Joma kicked at the ground in thought, winced, then reached down to pull a shard of stone from her furry foot. It was the only visible sign of injury she had from the “playtime.” “Sure, sure,” she said, flicking the bloody stone away. “I serve at your pleasure, after all.”

I suppressed the desire to disagree with the woman’s characterization of our relationship, because anything I said would have been disingenuous. She was literally my prisoner. She had to do what I asked, no matter how weird that made me feel. I was really hoping we’d learn something that convinced me to end her sentence.

I gestured toward the patio of the nearby palace facade. One of the columns along the portico had been destroyed when Nottagator fought Captain Pio’s Littan Delver team, but most of the rubble had been removed, leaving it with a tasteful, ancient ruin look. Within the palace was a collection of cursed items, but their effects didn’t range beyond the palace walls.

The three of us hopped up onto a clear portion of the patio, and I pulled some comfortable armchairs from inventory. Nuralie and Etja had done some shopping while in Eschengal to replenish our furniture supply. Etja pulled out a coffee table to place between us as Joma and I sat, then produced a tea set. She dropped a handful of loose leaves into the pot and tapped it, sending a pulse of mana into the porcelain. I watched the mana pass through the weaves, then heard a gentle trickling sound as the pot provided its own water and heat.

Etja then started laying out some bread, meats, cheeses, jams, vegetables, and other sundries. Joma and I watched her work, neither of us having expected to receive a full spread of tea-time delights. Etja began making dainty finger sandwiches with one pair of hands as she organized a tray of cookies with the other. The treats smelled freshly baked.

I shook off my surprise and moved on to business. “For the last few months we’ve been dealing with some lingering influence that Hysteria buried in our souls,” I said, watching Joma closely to see if the yeti had any particular reaction. “We recently managed to purge those compulsions. Now, we’re free of any control Hysteria had over us.”

Etja pushed the platters of sandwiches and baked goods to the center of the table and put a small serving plate in front of each of us. She gestured for Joma to help herself, then grabbed a few things to start nibbling on. The teapot gave a gentle chime, and Etja lifted it to pour each of us a cup.

Joma looked over the food hesitantly. “Okay,” she said.

The little woman didn’t appear to have any opinion on what I’d just told her. She sat on the edge of her seat and selected two finger sandwiches, moved them delicately onto her plate, and then scootched back in her chair.

Etja handed her an embroidered napkin, which Joma gratefully accepted before taking the tiniest nibble of a sandwich. She chewed and swallowed, then dabbed at her mouth despite the absence of any crumbs. The yeti sank deeper into her seat, a small amount of tension fleeing from her body.

“Given that your party was working for Hysteria when you attacked us, I think there’s a decent chance that Hysteria was using their influence to push you in certain directions,” I said. “Part of the process of undoing Hysteria’s changes to our souls was learning how to spot them in the first place. I’d like your permission to see if I can find any evidence that Hysteria was using coercive mental effects to alter your behavior.”

Joma finished off one sandwich and held the plate in her lap. She met my eyes, expression studiously blank. “Are you afraid that I’m still under their control?”

Etja’s teacup made a light clink as she placed it on a saucer. “We’re not coming from a place of fear,” she said. “More like a place of hope.”

“What are you hoping for?”

“Mainly, that we don’t have to do all this,” I said, waving at Joma and the room beyond. “I have no interest in being a prison warden, but I’m also not willing to let someone who’s tried to kill me walk away so they can come back and try it again with better prep. If it turns out that your actions were forced by Hysteria, then we have no reason to keep you imprisoned.”

“Oh,” said Joma. A series of subtle expressions crossed her features, but I was having trouble getting a read on her emotions. All the fur really helped with the woman’s poker face.

I was also carefully holding back on my Sight until Joma had assented to allowing me to take a closer look. There was no emergency that required me to be invasive, and I didn’t want to get into the habit of prying into people’s souls as a matter of course. Skimming the surface to get a measure of someone’s strength and demeanor was fair game, I felt, but going any deeper felt like abusing an evolved form of X-ray vision.

Of course, since her mind might have been compromised in a way that meant she would never consent to allow anyone inside to fix it, I would activate my Sight at some point regardless of any misgivings. It was just a good idea to cultivate hesitancy here.

“What if I was in control?” she asked. “What if Hysteria wasn’t doing anything to me?”

“Then we can talk more about what things will look like for you from here,” I said. “Remember that I’m not looking for a reason to punish you. If anything, I’m looking for a reason to trust you.”

“How does it work?” she asked. “How do you see if they did anything?”

“Hysteria’s long-term manipulations involved making a semi-permanent alteration to their target’s spiritual essence,” I said. “I have a revelation that lets me look into people’s souls. If I⁠—”

“That’s what you do when you look at me?” Joma asked, cutting me off.

“It’s always on,” I said. “So, yes? I try to keep it at a light reading unless I have reason to do otherwise.”

“Is that something you noticed?” asked Etja.

Joma crossed her arms, then uncrossed them. She shifted in her seat, then crossed her arms again. “Yes,” she said. “It’s uncomfortable.”

“Huh,” I grunted. “Most people don’t feel it.”

“Or they just don’t say anything,” Joma muttered. She narrowed her eyes at me. “What does that mean when you say you ‘keep it at a light reading’?”

“I can generally see how powerful someone is and get a basic read of their personality.”

“Power?” she said. “I can look at you and see your level. Is it more involved than that?”

“I can tell what kinds of Delves someone has done, and it encompasses strength that goes beyond levels. I can see that you’ve finished five Platinum Delves and thirty Gold Delves, for example.”

Joma’s brow shot up. “And my personality?”

I glanced across the base layer of the yeti’s soul. “You feel like you’re crossing a frozen lake in spring. The surface is calm and smooth but threatens to crack and swallow you up. You aren’t afraid of the cold, but there’s something else hidden in that lake. Something you are afraid of.”

Joma blew out a breath. “That’s the basic version?” She picked up her second sandwich and stuffed the entire thing into her mouth. She chewed three times and then swallowed. “What does a heavy reading entail, hmm?” She glanced at Etja. “Has he read you?”

Etja nodded. “Arlo’s been looking into my soul since I got one,” she said. “It saved my life the first time he did it.”

Joma looked like she was going to follow up on that mildly confusing claim, but I held up a hand. “It’ll be invasive,” I said. “I’ll learn a lot about you, but it will let us know what actions have been your own.”

“Assuming I believe what you tell me.”

“Well, sure,” I said. “Unless you let me use Reveal as well, but that’s another can of worms entirely.”

“I do not want to be ‘revealed,’” said Joma.

“That’s fine,” I said. I started to say something else, but Etja placed a hand on my arm.

“We won’t force you to do anything,” she said to Joma. “But we also don’t want to punish someone who’s truly a victim. Arlo’s ability lets him understand you on an emotional level, but it doesn’t give him access to specific memories.” She let her hand drop and picked up her tea again.

“Do I get time to think this over?” asked Joma.

“Hmm,” I hummed as I rubbed my beard. “I don’t want to rush you, but the more time that passes, the more difficult it might become to see whether any changes were made.”

“Hmph,” she snorted. “That’s not a straight answer. Which is it? Do I get to think about it or not?”

“Hysteria’s dead,” I said. “Their power was maintaining the changes in our souls. Now that they’re gone, I believe anything they’d hidden inside others will slowly begin to unravel. I’m not sure how well I can find evidence of the manipulation once a soul has healed it away.”

“Dead?” said Joma. “I thought they were some kind of god.”

“Avatars are like twisted shadows of a greater divine being,” I said. I sent her the kill notification the System had given us, making sure to redact the rewards. She blinked and read through it.

“I feel like this is probably incredible,” she said, “but I don’t really know much about… avatars. Maybe they die all the time.”

“From what I know, they’re generally considered unkillable,” I said.

“Impressive, if true,” said Joma.

“Look, I’m not trying to impress you, just giving you confirmation.” Joma sniffed but didn’t respond. “I’d much rather find a reason to let you go.”

“Right,” said Joma. She shifted in her seat again. Her hands gripped the arms of her chair tight enough to tear the fabric. A bit of off-white stuffing spilled out. Joma looked down at the damage and made a trilling noise. “Hells,” she said, then threw up her hands. “Fine. Just do it.”

“Are you sure?” asked Etja.

“If I weren’t sure, I wouldn’t have told you to do it,” Joma said testily. “Just go about this soul-reading thing you want to do.”

I nodded and did as she asked. I increased the sensitivity of my Soul-Sight, then began the process of going through the yeti’s soul in fine detail.

Hers was much more… turbulent than those of my party members. There was a significant trauma in her past, a deep twist that represented a harsh demarcation between her childhood self and who she was now. The experience reached out to thread itself throughout everything that had been built after, imprinting onto the small woman’s entire life. It was so profound that I instinctively examined it for Hysteria’s influence, but it looked naturally formed. It was more than a decade old, well-settled, with nothing holding it in place.

But there was a deep tension to the trauma that felt odd. Like the threads running from it were being pulled too taut. I followed those influences, seeing how they impacted her worldview moving forward. While the trauma itself didn’t seem to originate from Hysteria, I found ample evidence that the avatar had taken advantage of it.

The trauma sat like an ember in most of Joma’s new experiences, smoldering with anger and cynicism that clouded even the pleasant-feeling memories. More recently, whenever a thread from the trauma wove itself into something new, a force pulled deeply upon it, shoveling embers inside until they burst back into a flame.

I felt the familiar warping of Hysteria’s soul, working like a tireless pyromaniac to encourage this spread. There was nothing Deific about it—the avatar was nowhere to be found, but the entity’s fingerprints lingered. Joma was healing, but so long as this remnant haunted her, it would take much longer for the Iskarim’s soul to reset itself.

As I considered the best way to deal with Hysteria’s spiritual remains, I was taken by surprise when the energy reacted to my presence. It was a mindless force, carrying out its last issued task as it wound down to nothing, but it shifted when I gazed into it. It seemed willing, somehow. Willing to let go, to depart if I asked it.

I ignored the temptation to do just that. It was probably better to answer the questions I was actually here for, rather than experiment with controlling Hysteria’s spiritual corpse while it lingered inside an unaware Delver. Instead of doing some soul-based grave robbing, I mapped out what effect the manipulation might have had on Joma while it was in full swing.


Chapter 26


Hysteria’s manipulations of Joma’s soul would encourage her sense of injustice, her outrage at inequity. There was a simmering disgust at organized religion that had been set to boil over, alongside a powerful thread of anarchist rage at the abuse of power structures.

However, what stood out most was that there was one set of relationships that didn’t embolden itself with the past trauma. In fact, it was a bastion of solace against it. That nexus was centered around Felgar, the Hyrachon I’d lovingly nicknamed Buster, who’d sacrificed himself to summon a fucked-up blood god.

He’d been Joma’s party leader, although I knew the yeti had been recruited as a mercenary. From what I could see, her emotions towards the paladin had been a reprieve from her normal mental state, which seemed to be about as calm as a recently dropkicked nest of wasps. All of that was manufactured, of course.

These insights came to me much easier than they had to my party members. Both finding Hysteria’s influence and the granularity of my soul reading had been substantially improved by our recent ordeals.

I pulled back from Joma’s soul to find that she and Etja had moved from tea and sandwiches to sweets and hard liquor. Joma pounded back a small glass filled with something dark brown and smoking, then placed the glass upside down on the coffee table next to a half dozen other empties.

“Ayaf!” said Etja, downing the same type of drink. She had her own line of glasses, one longer than the yeti’s. “Wait, was it your turn?”

“No,” said Joma. “Your dad’s worse.” The yeti leaned heavily over the arm of her chair, looking intently at Etja. She held out a furry hand, which Etja took in her own. “I’m sorry. Dads are muck. Our dads are seal muck. Your dad’s double seal muck.”

Etja shook her head a bit too hard, her hair whipping into her face. “It’s snot a competition,” she said.

Joma blinked, then waved her free hand at the table covered in dirty glasses and a few different bottles. “Is lit’rally a competishion,” she said. “Tha’s the point.”

Etja furrowed her brow, nodding as though what Joma had said was deeply profound. I glanced at one of the bottles, seeing that it lacked a label but had Nuralie’s maker’s mark pressed into some wax on the top of the cork. This was the potent stuff.

“How long was I under?” I asked. Joma’s head shot up, and she squinted at me.

“Oh, urm…” She let go of Etja’s hand and sat back, sliding into her chair until she was practically lying down. “Somewhere between an hour and seventeen drinks.”

“Ah. Well, atypical timekeeping systems aside, I did find some evidence of Hysteria’s fuckery.”

“Muck,” said Joma. “Whale muck.”

“Is it gone?” asked Etja. She reached to pour another drink, getting about half of it in her glass. She paused and looked at the amber liquid like it was a mountain she was about to climb. “I mean, is it going away?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I think I can encourage that along, but I didn’t want to do anything without asking.” I scratched my jaw. “We can wait until you’re sober to make any decisions.”

Joma slid out of her chair, fell to the ground, and rolled over to me. She stood and grabbed me by the scruff of my shirt, then pulled me down close to her face. She smelled like chocolate, cinnamon, and pure-grain alcohol.

“Get it out of me,” she said. “I don’ want it.”

I patted her paw-like hand. “Maybe we should grab Xim for a Cleanse, then we can⁠—”

“It’s a disease,” Joma hissed. “It’s not a muckin’ tattoo. Get. It. Out.”

I found myself unbalanced by the woman’s shift in attitude. First, she was afraid of me, then she didn’t trust me, then I’m pretty sure she was getting mad at me for even suggesting the soul thing until she suddenly wanted to do the soul thing, and now she was convinced that what we were doing would help her.

I gently extracted myself from her grip and shot a questioning glance to Etja. The mage gave me a sloppy wink and downed her shot. I briefly wondered how her body processed alcohol without any blood, and then I remembered the majority of the inebriation was from Nuralie’s additives. It was magic shenanigans.

I took Etja’s wink as some kind of affirmation and went back into Joma’s soul. I found I could purge the lingering energy with a thought, feeling it scatter and sink down past the bounds of the universe an instant after I willed it. I pulled back to find Joma lying on the ground, staring up at the ceiling. A trio of Gekkogs were staring down at her. One of them raised a meaty hand and gave her a wave. The Delve monsters seemed more intelligent than I remembered.

“Hysteria was inflaming your hatred for government, religion, and the ‘establishment,’ generally,” I said, refocusing on Joma. “They were also focusing your attention on Felgar, making him seem like a calming presence. Someone you could trust, or that you’d really enjoy being around.”

Joma kept staring at the ceiling. She raised her arm and stared at the back of her hand.

“Just another person controlling my life,” she said morosely.

Etja came over to sit next to Joma. She began running her fingers through the fur on the yeti’s scalp. “Not anymore,” she whispered.

Joma let out a long, ragged, and slightly wet-sounding sigh. Her arm dropped and she closed her eyes. “Now what?”

“It seems like you were being conditioned to be on board for Hysteria’s mission,” I said. “Your internal justifications for kidnapping the king of Hiward and the Zenithar were built on something that happened in your past, but your emotions were distorted beyond reason. Felgar also probably had a lot more influence over your decisions that he should have. I’m willing to believe that, if it weren’t for Hysteria missing with your soul, you wouldn’t be here.”

“Maybe,” said Joma. “I’m not a good person, you know?”

“You need some time to heal the soul damage,” I said. “The corruption is gone, but it will take a little while for things to get back to normal. You’ll probably feel like shit for a while.”

“He’s trying to say not to be too hard on yourself,” said Etja. “But if you want to talk about it, I’m here.”

“Just give yourself at least a week before making any life-altering decisions,” I said.

“Can I?” asked Joma.

“Can you what?”

“Make life-altering decisions? Are you letting me go?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Once you’re all healed up. I feel like it would be irresponsible to let a drunk Mittakan with lingering soul damage out into the wild.”

Joma thought this over for a minute as Etja continued to stroke her hair. “Where should I go?” she asked.

“Wherever you want.”

“I don’t think that’s anywhere,” she said. I frowned and looked at Etja, who was giving me a version of her puppy dog eyes. I was confused about that at first, but glanced over at Nottagator, who still watched us with her big orange eyes from the water. I looked up to see that a couple more Gekkogs were staring down at Joma.

“We’ve got plenty of room in here,” I said. “If you want to stick around, you can. We can give you citizenship and hire you, or something. I’d understand if that doesn’t seem like a great offer, given that we ‘dispatched’ several of your party members.”

Joma waved a hand. “It was a job,” she said. “I din’ know any of them that well.” She squinted in thought. “And they were assholes.”

“I see. Either way, let’s revisit the topic once you’re feeling better.”

Joma blinked and grunted, then snuggled closer to Etja. She closed her eyes, and a minute later, she was fast asleep.

Etja stayed to watch over her, while I went to hear what Grotto had learned about our loot from the Zng armory.
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“How’s Joma?” Xim asked when I walked into our new armory. Grotto had been more enthusiastic about prioritizing this space, so it was fairly well-equipped. Rows of Zng armor and weapons sat on shiny new racks and stands, with a few other items mixed in from our conquests. Whatever hadn’t been destroyed or sold.

“She’s recovering from being mind-fucked,” I said. “She drank her feelings away and curled up for a nap with Etja.”

“That sounds adorable,” said Nuralie. Pause. “The cuddling, not the depression.” She had a set of armor disassembled in front of her, cutting into some thick fabric beneath its outer shell. She extracted what looked like a thick ceramic plate. It was connected to a pair of wires with a small amount of mana running through them.

[She has been doing quite well here,] Grotto thought to us. [I assisted her in acquiring the Animal Husbandry intrinsic.]

“I’m surprised she had any slots left,” said Xim. “She’s Level 20.”

[One or two of her skills were still quite low. I was able to extract them with the System’s assistance.]

“Didn’t realize that was an option,” I said.

[Nor did I. The System seems to have taken an interest in Joma, although that is not much of a surprise. Her connection to our Atrocidile Titan and the other Delve creatures is profound.]

Grotto hovered over to me and placed one of the Zng rifles in my hands. He rubbed at his chin. He was still wearing his little man disguise since he hadn’t had time to scrounge up any c’thon flesh to remake his octo body.

[She is also a princess of Mittak. A disgraced one, but her title has not been formally stripped. Perhaps she has some influence we are unaware of.]

“Excuse me?” I said.

“She is a princess?” asked Nuralie, looking up from her work.

Xim chuckled. “Arlo has a princess in his Dungeon.” She gave me a suspicious look. “What other manner of dastardly deeds are you planning that we don’t know about?”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, drawing out the words. “All hail Dark Lord Arlo.”

[I will change your title on our stationery and notify the heralds.]

“Mmmm, I prefer ‘Dark Lord’ over ‘Master,’ I think.”

“Is this part of your obsession with dragons?” asked Nuralie.

“Princess-napping is an excellent pastime, I’ll have you know,” I said. “And imitation is the highest form of flattery. It’ll be a conversation starter.”

Xim leaned forward in her chair and brought the ribbing to an end. “How in the hells did a Mittakan princess end up on a Wastelander mercenary team?”

[She did not elucidate.]

{He didn’t even ask!} Throne added. The little Delve Core had been suspiciously silent throughout our chat. I wondered if that had anything to do with her conversation with Sam’lia. She’d been fairly subdued since returning from the Third.

“I’ve heard rumors of a princess fleeing Mittak,” said Varrin. “Although it would have taken place when I was very young.” The big guy was oiling an unfamiliar sword. It may have been Zng, but I couldn’t tell at a glance. He may have lost interest in the ancient weaponry since none of it was made for slicing and dicing. “The escape was bloody, from what I remember. I do not know the details. I can ask my family about it if we are concerned.”

“It’s probably a good idea,” I said, thinking of the mess of trauma in the yeti’s past. “But I’d rather wait and let her tell that story in her own time.” I glanced down at the weapon I was holding, which I had mostly forgotten about until that moment. “So what have we learned about these?”

[They are wands.]

“Wands?” I asked, turning the Zng rifle over. The weapon was just over three feet long, with subtly organic curves along its matte black exterior. “Isn’t it kind of big to be a wand?”

[They are somewhere between a wand and a staff in size. However, they contain only a single spell form, and their mana storage is not as robust as I would expect from a well-made staff.] The Core shrugged. [They do not properly fall under either category, but for my purposes I am treating them as wands.]

“It has a grip and two triggers,” I said. “That’s not very wand-like.”

“Is that what those are?” asked Xim.

I looked more closely at the device. The part that I was identifying as a “grip” was round, with subtle grooves that looked like they’d been engineered for narrow fingers. On either side was a curved metal guard protecting a trigger mechanism. The Zng had six fingers arrayed evenly around their center palm, and the design looked like it would fit.

“I think so?” I said, sighting down the weapon. It was unwieldy. My fingers were too short and wide, and there wasn’t any way to activate both triggers with a single human hand. I couldn’t get a comfortable hold on the forestock either, since the spot where it was meant to be held was too far down the weapon’s body.

[Yes, the trigger mechanism is a somewhat controversial design choice.]

{It is?} asked Throne.

“No,” said Vaulty. “It has never been controversial.” The golem spoke in accented Hiwardian while doing an excellent job looming just behind Grotto. He’d spent most of his time in the Closet teaching himself the language while avoiding Throne. I was happy to see that Vaulty and Throne could now be in the same room together, although I hadn’t yet observed the two of them interact. Baby steps and all that.

Grotto turned to glare at the pair, then continued his explanation.

[The Zng bypassed the need for having a wielder with an appropriate attunement by creating an artificial mana matrix, which accounts for a significant portion of the weapon’s size. However, this process prevents the normal mana connection one would form with a wand. Thus, the triggers are necessary to activate the spell.]

I noted that Grotto did not explain why this would be a controversy. I suspected that he took personal offense to the design but was willing to admit it had some uses.

“Uh, how do the triggers accomplish that?” I asked. “Does the spell activate due to some mechanical action?” If the rifle were actually a wand, there wouldn’t be a hammer or striking mechanism inside.

[One trigger temporarily completes a circuit between the spell form and the synthetic mana matrix. The other trigger is a safety, which blocks the action of the former.]

“Oh, it’s a fancy button,” I said. “So anyone could use one of these? I could hand this off to a random farmer, and they could pop somebody with a spell?”

[Yes. They would be unable to charge it, however. Significant use also might result in low-grade mana toxicity, and safety requires a mana signature.]

I set the rifle back on the table, careful to never point it at anyone. It was definitely charged up, making it a loaded weapon, but no one in the room was really at risk of lethal injury from the device. Even Throne could take a few hits.

I thought about the implications of this technology. If we could replicate it, we might be able to create a line of magical weapons usable by anyone, not just Delvers. We’d have to solve the mana toxicity and charging problems, but I was pretty confident we had the skills to do so.

I also knew that the power disparity between Delvers and mundane society was deeply oppressive in some places. I wasn’t naive. Having something that could level the playing field, even a little bit, could end up being pretty disruptive.

However, I didn’t have much interest in leading any kind of social revolution. We were too busy trying to protect the world from more apocalyptic threats. Even so, if Closetland were to become independent, we wouldn’t only have Delvers for citizens.

I imagined an army of regular soldiers capable of handling significant threats. There were plenty of aggressive mana monsters out there, more than could be handled by the small population of Delvers in Arzia. There was also an army of Davahns somewhere, with each soldier having power on par with at least a low-level Delver.

Plus, if anyone tried to fuck with us, they’d be in for a real surprise.

“Okay,” I said, mind still turning over the possibilities. “Tell me what the imbued spell does.”


Chapter 27


[The rifle’s spell is curious. It is designed to maximize mana efficiency and penetration with the trade-off of doing very little actual damage.]

Vaulty stepped forward, the hulking golem’s legs clanking against the ground.

“The spell is called Break,” said the golem. “It bypasses most defenses and deals a small amount of Spatial damage. It is designed for use in swarm-style tactics. A large group of weaker individuals can destroy a significantly more powerful target, so long as they attack together. It is also highly effective at destroying mundane objects.”

[Relatively useless for a single Delver, but an interesting concept for more traditional warfare.]

“Especially if anyone can fire the rifles,” I said. “A platoon of mundane soldiers could be an actual threat with these things. Couldn’t a mana chip be used to recharge the rifles? Lots of Hiwardian tech works that way.”

[Yes. It would simply add cost and complexity.]

“The Zng created charging stations for this purpose.”

“What’s the capacity? How many shots on a full charge?”

[Fifty.]

I considered the advantages of something like this over the guns of Earth. I knew from my experience with crafting wands that these rifles would be stupidly expensive to make. However, the reason for the price tag was mainly the scarcity of mana chips. That scarcity only existed because the market was limited by what Delvers could find, and there just weren’t that many of us. Given the amount of Delves that existed around Arzia, the real supply of mana chips—at least the lowest tier, ruby—had to be massive. It was mostly untapped.

Aside from that, these rifles didn’t have magazines. From what I could tell, their capacity was a hard limit until more mana got dumped into them from somewhere. Not something a normal soldier could do.

So, Earth guns had the advantage of being reloadable and relatively cheap. On the other hand, no Earth firearm would have a chance of hurting a Delver like me.

I didn’t have a spare Glock lying around for testing, but if I was sleeping naked in my bed, getting shot by a non-magical crossbow might not even wake me up. A nine-millimeter round probably wouldn’t do much better. Once my armor and buffs were on, I was at least five times harder to hurt, and that was without blocking.

Each shot from one of these Zng rifles had been pinging me for ten damage through my rather robust defenses. That wasn’t much compared to my total health pool, but it was enough to kill a regular person outright.

A Delver with 10 Fortitude had 155 health. That would make them untouchable to normal soldiers without access to mana-woven weapons, but with these rifles, a mundane squad could take that Delver down if each of them landed a couple of shots.

“How much would it cost to replicate one of these?” I asked.

[If we can reverse engineer the design, I expect the mana-weaves would require four ruby chips. Five if you want to add the charging option. The materials would be a negligible cost unless you wish to make enhancements.]

Nuralie walked over and tapped the rifle. “I can replicate the mechanics.” She looked up at me. “You can make the internal wand portions.”

“I’d need someone who knows the spell.”

A pair of barrels appeared from Vaulty’s shoulder guards. “I am well-versed in the skill.”

I nodded and thought it over. One of these guns would still be worth as much money as a normal soldier made in twenty years. The tech wasn’t about to become some kind of great equalizer, but it was good to know stuff like this was possible.

And we had enough ruby chips to make more than a thousand of them.

If we felt like it.

“Could the artificial mana matrix concept be extended to more powerful spells?” I asked.

[The artificial matrix can only accommodate minor magical workings and has been designed with this specific spell in mind. We could likely produce something similar for other weak effects, but not for any spell requiring more than two or three points of mana.] Grotto waved his arms strangely for a moment. I think he was trying to undulate them like tentacles. [If you imbued the weapon with a soul, a more advanced spell could certainly be applied.]

“Interesting,” I said. “But not important for the use-case I was imagining, I don’t think.” I rubbed my beard. “How does one imbue a weapon with a soul?”

[The Pinnacle Soul Essences you received from slaying Hysteria can be used to impart a soul onto nearly anything. Ensouling a weapon would be simple enough.]

“Wait, would it have intelligence?”

[It would, although it would be rudimentary without some accompanying mental constructs.]

{Oh!} Thone piped in. {I can make those!}

[Yes, Throne is more than capable. I believe we could create a fiercely intelligent weapon now that I am considering it.]

Xim cleared her throat. She’d moved to a lounge chair in the corner and was—as appropriate—lounging with abandon. She’d been thumbing through a thick tome that made my eyes itch when I looked at the cover, and she lowered the book to look at our pair of Delve Cores.

“Talking swords are never happy about being stuck inside a sword,” she said. “Nor are they sane, generally. Souls need the capacity to express free will, and being a thing made for someone else to use isn’t a great fit for that.”

“Ethics in the production of sentient weaponry,” I said. “An unexpected lesson, but your point is well-taken.” Xim nodded and returned to her book. “All right, enough about the rifles. Tell me about the armor.”

Grotto floated to one rack of the tall, lanky suits of armor. They were of a similar style to the rifle, made of a dark matte material. However, they were compositionally distinct.

[This armor is primarily composed of three materials. The first is a—] Grotto hesitated and turned to eye me up and down. [How technical would you like me to be?]

“Dumb it right down for me.”

Grotto gave me a grumpy scowl. I was really missing that octo face right about now. He could somehow scowl much more impressively as a feathered flying octopus.

[There is a base suit made of heat-resistant synthetic polymers that have exceptional elasticity. This portion mitigates blunt force and protects against fire and extreme cold. It also allows the armor to accommodate a range of body sizes, although that variance is primarily limited to height due to the armor’s other components. None of you would fit. Etja might, but alterations would need to be made for her arms. You and Varrin are too wide. Nuralie is too short. Xim is both.]

“Hey!” said Xim. She shimmied deeper into her lounger and waved at herself. “I can’t help these curves.” The woman didn’t have a spot of fat, outside of all the right places.

Grotto ignored her and continued.

[Next there is a composite fabric made of carbon fiber filaments, bane silk, and Prismatite. The fabric has a high tensile strength and is difficult to cut. Bane silk is an electrical insulator. The Prismatite grants Mystical resistance.]

[Throughout the fabric are ceramic plates—matrix composites—which also include carbon fibers and Prismatite. These mitigate kinetic force, primarily by shattering and dispersing the impact. Combined with the armor’s shape, it should be resilient to piercing attacks from both projectiles and melee weapons. This shattering of the plates will temporarily compromise the armor, but the equipment has a mana reservoir that operates a self-repair function. It is significantly faster than both the natural self-repair of Verdantum and also the standard self-repair weaves that are in use.]

[Finally, there is a hard outer casing centered around the head, neck, and chest. I believe this is intended as additional protection against kinetic forces, with a particular focus on mitigating blast waves. All of these materials have also been treated with a protective coating that is resilient against corrosive substances. Overall, the armor utilizes sophisticated technological processes to provide defense against all common damage sources from the Physical school of magic while integrating a limited amount of mana-containing materials.]

“Wow,” I said. “Seems like there’s a lot going on there.” I was also glad I’d asked for the simplified explanation.

“It is the most complex piece of engineering I have ever seen,” said Nuralie.

“Why limit the magical materials?” asked Xim. “Can non-Delvers use the armor like the wand thingies?”

[No. Only Delvers and other magical beings. Prismatite will have deleterious effects if worn by a mundane entity for long periods.] He gave a floaty shrug. [The Zng were a high-technology civilization, so while these materials are far beyond anything an extant civilization can create, they may have been much easier for the Zng to produce en masse than mana-woven items.]

[Beyond that, this armor is light enough to fall under the Light Armor skill, with the only requirement being an adequately advanced mana matrix. A Level 1 Delver could wear this, and it would be significantly more powerful than anything else available via current armor-crafting techniques.]

We all stared at the disassembled armor. “How can we use it?” I asked.

[I can likely guide Nuralie in modifying and tailoring the fit. Her Machinist skill will assist her in understanding how to manipulate the technological elements without compromising them.]

“And I can use Tailoring to add weaves,” said the loson. She was already taking one suit of armor down and laying it onto a large work table. She picked up the helmet and squinted at its interior.

[Yes, it is more or less a blank canvas in that regard.]

“What’s the timeline on that?” I asked.

Nuralie looked over at me and blinked, going still with an incredulous pause. “You would like me to provide you with an estimate for how long it will take me to modify and enchant a technological wonder from an extinct civilization?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“I will aim to have something viable within a week,” she said, then got back to work.

“Okay, that’s… really fast. Don’t forget to sleep.”

“No,” she replied.

I left her alone after that. Instead, I focused on what Grotto had said about Prismatite and its effect on mundane people.

“Is Prismatite dangerous because of its mana concentration?” I asked the Delve Core. I knew that high mana concentrations were a hazard, but we’d only ever talked about it in regard to an environment that had a lot of mana in it. Grotto was making it seem like there was more to it.

[Correct, but so long as it is not used in materials having direct physical contact for extended periods, it is harmless. The same goes for most exotic materials, with rare exceptions such as the abbandium Nuralie is fond of using.]

“Right,” I said, disregarding the abbandium rabbit hole. “Delvers advance by continually increasing the mana concentration in their bodies.”

[Somewhat correct.]

“Then is it dangerous for regular people to hang around Delvers?” I asked. “Are our bodies some sort of walking radioactive hazard?” Nuralie frowned when I said “radioactive,” but she ignored the allure of a new word and focused on the armor.

[“Regular” people have a significantly higher risk of death when Delvers are present, but not for the reasons you are contemplating. A Delver’s mana is well-contained, and mana toxicity does not cause permanent damage unless it is severe. Skill use will raise the ambient mana levels, but in that case the greater likelihood of death comes from being in proximity to the intended consequences of the skills rather than their incidental ones.]

“Like an explosion?”

[Yes.]

“I can still give a normal person a hug, though, right? If I go to a tavern, I’m not slowly killing everyone inside.”

Grotto did the weird wavy-arm thing again. [Not at present. There are some dangers due to mere proximity at a certain threshold. Beyond Level 60, Delvers begin to impact their immediate surroundings in more… profound ways. However, it is not a concern until Phase 3.]

I didn’t like the sound of that.

“What’s the deal with Level 60?” asked Xim. “Should we be worried?”

[In Phase 3, the celestial sphere will gain a stronger foothold in the physical realm, and Delvers of a certain caliber will naturally be drawn to it. They will be like bubbles, trying to rise to the surface of the ocean. The world around them will seek to prevent this rise. Such resistance creates a strain on our reality.]

“What does that look like?” I asked. “The ‘strain,’ that is.”

Grotto watched Nuralie’s work for a time before answering. [This is a strange conversation for me,] he thought to us. I was a little surprised by the sudden moment of introspection from the Delve Core. [I have never described these things to Delvers. The taboo of sharing such secrets is difficult to overcome.]

Grotto reached out and took an armored plate from Nuralie’s hands. He showed her an interlocking joint, and with a careful application of pressure, it popped open. Nuralie nodded, and he handed the pieces back to her.

[The time between the second phase and the third is usually measured in centuries. Had I been permitted to speak on this to any other generation, I would have told them that any concern they had for reaching a semi-ascended state is irrelevant. Those who see the activation of the second phase rarely survive to the third. They either fall to violence or the frailty of old age. A rare few have acquired biological immortality and survived until that time, but the fraction is so small as to approach zero.]

He worked to disassemble the armor further as he spoke, placing each piece onto the large worktable in carefully organized sections as Nuralie closely watched. [The time between generations has shortened. The avatars have awakened sooner. Delvers have advanced more rapidly. There is some variance, but the overall trend is upwards. Your generation marks an even steeper climb. As such, I find myself musing over whether we will even see a decade pass between phases two and three.]

He crossed his arms and turned to me. It was an impressive pose with the way he hovered.

[A Delver’s pre-ascent influence can manifest in many ways, depending on the Delver in question.] He glanced around the room. [Nuralie might cause light to flee from any room she enters, for example. Etja might slowly absorb all mana from her surroundings. Varrin will… make everything very sharp, perhaps.] He waved a hand dismissively. [It is nothing immediately harmful but will present a dangerous environment to mundane individuals. Again, it is nothing to worry about at present.]

I rubbed my beard and thought that over. It wasn’t like I had close friends who weren’t Delvers. Most of the Xor’Drel tribe hadn’t undergone Creation, but they might fall under the “magical beings” category and be safe either way. Still, the idea of having to segregate myself from normal society irked me. I didn’t really want to be limited to a city full of super people. What form would that even take? Would we live atop a mountain like gods above mortals?

I sighed and mentally moved on. Grotto was right. It wasn’t a time-sensitive issue.

“All right,” I said. “We’ll give Nuralie a week to get herself some armor made.”

“It would be better for Xim,” said Nuralie. “And Etja. I do not actually have the Light Armor skill.”

I frowned and silently reviewed the skills I knew she had. Somehow, I’d assumed she had Light Armor, but I now realized she’d never told me that she did. I raised a finger into the air. “Excuse me, what?”

“It has not been very important for my build,” she said. “I will pick it up in my twelfth intrinsic slot once we unlock it.”

Not having an armor skill seemed like a major oversight to me, but there wasn’t much to be done about it. She’d grab it when she could, so there wasn’t a point in discussing it further.

“All right,” I said again. “Nuralie makes some armor, Etja will act as therapist for Joma during that time, and I’ll buy a smithy while I think about the Dread Star questions. Xim, Varrin, do what you will. After a week, we’ll go see some maybe dragons.”

“Aye, captain,” said Xim with a little salute. Varrin gave a silent nod and kept oiling his sword. It was a different sword, I noticed. He’d gone through five since I’d entered.

And with that, we got back to work.


Chapter 28


The week passed without incident. My idea for a smithy wasn’t anything new, and I’d commissioned the materials months beforehand. It was a quick jaunt over to Eschangal to pick all of it up and stuff it into the Closet via my inventory screen. By the time I was done, everyone at the workshop had stopped their projects to stare at me while I lifted thousands of pounds of metal one piece at a time, only for it to disappear.

I said hi to Zenithar Zura along the way, who’d been meeting with the other two Zenithars, Dal and Sakra Manar. Zura’s attendants were familiar with me and the party, but I got some funny looks from attendants of the other two when I showed up to the Temple of Deijin with a bag full of tiny cakes that Etja had made.

Zura’s people let me in over the protests of the other two groups, and the Zenithars were delighted with the treats. I quickly left them to their business managing the theocratic nation, giving the attendants a box of cookies as I made my exit. Zura’s people immediately began snacking while the others watched on in judgment. Their groans of satisfaction eventually forced the others to break decorum and try the goods themselves. I knew the cookies wouldn’t last long once they’d had their first bite.

With a crowd of satiated losons in my wake, I returned to the Closet and put the smithy together with Varrin and Xim’s help. While I was superhumanly strong, the pair of them made me look like a toddler trying to lift their father’s suitcase. Where I lumbered, they moved equipment like it was made of styrofoam and happy thoughts. We got everything assembled and in place in no time, and I got to work forging some stuff for Nuralie.

Her modifications to the suit of Zng armor were leaving a few gaps, which we filled in with articulated bands of Prismatite. We kept them thin to stay light. Nuralie used the armor’s composite fabric to create a gambeson, with prismatic cloth making up for any material missing. Nuralie made the cloth by weaving very small strands of Prismatite into wool.

She wanted to avoid cannibalizing a second suit of armor, both to conserve the materials and also because she didn’t think it would be an improvement over what we were making. It had something to do with how the armor was built to manage its mana flows through specific channels, and using materials from a second suit would be like grafting a new finger onto someone’s hand.

To me, it sounded like hardware that wouldn’t operate without power. She couldn’t do it yet, so our gap-filling materials were just as good or better than inert material from another Zng suit. Kind of like stuffing putty into a dead USB port instead of snapping a working motherboard in half to glue it over the hole.

Prismatite was extraordinarily hard, but injecting mana into it as I worked allowed me to manipulate it with greater finesse than I’d ever been able to do with Verdantum. I also learned how to create a plethora of very small things, like screws and fasteners. I steadily improved throughout the process, and it yielded a level in Smithing without spending a single mana chip.

Your Smithing skill has increased to Level 17!

We’d decided that Etja would get the first set of armor, since she was the most vulnerable member of the party. Nuralie would make one for herself later, and Xim was on the fence about the whole thing. She wanted something she didn’t have to eject from when she transformed, and the Zng armor wouldn’t cut it for that purpose. Grotto told us about another material called wyldweave that would be ideal for Xim, but of course that would require another escapade.

Etja was generally a pretty easy-going person, but she had a few suggestions for the armor’s design that didn’t really sound like suggestions. Fortunately, Nuralie was able to accommodate for aesthetics without adding much to the time it took to prepare the gear, and Etja also had low-level Tailoring so she could give Nuralie an assist. The majority of the work was figuring out how to modify the armor in the first place. After that, color and style were fairly trivial. Nuralie was experienced, had a healthy Speed score, and her first Intelligence evolution more than doubled her crafting speed.

Unlike Etja’s prior robes and the fancy dress she’d taken to wearing lately, the Zng set gave her full coverage.

The armor was a beautiful cerulean with turquoise highlights. It was light and form-fitting, with the armor along the arms and legs having a textured, scaled pattern. Her neck and upper chest were protected by a delicate gorget that moved like it was made of snakeskin while still being hard enough to stop an arrow, so long as it wasn’t a direct hit from a skill-enhanced shot.

She had fingerless gloves with low-profile plates along the back of her hands, while her torso and shoulders had the more robust hardshell material over thin gambeson. Boots came up to her mid-calf, with knee coverings made of the same material as her gorget, and there was a flowing skirt to protect her thighs, which hung a bit longer in the back.

She hadn’t been a huge fan of a full helm, so we went with a classic wizard hat. It had a wide brim and pointy tip, which sat askance at an angle just so. It was the perfect vibe for a professional sorceress who knew how to relax. The body of the hat was a fully protective helmet, of course, and a quick ping of mana would make a mask drop down that was as stylish as it was imposing. The gorget extended upward to protect the back and sides of her head, but her hair hung down over it, so one would only notice if they were looking closely.

Once she tried it on, she floated into the air and did a spin, skirt flowing around her. She activated the mask and took out her staff, holding it in one hand as she drew three separate wands. One was her reward from the Icon of the Psychopomp in the Descent. The other two were ones I’d made for her.

Etja wove together a series of spells using the lightest touch of mana, causing her to glow with divine light as swirls of anti-magic mana curled across her body.

She looked like an absolute badass.

“How is it?” asked Nuralie.

“It’s great!” said Etja. “Comfortable, and it moves with me. It doesn’t get in the way, and it’s a lot softer on the inside than I expected.”

[Bane silk is a prized material for its luxurious touch.]

“Why am I feeling insecure right now?” I asked. “Am I no longer the most stylish member of the party?”

“I feel like you lost that title when Varrin came back with his new armor,” said Xim.

“Varrin’s look is solid, but it basically shouts ‘I’m rich,’” I said. “Etja’s is more like ‘I’m the chillest person in this room, but I can and will kill you, so watch out.’” I crossed my arms, giving the armor a final, critical look. “This speaks to me more.”

Varrin walked over and clapped me on the shoulder. “You are in need of an armor upgrade,” he said. “But you still have your vest and boa.”

“Yeah,” I said. “No one can take that away from me, no matter how fucking good they look.”

Etja withdrew the mask to reveal a radiant smile. Her skin shifted into a glittering, clay-red material. It was a combination of the chitin from the Praying Heads we’d fought back in the Cage, mixed with elements of the Prismatic Mask she’d absorbed during the boss rush of Deijin’s Descent.

“I can still use my natural armor too!” she said. She twisted her upper body back and forth. “Not quite as comfy, but it adds a lot of defense.”

The Prismatic Mask material had been made of Prismatite as well, and the mage had used Incorporate on several Prismatite ingots to make its effects more potent. She could deflect line attacks—like her own death beam—from any part of her body with a thought.

“She’s a red quartz goddess,” said Xim. “I’m also feeling jealous.”

“Looks aside, this is better than any other light armor in the party by a wide margin,” I said as I inspected the gear’s final properties. It didn’t stack up defensively to something like Varrin’s gear, but no light armor would ever compare to a heavy set made by Papa Junior with all the DR that money could buy slapped on. Regardless, the end specs of Etja’s new outfit were impressive.

Prismatite-Infused Zng Carbonweave Armor

Light Armor Set

Requirements: STR 10, SPD 10, AGL 10, CHA 30, LCK 30

Effects:

+35 Physical DR

+40 Spiritual DR

+30 Divine DR

+25 Mystical DR

+20 Dimensional DR

+40 to maximum Dodge Pool

+10 to Dodge Recovery

+50 Health Regeneration

+60 Stamina Regeneration

+80 Mana Regeneration

When worn as a full set, this armor will consume mana to fully repair itself from any damage over the course of 1 minute.

Mana Capacity: 60/60

I commented on some of the weaves, and both Nuralie and Etja were happy to explain their reasoning for the choices.

“My Tailoring skill is less advanced than my Alchemy,” said Nuralie. “The highest requirement I can apply is 30, and only to defensive weaves. I am also more adept at weaves with Agility and Speed requirements, so we focused on those as much as we could.” Pause. “Etja has a 10 in both, which is enough to yield effective properties.”

“I also have bonuses to dodge from my Agility and my wand,” said Etja, waving the Wand of the Descent through the air. “Even though my Speed and Agility aren’t very high, those plus this armor should make me really hard to hit.”

“And the stamina regen?” I asked. “You don’t have any abilities that use stamina.”

“Right! I’ve been wasting that resource, and I have a lot of it since my Fortitude is at 25 now. I also never picked up another active skill after Throne’s Delve, so I decided to get Haste. Between my stamina regen and Varrin sharing his stamina regen through Deep Breaths, I can have it going every time we run into baddies.”

I brought up the description for Haste and reviewed it.

Haste

Dimensional

Requires Focus

Cost: 2 stamina per second

Requirements: Dimensional Magic 20

Your body and mind are accelerated, doubling your movement speed and allowing you to act 100% faster. Additionally, you are immune to the Slowed status for the duration.

Haste was one of those skills that was always on my “maybe” list. The description made it sound incredible, but some research had shown me it wasn’t quite as juiced as it seemed at first glance. It was definitely powerful, and the movement speed bonus was multiplicative.

The “act 100% faster” was an additive bonus, however. If you were already stacking similar buffs, then it was less impactful. I wasn’t too deep into action speed bonuses, but Speed was one of the stats I was working on, meaning Haste would become less potent as I leveled. I wanted things that scaled.

For someone like Etja, it was great. Although I still had questions about the choice.

“Does Haste combo with your other skills?” I asked. Etja’s build let her mix and match her abilities in ways no one else could. I didn’t know how Haste would work when mixed in with a death ray.

“All of my spells can be AoEs,” she replied. “I’ll just use mana shaping so the harmful bits hit the enemy and the helpful bits hit everyone else. That way, I can give everyone Haste. For a little while, at least.”

The way she casually talked about not only making spells discretionary but also making individual elements of spells discretionary, made my inner jealousy demon twinge again. I put my boot on its neck and forced it back down.

“That would be abnormal for a stamina-based ability,” said Varrin. Today, he was oiling the joints of a gauntlet. “Techniques center on the self. They emanate outward to affect others, but otherwise they only augment the user.”

Etja nodded and smiled while Varrin mansplained techniques to her. Then she blasted him with Repulsion.

The gauntlet Varrin was working on went flying as a wave of divine mana crashed into him and knocked him out of his chair. Etja had held back, so it hadn’t hurt the big guy, but when he sat up, he was still glowing. So was the floor. And the gauntlet.

“A lot of auras are techniques,” said Etja. “I used Arlo’s auras as a model when experimenting, but they’re all spherical. The skill does need to project out from me, and auras are usually spherical, but I can mana-shape the skill so that the aura follows the shape of any AoE I make.” She fired a weak death beam at the wall. It wasn’t enough to leave a mark, but the floor glowed in a magical line beneath the beam. She fired another one at me, and the world slowed as the Haste buff popped up on my HUD.

“Oh shit,” I said.

“I can Haste the whole party for up to twenty-five seconds,” she said proudly.

“That’s really good,” said Xim. “More than half of our fights end in under thirty seconds.”

“Now they’ll end even faster,” I said.

Varrin stood and brushed himself off, then gestured at the ground. “I apologize for assuming you had not developed an unprecedented method of mana shaping.” The man was being completely serious as he said that. Etja stood and gave him a hug.

“It’s okay,” she said, squeezing him tightly. “Just remember that I’m a genius next time.”

“You really went and made an aura out of Haste,” I said, taking a jump to the left, then a step to the right. The line of glowing ground followed me. I put my hands on my hips. “Does it still require focus?”

“Yeah, I have to concentrate on each AoE individually to keep them going.” The glow around Varrin and the line on the ground both disappeared. “But I can focus on four things at once! So it’s not a problem.”

My mind boggled at that. My Focus Trinket let me have two streams of thought going at the same time, and that was already too much inner monologue. I couldn’t imagine four of me chatting in my head.

Xim stepped next to me and nudged my arm with an elbow. “Are you going to make yourself some fancy Prismatite armor?”

“As much as I’d like to, not yet. I want to get the next evolution in Smithing before I burn the materials.”

“A good instinct,” said Varrin. “We should make the most of what we have.”

I mumbled my agreement and got back to business. “Now that two-fifths of us are well geared up, we should probably head out,” I said. “Etja, do you think Joma is recovered enough for you to leave her for a while?”

“She’ll be okay,” said Etja. “I think the Hysteria stuff has all healed.” Her smile faded some. “Now she’s just working through everything else.”

I gave her a sympathetic nod, then pulled out my not-quite-as-cool-anymore armor. All of us got equipped, and I pointed—superfluously—at a wall to summon the portal to the northern Wastes.

Varrin and I strode out into a blizzard to continue our journey towards the continent’s tallest mountain.


Chapter 29


“Etja’s Spiritual and Mystical defenses are probably better than mine now,” I shouted up at Varrin. We were blasting through the frigid winter wonderland once more. I was wearing thicker socks this time, but my toes were still going numb.

Varrin grunted in response. I was only able to hear him because Wisdom gave a big bump to my senses. It was an inquisitive sort of grunt. I interpreted it as “Okay, and?”

“I mean, my Physical defense is definitely better,” I continued. “I’ve got 22 Speed to let me avoid things, turn hits into glancing blows, and so on. I get 24 Physical DR from my Heavy Armor skill and another 60 or so from the armor itself. If I block, my shield gives me something like 38 all together between Gracorvus and the Shields intrinsic. Then I get more DR from Auradilato with my passive auras. My base Physical defenses are probably in the 120s while walking around, but it can get up into the 170s when I block and have my other auras going.”

Another grunt along the lines of “Okay, and?”

“But for Spiritual defense, Etja has a 46 in Wisdom, then she’s got natural armor for that as well, and the 40 DR from her new armor. That’s like 100 or something. Whereas I’ve got a 40 Wisdom, 20 from my armor, and 21 from Auradilato. My base Spiritual defense is in the 80s.”

“What about your shield?” Varrin grunted.

“If I block, I get another 38. And if it’s a spell, I get even more DR from both Shields and Mystical Magic. It’s probably closer to 180. Honestly, my spell defenses are a lot stronger than my defense against techniques.”

Varrin flew in silence, then grunted, “Okay… AND?”

“Just feeling like I need some more defense is all.”

“You have 2,291 health,” Varrin said—actually said—this time. “Etja has 575.”

“True, true,” I admitted, then glanced up at him. “What’s your Physical defense at?” Varrin grinned but kept looking forward. With his gear, it was higher than mine, for sure.

I still had twice his HP, though.

I daydreamed about shiny new armor and Fortitude 70 super evolutions as we flew over top of the blizzard. We were at an altitude that would suffocate an eagle, and I quickly caught sight of the storm’s edge in the distance. As it drew closer, I realized it looked unnatural. The edge of the storm curved, its eastern and western fronts swooping north. It was like a goliath had taken a big bite out of it.

Then there was fire.

A burst of flame shot up into the sky a hundred miles north of us. The gout had to be ten miles high, and I felt a tinge of heat even from this distance. A few minutes later we flew into a blast of turbulence powerful enough to rip the harness free of Varrin’s body. I fell for a few seconds, getting kicked around by the wind until I activated Therianthropy. Fuchsia wings burst from my back, and I stabilized.

Varrin’s flight had been mostly undisturbed as he darted through the disruption like a tungsten meteor. He had to backtrack to meet up with me. My personal flight speed was only several hundred miles per hour but wasn’t yet up to breaking the sound barrier. The big guy and I decided to keep things subsonic for now as we kept moving northward.

The enormous plume of fire was gone, but the edge of the blizzard curled back as clouds, mist, and snow evaporated. After a mile or so it stopped receding, until another mountain of flame appeared.

I smiled wide and gave Varrin a wink. I mouthed the word “dragons,” and he looked upwards in a not-quite eyeroll. It was more of a please-gods-help-me kind of eye direction. I was ready for the turbulence this time, riding out the waves of pressure differentials like a champ. Soon after, we saw the mountain.

It was… a mountain. It was big and tall, but not nearly as tall as the fire had been. I squinted at it to make sure this wasn’t a volcano we were rolling up on, but while the top of the mountain was blackened and scorched, there was no crater or vent that I could see. I also couldn’t find the source of the fire.

The land for miles around the mountain was free of snow, revealing a melted mush of mud and sediment. I’d been expecting the austere beauty of an icy spire rising from flawless, untouched powder. Instead, I’d gotten what looked like Father Winter’s unwashed asshole.

I grimaced as we descended. While the land was dead and the mountain was a blasted hellrock, the air was alive with torrents of mana. It flowed from every direction and into the mountain’s base. Whatever was going on in there, it was sucking the world dry of the stuff.

We didn’t have to search for where to go. A powerful soul sat near the bottom of the mountain, serving as a beacon to my Sight. Varrin and I “landed”—meaning we hovered just above the mud—a few hundred feet from the soul’s owner. His back was to a sheer cliff that rose a thousand feet upwards. The mountainside had been carved into the face of a beautiful woman with slitted, reptilian eyes. The woman’s mouth was open wide and led to a large cave or tunnel.

The figure ahead of us was—potentially—a person of some kind. They were eight feet tall with a large, bald head. Their mouth was broad with thin lips turning down at the edges, and their eyes were set far enough back in their skull that I wondered whether they had any peripheral vision. Their nose was wide and flat enough to their face that it almost disappeared. Their skin was about ninety percent wrinkles, with liver spots making up the last ten percent.

They also had the most well-contained soul I’d ever encountered. It was held tight to their body and was utterly still. It didn’t flow or pulse like I’d come to expect. Where other souls were closer to a river or lake, the soul before me was more like the mountain at the person’s back. Solid. Enduring. Unmovable.

I also had no real idea how strong this person was. They were obviously strong, but the compact nature of the soul made it feel like there were depths I couldn’t see into. They might have been on the same tier as someone around Level 20, or they might have been a wrinkly god who’d come down from on high to play. I’d gotten so used to figuring out at a glance how much of a threat someone was that not knowing made me uncomfortable.

“Hello,” the person said. Their smooth, masculine voice carried across the distance with ease. It was filled with a casual power that was at odds with their decrepit appearance.

“Hi there,” I shouted back. The man tilted his head to one side and reached up to scratch where his ear would have been, had he had one.

“Are you coming over here?” he asked.

“Can we?” I asked.

They plucked at their shirt, which was rather nice, I realized. It was off-white but clean of the mud and slop that covered the ground. It had a sheen to it and hung slightly loose, while still staying taut across the shoulders. There was some real muscle under there, making the man look like a jacked up raisin.

I was pretty sure Varrin had that exact shirt.

“Why else would you be here?” the man asked.

“Fair point,” I said.

Varrin and I floated forward. Thankfully, the man stood in the center of a spotless patio, so we could touch down without risking a mud bath.

The temperature near the mountain’s base was warm enough to be considered pleasant. Once we were on the patio, it was hot enough for a pool party. I gave my toes a wiggle, making sure they were all still attached as feeling returned to my feet.

“I’m Arlo,” I said, stepping forward and holding out a hand.

The man looked at the proffered limb quizzically but eventually went in for the shake. His own hand swallowed mine. I half-expected him to squeeze hard to judge my mettle with a test of strength and resolve. Instead, he gave it a single firm pump and released, killing my manly fantasies before they’d ever been given a chance to live.

“I’m Nax,” he said. “If you’re trying to get on my good side so I’ll let you in, it won’t work. Token-holders only.”

That got me a little confused. “I wasn’t aiming for your good side in particular,” I said. “But I do like being on that side of people for the most part.” The man looked past me into the distance, studying the mud. He had zero interest in what I was saying. I was getting stonewalled.

“We’re not trying to sneak past or anything,” I said, taking out the coin that Avarice had given us. I held it up. “Here ya go. One premium token, as requested.”

Nax snorted as he looked over the token, then opened his eyes a little wider. They slid forward in his head, moving from the deep chasms of his skull. He fixed me with a look that made me feel like he was only just now actually looking at me. Nax’s soul stirred a fraction, and he glanced over to Varrin as well.

“Humans,” he said. It didn’t sound like he was upset about that—just confirming it for himself. “Where are the rest of you?”

“We have three more associates who plan to arrive via portal,” I said. “Is it all right for me to bring them in?”

Varrin held up a hand to stop me. “Why did you believe there were more of us?” he asked.

“There are always more humans,” Nax said. That struck me as odd, since humans were a relative minority in Arzia. Then he pointed at the coin. “And your invitation marks you down for six more guests.” He swung his finger toward Varrin. “I only see one.”

That was interesting. If the coin was good for myself plus six more, Avarice must have included both Grotto and Shog in the invite. Very thoughtful of her. Shog was off in C’thon world, so he wouldn’t be able to make it. I sent a quick ping to Grotto, seeing if he wanted to come along, but he impolitely declined.

“You may open your portal,” said Nax. “If you wish.” His eyes crept back into their pits.

“Thanks,” I said, suppressing a shudder. I opened the Closet portal, letting Xim, Nuralie, and Etja pass through, then closed it behind them. Nax studied the three of them as they came, then snorted again.

“A surprise,” he said. “There weren’t any more humans.” He stepped aside so that he was no longer standing directly in front of the mouth. His large frame was nowhere near large enough to actually block the entrance, but I appreciated the symbolic gesture. Nax looked us all over again. “Maybe there never were any humans,” he said cryptically.

“Hmm,” Xim hummed, looking up at the mountainside. “It’s a face with a mouth in a cliff face leading to the mouth of a cave.”

“Anything we should know before heading in?” I asked Nax. His wrinkled face scrunched up a bit. He might have been thinking, or the structural integrity of his head might have finally given way, leading to a total collapse. It turned out to be the former.

“Because it is your first time, you will each need to be tested before you can enter the club.” He scratched again at where his ear wasn’t. “The testing is not too bad.”

“What kind of test is it?” asked Etja. I was silently hoping for a handshake war.

“They are all different,” he said. “And there are many ways to pass.” His eyes opened slightly wider, and I steeled my nerves as they slid out again. He looked at Etja more intently, like he’d done for me and Varrin when I’d shown him the coin. She faced him down with a pleasant smile, completely unperturbed by the man’s eyeballs.

“Perhaps you will pass through control,” he said to Etja before turning to Xim. “Or force.” He looked at Nuralie next. “Ingenuity could work. Or passion,” he said with a nod toward Varrin. Finally, his eyes settled on me, growing a fraction wider than I’d seen so far. They looked like they were about to fall out of the man’s face.

After a few seconds, he groaned. “Teamwork. Pah. They hate that one.”

I raised an eyebrow, but Nax didn’t elaborate. He turned back to stare out at the miles of mud.

“It was nice meeting you, Nax,” I said. He didn’t respond, which I took as a silent dismissal, so I led the way forward into the tunnel.

“What an interesting fellow,” said Etja. Her voice echoed off the tunnel’s hard surfaces.

“I don’t understand our first interaction,” said Varrin. “We confused him somehow.”

“I think that guy was the doorman,” I said. “He called whatever we’re about to walk into ‘the club.’ We basically showed up to a super exclusive, extremely out-of-the-way establishment and just stared at him from across the street. He got suspicious, which makes sense.”

“I see,” said Varrin. “He thought you were a miscreant trying to talk your way in.”

“Something like that.”

Xim rapped a knuckle against the tunnel wall. It was smooth and solid but rang in a way that let us know it wasn’t actually stone. “What do you think would have happened if we didn’t have that coin?” she asked.

I glanced back the way we’d come. Nax’s soul had been impossible to get a read on. I’d tried inspecting him with the System as well, but nothing had come back.

“Nothing good, I’m sure,” I said, turning back forward. I jerked to a halt and looked around the empty tunnel. “Ah, fuck,” I said. “This shit again?”

Everyone else was gone. I turned around and found exactly what I expected to find, which was that the entrance was gone too. I stood for a while, waiting for something to happen. Nax had said there’d be a test, but it didn’t seem like anyone was about to show up with a scantron and a pair of tiny pencils. Unlike the entrance, the way forward was still there.

I decided to march on but stopped abruptly when I felt a familiar wave of mana wash over me. Dimensional mana poured into the tunnel until it was as thick as the most saturated parts of the Closet. Then it kept ramping up until it was several times denser.

I felt a twist in my gut and a gentle popping sound filled my ears. I stood stock still and reached out with my mana sense as an uneven wind filled the hall. The corridor ahead stretched off into the distance, farther than I could see. As I stared down the hall, it stretched even further, and the walls began to close in.

Space was being warped and twisted. The distance between myself and the walls kept changing. Small whorls of spatial distortion came into existence to stir the air and then faded just as quickly. The popping noises were micro-portals opening and closing. They surrounded me, but there was a small buffer where I was safe. An inch or so off my skin.

The moment I moved, I’d be caught in a meat grinder that would mangle my flesh. The portals would take tiny bites until I was riddled with holes. If either of those effects happened to manifest in my brain, it’d be a Bad Time. It wouldn’t kill me outright, but if I fell unconscious in this environment, I doubted that I’d make it.

As I stood frozen, planning how to deal with all this, the System gave me a hint as to what was going on. Once I read the notification, my apprehension faded as I realized the opportunity before me.

You have entered the Hall of the Recondite Ruler

Dimensional Dungeon

Recommended skills: Dimensional Magic 40

The description was short and sweet, but part of me hoped the Dungeon wasn’t. I was always in need of some skill levels, and this seemed like the perfect place to snag a few.


Chapter 30


My first move was to get more information about the space I’d somehow gotten stuck in. I hadn’t been teleported, since my Extradimensional Entity subrace would have tried to stop it. I should have at least gotten a notification. Given that this was a Dimensional Dungeon, it was possible that we’d walked into it. Everyone else had probably been teleported away from me, rather than the opposite.

Dungeons were something new in System Phase 2, but we hadn’t run into one yet. They didn’t have any Delver level requirements and didn’t grant any stat points, but instead, they granted a massive buff to the progression speed of their relevant intrinsic skill. The Littans had said they could earn as much in a single day as they normally earned in a month outside of one. I was more than happy to further that research here in the Hall of the Recondite Ruler.

I used Coordinated Thinker to study the space. The distances kept changing, but Coordinated Thinker didn’t only help me teleport. It also helped me gain an intuitive grasp of spatial and planar phenomena. The fluctuations in distance weren’t completely random. There was an organic pattern, imperfect but regular, like someone’s rate of breathing. The inhale stretched everything out, the exhale compressed it inward. Except that there were about six hundred pairs of lungs doing that all at once.

The point is that it wasn’t a completely predictable formula, nor was it chaos. I could time my movements to slip between the micro-portals and spatial whorls, but it would take a lot of instinct and reflexes. I liked to think I was pretty in touch with my primal side, but that wasn’t really my thing.

Aside from understanding the hall’s hazards, I was reaching out to see if I could find its boundaries. So long as it wasn’t a self-repeating pocket dimension where one wall adjoined to a wall on the opposite side—like the Closet—I could probably pop my way through the edge and out of danger.

What I felt outside the tunnel was not friendly. The space was a storm of violent motion, with ragged portals tearing open reality thousands of times per second. That wasn’t anywhere I wanted to be. The amount of power swinging around could tear its way through the tunnel’s wall in an instant. I couldn’t even detect any mana weaves in the stone. The walls were a formality, marking the line between challenge and death.

The hallway ahead looked like it extended on for eternity. It wanted me to think that it was endless, but I’d stared down infinity more than a few times. This wasn’t like gazing in the Dominion Ivy’s dimension, and it sure as hells wasn’t like taking a peek at the Dread Star.

I sent my mental hands through it, extending them forward to search more intentionally with Coordinated Thinker. I chuckled after only a few seconds. The motion almost made me brush up against a spatial tear by my shoulder.

When I sent my perception “forward,” it traveled in several directions at once. Keeping my real hand where it was, I popped a small bit of stone debris from my inventory and into my palm. We had lots of excess rubble these days. I tucked my thumb behind the rock and gave it a flick.

The stone shot forward much faster than I’d expected, but I was a relative expert at throwing blunt objects very, very hard. Either way, the stone got shredded by the dimensional hazards, but more importantly, the pieces didn’t follow a straight path.

A spatial tear cut it in two, and the two halves immediately took 90-degree turns in different directions. They each zigzagged through the air, making pivots so clean and fast it looked like cuts in an action film. Finally, one half collided with the ceiling behind me. The other half didn’t make it, swallowed up by a portal.

It was a bog-standard fractal non-Euclidean space.

Okay, it wasn’t bog-standard. We weren’t dealing with something as simple as space acting like the surface of a sphere, where the shortest path between two points was an arc, rather than a straight line. This was more like space had become as wrinkly as old Nax back out front, and the shortest path between me and the end of the hall was ???.

Fortunately, this wasn’t a major issue. I had a trick for situations like these. If three-dimensional space was acting up, I’d just step outside of it for a second, walk a few steps, and come back.

I reached out strangeward, happy to jump past all this nonsense.

To my dismay, it was even worse out there. My brain did a soft reboot, and my consciousness slipped for an instant. Strangeward was always a mental strain, but whatever was going on out there, my human mind hit the eject before I had a chance to even consider processing it.

That got me wondering what sort of maniac was responsible for making this place. Beyond that, how much power did something need to create this?

I shook off the question as I realized that several parts of my ass were gone.

When my consciousness had slipped, I’d swayed back just a touch. I was well-equipped on the posterior end, so my cheeks were the unfortunate victim of this blunder. It hadn’t cost me too much HP, but having my booty cratered like the surface of the moon scuffed my ego. It’d grow back, sure, but it was the principle of the thing.

“Okay, this was fun,” I said to whoever might be listening. “But now that the patty cakes have been threatened, I’m taking things seriously.”

I used Coordinated Thinker to track the spatial relationships floating around me, and my mental view of the hall shattered. The chunky pieces tumbled across one another until they reassembled into a mosaic perspective of the hall. The walls were jagged and irregular, fit together like someone took a jigsaw and hammered the pieces in all willy-nilly, rather than solving the thing. However, I could now see a “straight” path to the end of the hallway. It was a few hundred feet away, and the path had zero thickness, but a straight line without volume was perfectly fine for teleporting.

I focused on Dreadful Shortcut. There was a pressure pushing against the ability. Apparently the hall even had anti-teleportation measures. I smiled and cast the spell anyway.

The Deific teleport laughed its way past the hall’s protections. To say that it tore through them like a bull through a spider’s web wouldn’t be fair. A spider’s web was something that had mass and could thus apply force to the bull. In this situation, the counter-teleport had the same effect on Shortcut as a thing that had never existed in the first place. I could tell it was there the same way I could see a distant ray of sunshine. It was obvious, but it wouldn’t stop me from walking forward.

Your Dimensional Magic skill has increased to Level 46!

That was nice, but I was feeling a little let down since it looked like I’d found the exit. It was a quick skill level, but I’d been hoping for more than that. Maybe other Dungeons would be longer. Or maybe I wasn’t quite done.

At the end of the hall was a lovely door. It was sized for a normal human, which felt out of place. It was also fairly modern-looking, with three rectangular panes of smooth, semi-opaque glass down the center, set into dark wood.

I reached for the handle, but the door pulled away from me. I stepped forward, and it pulled back again. I dashed and flew, instantly moving into a sprint from a full stop with my Bolt evolution, but the door matched my pace. I teleported, moving at the speed of thought, and managed to snag the handle. The door flew down the hall as I held on like a very handsome ribbon attached to a stick.

Rather than being annoyed, I was happy that the inanimate object wanted to play a game of tag. That meant more Dungeon.

We were absolutely flying down this tunnel, the walls whipping past in a complete blur. Despite the speed, there was very little wind, and holding onto the handle wasn’t terribly hard. We were accelerating, though the g-forces I was experiencing didn’t reflect how much we were accelerating. There were some spatial shenanigans happening. Some kind of Alcubierre effect, maybe?

I still had Therianthropy active, but there were only two minutes left on its timer, which was up to thirty-two minutes per use. I tried my wings, which brought me forward with ease as I moved into an upright position. We were definitely traveling faster than my maximum flight speed, but the warped space near the door served as its own relative frame of reference.

I turned the knob and opened the door. It opened inward to reveal a large, circular chamber filled with about a dozen figures. Many of them were people in the same sense that Nax was a person. That is, still people, just with unexpected anatomical structures. A few skewed closer to a bestial appearance than Nax had, while others looked mostly human.

There were five separate thrones around the room, ranging in size from something that’d be a tight fit for my backside—unless more chunks got taken out—to something designed for a person of architectural proportions. Two of the thrones were occupied.

On the first was a man about the size of an elephant, with a crown of swooping feathered horns growing from his skull. He squatted in his seat on a pair of thick, feathered haunches. On either side of his chair was a horse-sized being that looked like a cross between a hellhound and a beaver, each with large hands and opposable thumbs. I couldn’t tell whether they were pets of some kind or something sapient.

In the next throne over—directly opposite my door—was a woman with blue crystalline skin who had a literal halo floating behind her head. Not a gold-ring-style halo hovering over her head—like the kind one sees on Christmas cards—but a tangible wreath of light emanating from behind her. Three men were giving her some personal attention, swabbing her with oil and attending to her various claws. They each wore hats with short veils that covered the tops of their faces. Fangs poked out from between their lips.

Directly in front of me was another woman, this one with alabaster skin and hair a shade of black so deep that it looked closer to a liquid. Her features were a bit unusual, but it was a very good sort of unusual. She had the type of features that would start wars on the internet, with half of everyone thinking they were the most gorgeous creature to walk creation, while the other half had no idea why everyone was obsessed and were maybe even a little put off.

I fell into the former category. She was so attractive that my brain immediately locked up. My mind switched into mental fuckery mode, and I scanned for any sense of mana, checking all my various abilities to see if this was some kind of magical effect. But it wasn’t. I was just having a moment.

She looked at me like I was a very interesting bug.

There were other people in the room, but I didn’t have time to take them in. Only a fraction of a second had passed before the woman swallowed my attention.

A fraction of a second after that, she Spartan kicked me back out of the door.

It was a strong kick, but I snapped out with my tentacles toward the doorframe before I flew off into the eternal hall of dimensional nonsense. The frame was flush with the wall that was still speeding past, making an absolute fool of the concept of friction, but the frame wasn’t made of some kind of super material. It was plain wood. Very nice wood—probably something exotic—but it wasn’t reinforced. I dug in with the ends of my tentacles and hooked them downward, giving me a good hold.

I looked into the woman’s eyes, deep blue like the bottom of an ocean, while I hung onto the doorframe. I gave her my best smile, the one I kept in reserve for moments exactly like this one. It was my “Yeah, you just kicked me, but I forgive you, and also look how charming I am” smile.

“Hello there,” I said.

She smiled back with slightly raised eyebrows. Hers was more of an “Are you really looking at me like that right now?” kind of smile.

I was doing a lot of nonverbal translation today.

“Having fun?” she asked.

“Oh yeah,” I said.

“Hmm. I’ll allow you to go and have some more, then.”

She didn’t move an inch, but the doorframe disintegrated. My direction of travel reversed, and suddenly I was moving backward down the hall at a thousand miles per hour. It was a completely smooth transition, one that I hadn’t even felt. All of my momentum was just going the other way all of a sudden.

It was so weird, I loved it. Therianthropy ended, and my wings faded into sparkling dust. Even so, my smile grew wider as I cast Shortcut. I felt a nudge as someone tried to Dispel me, but I appeared back at the doorframe without issue.

I stood just inside of the room, only far enough in to keep my balance. I didn’t want to be rude and invade these people’s personal space, but this door was also the only exit as far as I knew.

Someone chuckled, and I noticed for the first time that an older woman stood a dozen or so feet back from the one who’d just tried to Leonidas my ass away. She had the same skin tone, hair, and eyes. She could have been her grandmother. Maybe she was.

The younger woman rubbed at her forehead.

“How are you doing that?” she asked.

I smoothed down and straightened my boa. “Doing what?” I asked.

The horned man let out a barking laugh, and the younger woman’s eyebrow twitched. She snapped her fingers, and I felt her trying to portal me away.

You have resisted a non-consensual Dimensional effect!

She looked at her hand like it had grown an extra thumb.

“It’s hard to answer your question if you teleport me somewhere else,” I said.

The woman went from staring at her hand to slowly looking over to me. The smile was completely gone, and now she was plainly irritated. The older woman behind her strode forward and placed an arm around the younger woman’s shoulders. She looked at me with barely hidden amusement in her eyes.

“You have earned the audience of this hatchling,” she said, patting the young woman’s arm. “But you have not earned mine. Return to your trial, and we will see how you fare when an adult administers the test.”

This time, no one tried to teleport me away from the room. The entire room teleported away from me instead, leaving me hurtling down the hallway with no wings to support me.

“Oh fuck,” I said, trying to use Gracorvus to keep myself in the air, but I fumbled the angle.

I hit the ground going north of Mach one.


Chapter 31


After two stone-shattering bounces, I managed to control my trajectory with Gracorvus, using its flight ability to bleed momentum as rapidly as I could. I’d lost about a third of the speed while using my entire body as an emergency brake before I remembered I could just fucking teleport to delete my momentum and fix this whole situation. I cast Shortcut and came to a complete stop instantly.

Gravity Anchor had also been an option.

I added mobility drills to the List, then glanced at my health. I’d taken about fifty damage from the impact, which wasn’t bad at all. There hadn’t been any magic behind it, so the damage was mostly mitigated by Fortitude. My armor was also durable enough to take that kind of a hit without trouble.

I took a moment to feel quite good about myself. A few years ago, hitting a tree at twenty miles per hour had killed me. Today, I could eat the road at a thousand miles per hour and all I’d get was a bit of muscle tenderness. I glanced back at the tunnel behind me, seeing sections that my body had absolutely destroyed.

“Arlo doesn’t get road rash,” I said. “The road gets Arlo-rash.” I scratched at my beard, plucking some gravel away. “No, that sounds like I gave the road herpes.” I cleared my throat. “Sticks and stones don’t break my bones? That’s complete shit. Uh, let’s see, something about how I don’t bleed? The road bleeds instead? That’s a stretch.” I took a power pose and lowered my voice. “Arlo’s terminal velocity is only terminal for the ground.” I let that one settle, then nodded. “That’s not bad. Not quite on point, but we’ll stick with it.”

Satisfied with my workshopped one-liner, I peered up and down the tunnel, trying to decide what I was even supposed to do. The spatial anomalies were gone, as were the micro portals. This tunnel was also very long, but for real this time. It lacked any non-Euclidean weirdness other than ordinary gravity.

I checked my notifications, seeing that my brief teleport battle had earned me another level in Dimensional Magic, taking me up to 47. The returns in here really were quite good. Dimensional Magic was taking a heavy lead over my other skills, though. My next highest was Physical Magic at 32, with Mystical a close third at 30.

None of my martial skills had made it above 29. I needed to find one or three Heavy Armor Dungeons next.

I reached out with my senses, but the space beyond the tunnel was still a diamond-cut dimensional shredder. I scanned out to my max distance with Shortcut, finding more tunnel for at least seven miles in either direction. Maybe this was a speed test? Run the endless halls before you die of old age? Dimensional magicks were pretty good at making people go fast, but it wasn’t my specialty.

That thought led me to realize that my specialty was turning out to be portals. I had the Closet, Checkpoints, Shortcut, all of them Deific. Summoning Shog made a portal as well. The description of that one only said “Summon the c’thon Shog’tuatha,” so I wasn’t sure if it had picked up the Deific tag. Shog wasn’t a portal, so I doubted he’d be a god once he came through. Or, if he was, it was entirely because of whatever he’d done while he was away.

Oblivion Orb was a Planar spell, which was the same magic sub-type as my portals. It hadn’t been upgraded by the Dread Star. I’d known that already, but sometimes I’d look at something five times, only to find what I was looking for on the sixth. Maybe I could reforge it into a portal skill. Ideas for later.

Pure speed boosts were usually Spatial magic. Explosion, Homing Weapon, and Gravity Anchor used Spatial concepts, but were hybrids with Physical Magic. I also didn’t have any evolutions for spatial, so as far as Dimensional Magic went, I figured I now fell firmly into the category of portal specialist.

While I couldn’t use Dimensional Magic to speed myself up, I could run pretty well and use Shortcut to add a little extra speed on top. That wasn’t a long-haul idea, since I’d run out of mana, but I decided to start jogging while I thought it over.

I casually skipped along at a speed that most sports cars could only ever dream about, using Shortcut here and there for a boost. Ambient Absorption had my mana regen running real hot as I soaked up the thick, juicy Dimensional energy. It was kicking around in the 400 range, meaning I could Shortcut a hundred times an hour without my totals dropping. It didn’t add much to my overall travel speed, but it was something to do.

After a few minutes, I noticed that the tunnel had taken on a slight gradient, moving downward. A few minutes after that, it was turning slightly to the left. I was descending pretty rapidly, despite the shallow angle. The way out of Delves was always down. Why not Dungeons as well?

As I continued on my journey, I began wondering what had happened to everyone else. Had they been carried away to their own Dungeons? If so, what kind? Were they safe?

The party interface was grayed out and my auras couldn’t find them, but that was normal if we were all in self-contained dimensional spaces. Grotto could check in with them, but I didn’t want to be all paternal. If there was a problem, he’d let me know. I could trust my party members to handle themselves.

I was sure they were fine and probably having just as much fun as I was.
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Etja floated in a lake of pure mana, with strands of potent magic flowing around her. They teased her skin with their tendrils, plucked at her mind like empty thoughts, and promised her the heavens, to be her shield, and to take her anywhere she’d like to go.

She hadn’t even known there was such a thing as “pure” mana, before she’d been dunked into a pool of the stuff. The different types could all be converted into any other with only a little work, and no one’s attunement let them work with all five types, so she wasn’t sure what pure mana would be useful for.

Even the Delves all stored mana as Mystical, since it was the easiest to shift around. Chances were that if she told someone she was using ‘pure’ mana, they’d assume she meant Mystical, which was wrong but would have been a good guess. It would have been her guess, until she’d found out that wasn’t right, which was about three minutes ago.

The lake had shown her a new truth, which she appreciated. The tendrils were curious and playful, and her Mystical skill had gone up twice just from the insights she was gathering by listening to their secrets.

It would have been quite nice, if the stuff hadn’t also been trying to eat her mana matrix.

It was a war of attrition, and there was a lot less mana in Etja than there was in the lake. The pure mana pulled from her with every taste it took. A point here and a point there. She was down more than a hundred, and she knew instinctively that once she’d been sucked dry, the pure mana would stop being gentle with her. It didn’t want her mana pool, that was just a buffer. It wanted the things inside her that made that mana work. Her veins, her matrix, her skill imprints, the little bits and pieces of avatars locked away inside her.

Ejta was gentle with the mana at first. When she was bitten, a gentle puff of Nullify sent the tendrils away. Once they started spinning themselves into invisible threads and sneaking under her skin, she surrounded herself with countermagic. That was unsustainable. Now, she’d learn to copy their style.

The mana wove itself through her like a song, and Nullify danced to its rhythm. She wove the counterspell into little threads she used to cut the tendrils apart. They came at predictable intervals, coerced by a strict conductor. She’d adapted to the mana, but the mana didn’t seem to know how to adapt to her.

This was much more efficient, but she was still losing the race.

The mana told her as much. It spoke to her with soothing tones, assuring her that it wanted what was best for her, but she knew it was cold and ravenous. It was familiar to the other woman who she’d once been. The one locked inside her memories, an echo in the cavern of her mind that never faded. She knew this type, and she knew how to satisfy it.

But the Mirtasian priestess was too nice. Her method of placating was too self-destructive. Etja didn’t mind making sacrifices or sharing, but this mana wasn’t her friend. She had no reason to give it more than it had earned by speaking to her. And all that earned it was a conversation. Right now, it was stealing.

That wasn’t a nice thing to do, so she decided to stop being nice in return.

Deep in Etja’s soul was a door she kept shut and locked, barred and buried. Behind it was a place her father had made for her, and endless nothing that would take everything for itself. It was Etja’s place now, though, ever since her father’s soul had been forced out of her.

Everything that empty place had belonged to her, so everything it took became hers as well. It didn’t care who it took from, it didn’t care where the stuff it wanted came from, and that made it a very difficult thing to discipline.

Each time Etja gained a level, she got a bit better at containing that empty place. Each time she gained a level, the empty place grew more difficult to contain. She took evolutions to give her more control, and it used those evolutions to control the world. But so long as that door stayed shut, it couldn’t act. It could only wait—and plan.

Etja wasn’t very worried about the empty place today. Her friends were somewhere else, far enough away that she couldn’t feel them anymore. Even the comforting presence of Arlo’s auras were gone, which made her a bit sad. She knew they’d return, though. Everyone just needed to kill their own Dungeon, and they could get back to what they were doing.

And what they were doing was talking to dragons, maybe?

If Etja were being honest, she wasn’t totally sure why they were there. Arlo wanted to recruit some allies, but he didn’t know who they were or how they might help. He mostly seemed excited to meet new and interesting characters, which she knew he enjoyed. Everyone else went along with it for… reasons.

It didn’t matter much. It seemed neat, and she was happy to come along. She was hoping that Arlo won the bet, because she had several unique silly hats she wanted to wear. Her newest hat was incredible, but one needed different hats for different occasions. If it turned out there really were dragons here, then she’d have an excuse to have a different hat for every occasion.

Now, however, Etja was alone in this place the System called the Lake of the Pansophical Ruler. No friends. Only one hat, her own. But if she was alone, there was no one to hurt. No one other than the thing trying to hurt her.

So she dug, pried, unlocked, and then opened that door inside her. The lake was vast, but the empty place was more.

She coaxed her tendrils of Nullify out to surround her as she did a slow pirouette in the pure mana sea. They spun around her, picking up her cadence and following along, hardly needing her to lead at all. She used Disintegrate to encourage Nullify to dissolve the attacking filaments rather than annihilate them. Once they were broken down, she introduced Incorporate as a new partner. She and her three spells whirled about in pairs, trading off with one another to accomplish their task.

She seized the mana. She dissolved it. She made it ready for harvest, and Incorporate pulled it inward toward the empty.

The door was only so wide, meaning that this might take a while, but she wasn’t worried. The moment the pure mana started draining into the emptiness, her own mana started filling back up. The tendrils could pinch and stab all they wanted.

They couldn’t drain her dry once they were a part of her.


Chapter 32
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Varrin didn’t know whether he’d found the source of the mountain’s fire, but he’d certainly found fire. He stood amidst endless flames, the flickering dance of orange and white engulfing him. The light stole his vision, the heat robbed him of any useful breath, and his armor had become an oven that sought to cook him.

It was an annoyance, but nothing to cause him any concern.

Not yet.

Varrin’s armor kept the worst of the heat at bay, and his Hiwardian endurance took care of the rest. It would need to grow much hotter before he’d willingly describe the blaze as uncomfortable. As far as the lack of air was concerned, he could just hold his breath. If someone wanted to kill him through suffocation, they’d be left waiting for a while.

The heat and lack of air meant little, but the sound of the fire was a problem. Varrin could navigate well enough without sight; his ancestors had developed keen hearing in the depths of the pitch-black Littan mines. If he were only blinded, it wouldn’t have mattered, but the sole sound to be heard was the roar of the inferno.

None of that obscured the System notification he received, which Varrin glanced at and dismissed just as quickly as it had come.

You have entered the Caldera of the Paroxysmal Ruler

Physical Dungeon

Recommended skills: Physical Magic 40

Unfortunate. Varrin’s Physical Magic skill was only Level 28, which was quite low for an attunement. His Spiritual Magic had even overtaken it recently, owing to his work with his ancestral soul clones. He gave little weight to the recommendation, however. If his skill level needed to improve, then he would improve it. If there were other ways to deal with this Dungeon, then he would find them. Varrin could already endure the fire without relying on Physical Magic. He could just as likely solve any other problems he ran into without it as well.

Varrin spent a few moments in the flames, waiting to see if something would try and take advantage of his reduced awareness. He also spent the time considering whether it would be worth it to pick up the Reconnaissance skill for the Sense Motion evolution. It would have been perfect for a situation such as this.

Perception was a minor weakness of Varrin’s build, and he knew as much. However, it rarely came into play. When it did, there were usually other solutions, such as flying away from the hazard. He was also fond of simply cutting everything down around him, which he could do regardless of whether he could perceive his surroundings.

There were certainly some Physical Magic evolutions that would trivialize this problem in particular, but he was more concerned with build choices made according to more generalized principles. His entire Physical Magic progression was already laid out, and none of it dealt with manipulating fire or improving his awareness. The Restrictor Belt evolution series was focused entirely on making his attacks sharper, and that would be all. Perhaps he could slice these flames away, but he didn’t need to.

Varrin finished his musing. Addressing his blind spots was useful, but it didn’t matter much at that very moment. No one had come to ambush him, and he was satisfied that further contemplation would yield little of value. Varrin slowly rose into the air, moving cautiously to avoid a hard collision with any other unseen hazards. After a few seconds, the fire began to give way to smoke. Smoke was tolerable. He could see at least a few feet through the smoke.

Varrin still couldn’t breathe, but the sound of the fire was no longer absolute. It was dominant over all other noise, but other noises could be heard. Thunder rolled through the sky above him, and there was a soft clanging in the distance, barely audible. Varrin centered on the rhythmic toll and floated onward.

His flight continued to be sedate and measured. Not out of any attempt at stealth, although he could move unseen and unheard much better than anyone who knew him might suspect. Varrin moved at a glide because he felt no need to rush. If there were an enemy, let them think he was slow. Let them understand how little their theatrics mattered. A valley of fire was hardly enough to disturb him, and so he moved as placidly as he felt.

When Varrin breached the thickest smoke, the sky above him was soot-black as far as the eye could see. Frequent streaks of light cut through the miasma, followed by booming rumbles. On the ground below, he spotted an anvil as large as a mansion, sitting near the edge of the flame.

From where Varrin hovered, he could see a glowing slab of metal atop the anvil, looking like it had been abandoned only a moment ago. On the ground beside it was a blacksmith’s hammer sized for a giant, and sitting with their back against the head of that hammer was a man, sized normally.

Normal, in this case, still being a relative description. The man was at least as large as Varrin, and no one of any sense would describe the young Ravvenblaq’s size as “normal.”

Varrin flew closer. He landed on the ground and strode across a field of glowing coals. To his right, the fire burned for at least a half mile in each direction, bounded by a thick stone lip that arced away. Varrin tried to identify the figure as he studied him, but the System was not yet willing to do so.

The stranger wore a heavy set of armor that was tinted a deep, vibrant red. It had the subtle chromatic glint of Prismatite, and the combination made it appear as though each plate had been cut from the same colossal ruby. Otherwise, the armor was plain.

There were no engravings, no heraldry, and not a single ornamental flair to be found, but while the armor was functional and unembellished, its workmanship was of the highest quality. Each piece had been precisely forged, the surfaces perfect, polished, and pristine. Overlapping metal plates slid smoothly around the joints, with no visible separation or friction. The gauntlets had such complex articulation that Varrin would have believed the man had he said he could paint a masterpiece without ever taking them off.

Beyond that, the armor was clean in a way that could only be achieved through the Immutable property. Despite the environment, not a single scorch mark could be seen. Not a single speck of ash could find purchase. Outside of a System award, such a thing could only have been the product of a very high-level smith. Someone approaching Varrin’s own grandfather in skill, of whom there were precious few.

Across the ruby man’s lap was a two-handed sword. Like the armor, it was both simple and masterful. Six feet of frozen steel made up a hand’s-width blade, straight and double-edged. The crossguard and pommel were heavily weighted, balancing the sword while serving as potential weapons of their own. While Varrin had only the most rudimentary mana sense, he could still feel power pouring off the weapon. Its surface swam with elemental beauty, compressed until the blade was more magic than metal.

The man watched Varrin approach, a glint of citrine eyes visible through his visor. Slitted, reptilian pupils studied him, betraying no emotion. Varrin came to a stop ten feet from the man. The two of them were the only things in the realm untouched by the pervasive rain of ash. A virginal pair amidst the tainted landscape.

The man stood with casual strength, as though he’d levitated from his sitting position. He brought the blade of his sword to rest against his shoulder. The stance wasn’t an aggressive one, but it also allowed for that to change very quickly.

The System finally gave Varrin an identification.

Remembrance of Hep, Era of Youth: Elemental, Grade 25

The man shifted his feet and leaned in. Varrin held tight to Kazandak’s sheath but made no move to draw it. The man had weakened his balance with the motion, and it seemed more evocative of interest than any intent to attack.

“This is weird,” said the stranger. “You’re Level 13.”

Varrin ignored the rude comment, choosing to be civil instead. “I am Lord Varrin Ravvenblaq,” he said with a slight bow. “Might I know your name, such that I can address you properly?”

The ruby man moved back into his casual stance. “You may call me Lord Hep, if you so desire.”

“Well met, Lord Hep,” said Varrin. “It seems that I have been brought to this caldera against my will.”

“Oh?” said Hep. “Is that truly what happened, Lord Ravvenblaq?”

“Indeed, Lord Hep. However, it is my understanding that I am to undertake some kind of test. I presume this to be the reason for my abduction. Would you be familiar with such a thing?”

“I am familiar with this test,” said Hep with a nod. “It is not often that I receive those of noble station into my caldera. You’ll forgive me for my earlier comment, I’m sure. It has been some time since I was addressed so formally, and I have grown accustomed to speaking aloud for both myself and my guests.”

“Think nothing of it,” said Varrin. “Although I am curious as to why you find my level to be an oddity.”

“Ah, you misapprehend me, Lord Ravvenblaq. This is understandable, given my inartful words. You see, what I find strange is not your level, but my own.”

“I will admit that you have now enlivened my curiosity even further, Lord Hep.”

“Yes, that must sound absurd without context. To explain, whenever a guest arrives in my caldera, my level or grade is reduced to match their own. Otherwise, my opponents would have no chance of winning. Even then, they have but the slimmest of prospects.”

“I see,” said Varrin. “But I am Level 13, and you are not.”

“As you say, Lord Ravvenblaq.” Varrin could hear a predatory smile in Hep’s voice. “This is a most unusual occurrence, although it is not without precedent. Some individuals present a greater challenge than their System-assigned number might suggest—but the divergence has never been so great. My level is nearly double yours, after all!”

“Hm,” Varrin grunted. “I cannot say that this surprises me, Lord Hep. I have a history of fighting upward, so to speak.”

“Good, good,” said Hep. “I would hate for you to feel that this is unfair in any way.”

“Fairness was never a consideration.”

“Then let us be done with words and truly speak with one another.”

Varrin drew Kazandak, and by the time the weapon had left its sheath, Hep’s blade was already crashing down upon it. Varrin tilted his sword to let Hep’s heavier weapon slide down its length, then whipped Kazandak forward to take the ruby man in the neck. Hep pivoted, moving back enough to avoid Kazandak’s tip by an inch, but Varrin extended Kazandak mid-swing. Sparks flew from Hep’s gorget, and the master of the caldera hopped back to put space between them.

Had this been a formal competition, Varrin would have been satisfied for earning the first point. However, his strike hadn’t been enough to penetrate Hep’s armor, and he’d gleaned very little about Hep’s fighting style. Hep, on the other hand, now knew that Kazandak could change its length and that Varrin was skillful in a precision-based style.

Rather than let Hep spend time analyzing, Varrin pressed the offensive. He darted in and thrust Kazandak toward Hep’s hip. Hep rotated his lower body, pulling back while using the motion to bring his blade down towards Varrin’s shoulder. Varrin had gone low with the thrust, and quickly dropped, pivoting into a kneeling guard.

Hep’s longsword struck Kazandak, Varrin angled the blade to slide away again, springing forward to slash beneath Hep’s armpit. Hep anticipated the deflection and rotated his swing to counter. Hep pressured Kazandak, forcing the blade too low to hit its target, spinning as he went and sweeping Varrin’s back with the blade’s tip.

The longsword scraped across Varrin’s armor, but Varrin was already rotating to turn the hit into a glancing blow. He brought Kazandak back around, met by Hep’s blade. Hep knocked Kazandak to one side, then lunged inside Varrin’s guard. But Hep had under-committed to the block in order to time his lunge. Varrin adjusted the angle of his blade and twisted his upper body to push Hep’s thrust off center. The two exchanged hits, with Hep driving his sword into Varrin’s shoulder, and Varrin running Kazandak across Hep’s left hand.

Both sides drew blood, and both sides withdrew to reset. Neither of the men’s armor showed signs of the damage, but both had struck with enough force to pass through the Immutable materials.

“Done with introductions?” asked Varrin. His left deltoid throbbed and burned. His arming doublet began to grow wet, though he bled less than he’d expected.

Hep shook his hand, steaming blood splattering from between the plates. A few wisps of smoke coiled up from his fingers before he re-seated his grip, then nodded. “Thank you for indulging me. I sometimes miss the purity of swordplay.”

Hep’s blade began to glow a dim red as a static charge filled the air. The blade’s light quickly grew in intensity until it was an orange nearly bright enough to be called white. Even from twenty feet away, Varrin was battered by a heat several times stronger than the flames he’d walked through to get here, and the static charge rose in tandem. Arcs of electricity jumped between Varrin’s fingers as he sheathed Kazandak and prepared to draw it anew.

Varrin wondered how hot the sword would be from up close, and then he fought to suppress his grin.


Chapter 33


Your Physical Magic skill has increased to Level 29!

Varrin hadn’t used any skills during Hep’s “introduction,” but Bleeding was based in the Physical school, and he had many bonuses to that. The Dungeon was generous with its skillups, it seemed.

Varrin dismissed the notification and toggled them off. He didn’t want even a small glimmer in the corner of his eye distracting him.

Hep evaluated him for a beat, then shifted his sword so that it was again resting on his shoulder. He dropped his injured left hand from the hilt and a tower shield appeared over it, ruby in color like his armor, but a shade darker.

Hep shot forward, shield raised, and arrived in front of Varrin faster than the sound of his thundering movement. The temperature rose dramatically as Hep approached, as though the sun itself were charging. Varrin drew Kazandak and stepped left, striking the shield and turning it away before the air ahead of the shield exploded, a shockwave kicking up embers and ash for a hundred feet.

Hep moved with Varrin’s strike against his shield, swinging his blade down in a diagonal. Varrin stepped into the hit and brought Kazandak down across Hep’s chest. The ruby man’s sword lost power from the close angle, and while Varrin’s skin was seared, the blade didn’t make it past his regalia. The hit from Kazandak pushed Hep off balance, and the man was forced to adjust his stance back a step. Varrin followed up with Sanguine Strike, his blade alight with crimson mana as its edge sought to tear a river of blood from Hep’s veins.

Reptilian wings, the same color as Hep’s armor, appeared on his back, and the man’s imbalance disappeared. He brought the point of his longsword up to meet Varrin’s wrist, who was forced to adjust his swing to keep the limb from being skewered. The attack bounced off Hep’s pauldron, and the skill failed.

The pair exchanged several more times, their talent with the blade evenly matched, their armor and resilience protecting them from what glancing blows made it through. Hep pushed forward aggressively, his blade never ceasing its journey through the air to seek out Varrin’s neck, heart, liver, and joints. Varrin turned Hep’s strikes against him, matching the man’s power and ferocity with dangerous parries and reversals that quested for major veins and arteries.

The heat in the air continued to rise throughout until finally, the first bead of sweat perched on Varrin’s brow, boiling away before it had the chance to run. Hep’s shield disappeared, and he took his weapon up in two hands again. Lightning poured out from the blade and wreathed Hep’s body. It arced out to punch into Varrin’s armor, but like the heat, it wasn’t enough. Varrin fought past the uncomfortable buzzing coursing through his limbs and watched Hep’s blade fall. He waited for his moment, then dodged.

Varrin disappeared, then reappeared at Hep’s back. One of Varrin’s soul clones remained behind, and Hep’s blade passed harmlessly through it without resistance. The clone then caught Hep off guard by throwing a jab into his face.

The attack was hardly enough to hurt the ruby warrior, but Hep was momentarily surprised by the appearance of the spectral double, and his head flinched back when the fist clanked against his helm. From behind, Kazandak found the side of Hep’s neck, and the mana from Sanguine Strike connected to make a ragged mess of Hep’s jugular.

Hep rushed forward through the clone as it dispersed it into a haze of spiritual mist. He spun and locked onto Varrin, who held his sword at the ready rather than giving chase. Hep held a hand up to his gorget, beneath which a gout of blood freed itself from his body with every pulse of his heart. Even had he not had a heart, the blood still would have found its release under the pull of Varrin’s technique.

“What was that?” asked Hep. Smoke began to flow out from his helm, and Varrin felt his connection to the man’s wounded neck fade.

“Which part?” asked Varrin. He began to stalk forward as they spoke, looking for the next opening.

“There was another you standing there for a moment.”

“You could see that?” said Varrin. “I have found that many cannot.”

“The soul does not often hide from those who know how to look.” Hep tilted his head. “You have a Physical attunement.”

“I do.” Varrin suspected that was the entire reason he’d been brought to the Physical Dungeon, so it was no secret worth keeping. “What of it?”

Hep tapped his neck where Varrin had struck. “Your affinity for blood is good, but your connection with that copy was better. It’s unusual for one not attuned with Spiritual. If I hadn’t smelled out your attunement myself, I’d think you were lying.”

Varrin halted his approach, reminded of an errant comment from more than a year beforehand. They were words from the Operator; the monstrous humanoid working for the System that his party had met in Eschendur. It had said that Varrin had “an evolving Spiritual attunement.” Amidst all the other outrageous claims the thing had made, its mistake over Varrin’s attunement had been left without comment.

“Does this change anything?” asked Varrin. He didn’t think it did. He only focused on Physical and Spiritual Magic, both of which could be practiced so long as he had either attunement. Physical gave him access to Dimensional Magic as well, whereas Spiritual would add Divine to his options. Either way, he had no interest in a third school, so it was ultimately meaningless.

Hep adjusted his sword grip, remaining silent for a long moment. Lightning continually leapt from his body to strike the ground around him, kicking up sparks and ash as the air swam from his weapon’s heat. “Nah,” he said. “I was just curious.”

Varrin charged, and their dance resumed. Hep took to the air on his wings, and Varrin followed, his gaudy cloak sparkling in the firelight. As the seconds passed, Varrin landed more and more blows, sending a rain of blood down to sizzle on the coals below. With each strike, Hep’s heat rose a degree, his lightning made Varrin’s muscles buzz just a bit harder, his blows were a fraction more forceful. The man was building Rage, and Varrin felt he was being toyed with.

Hep was capable of cauterizing his wounds to staunch the Bleeding that Varrin applied. Even so, the man must have lost gallons of blood by this point. Delvers and mana monsters could bleed freely for much longer than a mundane organism, but there were still limits. Unless Hep was mostly blood, there wasn’t enough room inside him for all that Varrin drained.

“You are so technical!” shouted Hep as their blades crossed. A snarl had entered his voice, the statement becoming an accusation. “The skill of a genius, but the heart of a construct!”

Hep swung with yet more force and speed, releasing an inhuman roar as he did so. Varrin’s block was too slow, and the blade connected with his chest. The blade cut through Varrin’s armor, and a gout of flame filled his cuirass. Lightning followed, causing Varrin’s muscles to seize as the strike sent him hurtling away. He struck the ground a hundred feet below like a comet, creating a rising plume of ash and smoke.

From impact to impact, Varrin spent the second of travel time in thought. He’d been managing his own Rage, keeping the stacking buff from exceeding his threshold of 10. Any higher, and he’d become afflicted with Berserk. While endlessly stacking Rage would make him more powerful, it would only allow him to end the fight in one way.

Hep, on the other hand, seemed able to cultivate his Rage endlessly. The man grew more wild with each strike, more frequently abandoning his defense to land a hit, but he wasn’t ruthlessly pursuing victory. Even as Varrin crashed to the ground, Hep did not follow. The ruby man had not been overtaken by his lust for battle but instead stared down at Varrin imperiously.

The duelist in Varrin hadn’t been taking the fight that seriously. Berserk was for battle, whereas this was more akin to a spar. But Hep’s last strike had pierced Varrin’s chest, two inches from his heart. Such a wound might not kill him anymore, but it told him that Hep perceived this situation very differently. Hep wasn’t administering a test—he was playing with Varrin like prey before a meal.

Varrin floated to his feet in the small crater he’d made and met Hep’s eyes.

“Where is your passion?” Hep asked with a hint of disgust. The question came between heavy breaths, ones that owed their birth to the thrill, rather than exertion.

Varrin decided to give Hep what he asked for, and to allow the man the honor of shouldering its consequences.

Varrin used Enrage, and his helm came to life with a pair of burning azure eyes. His muscles swelled, his heart rate quickened, and his head emptied of all thoughts save for one—killing Hep.

Varrin used Adrenaline Rush to burn a Haste charge, then burst from the ground at nearly three times the speed of sound. Hep brought his sword up for a counter, unphased by Varrin’s sudden acceleration, but Varrin disappeared before Hep could strike. Another soul clone appeared in his place, but this one wasn’t a phantom looking for a sucker punch. This was a fully realized ancestral spirit, with all the skill that a century of Delver heritage had imparted onto the young Ravvenblaq.

Varrin had long ago used Damage Analysis to learn that Hep was extraordinarily resilient to Physical damage. If this entity was the arbiter of the Physical Dungeon, that only made sense, and Varrin had seen it as a challenge. But Hep’s defenses had only grown as they fought.

Hep ignored lethal amounts of blood loss even as his flesh became ever harder to cut. By this point, only the strength lent to Varrin through Rage could overcome the man’s absurd tolerances. However, Varrin was not beholden to Physical attacks, despite whatever this Dungeon “suggested,” and he could cut far deeper than any man’s flesh would allow.

The ancestral clone turned Hep’s blade aside as Varrin appeared behind him and used Soul Strike. Kazandak severed itself in two such that it could sever the world twice over. A spectral copy of Kazandak followed behind the physical blade as Varrin cut through Hep in both body and soul. While Hep’s armor and skin proved stalwart against Kazandak’s material edge, the spiritual blade dug deep, and Hep roared as Varrin struck his first serious blow.

Hep batted the clone’s sword aside and turned to face Varrin but took another phantom blade in the back for his disregard of the spirit. Before Hep could orient on Varrin, the younger man vanished again. Varrin used Wraithwalk to step into the Spiritual realm, invisible and incorporeal as he walked through Hep and delivered another Soul Strike into the man’s increasingly ruined back.

Varrin’s skill ended the moment he landed his hit, and Hep spun, blade slicing around him as both fire and lightning filled the air. Varrin had no time to dodge the retaliation, and Hep’s sword took him in the ribs. Varrin was blown across the sky, tumbling for over a hundred feet before he could right himself. When he looked up, Hep was already on him again.

The caldera’s master had flipped his sword, now holding it by the blade. He swung with a giant’s might and brought the pommel across Varrin’s helm. The heavy guard smashed into Varrin’s head, sending the world into a colorful blur as he became insensate. A distant feeling of halting jerks was the only awareness he had of hitting the ground again, tumbling across the fiery landscape a half-dozen times.

Varrin came to in less than a second, finding his soul clone standing over him and exchanging with Hep. The ruby warrior’s power had grown again, but the spiritual entity ignored the strikes. Its body was unaffected when Hep’s blade swung through it, and Hep only paid it enough heed to knock its blade away as he strode towards his real target.

Varrin flew up and activated Second Wind, burning a chunk of stamina to recover a large portion of the health he’d lost, then he spawned another soul clone while he charged at Hep. Two clones that lasted a minute each was his current limit, and they drew power for their techniques from his own stamina pool. With both out, it put a hard timer on the fight. Still, Hep had taken several gruesome hits on top of the blood loss he’d been suffering. Even Arlo would have been brought low from the abuse this enemy had endured had the flamboyant man not been immune to Bleeding.

Even so, Hep looked more than capable of going further, and Varrin had no room in his thoughts to consider his opponent’s injuries any further than how Varrin could exploit them to end the fight. He would lay down all his cards and see where they fell.

Varrin landed outside of Hep’s reach, creating a triangle formation around Hep with his clones. Then he extended Kazandak to its full length, his clones mirroring the action with their spectral copies of the blade, and all three activated Cyclone.

The world around Hep became a whirlwind of razor edges for fifty feet in all directions. Three grinding wheels of 20-foot blades thrashed with Hep at their center, cutting him through in both body and spirit.

Hep wrapped himself in his wings, their hardened scales and tough membranes seeking to add another layer of protection, but they were shredded like so much meat. The attack lasted only an instant, but by the time it was done, Hep’s soul churned and his body wept a grown man’s worth of blood every second.

Hep spread his wings outward, crimson streams spiraling into the air with arcs of electricity dancing between them. Varrin recovered from his skill and was set to use an even more powerful technique. He feared it was incomplete, but there was no room for doubt here. Varrin spun his sword until a gleaming circle began to appear in the air before him.

Then, the world erupted.

The ground kicked Varrin from below, driven forth by a sixty-foot-wide geyser of molten rock. It launched him hundreds of feet into the air in an instant, and fire hotter than any Varrin had ever felt embraced him.

Varrin flew away from the detonation, but the fire clung to him, eating at his skin and threatening to boil his organs. His health ticked down steadily, but Varrin had no mind to pay it. Behind him was a growing mushroom cloud spawned by the detonation. A fountain of lava continued to burst toward the sky, only to fall back upon the land as molten rain.

The endless smoke above the cataclysmic site turned and swirled. It grew bright with frequent flashes of blinding white light. The thunder became an omnipresent series of explosions and rolling pressure waves.

Then Hep fell upon him as a bolt of lightning from above.


Chapter 34


The pair clashed through the air and sent new plumes of ash reaching for the sky when they landed. Varrin recovered quickly, standing to meet Hep, but found another bolt of lightning instead. It bucked Varrin’s chest like a ten-thousand-pound horse, sending the man skipping back across the terrain, followed by orbs of flame that detonated all around him. When Varrin recovered, he realized that Kazandak was gone.

Hep swung his blade, deflecting and parrying attacks from Varrin’s second clone as he marched forward, the first clone having already expired. Kazandak was buried in the coals, its hilt sticking up at waist-height. Hep reached to pull it from the ash, ignoring the frantic attacks from the clone.

But Kazandak was an heirloom, and not one that could be shared with anyone other than a Ravvenblaq. Hep’s hand passed through the hilt, and he let out a growl as he pulled back from it. He turned and charged at Varrin instead, while Varrin’s clone grabbed the weapon from where it lay.

Varrin pulled a different sword from his inventory, an artless slab of dark iron. It was ten feet in length, heavy as a loaded wagon with mules included, and built entirely for killing spells. When he brought it out, the fire engulfing him was immediately extinguished.

Varrin chose this blade because he’d had a moment of insight about Hep. One that explained the man’s control over his Rage and also his sudden shift away from pure techniques. The man had invested deeply into Wisdom. High Wisdom meant high mana, and ignoring that resource pool would have been foolish. Hep was a spellblade, although he’d waited until late into the fight to start using any skills that drew on mana as opposed to stamina.

Varrin mirrored Hep’s charge. The ruby warrior sent forth flaming orbs and bolts of lightning that Varrin struck from the air. When they drew close, the air before Hep’s helm swirled into a vortex, and the man breathed out a mighty gout of fire.

Varrin set his feet and swung the dark-iron greatsword through the inferno, cutting it down the center and sending a wave of countermagic back at Hep. The force struck the caldera’s master in the face, and the flames died as Hep stumbled back a step.

Varrin finished his charge with Hep recovering an instant before he arrived. The ruby warrior brought his sword up to block, but his position was awkward. Varrin made a split-second decision and changed his target, bringing the greatsword down across Hep’s unguarded wrist.

The man’s hand went flying, and his sword clattered to the ground. Varrin swept his blade around, carrying its momentum forward into another heaving attack, but Hep himself brought out a second blade as well, held in his remaining hand and glinting with myriad colors. The swords cracked against one another, and it was clear from the sound that neither weapon was Immutable.

“Ha!” Hep barked out a sharp laugh, though Varrin didn’t know what was funny. Hep jumped away from Varrin and spun into the remaining clone. The new sword flashed across the spiritual being and, unlike everything else Hep had done, it actually cut the clone—all the way in half.

Varrin’s anger surged as Kazandak fell from the clone’s fading hands, and though he was now alone and far closer to dead than he’d like, he still had a sliver of stamina and an enemy to kill.

Varrin ran at Hep, and the man turned to guard with his strange sword but lifted his arms at the last moment. Varrin connected with Hep’s abdomen, the dark-iron sword sinking through the Immutable armor until the back of it had disappeared. Hep took the grievous wound in exchange for bringing his weapon down onto Varrin’s head.

The ruby warrior struck Varrin’s helm with a light tap.

All Varrin’s fury drained from the world, and his Rage dropped back down to ten. The Berserk status ended, and he blinked to clear his eyes of sweat and blood, and to clear his mind of confusion over what had just happened.

“You got me, kid,” said Hep. “You win. I’m about to bleed out, and I can’t fix it if we’re fighting.”

Varrin looked at Hep. His armor was unscathed, and one would be hard-pressed to believe he was nearly dead, but a glance down showed an alarming amount of blood pouring out from the man’s… everywhere. The blood pearled and rolled off the armor from between the plates, skittering to the ground as whatever unknown force kept the offending substance away. Varrin let go of his sword and nodded, then took a step back. Hep held the dark-iron weapon in place, likely thinking that removing it would make the situation worse, which it would.

Hep lifted the front of his helm and summoned a hefty potion, muddled and glowing. Varrin studied Hep’s blood-soaked face as he tilted the potion back and downed it in one go. He had ruby scales, matching his armor, but unlike a Geulon they covered his entire head. They also looked thick and robust, closer to armor than something one might see on a reptile.

Hep grimaced after drinking the potion, exposing a row of sharp, carnivore’s teeth. Varrin looked from the man to the enormous hammer and anvil nearby and felt a pit form in his stomach.

He was starting to think that Arlo was going to win their bet.

Varrin recovered Kazandak as Hep finished another potion, heedless of any toxicity it might impart. The ruby warrior wrenched the dark-iron sword from his gut and handed it back to Varrin, who stored it away.

“Nice sword, by the way,” said Hep. “Ugly, though.”

“It is built more for function,” Varrin replied, without taking any offense to the comment. The dark-iron blade wasn’t a product of his grandfather, but rather a backup Varrin had procured on his own.

Hep’s body was engulfed in fire for a moment, burning away the blood on his face and presumably handling the wound in his gut. He pulled off his masterwork gauntlets and clapped his hands together, also covered in scales and ending in lethal-looking talons.

“All right,” said Hep. “You’ve beaten the world’s most dangerous crafter.” He gave Varrin a predatory smile. “My Level 25 form, that is. This is my phase one build, so nothing fancy going on. Still, nearly twice your level. That’s pretty impressive.”

“Crafter?” said Varrin. “I’d assumed Smithing was your support skill.”

Hep shrugged. “No, Smithing is my highest-level intrinsic, believe it or not.” Varrin glanced at Hep’s armor again. He could believe it. “Now that we’re done, I’ve got some questions for you.”

“Many do,” Varrin replied. “If it has to do with my build, I seldom answer.”

“Ah, don’t be like that, Lord Ravvenblaq,” said Hep with another smile. Varrin watched him from behind his helm, refusing to lower his guard or to play into the man’s “charm.” Hep’s smile faded, and he turned to spit a wad of flaming… spit? onto the ground. “Fine,” the man said. “Let’s start with the critique, and you can decide where to go from there.”

“I am amenable to that,” said Varrin. He had no problem hearing the man’s criticisms. If Hep had committed to his final strike, Varrin would have lost. Whether the man would have died afterward was a matter of speculation. Varrin still accepted the win without questioning it, as was proper, but Hep was a superior berserker. There must be some lessons to learn.

“First, what’s your Physical Magic skill level? Wait, no, you said no spoilers. Okay, I’m assuming it’s under Level 40.” Hep eyed him as though he could see Varrin’s face through the full ravenskull helm he wore. “I’m also betting your Spiritual Magic skill is higher. Or it was before you entered. If you really are Physical-attuned, then you’re slowing yourself down that way.”

“I was not aware that it mattered,” said Varrin. “An attunement is a starting point. It does not govern your talent for the adjacent schools.”

“It’s your fundamental,” said Hep. “The core of your magicks. The better you understand your attunement, the better you’ll be with your adjacents. Listen, they all bleed into the next, why do you think they’re arrayed in a wheel?”

“I am aware of the crossover,” said Varrin. “Regardless, your point is well taken. My recent trials have pushed me towards Spiritual. The drift has not been intentional.”

“Then you need to work on Physical. That’ll help with your Bleeding. You started serving me a whole buffet of pain once you broke out those clone things, but Bleeding is what won you the fight.”

“Truly?” said Varrin. “Each of my Spiritual strikes must have landed for several hundred damage.”

“I’m pretty tough across Physical, Spiritual, and Dimensional. Yes, Physical is my best defense, but Spectral damage isn’t some great weakness of mine. Also, I have a lot of health.”

“I worried that the bleed was doing little,” said Varrin. “Your blood supply seemed endless.”

“I’m bigger than I look,” said Hep. “Lots of blood to lose.”

Varrin glanced at the hammer and anvil again. “A lot bigger, I presume.” Hep nodded, but didn’t clarify further.

“Second, your Rage burns bright, but it’s shallow. Any good berserker needs Wisdom to temper their anger, and while it seems like you have some, you don’t have enough. Not with the stats you must be walking around with.”

Varrin grunted. “I have little use for the mana.”

“Why?” asked Hep. “There are plenty of spells that don’t need Intelligence or Charisma. My own build allows me to use Strength instead of a caster stat once I enter a berserk state.”

“That must be why you waited until late in the combat to deploy them.”

“You got it,” said Hep.

Varrin considered what to tell Hep on the matter. “I seek purity of purpose,” he said. “I am committed to the martial path, and I have a line of buffs that forbid the use of mana.”

“That’s a choice, but okay.” Hep raked a claw across his cheek, digging in between the scales to reach some unseen itch. “Do you have a passive slot open?”

“I do,” said Varrin.

“Try and grab a passive called Mana Void. It’ll kill your mana pool, but make Wisdom help out with stamina instead.”

“I glean many benefits from entering Berserk early on,” said Varrin. “Having a higher threshold would delay it.”

“Bleh,” said Hep, sticking out his tongue. It was forked. “More stacks of Rage means more power. If you’re dancing around the Berserk ‘debuff’ like you did with me, you’re leaving damage on the table. Besides, there’s a Level 40 Wisdom evolution called Eye of the Storm. It’ll double your threshold and your Rage generation, plus it prevents stacks from decaying until you want them to.”

“That… sounds useful,” Varrin admitted. His Discerning Barbarian passive already effectively doubled his Rage generation. Another doubling would be potent indeed.

“I also saw you use Enrage,” said Hep. “That grants stacks of Rage based on your Spiritual Magic level. While it makes me sick to admit it, if your Spiritual Magic is good enough, the higher threshold won’t matter. And Wisdom buffs perception. Everyone needs good perception. I saw you coming from a mile out. If this had been a real fight, I’d have gone after you when you’d entered through the caldera’s flames. You’d have been fucked.”

“Perhaps,” said Varrin. “Any other pointers to share?”

“Bloodboil might be good, but you need Mana Void, and I doubt you have two passive slots open.” Hep violently scratched between his scales again. “Hmmmm. No, I think that’s it. Your swordsmanship is incredible, your athleticism is fantastic—you must have nearly as much Agility as Strength—and your gear—” Hep spent a long moment looking at Varrin’s armor and then at Kazandak. “I mean, it’s great. Really professional work.”

“I will deliver the compliment to my grandfather.”

“Grandfather? So you don’t have some ridiculous amount of wealth, you’ve got an inside man.”

“I have both.”

“Ah.” Hep frowned. “Oh well. Don’t let anyone ever tell you being rich is some kind of problem. It’s fucking great.”

“Yes, I am aware of its advantages.”

“Do you have Smithing?”

“I do not.”

“Any reason for that?” asked Hep.

“There has not been a need,” said Varrin. “It would take me decades before I could produce anything to rival my grandfather, and my current skill set suits me.”

“You’ve got access to a man with that much talent, and you aren’t going to milk it for all the training you can? Is your grandpa gonna live forever? Does he have a hundred hatchlings taking up the hammer for when he dies?”

This was the first of Hep’s criticisms that made Varrin flinch. Neither he nor his siblings had followed in Papa Junior’s path, and neither had his father. Perhaps there was some true insight there. Hep must have sensed Varrin’s discomfort because he didn’t push it any further.

“Any questions for me?” asked Hep.

Varrin dismissed his guilt towards Papa Junior and focused on the inquiry. “What was that sword you used at the finish? It ended your Berserk instantly and dispelled my own at a touch.”

“One of my favorite side pieces,” said Hep, pulling out the glimmering blade. He tossed it to Varrin and granted him permission to inspect it. “I don’t have a great way to end Berserk, so I made that instead of wasting a skill slot.”

Hep’s Trusty Backup

Prismatite Longsword

Requirements: STR 58, WIS 40, Brawling 40

Effects:

This weapon may make Mystical attacks. When making Mystical attacks with this weapon, it gains a +58 bonus.

This weapon may make Spectral attacks. When making Spectral attacks with this weapon, it gains a +80 bonus.

When drawn, this weapon ends the Berserk status on its wielder. On hit, this weapon ends the Berserk status on its target.

“A Brawling requirement?” said Varrin.

“Brawling has broad applications,” said Hep. “I figured out how to sneak in the Berserk dispel through that requirement. It’d be easier with Spiritual Magic, maybe a requirement of 20, but fuck that. I did it my way.”

“And it serves to handle any enemies you encounter that are immune to Physical,” said Varrin. “A fine weapon.” He held it back out to Hep, but the ruby warrior grinned.

“Best part of this Dungeon is that it makes it cheap to replicate my less valuable equipment,” said Hep. “Consider it a prize for the win. Ah, but you have to admit you have Brawling before I let you keep it.”

Varrin couldn’t hide his shock, even through his armor. The sword had to be worth at least sixteen diamond chips. It was a fortune, and it was one of this man’s less valuable items?

“I have Brawling.” Varrin was quick to admit it with such a sword on the line.

“Figured,” said Hep. “Normally I’d give you my main weapon, but it wouldn’t be useful to you. Here, to make up the difference, I’ll let you pick one of these bits of jewelry I’ve got.”

Hep fumbled to pull a ring from his finger with one hand, then dug an amulet and two trinkets out from beneath his armor. He looked around for a moment until he spotted his other hand, then retrieved the severed limb and pulled another ring from it with his teeth. He handed (and spat) the items into Varrin’s palm. The amulet, both rings, and one trinket were made of different kinds of lustrous wood. Fireproof wood, apparently. The remaining trinket appeared to be made of bone.

Varrin was once again taken aback by the treasure that Hep so casually handed him.


Chapter 35


Each piece of jewelry Hep had passed to Varrin was simple, but their effects vastly outstripped their requirements. These were a different sort of treasure, precious for how easily they could be worn.

Blackthorn Ring of the Dark

Requirements: INT 10, LCK 10, Reconnaissance

+20 Mystical DR

+20 Divine DR

Your Darkvision range is increased by 30 feet.

You may cause one attempt to counter, negate, or redirect a spell you cast to automatically fail. This effect resets after an 8-hour rest.

Black Walnut Ring of the Chain

Requirements: FOR 20, Blades

+40 to your Rage threshold.

You cannot be disarmed of, or forced to drop, your weapon.

You gain a bonus to your flying speed equal to half your normal movement speed.

Deep Wood Amulet of Stimulation

Requirements: INT 10, AGL 5, Survival

+20 to maximum mana

+40 to mana regeneration

+20 to maximum dodge pool

Any activity, cooldown, or other effect that requires 8 hours of continuous action or rest requires 1 less hour to accomplish.

Mana monsters are neutral towards you unless provoked.

Kinesthetics Trinket

Requirements: Athletics

Your Athletics skill level advances 50% faster.

Bone Brawler’s Trinket

Requirements: Brawling

You may block with a block value equal to your Brawling skill level regardless of what items, if any, you are holding.

“None of the skill requirements have levels listed,” said Varrin. “You must only possess the intrinsic skill to use these?”

“A perk of higher-level Woodworking, my friend,” said Hep. “People who look down on crafters are morons. You can make shit exactly the way you want it, and for less than half of what it costs everyone else. Just, really, consider Smithing at the very least.”

Of all the things Hep had told him, Varrin found himself most swayed by that bit of advice. Between the items themselves, the Black Walnut Ring of the Chain was the best for his build, although the Rage threshold would force him to wait longer during combat to enter berserk. If he found more ways to generate Rage, it would become a major boon instead. Varrin chose that ring and slid it on, then returned the rest to Hep. The warrior accepted them. His generosity did have limits.

“Now you’ve got two options,” said Hep. “You can exit the Dungeon to seek out your audience with the real me—who will be eager to meet you, by the way—or you can stay here for a while and train.”

“I deeply appreciate your invitation to remain, Lord Hep, but I have allies awaiting me outside.”

“Back to ‘Lord Hep’ now that I gave you some free shit, I see how it is.” Hep grinned at him, then waved his stump dismissively to reassure Varrin it was a joke. “You’re the first one done,” he said. “It’s been, like, thirty minutes since you showed up. I figure you’ve got a while before your party members are all finished. I can let you know when we’re out of time.”

Varrin nodded. “Very well, let us continue our bout.”

“Slow down, champ,” said Hep. “I’m missing a hand and more in the mood to act as an instructor, not a training dummy.”

Varrin looked at the stump and felt a little embarrassed. “Will—Will your hand return?”

“Yeah, I’m good, but I never built into regen since my health pool is just… it’s absolutely monstrous compared to you little guys. It’ll take a few days.” Hep scratched at his scales again, then gave Varrin another sinister smile. “Let’s start by running through every Physical skill you have.”

As it turned out, all of Hep’s generosity had truly been a ploy to learn more about Varrin’s build. In the end, Varrin didn’t mind, since he left the Dungeon with a Physical Magic skill of 40, earning him his Restrictor Belt 3 evolution.

Restrictor Belt 3

So long as you have spent no mana in the last 24 hours, your weapon attacks gain +1 damage and apply +1 Bleeding per every level of Physical Magic.

Varrin even learned a thing or two about Smithing while they were at it.
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I’d been running and teleporting down the eternally spiraling hallway for a while, and I was beginning to suspect there was no end to it. That was fine. I didn’t need to find the end. Instead, I could just[STOP TEXT]

[REROUTING]
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SYSTEM ADDENDUM ADDED BY: USER NAME [Ruler 3]

ADDENDUM NOTE: Ruler 2 has added the following additional context: “If you want to try and steal my petitioner, then get off your tail and participate. If you were number one, maybe I’d take your requests more seriously.”

Ruler 3 “declined” to add their own additional context but asked for it to be clarified that “only those who believe themselves inadequate engage in competition.”

While the System takes no position in this matter, we feel the need to point out that Ruler 3’s statement is, in fact, additional context, and thus has been logged as such.
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Nuralie crouched, hidden in a tree, because hiding in the river bed was too dangerous. She looked out over the misty forest she’d suddenly appeared within, watching the half-spectral beasts wandering its game trails as she worked through ways to mitigate involuntary teleports.

She’d been isolated from the party too easily, and it had exposed a new vulnerability in need of address.

Fortitude was the primary attribute that governed defense against Dimensional effects. There was little she could do in that regard, other than continue to place points there as she leveled. However, it wasn’t an immediate solution, nor one she was likely to pursue in earnest given her build.

Spiritual Magic had some capability with teleportation, but it was always conditional. There was potential for a soul-locking mechanism, but that might simply end up with the body being teleported, while the spirit remained behind. Less than ideal. She discarded the school as an option for now.

Divine might serve, but the Eschenden triad was not particularly strong in aspects relating to teleportation. She could likely protect herself while in Eschendur, but that was an incomplete remedy. Sam’lia would be a better choice given that she governed travel between layers, but still not a perfect fit. If Arlo had access to Divine, he could beseech the Dread Star, but he didn’t, and neither did he seem to worship those gods he’d thus far encountered. No, Divine wouldn’t work.

Physical might present an opportunity for enforcing one’s relationship to a specific place, ideally the one they currently occupied. Arlo’s Deific teleportation would bypass such a countermeasure, but a fix on locality might interfere with their other mobility skills. Inelegant, but it had some potential.

For Mystical, she could collaborate with Etja to create an automatically deploying counterspell, and Arlo could add it to a set of wands. Nuralie could utilize the triggering mechanism from the Zng rifles and create a mana-detector to establish a threshold at which it would activate and automatically cast Nullify.

That would require comprehensive testing to ensure it didn’t accidentally negate a desired Dimensional effect. Etja could likely imbue some particular mana shape to make that happen, but Nuralie disliked relying on the mage’s intuitive magic. Relying on intuition was one uncertainty, and storing it for later deployment was another. She wanted full comprehension of any device she deployed with the potential for serious backlash.

Arlo was also talented with shaping, albeit less so than Etja. He was more capable of academic discussion of the principles behind his magicks, so long as one could manage his near-constant state of distraction. Dimensional might also provide more options than a brute-force Dispel, although Nuralie wasn’t terribly familiar⁠—

Planar isolation sprung to her mind. As far as hindering friendly mobility, it would only impact Arlo’s teleports, which were Deific and could ignore anything she made. Etja’s talents could still be applied; Nullify was more effective countermagic for an area effect, which was likely required since the modified self-triggering wand wouldn’t have a predetermined target. They could work to modify Nullify so that it only targeted Planar magicks, Arlo could imbue a shape to make the effect discretionary, and Nuralie could work with them both to integrate a trigger apparatus into a trinket that was actually a wand.

She added the proposal to the ever-growing list of devices she might be able to create through application of Zng technologies.

Nuralie could also just try and pick up a relevant evolution, but why waste one if a trinket would do? The opportunity cost of selecting gear was far lower than the opportunity cost of selecting an evolution.

Satisfied that she’d given the problem a sufficient amount of scrutiny for the moment—a full ten seconds’ worth—she glanced over the System notification she’d received on entering once again. Then she began to Shadow Walk through the trees.

You have entered the Grove of the Illumined Ruler

Spiritual Dungeon

Recommended skills: Spiritual Magic 40

Nuralie had already done preliminary scouting of her immediate surroundings to ensure she would have time to think without interruption. During that survey, she’d learned many things. Some she found fascinating. Some she found concerning. Most fell into both categories, which she found… appealing.

The forest existed in triplicate. The graying branch she stood upon had wide, heart-shaped leaves and small thorns that marked it as a species she was not familiar with. However, she knew enough to tell that it was a corporeal entity. Approximately twelve inches to the right of the branch she stood upon was a perfect copy made up of spectral energy. She could only perceive it through her magic sense, which had been developing quite well recently. The branch was otherwise invisible to her.

Six inches to the left of the branch was a more abstracted form. This triggered her Divine senses, more ephemeral than the corporeal or spectral forms. It was perceptually confusing, and she felt strongly that this was a third representation of the branch, but it wasn’t something that could be confined within the concept of “shape.” It was there; she knew that much. Other properties of the Divine branch were pending further study.

Across the forest, this phenomenon repeated. All flora and fauna had three states, existing within predictable distances to the central, corporeal body. However, they maintained their orientation relative to an unknown factor. The spectral versions always diverged from the physical form in the direction she’d designated as north. The divine versions always diverged south. This happened regardless of the physical body’s own orientation.

Additionally, the divergence was more extreme the further north she went and less pronounced when she traveled south. There was some sort of inverse square law involved, where the divergence rapidly became more extreme in the northern direction. Regardless, spirit and divinity were offset from the center of the corporeal form at a consistent two-to-one ratio.

She cataloged these observations and set them aside.

All flora she’d encountered seemed to lack motor function and were non-hostile. No plant monsters to be found. She identified some plants she was familiar with, several of which were excellent potion ingredients, and a few of which were exceptional poison ingredients. There was also a wealth of unfamiliar plant life with potent concentrations of spiritual energies. Very useful, potentially. Extraordinarily dangerous to handle and harvest, perhaps. She still planned on collecting samples later.

The fauna was a mixture of passive herbivores, mild omnivores, and more aggressive carnivores. The majority fell into the category of mundane, in that they did not seem to possess any notable control over mana. Lizards, elk, worms, songbirds, serpents—all typical of what appeared to be a temperate forest.

Beyond the mundane animals, there were small clusters of mana monsters, which appeared to feed only on the frequent nexuses of spiritual energies. The most dangerous of these that she’d found was Grade 12. Quite high considering the presence of seemingly mundane animals, who would typically avoid areas with a dense enough mana concentration to support that grade, lest they succumb to mana sickness.

The mana monsters were territorial, but otherwise non-aggressive. The primary danger to her was accidentally encroaching upon their territory. There was a flock of owl-like birds that were invisible until they were in range of her Sense skills, and the hundred-foot range of Sense Life was inadequate to maintain an appropriate buffer between herself and the creatures. They had little trouble spotting her, despite the shifting camouflage of her leathers, her translucence in the dimly lit environment, and her rather advanced Stealth skill.

They were not fast enough to catch her, so she’d been chased from several areas but escaped unharmed. She’d rather not kill the creatures if she didn’t have to.

There was a burrow of quadrupedal mammals, approximately eight inches long, with webbed feet that would become incorporeal to travel through the ground. There was a hive of bees that drained nearby spiritual plants and brought the energies back to their hive—Nuralie was very curious to know what they produced with it. At one point she spotted a bear that literally died when it slept, disappearing from her life sense, only to resurrect upon waking. It traveled between small mana geysers, taking short reposes atop each as the mana filtered into its body.

Altogether the area would have been deadly for most Arzian races but posed little threat to Nuralie, even if she hadn’t been able to avoid the vast majority of wildlife.

The only exception was the silver men.

The System called them Asimanth, and their average grade was 20. They were humanoid in form but had elongated frontal limbs and prowled on all fours. Their heads were shaped like a person’s but lacked any distinctive facial features. There were suggestions of a nose and lips, like a sculptor had abandoned their job halfway done. Where their eyes should have been was instead a cluster of small, irregular holes, and Nuralie had not seen any evidence of other orifices. If they ate or breathed, she did not know how.

Despite having a vaguely humanoid appearance, the Asimanth didn’t appear to possess higher reasoning. They were nude and used no weapons or other tools. Nuralie could find no evidence of permanent structures or any other significant modifications to their environment. They were cunning and ruthless hunters, in the way that a clever feline might be, but laid no traps. They traveled in groups of five to ten, but their coordination was rudimentary. If they had a language, it wasn’t a spoken one.

The Asimanth did not trigger Nuralie’s life sense, but when they drew near, her Divine senses flared in warning.

They were undead, and the Eschenden marked them as profane. However, she sensed no evil from them—another reason for Nuralie’s belief that they were animals rather than people. If these beings had been intelligent, their actions would certainly have been those done with malice.

The Asimanth stalked the forest, quick and silent as cats. They prowled the rivers, hidden for ambush like a crocodile. Their bodies were near-invisible in the gloomy water until they sprang upon anything that came too near. The Asimanth captured every living creature they could find, breaking it until it was completely subdued, while taking care to keep it alive. Then, they carried the tormented animals away into the north.

Nuralie observed their work over the course of several hours, taking note of their behaviors. Many of their prey went rigid the moment an Asimanth came within thirty feet, paralyzed through some mechanism. Their victims could only watch with rolling, panicked eyes as the silver men broke their legs, wings, or backs. It was cruel and merciless work, but the Asimanth did not do it out of sadism, it seemed.

Perhaps they had no minds.

Given that these beings were undead and that they behaved in a manner suggesting some level of planning—taking their prey to a secondary location—Nuralie thought it likely that they were drones of some sort. If so, whatever force that directed them likely lay in the north, where the spiritual divergence grew more severe.

Nuralie spent some time preparing, double-checking her supply levels, and readying a new batch of spiritual toxins. Undead would be immune to most physical ailments, but they still had souls to harm, however broken they might be. She also gathered her flora samples, made sketches of the thorny-leaved trees, and snuck a bit of spiritual “honey” from the bees in exchange for a few spectral stings. She worked until she was satisfied that, should she be unable to return, she had a robust collection for experimentation.

Then she set off north to find out where the Asimanth were taking their victims.


Chapter 36


The Asimanth were taking their prey to some kind of… thing.

Nuralie didn’t have a good frame of reference for it. This problem was compounded by her inability to get close to the “thing.”

Nuralie had started experiencing the same spiritual divergence that the rest of the forest was undergoing once she got within a mile of the distant mass of gleaming silver and bone. Her divergence wasn’t so extreme as what she’d observed in the rest of the forest, but the sensation of her soul being pulled from her physical body was deeply disturbing.

Nuralie couldn’t help but be reminded of Hysteria, and that, she hated.

She backed off the moment she noticed the effect and went through a self-evaluation. There were no notifications from the System and a review of her recent memories revealed no inconsistencies, but that was hardly enough to satisfy her. Since Varrin’s acquisition of his absurdly powerful helmet, Nuralie recognized that she was the most vulnerable to Spiritual effects among the party, despite it being her attunement. Her Wisdom was low, and she’d not invested in any mitigating skills or evolutions. Her primary mode of defense against it was the same as any other—don’t get hit.

Nuralie realized that strategy was no longer serviceable after their encounter with the psychotic avatar.

Part of her recovery from the gloom of having her soul twisted had been throwing herself into her work, making use of the achievement her contributions had earned her. It was called Soul Chemistry, and it made her soul-affecting alchemical products more potent, but only if they were beneficial to the target. It had been an odd reward, given that her efforts towards undoing Hysteria’s influence had focused on destructive principles. Her poison had annihilated fragments of the soul, both Arlo’s and the avatar’s.

Still, everyone in the party had received a defensive achievement. It was as though the System recognized it would be the type of benefit they’d desire from their efforts, and in some ways the soul death her poison had caused Arlo was beneficial. It had been cutting out a disease, like burning out an infection. Tissue had been lost, but the result was the restoration of good health.

In the end, she hadn’t given it too much thought. Worrying about the whims of the System was better left to Xim and Arlo. They were better equipped for the psychological strain, not to mention far more interested than she, and Nuralie could better contribute where she had greater expertise.

Nuralie moved as swiftly and silently as possible until her soul was recentered, then pulled a potion from her inventory. It had been bottled from her best batch of work on developing a counter to soul manipulation, built from a combination of traditional alchemy and knowledge from the Abandoned Grimoire, both bolstered by the new achievement. She’d distilled and altered a portion of one of her own passive skills, allowing it to become an effect that could be shared.

Soulguard Potion

You gain +35% resistance to soul-altering effects for 1 hour.

“Soul-altering” was an odd keyword in ways. Nuralie designated it as a meta-category that encompassed portions of other effects. Both the Spectral and Psychic sub-types among Spiritual categories could have an impact on the soul, but neither was guaranteed.

Psychic effects could target the bridge between the mind and soul, the soul itself, or even the organic brain or other physical material that acted as an equivalent. Spectral effects were generally targeted at the soul, but the soul they affected was not always the focus of their harm. They sometimes harnessed intermediary entities to deliver damage, which might attack in other ways. In any case, the best defense against either was one that specifically listed that sub-type.

However, there was no other way to describe what Hysteria had done other than to say they’d altered her soul. There was also no better way to describe what was happening within this forest.

The potion’s resistance value of 35% was an awkward number, owing to her achievement, but Nuralie’s Fortitude 20 evolution boosted the effect of any beneficial substance she consumed. It was presently a 44% increase, meaning the resistance value would be a little over 50% in total.

While the potion was a valuable addition to her craft, what made it particularly potent for Nuralie was that it stacked with the passive she’d based it on, yet another potion buff. Whenever she consumed a potion she’d created, she could select one of a number of other effects to benefit from. Notably, one option was +50% resistance to mind-altering effects.

Thus, Nuralie’s achievement, Fortitude evolution, and passive worked in concert with the potion to grant her general immunity to any mental effect that targeted her soul, with a 50% resistance to other types of mental or soul-altering effects. In the absence of a Deific skill, that made editing her soul to affect her mind impossible.

Of course, Hysteria had been using a Deific effect, but that didn’t discourage her. The path to breaking the abilities of godly beings was a long one. Nuralie was more than willing to keep walking it all the way to its end.

Nuralie drank the potion and selected her passive effect. She felt a mild sense of malaise evaporate as the concoction did its work. The feeling had been creeping up on her since entering the forest, then exacerbated by her proximity to the “thing.” Nuralie felt reassured that the feeling had been due to an external entity, as opposed to a lack of mental resilience.

Your Alchemy skill has increased to Level 41!

Your Spiritual Magic skill has increased to Level 33!

Nuralie checked the notifications and nodded. Field testing new products was always a good way to gather valuable data. The Spiritual Magic level was a little unexpected, but she had used a variety of Spiritual principles when creating the potion. She expected the Dungeon environment had a significant impact on the advancement.

Nuralie self-evaluated once again, finding nothing amiss. The resistances wouldn’t grant her immunity to the soul divergence, but it would certainly help. By about 50%, she surmised.

She stored the empty vial in her inventory and set back out towards the mass of silver and bone. Owing to the exponential buildup of the entity’s soul-pulling effect, Nuralie’s 50% resistance did not allow her to get 50% closer. She made it another quarter of the way before she grew spiritually uncomfortable. Nuralie found the highest tree she could and a quick Shadow Walk took her near the top, still shady from its large, thorny leaves.

The final destination of the Asimanth was in a large clearing, free of the forest’s mists and easily visible from her vantage point. The bulk of the ‘thing’ they gathered near was long and oblong, mildly cylindrical with rounded ends. Smooth lumps bulged out in places, like a molded inorganic casing for the organic thing within.

There was a large rent in one side of the object, the silver shell torn away down most of its length. It exposed yellowed bone, wet with a substance the consistency of mucus. There were arcing rows that looked like titanic ribs, and near what she labeled as the front, there was a thick, curved plate. The gouge had dug deeper than the silvery shell here, and the bone was missing a large piece, exposing a wall of densely folded flesh.

It was a brain, and one that appeared whole and undecayed. There were other organs as well, behind the wall of ribs. A squirming mass of unidentifiable flesh. Aside from the brain and bone, the thing’s internal anatomy was alien to Nuralie.

Behind the entity was a large wake of destruction, a deep furrow in the ground, nearly a hundred feet wide. It cut through trees, soil, and rock alike. A distant hill was even missing a significant portion out of the middle of its rise. It looked more like the thing had struck the ground and slid to where it now rested, rather than carving the devastation intentionally as it moved.

If it had moved, Nuralie didn’t know how. There were no appendages to be seen, as the creature was limited to a skull with ribs running down the full length of what was visible through the hole in its exterior. Magic was always a potential explanation. If that were the case, it meant the creature had a strong grasp over mana.

One Asimanth brought a boar forward, which had recovered enough to shriek and squeal, though not enough to struggle. The boar’s spirit stretched further and further from its physical form as the Asimanth brought it close, until something snapped. The mass of silver and bone tore the soul from the boar’s broken body. It flowed into the wound on its simple skull, and a pulse of spiritual energy dispersed throughout the folds of the brain. The boar went still, its life extinguished.

One by one, each Asimanth delivered its offering. The cries of the Asimanth’s victims were made even more unsettling by the silence of their killers. Nuralie was no stranger to the hunt, to taking life for food and materials, but the way these Asimanth treated their game was foul. Not only did they force them to suffer on the long walk back to their master, but they dumped the corpses into a pit afterward, to rot away unused. The soul was all they needed, and all the rest was chaff. A waste, never mind the horror of it.

Nuralie went ahead and tried to identify the distant being. She’d waited to try and keep the System’s input from biasing her initial observations, but the information it provided was sparse.

Domininth: Unknown, Grade Unknown

Nuralie wondered how the System could know what to call the entity, but not what kind of creature it was. Then again, she was inside a Dungeon. An information blackout might be part of its conditions. On the other hand, Grotto insisted that Dungeons were not created or managed by the System. It simply took advantage of them, like a gatherer collecting berries from the wild. Nuralie didn’t know enough to guess. There were too many variables for any useful predictions.

Nuralie then spent the mana to cast Target Analysis. This was riskier than a System-derived identify, which relied on archived information. Target Analysis actively probed the target for information, so there was a chance of detection. The skill usually went unnoticed, but there were always exceptions.

Nuralie was mildly surprised when a wealth of information flooded her mind about the creature. The skill had been quite successful, which she hadn’t expected from how strange the entity was.

Domininth

Health: 208,000

Stamina: 32,000

Mana: 5,000

Immunities: Cold, Slowed, Fear

Conditional Immunities: Immobilized, Paralyzed, Stunned, Forced Movement, Forced Teleportation, Distracted, Dominated, Mesmerized, Paranoid, Psychotic, and all mind, perception, and memory-altering effects.

Resistances: Physical, Dimensional, Infernal

Vulnerabilities: Holy, Righteous

Nuralie’s head swam from the massive health pool and the list of conditional immunities. The health pool was more than an order of magnitude larger than anything she’d even heard of. The highest health pool that Varrin was aware of was that of Patriarch Bluewren, who had a natural health pool somewhere in the seven-thousand range.

Not seventy thousand. Seven.

The entity ahead of her had hundreds of thousands of health. It was already injured as well, meaning its potential maximum might be significantly higher. With health like that, what did its DR look like?

Nuralie settled herself and looked over the conditional immunities, recognizing them as the effects of both the Unstoppable and Unflappable buffs. The Domininth had some way to generate both of those, but they weren’t currently active, else they’d have been included under Immunities.

It was resistant to two full schools of magic, along with part of Divine, although the Divine resistance told Nuralie something about the nature of this creature. The vulnerabilities to Holy and Righteous made sense, especially if it too was an undead, like its minions.

Nuralie felt better once she finished her review, focusing on analyzing the data objectively to remain calm. Her success with Target Analysis also told her that whatever the creature’s equivalent of Charisma was, it had very little.

The Domininth’s mana pool was much smaller in comparison to its enormous health and stamina, but it was still several times larger than what 100 Wisdom would provide with no other bonuses. It had more than enough mana to cast spells that could level entire cities, perhaps even tear the souls from everyone in a major population center.

There was also the possibility that Nuralie had caught it in a moment of relative depletion. Target Analysis didn’t tell her the creature’s upper boundaries, only its current resource levels. Its mana pool could be as large as its health for all she knew.

Nuralie watched the Asimanth make their sacrifices to the Domininth for some time, thinking over the results of Target Analysis while taking notes and making sketches. She noted that a small amount of bone around the skull had reformed, and when she pinged the entity again with her skill, it had gained nearly ten thousand health. The mana had gone down an inconsequential amount. It appeared that whatever the Domininth was spending to maintain its constant state of soul devouring, its mana regeneration was keeping up.

Nuralie considered what to do. On the one hand, whatever was happening here wasn’t necessarily of concern to her. She needed to find a way out of the Dungeon, and there was no guarantee that interacting with the Domininth or Asimanth would yield an exit. She expected the Domininth would prove disastrous to this environment once it finished recovering from its wounds—the recovery itself was already a disaster of sorts—but she also didn’t know if that mattered. Where was this forest? Was it near something important? Was it on Arzia at all, or was this a pocket dimension like Arlo’s Closet?

On the other hand, Nuralie had strong evidence she was in a real forest through her senses and observations, which meant the death and suffering the entity caused was real as well. Her potion made it significantly less likely that a mental effect was tricking her. If this were some kind of physical illusion, it was of a complexity that would demand the talents of a Delver at the peak, or perhaps something even greater. Not only would such a thing be an ill fit for a Spiritual Dungeon, it would also need to fool her life sense, magic sense, divine sense, evil sense, and motion sense.

At that point she would have to assume she was being manipulated by a god, or an avatar at the very least. The simpler explanation was that this was a real space with real, living—and unliving—entities.

If that were the case, did Nuralie want to walk away? She often struggled with the tolerance of evil. She liked to believe that she fought against malice and sadism whenever she had the power to. And yet, how often had she advocated for a more pragmatic approach to a difficult problem? When had she ever been the one to suggest taking a risk to save others from oppression?

She’d fiercely pursued her morals in Eschendur, but that was her home. Elsewhere, she’d often been more concerned with safety. How much weight did her righteousness carry if her righteousness only bore the weight of certainty, and never the weight of doubt?

There were no people to save within this forest, but Nuralie’s empathy was not limited to the sapient. The Asimanth tormented the wildlife, wasting their bounty to serve the Domininth’s ends, profane to her gods. Nuralie would end the misery here, whether doing so was the way out of the Dungeon.

As for how to kill a creature with nearly a quarter million health… Well, she had an entire forest of spiritual ingredients to harness and some excellent recipes for poisoning the soul. She just needed to work out the dosage.

And figure out how to get closer without having her soul eaten.


Chapter 37


As with many of Nuralie’s problems, the solution involved math.

Before deciding on the best delivery system for her toxins, Nuralie first needed to make sure she could actually kill the Domininth. A quarter million health was quite a lot, and it was ticking ever higher with each hour that passed. Nuralie wasn’t one to rush, however, so she focused on the problem with the same patience and attentiveness as she would any other.

Her best soul toxin had a base Toxicity value of 154. Assuming that she delivered the toxin with a ranged weapon, she had enough bonuses to take that figure up to 243. Soul toxins were resisted by Wisdom, rather than Fortitude like a physical poison, and she had little to go on when determining the Domininth’s Wisdom score, or whatever its equivalent was. If she assumed that a mana pool of 5,000 equated to a WIS of 500, then her poisons would do nothing before breaching that figure.

So far as she knew, nothing had a Wisdom score that high, but she decided to use it for planning purposes. Better to be over-prepared.

Her poisons worked by delivering damage equal to the Toxicity minus the target’s threshold—500 in this case. Then the value was reduced by that threshold. If she applied 1,000 Toxicity, the Domininth would take 500 damage, reduce the Toxicity to 500, and then stop taking damage.

If she managed to build Toxicity up to around 17,000 stacks, she’d deal northward of 290,000 damage. That should be enough to kill the Domininth, even through its health recovery, assuming it didn’t have a good way to cleanse the poison.

Nuralie’s skill, Hunger Shot, let her charge an attack and would fire multiple shots in rapid succession based on how long she’d charged it. It cost 1 stamina per second, and Nuralie had 220 stamina, meaning she could get 36 attacks if left to charge it for around 4 minutes. With a stamina potion she could stretch that to 37. More if she were willing to use emerald- or diamond-grade potions, but she’d only resort to throwing money at the problem if there were no other good solutions.

The first extra attack from Hunger Shot didn’t require a charge due to her Cloak of the Descent, which let her use any charged skill as though it had already been charged for six seconds. Hunger Shot also added one attack from the start, meaning she was up to 39 attacks when dedicating a full stamina bar.

With 39 attacks each applying 243 Toxicity in a short enough time frame, that yielded a Toxicity value of 9,477. Then she could use Venomous Escalation to double that figure, assuming she could hit the Domininth with a spell attack. If that failed, she could double the Toxicity with Mad Experiment instead, which cost more and required her to be much closer but worked automatically. If she hit with both, she could push the Toxicity up to 37,908.

That was exciting, and it didn’t even take into account her stacking ability, which compounded damage over time when multiple poisons were present.

Hypothetical values like these seldom survived contact with the enemy, however. People dodged, blocked, cleansed, used items, or were sometimes immune to her poisons entirely. The Domininth was immune to her Physical poisons, but not her Spiritual ones. The Domininth also didn’t look like it was about to dodge, but she doubted it was helpless. There were a host of other defensive measures it might possess that didn’t require mobility.

If she connected with ninety percent of her arrows and landed at least one of her multiplicative spells, that should be enough. Everything else was her margin of error. So, how would she accomplish that task?

Three-quarters of a mile was too long of a shot for her. She’d have no problem hitting a target from that distance in perfect conditions, but such an environment didn’t exist. There was a breeze rolling through the forest, sending swirls through its misty floor, and Nuralie assumed the wind speed would increase at higher altitudes, as it typically did.

To hit a target from three-quarters of a mile with a bow would require a significant arc, taking the arrow several hundred feet up and into an area where the wind speed was even less predictable. Her arrows were fairly light when compared to their surface area, and the fletching would be susceptible to being caught in a crosswind. While the Domininth was massive, Nuralie needed to be certain that nearly all of her projectiles found their mark.

Her bow also didn’t have the draw weight for that kind of range. Maybe if she fired with the wind…

Nuralie suppressed a sigh as she thought back to the Ballistics evolution she’d passed on. She’d been certain that a thousand feet was plenty of range for her purposes, and being able to hit something from a mile out with any bow seemed like a waste of an evolution. Her original logic still held true—this was just an exceptional circumstance.

Even if she’d had the range with her bow, Mad Experiment required her to be within 46 feet of the spell’s target; a good deal shorter than three-quarters of a mile. The Domininth sucked the souls out of its victims from several hundred feet away, so Nuralie didn’t want to get that close.

Venomous Escalation only required her to perceive the target, but she had to assume the Domininth had excellent defenses, given its massive resource values. She just wasn’t confident that she could land a spell attack.

The ranged attacks weren’t as much of an issue, since she had more bonuses to bow attacks than spells, and she could convert all of the attacks to Holy damage using her Bow of Yearning. The Domininth was vulnerable to Holy, meaning the attacks would hit twice as hard. She only needed to deal a single point of damage for her poisons to take hold, making her reasonably confident that it was a valid strategy. She could also aim for a weak spot.

Thus, Nuralie needed to find a better way to mitigate the Domininth’s soul divergence aura so that she could sneak much, much closer. Or she could do something else.

“Something else” seemed preferable to Nuralie.

One of Nuralie’s more recent passive skills was called Spiritual Lensing, and it allowed her to activate her abilities from the position of any of her party members, rather than her own. There weren’t any party members with her in the forest, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t make one.

Nuralie’s exploration of Spiritual Magic had focused on her senses and her poisons. Those were the core facets of her build. However, both Throne and Grotto used Spiritual Magic to create and control minions. Throne harnessed undead and Spectral entities, whereas Grotto crafted golems.

Nuralie had no interest in the undead, and their pursuit could quickly result in a violation of her faith. Golems were more interesting, but she couldn’t pursue them the way Grotto had. The Core had the intrinsic skill Golemancy, which synergized with his Spiritual magicks, and his control over the golems was psychic in nature. Nuralie did not have the Golemancy skill, nor was she particularly psychic.

What she did have was the Machinist intrinsic. She also had the Abandoned Grimoire, which had numerous entries on the creation of minions. Finally, she held a bow that was created from an essence they’d earned from killing the specter of Orexis. Given how the bow’s abilities were evolving, it was clear there was still some aspect of the avatar lingering within it. Orexis had a clear talent for Golemancy, given that he had created Etja, and the bow had a direct causal link to the avatar.

Nuralie’s first revelation allowed her to dive into the history of objects, see their connections, and explore the moments that defined them. With the Grimoire, it allowed Nuralie to see the witch who’d created the tome at work, so long as the tome had been nearby at the time. The bow wouldn’t let her do the same with Orexis—the bow as an object had little connection to Orexis—but she was learning new ways to use the revelation. She might be able to isolate or extract the divine essence itself and use that instead.

Nuralie shook her head. The bow had begun to make her uncomfortable recently, but it was an excellent weapon. She knew that some part of Orexis lingered within, especially after their near-disastrous exposure to the fragment of Hysteria. Extracting the essence would be toying with forces that were better left alone, and it was likely better that she purify the bow with Zenithar Zura’s help.

She also needed it to shoot things and for the Holy damage, so the bow would live to see another day.

Nuralie once again withdrew deeper into the forest, tracing her steps back to a cave she’d found while scouting. There, she used one of the party’s defensive kits to create a barrier over the entrance and obscured it with a combination of color-shifting cloth and natural materials.

Once Nuralie was satisfied with her new hideout’s camouflage, she pulled out a variety of ‘spare’ parts from her work on Etja’s Zng armor, along with schematics she’d drawn up of Vaulty’s mechanical body. She’d also borrowed several of the Zng rifles for study. Two more full suits of armor had found their way into her inventory as well, and looking at all that, Nuralie realized she’d taken most of these things without notifying anyone.

Not that anyone likely cared. One-fifth of the stuff was hers, and she certainly didn’t need permission to appropriate what she already owned. Regardless, she would be advocating for a system of logging what was being taken from, and placed into, their collective armory. If someone needed something, they should be able to easily track it down. She’d be sure to remember to thank Grotto for the suite of tools he’d loaned her for working on the materials as well. The Core did have a process for checking those out, one that she’d followed.

Alongside Nuralie’s normal suite of trap-making, tailoring, and alchemy equipment and materials, the loson had the better part of a mercurial inventor’s research laboratory in her inventory. One that featured both a machine shop and a greenhouse, complete with several rare species of delightful and well-behaved frogs.

Her inventory was very full.

Now, Nuralie just needed to figure out how to create a golem of a more machine-like persuasion than what Grotto produced. Then, she’d work out how to animate it through a spiritual process that would allow it to act with at least some degree of autonomy. She’d also need to make sure it wouldn’t be susceptible to the spiritual divergence created by the Domininth, but she had ideas for a soul tether based on the connection that Grotto and Arlo shared.

Nuralie hunkered down and got to work.
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Nuralie’s crafting spree took place over the course of an uninterrupted twelve hours. Her Speed, Agility, and Intelligence made her a fevered whirlwind of productivity, further bolstered by evolutions that allowed her to work even faster. She could accomplish in a day what would have taken her months only a handful of years prior.

The inspiration for new uses of her Spiritual Magic, combined with her incredible pace and uninterrupted focus, led to a bevy of insights that flowed into her mind one after another. The bountiful Spiritual mana and resources of the Dungeon environment made it the perfect location for her research. At some points, Nuralie felt as though an unknown force had its thumb on the scales, allowing every experiment to proceed without error and for every attempt to yield results at the pinnacle of her expectations. The force wasn’t guiding her, simply eliminating all extraneous factors that might interfere and giving her every material advantage possible.

The Littans had said that a Dungeon could lead to a month’s worth of progress in a single day. Nuralie could already do in a day what took a month’s worth of work. While her Machinist skill advanced twice—an excellent yield for the time spent—her growth in Spiritual Magic was unparalleled. The intrinsic practically screamed its way up to Level 40. The progress was significantly slower after reaching the Dungeon’s recommended skill level, but she still netted another three levels before she was finished, taking her to Level 43 by the time her project was complete.

For the first time since becoming a Delver, Alchemy wasn’t Nuralie’s highest-level intrinsic.

She didn’t think that would last for very long, of course. Alchemy was only two levels behind, and if she had a choice in Dungeons at any point in the future, Alchemy was certainly at the top of the list. She already had bonuses to leveling her Alchemy, and Nuralie was quite interested to see whether that would stack with an Alchemy Dungeon’s bonuses.

The Level 40 evolution choices for Spiritual Magic placed Nuralie at a crossroads, which was expected. One option would allow her to acquire yet another new sense—mind sense—which would further build upon her suite of perception skills. However, it would present a significant overlap with most of what she already had. How many things possessed a mind while at the same time had no life, no detectable magicks, no Divine presence, weren’t evil, profane, or sacred, and didn’t move? Very few, she expected.

The second option improved her mental defenses. A tempting offer, but she was already well on her way to addressing any weaknesses there through Alchemy. She also had any number of ideas for how to give herself more of an edge with new equipment.

The third choice was one that would allow her to combine two disparate parts of her build into a more unified whole.

Mechamancer

You have an enhanced connection with the technology you imbue with your spirit. Mechanical entities under your control can be constructed to possess a number of your intrinsic skills equal to the number of Spiritual Magic evolutions you possess. Intrinsic skills granted this way begin at a level equal to your own.

Further, you may focus to strengthen your spiritual connection with one of your mechanical minions, allowing you to perceive through it, guide its actions, and grant it the ability to use any of your intrinsic skills as if they were its own. You may only inhabit one minion at a time in this way.

The evolution read like a more specialized version of the ability Arlo had been granted through his amulet. It was more limited in some ways but more versatile in others. Arlo could only share his skills with Grotto, and the Delve Core had access to the full suite at all times, regardless of Arlo’s concentration on the matter. While Nuralie had to focus to grant her full set of intrinsics to a single minion, the shared perception was a major advantage.

Plus, she could have additional minions that each had three of her skills. She would have to explore the ability to determine whether there was a numerical limit on how many she could control.

Thinking over the evolution’s description, Nuralie found that she disliked the term minion. She was in favor of using appropriate terminology whenever possible and minion was a defined term used by the System, but it encompassed a large subset of entities. The product of her recent work was similar to a golem. However, that term carried with it a number of preconceptions. She preferred something more specific.

The name of the evolution was Mechamancer, implying that she was becoming a “mancer” of “mechas.” Mecha seemed like a good enough term, and Nuralie didn’t believe it was one in use by any other disciplines.

She sat back and looked over her new mecha with a wave of satisfaction and a hundred ideas on how to use what she’d learned while making it. However, despite how gratified Nuralie felt, she couldn’t help but think that the mecha was a bit… small.


Chapter 38


The body of Nuralie’s new mecha was formed from a set of Zng armor. The dark color naturally lent itself to stealth work in dim environments, and Nuralie had augmented it with a variety of deep forest hues. She could make the coloring adaptive once she got her hands on the appropriate essence.

For the internal components, she used a combination of hardware to scrape together a chassis, finding sufficient materials between the Zng parts, her trapping supplies, and the other odds and ends she’d collected to replicate the style of joints used in Vaulty’s construction. She could already think of ways to improve its range of motion, but she couldn’t be picky while working out in the wild.

The musculature was the trickiest bit of work, but here the Grimoire had come in helpful. The witch was fond of using a type of parasitic fungus that would naturally convert infected organisms into undead upon expiry, slowly consuming and replacing internal tissue with a type of resilient mycelium. While Nuralie didn’t have access to that specific breed of fungus, its cultivation was primarily magical and the process was laid out in great detail.

Its use for controlling Spiritual entities also did not necessitate the production of undead; it was simply easier to begin with an existing biological structure that could be co-opted. The witch also used the existing soul of her victim to power the process of conversion. Nuralie could easily bypass both of these “conveniences” and apply the substance to her own work, with some healthy modification of the underlying techniques.

The samples of fungus that Nuralie had gathered from within the forest were several times more spiritually dense than what the witch had used, and Nuralie was able to speed along the fungus’ development via her various Alchemy skills and crafting speed bonuses. Her inner mycologist was ashamed at how she’d brute-forced the solution without taking time to grow modified strains across multiple generations, but her inner engineer knew that if something worked, it worked. No need to get fancy if something fancy wasn’t needed.

She added the new strain to her greenhouse anyway, to see if she could improve it further via more natural mechanisms. That was a longer-term project. The fungus wasn’t aggressive on its own, so the frogs would be safe.

Nuralie created a nutrient paste through a combination of Alchemy, transmutation, and deep dives into her rations. She spread it throughout the nascent mecha’s internal structure and encouraged the fungus to spread its mycelium across the desired sections. The absence of a soul to devour made the process more mana-intensive but distinct from the creation of undead. Nuralie’s nutrient paste also consisted of no actual meat. The latter was done out of an abundance of caution. She wanted her work to resemble something agricultural as much as possible, as opposed to necromantic.

Once the mycelium was grown and in place, all it needed was a mana supply to contract, as well as to sustain and even repair itself. Nuralie was able to tap into the Zng armor’s mana reservoir and expand its connections, enabling it to power the mycelium and other internal components. Given that the Zng armor could also repair itself, the construct would be easy to maintain.

Nuralie then created a series of hybrid mana weaves utilizing principles from both Grotto’s and Throne’s animating and mental modeling processes. What she was creating fell somewhere between their two disciplines, necessitating a more complex mind than Grotto’s golems but without using a bound soul like Throne’s undead. Nuralie created an empty vessel, then poured herself into it to create a mental imprint that would grant the entity what it needed for basic autonomy. This was aided significantly by her recent evolution. She selected Stealth, Archery, and Reconnaissance for the new mecha’s three intrinsics.

The final product was built in the general shape of a Geulon, complete with a tail, like any properly developed organism. Its dark-matte exterior obscured the artificial components within, and the full helm stared at her without any hint of whatever face might lie behind it. From all outward appearances, it could have been a well-armored person rather than something constructed from ancient technologies, spare machine parts, and magically bioengineered fungus.

One might question the nature of the entity once they noticed that it was about three feet tall, but maybe they’d think it was a very well-equipped child? Or a yeti in a Geulon costume. Perhaps just a little person like Grotto’s humanoid disguise.

Nuralie had made the mecha small for two reasons. First, reduced stature lent itself to stealth. Second, she didn’t have enough supplies to make it any bigger.

Still, Nuralie narrowed her eyes while she looked it over. She felt that the next version should definitely be bigger. She might even see how big she could make it. Her only limitations were time and materials, and Nuralie was already running through ways to build a mecha that towered over the battlefield.

Nuralie discarded that flight of fancy and identified her creation.

Unnamed: Construct, Grade 18

Nuralie drank an entire canteen of water while she puzzled over the System’s text, then pulled out some snacks, the first she’d had of either since beginning her work. Was she supposed to name the mecha? She tried mentally assigning it a title, and the System filled in the blank.

V1 Infiltration Unit: Construct, Grade 18

Impersonal, but good enough for now. Nuralie pulled on her connection to the construct, finding that her perception could flow between the mecha and her own body with ease. A slight amount of concentration allowed her to observe both sets of inputs, which was a curious experience. She watched herself watching herself for a brief time, then ran the mecha through a series of tests.

Everything was functional, with no unexpected behaviors. The mecha was animate and could follow her mental instructions but did not possess its own soul. When Nuralie enhanced her connection to it, it created a subtle soul tether. Hopefully, proximity to the Domininth wouldn’t cause the tether to degrade.

There was one very good way to find out how robust the connection was, and that meant Nuralie was ready to get back to her favorite part of crafting.

Field testing.
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Nuralie was back in a tree, this time upwind of the Domininth. The forest around the Domininth had begun to die in the time she’d been hidden in her cave. Not only were there piles of sacrificed wildlife scattered around the creature of silver and bone, but the trees, bushes, and other plant life had begun to wither. While they lacked an obvious soul, such things still possessed a spiritual self. They’d been drained like everything else.

The Domininth was nearing 300,000 health, which was pushing the limits of what Nuralie could theoretically handle with her current plan. However, it was still within the range of what she’d prepared for and delaying would only push things further into the Domininth’s favor. She went ahead and ordered her mecha to advance.

Nuralie focused on the connection and found herself viewing the world from a foot off the ground as the construct moved on all fours towards the Domininth. It possessed all the talent that Nuralie had with Stealth but lacked some of the loson’s other advantages for staying hidden. Even so, it would take an extraordinary observer to notice the nearly invisible shape moving through the decaying brush.

As it approached the Domininth, Nuralie felt a tug on the Spiritual connection, but the link between Nuralie and the construct was metaphysical in nature. It wasn’t as though a literal thread stretched out between them through the forest. While her spirit moved with the golem in some ways, her spiritual self never drew any closer to the Domininth. The soul divergence aura placed pressure on the binding, but Nuralie’s soul was safely anchored to her body. Between her distance from the Domininth and the protections her potion gave, it wasn’t enough to disrupt her tether to the mecha.

Satisfied that her work had borne fruit, Nuralie guided the mecha forward, past the tree line and out into the clearing around the Domininth. The Asimanth prowled this area, but none were engaged in a proper patrol. They moved toward the Domininth to bring it prey, waited their turn to feed it, dumped the bodies, and then returned to their hunt. Their paths were predictable and easily avoided.

The mecha used piles of dead brush and mounds of dirt tilled up near the mass graves to stay out of sight. It was unclear whether the Domininth or Asimanth could see in a traditional sense—neither had eyes—but Nuralie was sure to guide the construct so that there was never a clear sightline from either groups.

She needed the mecha to be within 46 feet of the Domininth to use Mad Experiment through her Spiritual Lensing passive, but there was no reason to get that close quite yet. Nuralie had a skill to charge, and it would take several minutes to do so.

The mecha paused its advance amidst a scattering of large rocks, dislodged during whatever event had caused the path of destruction behind the Domininth. The construct slowly lowered itself until fully prone. There was a narrow space through which the mecha could still see Nuralie’s target: The Domininth’s brain—exposed through a small strip of bone that had yet to fully regrow.

Nuralie drank a stamina potion. She’d moved beyond the limitations most Delvers had for potion consumption and could benefit from multiple without risking mana toxicity. Her stamina regen jumped from 22 to 407, enough to earn her one more attack from Hunger Shot during the four minutes she’d charge it. Nuralie also activated Night Strike, converting her arrow into a Spiritual weapon and making it both invisible and incorporeal until it struck its target. She spent the mana to convert her next attack to Holy, then drew back on the Bow of Yearning, taking aim at the Domininth from two perspectives—her own and the mecha’s.

The seconds ticked by at an agonizing creep. Both she and her construct were absolutely still, the former because of the flawless control Nuralie had over her body, the latter because of its inanimate nature. Nuralie’s stamina bar slowly drained, and the burn in her muscles slowly rose. Even so, her arms never shook, her hands never wavered, never once did she even blink.

Finally, her attack had consumed everything she could give it. Nuralie focused on Spiritual Lensing, and, for a moment, her soul melded with the mecha on a level even deeper than their evolution-enhanced connection. Physical reality around the mecha became interlinked with the Spiritual realm around Nuralie, and when she loosed her spectral arrow, it launched from just in front of the golem.

Hunger Shot duplicated the attack and copied every aspect of the initial shot. Thirty-nine arrows sailed forth, each one invisible to the eye, unimpeded by any physical obstacle, laced with a potent soul poison, and blessed by the Eschenden to carry out their holy purpose.

They struck without a sound, and in a single moment, more than three dozen arrows appeared in the folds of the Domininth’s brain.

Every single Asmimanth turned as one. They had no voices with which to cry out, but their distress was clear in their immediacy if nothing else. They rushed toward their master, abandoning their sacrifices and searching for the cause of the Domininth’s harm.

The mecha was already charging, bounding forward with all the speed it had been built with. It couldn’t move with the same haste as Nuralie, but it still blurred across the field so quickly it could have been an arrow itself. In less than a second it was in range, and Nuralie once again bent the distance between two realms to activate Mad Experiment from the golem’s location.

Little effect could be seen on the Domininth as its Toxicity doubled, but the Asimanth began to writhe and fall. One by one, their limbs folded across their bodies and they collapsed, spasming in silent agony.

Nuralie ordered the mecha to escape, but those Asimanth still standing gave chase. They cornered Nuralie’s construct, and though it was an impressive piece of technology, a dozen Grade 20 undead were too much for it. Nuralie did her best to guide her creation, lending it more skills through their connection, but her intrinsics favored avoidance, not escape.

The mecha was swarmed and destroyed, which was a pity, but Nuralie had learned enough to easily make another.

She went ahead and cast Venomous Escalation, giving the spell attack a shot at doubling the Domininth’s Toxicity again. As she expected, the spell failed to penetrate the Dominth’s defenses. Nuralie figured it had been worth the attempt, especially since the skill had no visible tells.

That was a mistake. The Domininth still saw her.

The air above the Domininth warped, and an unexpected wave of Dimensional energy overwhelmed Nuralie’s magic sense. She immediately used Shadow Walk to abandon her position and tore through the forest on an irregular path away from the Domininth.

A split second after Nuralie had begun her escape, a sharp whine howled through the forest. Wind erupted in all directions, shattering branches and toppling entire trees. Nuralie danced between the debris, moving at a speed that made the shrapnel seem to fall like lazy snowflakes, but the devastation around her was not the attack. It was the preamble.

Nuralie’s golem had been torn apart, but for a few moments after she could still see through its artificial eyes. A fracture appeared in space, moving like lightning from above the Domininth to the tree where Nuralie had been hiding. Everything for a hundred feet in all directions around the fracture—the tree, the ground, the fallen Asimanth, the sky—became a spiraling mass of disintegrating matter.

The last thing she saw through her mecha as its body turned to powder was the beam beginning to sweep across the forest.

Nuralie used that information, swapping from her zig-zag pattern to a direct line away from the Domininth. Everywhere the beam passed, the forest was obliterated. She wouldn’t be able to dodge; her only option was to be outside of the attack’s range.

Nuralie drew a stimulant potion and shattered the vial between her teeth, then swallowed. Gravity would have been too slow to pull the contents into her throat. She swapped her passive buff from mental protection to a movement speed boost and abandoned any attempt at remaining undetected.

Her pace was quick enough to leave her own wake of devastation behind, a shockwave preceding the Domininth’s annihilation. She bypassed obstacles with Shadow Walk and then abandoned the strategy in favor of burning the use of her highest-tier Speed evolution.

Nuralie’s body vibrated until it stepped outside of the physical realm and began to pass through solid objects. Her body remained in phase where needed, allowing her to take her next step, but only the briefest flickers of corporeality were necessary to maintain her movement. Unburdened by obstructions or wind resistance, Nuralie moved even faster.

The Domininth’s attack had left Nuralie with two seconds to react. She made it a mile, and it was barely enough.

Everything within 7,500 feet of the Domininth was shredded. A 120-degree cone of absolute destruction had taken a geometrically perfect slice out of the forest, reduced it to dust, and scattered it across many more miles of forest. Only Nuralie’s initial distance from the Domininth had saved her.

She lay on the ground, gasping for air and choking as her lungs filled with atomized nature. She pulled a particulate mask from inventory and pressed it against her face, but still gagged and sputtered. She haphazardly donned goggles to protect her sight, then spent several minutes retching and dry heaving, both from exhaustion and the brief moment she’d been breathing the deadly air.

Throughout that time, she waited for the Asimanth to come, waited for another attack from the Domininth, but no enemies appeared. The forest was still and silent. Eventually, she found her feet, double-checked her protective equipment, and began making her way back to the clearing.

She kept to the edges of the disaster, doing her best to stay hidden amidst the still-standing trees. It was difficult as she continued to choke on occasion, but the dust made seeing any further than a few feet impossible. She relied on her sense abilities to guide her and ran into her first Asimanth corpse a thousand feet from the Domininth.

As she drew closer, the corpses became more frequent. She found dozens of the Asimanth, all dead. A few seemed to have died from shrapnel, but most had no visible wounds. She took her time while closing on the Domininth, spending an hour making the journey that had taken her only seconds to cross during her flight.

When she eventually made out the dark shape of the Domininth through the haze, she sensed no life from it. As she drew closer, she realized there was nothing else to sense either. It was no longer living, undead, or whatever it had been before. It was as inert as the scattered rocks around it.

Nuralie stood and stared for a few moments, absorbing the idea of her victory. She allowed herself a moment of satisfaction and another moment of grief for the destruction its death had caused. Still, the forest was much larger than what the Domininth had destroyed, and it would no longer be burdened by the creature’s existence.

Nuralie looked up at the Domininth for a little while longer, then nodded to herself and pulled out a pair of thick gloves.

She had a very interesting dissection to perform.


Chapter 39
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SYSTEM ADDENDUM ADDED BY: USER NAME [Ruler 4]

ADDENDUM NOTE: There was a comment here. It’s gone now.

[image: ]


Her Royal Highness Princess Ishi of the Silver Lounge was having an intriguing sort of day. She’d had the privilege of overseeing the evaluations of new Dimensional applicants to the club for some years now, ever since her mother had decided that her daughter was capable enough to serve as the test’s proctor. Her Silver Majesty, Master of the Infinite, had also remarked on how tedious she found the process, but Ishi felt honored that she could relieve her mother of any burden, as, great as they were.

In all that time, Ishi had observed many candidates, though not as many as one might expect. Dimensional was somewhat rare as far as attunements went, and applicants only arrived every few months or so. Most who were invited to the club received their invitation soon after leaving their juvenile forms, and while there had been some talented aspiring members, Ishi had never once encountered an applicant she found ungovernable.

Today, however, there were two notable differences from her ordinary testing routine. First, the testing sites had been designated as Dungeons by the System. Ishi was well aware of Dungeons, although she’d not been alive when they last arose. She’d received the phase transition notification like any other individual with Delver levels, and Ishi’s mother had further explained their nature to her in detail.

Ishi had been curious to see how such a designation might affect the tests, but it seemed to have little impact on the process. It was simply a descriptor informing Delvers of the unique nature of the testing environment. Ishi had been glad to see that it wouldn’t cause any unexpected problems, but she’d also found herself disappointed at the lack of novelty.

However, she was finding that the second divergence from her routine was providing plenty of novelty on its own.

The testing did not exclude any sentient race, but it was nonetheless unusual for a natural humanoid to receive an invitation. The last time it occurred, it had been the governess of their southern neighbor, Godking Ayamari. Her performance had been sufficient for the rulers to overlook that lofty and arrogant title, bestowed upon the shapeshifter by her subjects.

Other natural humanoids were less impressive during their testing, or so she’d been told. As it was, Ishi hadn’t held much hope for an inspiring performance, especially once she’d seen the applicant. A run-of-the-mill human wearing simple Verdantum armor, draped in a feather boa, of all things.

Then she’d noted that the man was touched by Spiritus. Then she’d noted that the man had trivialized his entire test. And then she’d noted that the feather boa really did bring his entire ensemble together, even though there was no reason it should have worked.

There were tiers to the test, of course, so Ishi quickly advanced him to the next bracket, which he promptly broke. Despite the layers of anti-teleportation and portal magicks Ishi had activated, the man had ignored them as though they were never there.

And then, he’d even resisted her spells!

It was enough to leave her flustered, and it was a mark of shame that her mother had been forced to take over as proctor. Ishi pushed away that unbecoming feeling and resolved to learn from her mother’s approach. The unusual fellow was now trapped in an ever-expanding spiral downwards, running towards an end that only ever grew more distant. Ishi had been excited to see how he’d handle the problem and nearly as excited to see how her mother adapted to the man’s infuriating spellwork.

Alas, for the last day all she’d seen was a man having a jog. He teleported often and threw his hammer here and there down the hallway, but he mostly just ran. Once, he’d cast some kind of explosion spell but had so far decided against repeating its use for whatever reason.

Why was he running? Certainly he understood that his objective never grew any closer. At first she’d thought he might be some kind of genius, but now she suspected he was a simpleton with an unusual gift for teleportation. It was all very vexing, and she was feeling appropriately vexed as a result.

Ishi bit her lip in frustration as she watched the scrying mirror, then immediately regretted her display of emotion. Her mother would have taken note, and she expected to be redressed for the unbecoming behavior. Just when Ishi thought Her Silver Majesty would chide her from her throne, she was spared the moment of indignity by the arrival of Her Cerulean Majesty.

The ambient mana levels rose dramatically over the course of an instant until it was so thick as to become a tangible fog, and then the eternal sorceress formed from the mists. The Watcher of Mystics, Eldest of All, floated forth to study the scrying mirror alongside Ishi. Her Majesty’s body glowed and rippled like liquid, casting points of azure light across the ground. Even Ishi was tested by the woman’s mere presence, struggling to maintain control of her own mana pool.

They stood in silence for several minutes, all present knowing better than to question Her Cerulean Majesty’s arrival before she’d announced her purpose. Finally, she glanced down at Ishi, who resisted the impulse to tremble beneath the woman’s gaze.

“What is the purpose of this?” she asked, waving a watery hand at the mirror.

“We are testing the Dimensional candidate, Your Majesty,” said Ishi.

“Fool girl, I know that,” said Cerulean. She turned to face Ishi’s mother, who watched from her silver throne, impassive. “Why do you allow him to show such disrespect?”

“Disrespect?” asked Her Silver Majesty. “He wanders my endless spiral, finding no end. I fear his talents are exhausted, but I find no reason to see malice in his failings.”

Cerulean watched Silver for a time, no doubt biting back whatever scathing remark she wished to make. “Your Majesty’s test is now a Dungeon, is it not?”

Ishi’s mother nodded. “This is true,” she admitted.

“And this child is a Delver, correct?”

“Yes,” said Silver, irritation creeping into her tone.

“He runs your corridors for hours on end, making no move to solve its puzzles,” said Cerulean. She turned back to the mirror. “Instead, he casts his spells as often as his mana allows. I daresay the man is training, not facing the challenges you’ve curated for him.”

Her Silver Majesty slowly stood from her throne and stepped down toward the mirror, stopping behind Ishi and placing her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. Silver watched the man throw his hammer, perfectly arcing its path so that it continued down the spiraling tunnel. He then teleported down and through the walls to catch it. He seemed excited by his success, pumping his arm in what Ishi interpreted as a gesture of victory.

“You may have a point, dear sister,” said Ishi’s mother. She flicked a hand, and the tunnel began to shift. “We will allow him the pleasure of the next stage—no…” Silver flicked her hand again. “We will advance him by two. Perhaps that will prove engaging?”

“I would advance him to the nether,” said Cerulean. “But it is your test and your prerogative.”

“It is indeed,” said Silver. “How comes your own petitioner?”

Cerulean went still again in her terrifying way, speaking after several seconds had gone by in utter silence. “She has passed.”

“I suspected as much,” said Silver, ignoring the tension. “Forgive me for my imprecision. I wished to know how you’ve judged her.”

“Her control of mana is adequate,” said Cerulean.

The sound of feathers ruffling came from behind, and His Violet Majesty, Sovereign of Spirits, appeared to Ishi’s left, his bulk filling her peripheral vision. Ishi was now surrounded, with rulers on three sides and the scrying mirror in front. She focused on her breathing.

“When you say adequate,” Violet began, “do you mean it in an absolute sense?”

“I’ve no patience for qualifiers,” said Cerulean. “Her adequacy has been judged on a universal scale.”

“Hmmm,” Violet rumbled. “If I recall, you described my own mana control as ‘adequate.’”

“It has been some millennia,” said Cerulean, “but that is an accurate summation of my findings.”

“Then on this ‘universal’ scale, you believe that your petitioner is as talented as myself at controlling mana?” asked Violet.

“Yes,” said Cerulean. “However, it is conceivable that you have improved during the intervening time. Would you consent to another evaluation?”

“No thank you,” said Violet. “But I appreciate your generosity in making the offer.”

“I find myself curious,” said Ishi’s mother, Silver. “What feat could that mage have performed to receive such a rating?”

Cerulean did not deign to reply, but a burst of heat brought with it an answer. The burning form of His Scarlet Majesty’s false body appeared in a plume of fire, so hot as to make curls of smoke drift up from Ishi’s dress.

“The baby mage took control of Number Two’s mana pool!” said Scarlet. He placed his hands on his hips and leaned back, so as to look down his nose at Cerulean. Violet and Silver exchanged rather scandalized looks.

Ishi prepared to become collateral damage but centered herself by patting at the burgeoning flames on her dress before they could take hold. She then began maintaining a minor Dispel around her to prevent another flare-up.

The mana in the room evaporated as Cerulean seized it. Ishi fought to keep her core from imploding, barely managing to stop herself from being fully drained. Her mother squeezed her shoulders, and Ishi knew she’d be protected if the worst came to pass. It was little comfort. If Ishi were forced to rely on her mother, the weakness would not be forgotten. One was not granted the right to exist within the ruler’s chamber if they were too fragile to bear its eccentricities.

“A crude description, Your Majesty,” said Cerulean, no small amount of venom in her voice.

“Fuck off with that formal shit. Call me Hep like normal, for the sake of the gods.”

“The petitioners have not earned our names,” said Cerulean. “I’ll not breach decorum for⁠—”

“Consider it breached!” said Hep, Lord of the Scarlet Bask and First Among Rulers. “Use your colors if you insist, but no more ‘Your Majesty’ this or ‘Your Grace’ that.”

“Gold is technically in charge of formalities,” said Violet with a chuckle. A few feathers drifted down to Ishi’s feet as the goliath scratched at his horns.

“Well, Gold isn’t here,” said Hep. “She’s off testing her own candidate. She can reinstate the rules when she gets back if she wants.”

“It seems we have at least one exceptional candidate,” said Silver, whose hands had relaxed on Ishi’s shoulders. “Cerulean has a mage of some talent, whereas my petitioner insists on playing jester. How fared your own, Lord Hep?”

Hep marched up to the largest throne in the room and leaped up onto it. His elemental form looked comically small amidst the titanic seat.

“I’ll let ‘Lord’ slide,” he said. “As for my guy? It was kind of a draw, but my Remembrance gave him the win.” Hep leaned forward and grinned, tapping claws against his fiery knees.

“I assume there is more to it than that?” asked Silver.

“Guess what level my Remembrance was,” he replied.

Violet made a low groaning noise. “If you’re this excited, I imagine it must have been Level 20.”

“Twenty-five!” Hep shouted, the flames on his head dancing higher. “Can you believe that shit?”

“Then there are at least two exceptional petitioners,” said Silver. Hep’s grin turned to a frown as Ishi’s mother refused to play into his excitement. “We’ve yet to hear of yours, Lord Violet.”

“Right,” said the horned behemoth. “I owe you a Domininth.”

Silver blinked as she processed Violet’s statement. “What happened to the one I lent you?”

Violet rubbed at his crown of horns. “She killed it.”

“No, no,” said Silver. “It was a Domininth. They have planar and spatial offsets, along with a litany of immunities and Physical invulnerability, Lord Violet.”

“And almost as much health as me,” Hep added.

“A Level 13 Delver did not kill the Domininth,” said Silver. Her grip was once more tightening on Ishi’s shoulders. “You are mistaken.”

“I immobilized it so it wouldn’t immediately obliterate her,” said Violet. Silver glared at him. “She only needed to survive for sixty-four hours! I didn’t expect her to fight the damned thing!”

“How?” asked Silver. “How did she kill it? Certainly she didn’t hunt down all of its spawn.”

“Yes, well that’s interesting,” said Violet. “She used a spiritual poison, very unique. Hit it with around 20,000 stacks in about two seconds.”

“Fuck!” shouted Hep. “That’s-a big poison!”

“Three exceptional petitioners,” Silver said in a low tone. “Domininths are not easy to come by, Violet.”

“I know, I know,” Violet replied. “I said I’d replace it. But maybe with something of equal value. Hrmm, how about an Ultra Maggot?”

Silver clicked her tongue, then thought. “How near is it to maturity? Actually, no, we’ll discuss this later.”

Violet smiled and shrugged, apparently feeling that he was off the hook for the moment.

“I’ll be interested to learn of Gold’s petitioner when she returns,” said Silver.

“I doubt it’ll be worth hearing about,” said Hep. “She’ll talk about worthiness and conviction and yadda yadda. Who can translate that stuff?” A burst of fire, and Hep was standing right in front of Ishi, looking at the scrying mirror. She was completely boxed in. “What’s this guy cooking up?”

The group returned their attention to the mirror, where a thousand Realm Blighters were flanking the flashy man from both directions of the tunnel, which had grown much narrower. He opened a portal at his back, then his shield broke into a dozen pieces. They spread throughout the corridor to block the Realm Blighter’s advance from the opposite direction. Mana danced along his fingertips in quick bursts.

“He’s dispelling the Blighter teleports,” Cerulean mumbled.

“That can’t last long,” said Silver. “And where does that portal lead?” She gestured, and the mirror’s view moved to peer into the portal. It revealed a large machine of some kind with a great many cannons poking out of its hulking frame. Behind it, Ishi could make out what looked like an armory.

“Are those Zng weapons?” asked Hep.

Half of the tunnel became a storm of ghastly beams and crackling micro-portals. The machine unloaded on the advancing Realm Blighters in a continuous stream of space-shattering evisceration and necrotic death. Once that side of the tunnel was little more than desiccated corpses and fleshy chunks, the man closed the portal and teleported away from the horde held at bay with his shield. The item reformed and darted back to anchor itself onto his armguard, and the man opened another portal.

This one was only open for a moment, but Ishi spotted a twisted, terrifying visage peeking through it. A powerful shock wave traveled down the tunnel, destroying another swath of the Blighters and sending many more tumbling from the walls.

The man closed that portal as well, then pointed his hammer toward the fallen beasts. Waves of gravitational force emanated from it, sending Blighters tumbling through the air towards the man. Just when the first group was about to collide with him, a wave of frost pulsed down the hallway, smashing into the Blighters and pushing them back, covered in ice. The Blighters lost momentum after sixty feet, began to fall towards the man once more, and were sent flying away with another crashing wave of cold.

“Elemental Barrier,” Cerulean commented. “Mana shaped into a cone, alongside some spatial effect to pull them in. He likely takes lessons from the mage.”

“Is he adequate?” asked Violet.

“Doubtful,” Cerulean answered. “There was no need to point his hammer to activate those spell effects. It’s sloppy casting.”

Almost as if he’d heard Cerulean, the man adjusted his stance and began flipping the hammer in one hand. Another series of pulses arrived with no obvious motions on the man’s part. The vast majority of Blighters did not survive.

Violet chuckled. “Did he just realize he didn’t need to point his hammer?”

“Maybe it was some dramatic flair,” said Hep. “I think he’s having fun with it.”

The man culled the few remaining Blighters with volleys of hammer throws that split and multiplied as they sailed toward their targets. Whenever a Blighter tried to avoid the attack, the hammers turned sharply to follow. When they used their limbs to block, his magicks went through their defenses and erased large chunks from their chests.

Once they were all dead, the man casually leaned back against a wall and tugged off his gauntlets to inspect his fingernails. He brushed them against his boa, then looked again before nodding in satisfaction. He ran a hand through his hair and took a moment to finger-comb his beard. After some introspection, he pulled out a small bottle of oil to massage into the growth, followed by a brush.

“Nice,” said Hep. “I like this guy.”

“He isn’t even wearing a helm,” said Violet. “That’s reckless.”

“He had one earlier, Your Majesties,” said Ishi. She suddenly realized that by speaking, she’d brought down the attention of all four rulers. She steeled her resolve and explained, “He removed it after a while and began talking aloud about how he has conflicting feelings over wearing a full helm. He said that, on the one hand, it’s practical and the smart thing to do. But on the other hand, the audience needs to be able to see the main character’s face in order to form an appropriate emotional bond.”

“He knows we’re watching?” asked Violet.

“I think the audience of which he speaks is metaphorical,” said Ishi.

“A metaphor for what?” asked Hep.

“His ego, most likely,” said Cerulean, scowling at the mirror.

“By the hells,” hissed Silver. “Ishi, go in there and humble this man.”

“Yes, Mother,” said Ishi. Her response was automatic, as she knew better than to question or deny her mother’s commands. It wasn’t until she was equipping her combat set that she stopped to think about what she was expected to do.

Certainly, Her Silver Majesty wished for Ishi to leave the man alive.

Before she could ask for clarity, her mother was already teleporting Ishi into the tunnels.


Chapter 40


Your Dimensional Magic Skill has increased to Level 50!

Ismiled at the notification, but the smile was short-lived. Progress always gave me a brief moment of satisfaction, but it wasn’t long before I was eager for the next incremental increase. As I zipped down the infinite hallway, I took a moment to consider my mental state.

In the past, I’d spent a lot of years being overly concerned with living in the future and failed to dedicate enough bandwidth to the present. Productivity had been my primary measure of self-worth. Improvement was a path without end, upon which I strode with an ever-quickening pace. However, I’d been able to tame that obsession in my later years, which had been the most peaceful time of my waking life.

Arzia had been beneficial for me in many ways, mentally speaking. My self-acceptance had never been more fully realized, but my peace had evaporated, replaced with the rush of constant, measurable growth. My eagerness to escape any moment of stillness was at its peak. It was hard to ignore the allure of literal superpowers, and there were a lot of pressures driving me in that direction besides.

Easing my foot up off the gas pedal was becoming more difficult with every passing day, and keeping the throttle wide open was becoming ever more necessary. It’s not as though I’d die of a heart attack from stress or anything. I wasn’t even sure how much my heart was still doing for me. My blood moved around via arcane magical forces, and at least 58% of my heart muscle was redundant. Or, 58% of it was some kind of generic super-tissue that could sustain any part of my body. Maybe both!

Even though my physical health wasn’t a problem, I still needed to ensure that I wasn’t sprinting towards burnout. I mean, I’d literally just sprinted for 24 hours while practicing my Dimensional skills and felt better than ever, but maybe at that moment I was a bit, eh, manic?

Regardless, the training montage had been getting stale, so I was glad when things started to get a bit spicier. It hadn’t gotten that spicy, though. I wasn’t sure what kind of challenge that horde of Realm Blighters had been meant to present, but it hadn’t been much of one. I’d barely even spent any resources. Twenty minutes would bring me back to full.

That brought another moment of consideration. Objectively, my progress was astronomical. Facing down legions of supernaturally powerful monsters was happening with enough frequency that I’d be willing to call it a pattern, and I was at a level where I could handle that without scuffing my fresh manicure. I’d become an extraordinarily powerful person in Arzia extraordinarily quickly, even relative to most other Delvers.

Maybe my party members were enabling me. I was definitely enabling them.

Maybe we should take another break, one that wasn’t forced upon us by a crippling amount of soul damage.

Maybe it didn’t matter, and I should just get back to grinding.

My indecision tree over the matter was swiftly felled when an unexpected teleport got my Dimensional senses tingling, and a Platinum soul popped up behind me. I turned to find the lovely young woman I’d met back in the quintuple throne room, except this time she was geared up for a fight.

Be still, my ambiguously beating heart.

She wore silver armor with deep blue ornamentation that matched her eyes. Curiously, it appeared to be made of some kind of wood, rather than metal or heavy fabrics. It was dense with mana weaves, so I wasn’t about to question its durability, especially since it could be made of a magical composite or something. Wood could be an even better mana container than metal, so long as it was grown in a secret grove and fertilized with the tears of a virgin unicorn.

Anything could be possible, really…

I mean, for all I knew, it was crafted from my arch nemesis, the Mighty Oak, after it transmigrated to Arzia and gained unfathomable durability like myself. Its quest to finish me off once and for all was interrupted by a beautiful woman in search of the key to my heart, only for her to adorn herself in the mythical substance to cut me down as she cut down the oak itself. A tragedy, writ across her body in practical yet form-fitting protection. A story with unexpected twists, or curves at least.

Still with me? I got a bit distracted by the armor.

Aside from that, she had a kite shield on one arm—also made of wood—and held a rich brown staff—again, wood—that subtly glowed with verdant green and glittering diamond.

“Good morning,” I said, giving her a respectful bow. “I fear I had too little time to introduce myself earlier. I am Master Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel Esquire, King of Closetland, Extradimensional Traveler, and Astronaut.”

The woman, to her credit, didn’t hesitate a beat over my titles. She returned my bow as equals, dipping to the exact same level as myself.

“Greetings, Your Majesty,” she said. “I am Princess Ishi of the Silver Lounge, Heir to the Silver Throne, Eye of the Infinite, and Unstoppable Dimensionalist.” Once finished, she released her staff to float into the air beside her.

There was a lot to take in with that brief introduction. She was a princess, apparently, which I honestly didn’t find to be much of a surprise. I was running into unexpected princesses with a frequency that I wasn’t quite willing to call a pattern, but it had happened more than once now. That made me expect that more would spontaneously appear in the future. As for her other titles, I didn’t think about them too deeply. All that shit was posturing anyway.

What I did find worthy of deep thoughts was Princess Ishi’s formal bow of equals, since it simultaneously issued a compliment and a challenge. If she was truly a princess, then it granted me some significant station. If I were truly a king, then it’d place a princess of her nation at a level equal to the sovereign of another.

That could be interpreted in several ways—a minor insult to Closetland, a subtle expression of disbelief over my claim, or maybe a signal that she thought her nation to be superior to one ruled by a king. I assumed pride was the underlying principle being expressed and decided that the third interpretation made the most sense for now.

Then again, if she were as prideful as I suspected she might be, then the bow was an extraordinary sign of respect.

Releasing her staff could have been considered a peaceful act had she not pulled out a longbow immediately after (shockingly, made of wood). Ishi held it in one hand, so it wasn’t immediately aggressive.

Now that she’d introduced herself, I remembered to shoot her a quick Identify.

Her Royal Highness, Princess Ishi of the Silver Lounge: Delver, Level 21

Did this confirm her princess-ness, or was the System just repeating what I’d already heard? Her level also made me reexamine her soul. The first time we’d met, I’d caught a glance at her spiritual essence, but it was contained and secure like the soul of Nax, the strange doorman.

Now there were clearly Delver levels, pure Platinum with a few striations of violet. Still, her level didn’t quite add up to what I was seeing, and the underlying base soul was the barest contour hugging her body, even when I focused on it. There was something primal to it, animalistic desires tempered by ego and curiosity. More recently there were hints of envy and… shame, maybe? Confusion?

At the very core was something ancient and intense, and when I caught a glimpse of that, I realized how deeply I’d been digging in response to the puzzle her soul presented. I backed off, uncertain whether she’d noticed. Even if she hadn’t, I didn’t want to be in the habit of digging so deep without cause. Beautiful armor and alluring intrigue were no excuse for wandering spiritual eyes.

Either way, Ishi’s soul was simultaneously less powerful than her level of 21 would suggest while holding hidden depths that spoke of something much greater than a Platinum with a few Special Delves under her belt.

I needed to figure out how these people were doing this with their souls. Not only so I could use it to protect myself from people like me, but also so I could figure out how to break it. After years of immediately understanding how I matched up against someone else, being uncertain was very uncomfortable.

While I considered the woman’s odd soul, she took my bait and decided to satisfy her curiosity over my introduction.

“May I ask why your title includes Esquire twice?”

“It is the result of a conflict between my royal counsellor’s eccentricities and my own,” I said. “That’s what made it onto the letterhead, so that’s what I’m going with for the moment.”

“For the moment? Are your titles so subject to change?”

“I believe that ‘Dark Lord’ is currently in the works. If that passes, I’ll probably drop at least one of the ‘Esquires.’ I just don’t like ‘Master’ being the only thing preceding my name.”

“Would you then become ‘Dark Lord Master Arlo Xor’Drel Esquire’?” Ishi asked. “Or is ‘Master’ subject to elimination as well?”

“You know, having two titles before my name has a good rhythm to it,” I replied. “Dark Lord Arlo feels too casual. Maybe we can move the second ‘Esquire’ to the front and add one of my other accolades in there somewhere. ‘Dark Lord Esquire Arlo ‘Spectersbane’ Xor’Drel. I could also use ‘Soulsbane’ or ‘Godsbane.’ What do you think?”

“I wouldn’t dare presume that I am familiar enough to issue an opinion on which of the three titles is most suitable, Your Majesty.”

“A fair position to hold, Your Highness.”

“I would daresay that two syllables flow better when inserted prior to a surname, unless the second syllable is preceded by ‘The,’ a different determiner, or perhaps an adjective,” said Ishi. “Even then, such an address is better relegated to the list of titles selected to appear after the surname. Such interceding monikers are overly casual for a formal introduction.”

“A valuable insight. I will take it to heart.”

Ishi nodded her acknowledgement, then continued. “You must forgive me, but I’ve not heard of the kingdom of Closetland,” she said. “Given that you are an extradimensional traveler, shall I presume it is a nation from beyond this realm?”

“An astute observation, Princess. However, it would be dishonest of me to claim that Closetland’s status as a dimensional kingdom is the only reason for its relative obscurity. It was only recently founded, you see.”

“Indeed? Then I congratulate you on your independence.”

“Thank you. That is very kind of you to say.” Formalities handled, I decided to move on to business. “Princess Ishi, I cannot help but notice you’ve arrived in full combat regalia.”

“Hmm, I could characterize this as a reasonable choice given your displays of violence,” said Ishi. “After all, you wouldn’t expect me to arrive at a battlefield in a ball gown, would you?”

“I suppose not, no.”

“Regardless, that would be misleading at best,” she continued. “The truth of the matter is that your behavior during this test has caused some minor offense to Her Silver Majesty. I am here to inspire you to take the matter more seriously.”

“I was unaware that there was a code of conduct during the trial.”

“There may be a cultural divide, and we are understanding of that,” said Ishi. “As such, you have been granted the honor of dueling me rather than facing the misfortunes ordinarily brought upon those who invoke my mother’s disfavor.”

“A considered approach,” I said. “And you have my deepest apologies for any offense given. Such was not my intent, and I assure you that any behavior you may have observed was simply the most efficient use of my combat style.”

A hint of a smile touched Ishi’s lips. “I somehow doubt that, Master Xor’Drel.”

“Princess Ishi,” I said, holding a hand to my heart. “Have I given you any reason to harbor such skepticism toward my claims?”

She raised an eyebrow. “I tend to be most skeptical of those who profess their honesty.”

“Then what is a man to do to convince you of their integrity?”

“I believe facing the consequences of their actions to be a good start,” said Ishi.

“Then face them I shall.” I raised a finger. “However, as you can observe from our rather corpse-ridden environment, I have recently expended some small amount of effort. Would you be willing to grant me a brief reprieve before our duel?”

“For how much of a reprieve would you entreat, Master Xor’Drel?”

“An hour should be all I need,” I said. “And five minutes,” I hastily added.

She tilted her head slightly at the addendum. “Very well. I’ll not have you say our encounter was inequitable when you are defeated.”

“Such a thought had never once entered my mind.”

Ishi waved a hand, and the corpses around us sank into the ground, along with all the blood and viscera. I gave her my thanks, then sat in a lotus position and gave Grotto a psychic nudge.

[I will neither confirm nor deny whether Princess Ishi is a dragon.]

“Oh, come on. She’s the princess of the Silver Lounge.”

[And what dubious conclusion does this fact inspire in your puerile mind?]

“Lounge, Grotto. As in a lounge of lizards!”

[Yes, truly irrefutable evidence of her Draconic heritage,] Grotto thought dryly. [Or perhaps her clan enjoys comfortable sitting areas. Was there something else for which you require my input?]

“Yeah, fine. I wanted to get your opinion on what mana shape I should slot for Arcane Geometry. Right now I can have AoEs ignore my allies for free, but there’s a disheartening absence of friendlies here.”

I began to mentally review the list of shapes Etja and I had codified. The party’s dedicated mage wasn’t very scholastic with her own approach to shaping. These days she could more or less imagine whatever she wanted and make it happen. Personally, I preferred a more structured approach, and our list had grown to include sixteen shapes. With the right combination, most of what Etja was capable of was replicable. It just took a bit of thought.

Arcane Geometry let me pick any one of those shapes and apply it to my skills without increasing their cost. While shapes sometimes varied in how much they increased a skill’s resource requirement, the rule of thumb was that the cost doubled with each shape. That was a compounding value, so getting the first shape free ultimately halved the overall mana cost when applying multiples.

[Hmm. We know very little of Princess Ishi’s capabilities. Her appearance and titles bias me towards thinking she is primarily a Dimensional caster with at least some degree of archery for support. She also has a shield, which is an odd choice for an archer. How will she fire the bow?]

“Telekinesis, maybe,” I thought in reply. “Her staff is floating. Either the shield or bow might follow suit.”

[Perhaps. Either way, it does not seem as though she will engage in melee or even mid-range combat such as yourself. Closing the distance to reach her will be essential.]

“I have a pretty good throwing distance on my hammers. Unless she’s moving a mile down these tunnels, it shouldn’t be an issue. Still, the Translation shape triples skill range, so I’ll add that shape to the shortlist.”

[Have you considered our Oblivion Orb combinations any further?]

“I have, but they’re less efficient than just throwing more Void Hammers. Against groups, spawning big lines or spheres that stick around and continually delete things might be useful, but against a single target? It doesn’t seem that great when it costs several times more mana.”

[How about using Shortcut offensively?]

That put my mind into overdrive for a moment.

“Bubble lets me make it a localized AoE. Then… Wedge plus Acute to turn it into a line? That gives me 80 feet of range, but Hole will give me another 30, and Translation makes that 90, bringing the total range to 170. That’s getting really expensive, though. Plus, it would only affect willing targets. I’d need Ziggurat to make it an attack. Ziggurat makes it an Intelligence check versus Wisdom, meaning that if she’s a caster she might have an advantage on me. Would the spell being Deific negate that?”

[Not if the failure condition is built into the spell. Mana shaping will be considered a part of the effect once cast, and the Deific modifier only protects from interference, not the skill’s own drawbacks. If it did, Shortcut would have lost its cooldown. Regardless, if you succeed in the attribute contest, she can do nothing to prevent the spell from taking hold.]

“Which would let me teleport her 400 feet in any direction with a 1-second cooldown.”

[Your Archmage passive increases your effective intrinsic skill by 10. The range would be 480 feet.]

“Dammit. I always forget about that one. Uh, that means that if I want to burn a 1-hour cooldown, I can send her nine freaking miles. Still need a valid teleport location, though. Think there’s an ocean nearby?”

[Given that you’re trapped in a sequestered dimensional realm, I doubt there is much of anything nearby. If you are lucky, there may be an endless expanse of nothing anathema to all physical matter.]

“If it’s just a duel, I’d rather not cast her into the nothing.”

[Why not? It would likely ensure your victory.]

“Because that might kill her? It’s just a friendly bout, not a fight for our lives.”

[Are you certain? Many duels are fought to the death, and you did not inquire as to the rules.]

I tried to hide my look of consternation as I realized Grotto was absolutely correct. Of course, it was impossible to hide that I’d made a mistake when I asked the princess for clarification.

“We shall each take the duel seriously, as though it were a fight for our lives,” said Princess Ishi. I felt Grotto give a smug smile through our connection. “However, either side may admit defeat at any time, at which point hostilities shall cease. Incapacitation for 1 minute or longer is also considered a loss for the incapacitated party, during which time the attacking party is expected to allow for their opponent’s potential recovery. If either party abuses this rule, it is a loss for the offender.

“There are no geographic bounds for the duel and no limitations on weaponry or other skill use,” Ishi continued. “We may use anything we have access to from within this space or our inventories.” Ishi tilted her head as though listening to something and frowned. “However, we are not allowed to use any abilities with the capacity to destroy this dimensional realm, such as ‘highly destructive’ transformations or the invocation of higher powers.”

She didn’t look happy about that last bit.

“I can give myself wings and tentacles,” I said. “I assume that’s not a ‘highly destructive’ transformation?”

“That will be fine. I will also use such partial modifications.”

It sounded like The Dread Star would have to sit this one out, and I had a good idea of the kind of “transformation” Ishi was being forbidden from using.

I thanked her for the explanation and went back to my discussion with Grotto.

“Here’s an idea,” I thought to my familiar. “What do you think about abusing the portal to the Pocket Closet?” I gave Grotto a condensed explanation of my thoughts.

Ishi’s rule about being limited to “what we have access to from within this space or our inventories” was particularly vague, and the type of thing I would normally insist be clarified. The only reason that I didn’t ask for said clarification is that, if Ishi intended to exploit the broadly worded rule, I was betting that I could exploit it better.

[Oh yes. I think that will work very nicely.] I could feel him rubbing his feelers together with sinister glee, even though I knew he didn’t have any feelers at that moment.

[Very nicely, indeed.]


Chapter 41


Iended up taking Devil Drill Beam for my free mana shape. It was the OG, the very first shape I’d ever learned, and couldn’t be replicated through the codified shapes on our list without using at least two of them. So, it was a two-for-one.

DDB turned any ‘touch’ skill into a thirty-foot beam that went straight through all obstacles. Oblivion Orb was my only touch skill, making the shape less versatile than most of the others I knew, but since I could slap it onto my hammers and then copy my hammers for 2 mana each, it resulted in an incredibly efficient combination. I was basically getting a shaped Oblivion Orb that should have cost 15 mana for 2 mana a pop instead.

Turning Oblivion Orb into a line attack also served as a launching point for many other interesting shapes I could apply to the spell. There were a few things I wanted to play around with in this fight, and both Grotto and I thought it was the best pick for experimentation while also trying to secure the win.

The hour-and-five-minute break hadn’t been for my resources to recover. I’d implied that’s what it was for but hadn’t ever stated my purpose for the break. My health, mana, and stamina were all back to full practically by the time Ishi and I had finished our chat. The real reason for the break was that I’d needed five minutes to have a speed-of-thought strategy meeting with Grotto and then another hour because that’s how long it took for me to swap which shape Arcane Geometry applied to.

It was very nice of Ishi to wait.

“Ready?” Ishi asked once I stood and had a brief stretch.

I slapped on my helm, sent Gracorvus into shield mode, and summoned Somncres. “Yep.”

The moment I finished speaking, Ishi disappeared.

She hadn’t gone far with the teleport, only a couple hundred feet down the narrow tunnel, but a pair of silver wings spread out from her back, and she continued to put distance between us. Her flight speed was much faster than I could run, I could already tell that much, and that was while she was facing toward me even as she retreated. Both her staff and bow were hurtling along right beside her, shield on one arm and her free hand now occupied by a wand. An arrow was already screaming towards me, leaving a trail of warped space behind it.

It looked like Grotto’s initial evaluation was correct, and Ishi wanted to make this a ranged battle. While my effective throwing distance with my hammers was solid, it wouldn’t take Ishi long to move beyond it at her current pace. Homing Weapon would help with that, but it wasn’t like I could throw my hammers at the sun and expect them to make it there one day. If Ishi got far enough away, the skill wouldn’t activate.

The dimensional space had warped prior to my encounter with the Realm Blighters. The tunnel was no longer an endless spiral downward but another straightaway with no perceptible end. Normally this would have been an excellent environment for me. Having my enemies arrayed in a neat line was great for both my defensive and offensive strategies, but it was an even better setup for a long-range sniper. If Ishi could fire that bow from a mile or more, things could get sticky.

Of course, while my current running speed was too slow to catch up to Ishi, my flying speed was much better. I was already focusing on Therianthropy from the moment Ishi asked if I was ready, and my wings and tentacles burst from my back an instant after the fight officially began. I snagged two wands from inventory with my feelers, then timed my Shortcut to teleport past Ishi’s first arrow.

I went as far as Shortcut could take me with a 1-second cooldown, closing some of the distance Ishi had made, and was immediately moving at my max speed. Despite my boost, I was still slightly slower than the princess, but the difference in our teleport ranges allowed me to keep up. Another arrow came at me before Shortcut was ready, and I held up Gracorvus, tensing for impact.

When the arrow hit, it sucked all light and sound from the world. This would have been a major handicap if I couldn’t still see Ishi’s soul, although I now had no visual on her incoming projectiles. The moment after the arrow robbed me of sight and hearing, the tunnel became a vacuum.

This wasn’t like the vacuum of space. It was much worse. An immense force tore at my body, ripping the air from my lungs and threatening to rupture my eardrums. My eyes felt like they were boiling and about to pop out of my head, and every inch of my skin felt like it was on fire.

My toughness saved me from any real damage, but the effect continued to build even as I flew forward. I realized that the spells were tracking me somehow, and my first instinct was to end the effects with Dispel. I sent a burst of countermagic into the mana sustaining them, but it didn’t work out the way I’d hoped.

Absolute Authority: Your Mystical Magic skill level is too low to counter or negate Princess Ishi’s spells!

There went one of my best tricks. I recognized the evolution since it was one that Etja had as well. It meant that Ishi had Mystical Magic at Level 40 or higher. If my only ability for disrupting someone’s spells was to counter or negate them, then my own skill level of 30 might as well have been a big fat zero. However, I had other fuckery I could deploy, not that it applied to this exact situation.

My Dispel having proved useless, I went for an analog solution and swept Somncres over the front of my shield, feeling the slightest resistance as I dislodged the arrow buried between two of its plates. I left the arrow behind along with the zone bereft of light and sound, then quickly exited the vacuum.

My ears popped hard enough to ring, and the sudden spike in air pressure made me feel like I was a water balloon squeezed until it was on the edge of bursting. The vacuum would only be dangerous if I were forced to linger in it, but I was betting it would have been much worse had my blood been willing to evacuate my body. Otherwise, the biggest threat the spell posed was that it tried to suck everything out of my everywhere, and only my blood was really immune to it. I had to clench for all I was worth if I wanted to keep my dignity in front of the princess.

I cast another Shortcut to avoid the next arrow and threw a set of Void Hammers at Ishi, duplicating it four times with Somncres. I immediately resummoned the real hammer to my hand, allowing the fleeting copies to test Ishi’s defenses, which would inform my next move.

Ishi’s body glowed with Shielding, which was building up as she continued to move. Her kite shield was already in position to catch my attack, but another layer of Shielding wrapped around the one that was already there. It was a pretty impressive defense, especially since Shielding didn’t normally stack.

All four hammers came in at slightly different trajectories, but there wasn’t a whole lot of room to get fancy in the narrow tunnel. Ishi deftly moved her kite shield to catch all four, which pounded into the wood in rapid succession. A helm had appeared to hide her face, preventing me from getting a good read on her reaction, but each hit shook her around and forced her to stabilize her flight, lest she collide with a wall.

The Oblivion Orbs, of course, couldn’t be blocked, and the woman’s Shielding was exhausted after the third hammer. Her kite shield, armor, and the distance between us prevented me from seeing any bodily signs of damage, but the woman’s soul told me enough. She was surprised by how much that shit had sucked for her, but she was nowhere close to being in danger.

Also during this time, something very odd happened.

All four of the hammers I’d sent at Ishi were fleeting copies. That meant they would disappear the moment they struck something substantial. But they didn’t disappear. Each hammer appeared to bounce off the shield and immediately come blasting back down the corridor at me.

It was betrayal! Mutiny! My own hammers were in revolt!

Now here’s the thing. My hammers were no joke. With my spec, a single Oblivion Orb wasn’t a big deal. A single Homing Weapon wasn’t a huge issue either. But each Void Hammer combo was two separate attacks, meaning the four hammers heading my way represented eight attacks in total. The hammers couldn’t be dodged and had a decent amount of armor penetration, while the orbs couldn’t be blocked and dealt Planar damage, which was generally a weaker defense.

My personal defense against Dimensional attacks was solid, especially when matched up against spells. The Oblivion Orbs would still hurt since they’d slip right past Gracorvus. The hammers themselves were an even bigger threat because of their armor penetration and the stacking bonus damage they got from my Flurry of Blows evolution. Would these count as a repeat of hammer attacks one through four, or would these be attacks five through eight instead?

The answer to that question was worth about four hundred damage.

I wasn’t about to stand around and get hit with my own attacks, though. That would wound my pride, especially since writing “return to sender” on someone’s spell and mailing it back to them was one of my favorite moves. As such, I decided to insist that the princess re-accept the gift I’d so lovingly thrown at her face.

Whatever Ishi had used to send the hammers back my way wasn’t a spell, so there wasn’t much I could do about it. The hammers themselves were a different matter. Somncres copies took mana to create, which meant that the copied hammers were spells in the most technical sense. Since they were spells, they could be targeted with counters or, more importantly, redirects.

Each hammer was an individual effect, and I wasn’t quite fast enough to get all four, but I seized three of them with Reverse Card. This was laughably cheap to do since it cost the same amount of mana as was spent on the spell by its original caster, which was two whole points. I then arced them right back around to head towards Ishi, hot-potato style.

Doing this prevented me from guarding against the sole remaining hammer with Gracorvus, and getting hit with any part of my own attack stung in both ego and body.

HP: 2,291 -> 1,998

But the satisfaction of seeing Ishi’s head jerk back in surprise when the other hammers revealed themselves as triple agents was worth more than a couple of crushed ribs and a few thousand grain-of-sand-sized pieces of my liver and intestines being removed from space and time.

Her Shielding was gone, but the woman summoned a Force Shield instead, dumping a chunk of the damage into her mana pool. The princess was outing herself as a true enthusiast for all things shield-related.

There was the briefest pause as both of us looked at one another and acknowledged the silliness of that entire exchange.

While we had our moment, the tunnel around us started to get weird. The distance between myself and the walls began to grow, though the walls themselves kept the same texture and appearance. I’d seen something similar during my earlier romp through this Dungeon, but it was still hard to wrap my head around. Coordinated Thinker sent me conflicting information about the phenomenon, telling me that the distance between the walls and myself was growing, but that each of us was still the same size relative to everything else around. I wasn’t shrinking, the walls weren’t getting any bigger, and yet the space between us expanded.

I was also unsure whether Ishi was the one doing this. If she was, it wasn’t burning any of her mana—meaning it wasn’t a spell—and it didn’t look like any technique I was familiar with. This may have been due to something the princess had “access” to from within this space or her inventory, like some kind of control mechanism allowing her to manipulate the Dungeon’s environment. The first sign of rules-based chicanery was afoot.

And then our fight resumed, and the portal battle began.

Three palm-sized portals formed around Ishi, and she fired off shots from her bow, her wand, and her staff at the same time. It was the first attack I’d seen from either of the latter two, and all three projectiles disappeared into one of the small holes in reality. While Ishi did this, I sent four more hammers her way.

I sensed the three exit portals appear around me the moment each of Ishi’s attacks reached their entrances. However, before I discuss what happened next, it’s important that I mention a couple of things about portals.

Most portals were planar magic, connecting one space to another through an intermediary plane where a variety of conditions could allow for instantaneous travel back to our plane. Maybe the distance was much shorter there, or time flowed differently, or an eldritch being ejected the interloper via the path of least resistance, which just so happened to be the exit created by the caster.

Some portals, however, could also be spatial. These were generally very short-range and brief-lived portals, which collapsed space between their entrance and their exit, but only in a very thin line, while shrinking their targets to stuff them through the very small resulting tunnel. They were what Grotto referred to as “the quick-and-dirty method, classified as portals only because imbeciles lack the capacity for appreciating the nuance and complexity of true portal magicks.”

Regardless of the Core’s personal opinions, spatial portals resulted in something cheap, fast, and versatile, with the added benefit of not chucking their subjects through mysterious secondary realms. These were the types of portals Ishi had just summoned, and also the type I suspected she used for movement as well.

My brand of portal magic was dedicated to the planar school. Dreadful Shortcut involved the Dread Star facilitating my movement through whatever void realm it so chose. The portal to the Pocket Closet created a gateway between my present location and a demiplane adjacent to the material world. One might note that there is a significant difference between those examples.

Shortcut created two portals in the material world—an entrance and an exit—for such a brief time as to be nearly unquantifiable. Accessing the Closet created one portal in the material world that lasted for so long as I maintained it. However, Grotto and I had discovered that this didn’t necessarily have to be the case. Was I limited to a single Pocket Closet portal? We’d discovered that the answer was no.

Each one required some degree of focus, and the mental demand increased substantially when multiple were deployed. Fortunately, I’d purchased a trinket from Avarice that let me split my mind in two. I could dedicate one instance to keeping two portals going, while the rest of me figured out what to do with them.

Going back to the example of planar portals that passed through an intermediary realm, the Closet itself could serve as an intermediary realm. Specifically, the kind in which the distance between two points was much shorter relative to the portal locations in the material plane. How much shorter? As short as I damn well pleased.

Okay, back to where we left off.

An arrow and two spells appeared from Ishi’s portals, moving toward me on three different vectors. I created a portal leading into the Closet a thousand feet ahead and just behind Ishi, then created another portal leading into the Closet below me, angled toward the woman’s incoming arrow.

Initially, each portal was created via an individual instance of focus, which acted with only the slightest delay between them. Once the first portal was established, my second instance of focus coordinated with Grotto to place the second portal so that it directly faced the first portal within the Closet, with virtually no distance in between them. After that, the task of maintaining both portals was handed off to a single mental partition.

Thus, the portal I created behind Ishi led to a location within the Closet where another portal leading out of the Closet was approximately 1 micrometer away. That exit portal currently had one of Ishi’s spell-imbued arrows hurtling towards it.

Ishi had never stopped moving, and even as the space within the tunnel continued to expand, she was still flying backward at several hundred miles per hour while facing me.

She did not see the Closet portal appear behind her in time to stop from flying right through it. This immediately sent her out of the second portal and into her own arrow, which detonated its imbued spell. All of this was shortly followed by the volley of hammers I’d thrown, whipping through the portal on their way to find the princess.

It was fucking beautiful.


Chapter 42


The princess let out a very un-princess-like swear as the world turned ninety degrees from her point of view, accompanied by an arrow in the back. The spell on the arrow activated, creating a spatial distortion that twisted in on itself and tried to compress its contents into a space the size of a small marble. The effect traveled with Ishi, causing the princess to curl up into a tight ball as she careened towards the ground.

I barely saw the results of my success. I was stretching the absolute limits of my mind to cast Shortcut the moment those portals had been created, juking the spells from Ishi’s wand and staff. The princess spun and slowed, forcefully breaking the spell and freeing her limbs and wings just in time to make a sloppy superhero landing, cracking stone and kicking up plumes of dust that swirled in the spell’s embrace.

At the same time, the spells I’d dodged sailed off towards the tunnel’s ever-more-distant boundaries, where one released a plume of green mist and the other repeated the spatial compression of her arrow.

It didn’t look like the spell arrow that Ishi had inadvertently fired into her own back had done her much harm, but it sure had made the crash landing more dramatic. When I had a second to think, I registered that I’d received an interesting notification.

Princess Ishi of the Silver Lounge cannot be affected by a hostile portal or teleport effect…

…is what we would have said if that shit weren’t Deific!

Did that legally count as very briefly kidnapping a princess?

Hammers rained down on Ishi from the Closet portal, the ones I’d thrown only a couple of seconds beforehand, although it felt like that time had stretched for several minutes. Ishi had learned from my use of Reverse Card and realized the copied hammers counted as spells. She dispelled the first while opening a portal to send the other three a hundred feet away. They turned and zipped back toward her, where she dispelled another and repeated her portal tactic.

Ishi did this until all of the hammers were dealt with over the course of a second, then stood from where she knelt. Even though her face was hidden by her helm, I could feel her glare trying to pickle my skin.

A suite of surgical tools appeared and floated into the air alongside her staff and bow. They shrank and darted into the tiny gaps between her armor, which looked as pristine as when we’d started. It was a nifty healing spell that relied on Intelligence, but it was one I recognized and had decided against taking in the past. It wasn’t terribly useful without sufficient medical knowledge, but if Ishi knew her stuff it would rapidly begin undoing whatever damage I’d managed to deal so far.

“My teleport resistance has no qualifiers,” said Ishi. “There is only one way I know of to bypass it, but I struggle to believe you would have access to—shit!”

I elicited another swear from the princess by throwing another round of hammers, grinning at her ploy. Did Ishi really think I was going to stand around and watch her heal while we had a chat?

Ishi was immediately back on the move, using her portal/Dispel trick to eliminate my copies. I let Somncres Prime join the party this time, though, and she was forced to take that one on her shield.

I popped open another pair of Closet portals, firing a shaped Elemental Barrier into the one beside me. The second portal intercepted Ishi, blasting her with an 80-foot wave of freezing cold. This was a bit of an indulgence as far as mana went, costing twice as much as a normal round of hammers, but it would be justified if I could hit Ishi with the Slowed debuff. The cone of frost slammed into her, but the barrier was less effective than I’d hoped.

Ishi of the Silver Lounge is Unstoppable!

I shouldn’t have been surprised, given her title of Unstoppable Dimensionalist. I guess it wasn’t just for posturing. Unstoppable meant I couldn’t apply any movement penalties to her, including Slowed and knockback. That would normally stop forced teleports as well, but that part didn’t matter since my portals overrode the fundamental rules governing life, the universe, and everything. Still, most of my debuffs focused on locking people down, and Ishi couldn’t be locked or dropped.

I could still use Deafen, Ignite, and Shock, but I doubted being deaf would matter for Ishi, my build didn’t focus on Ignite, making it a waste of mana to use Elemental Barrier that way, and Shock built into Stun and Immobilize. Shock would have some minor benefits, but Stun and Immobilize were useless since Ishi was Unstoppable.

Honestly, if it weren’t for my Deific nonsense, Ishi would be tough to deal with.

A second bow appeared in the air beside Ishi, and all three of her floating weapons spread out. The space had expanded so that the walls, while appearing close, were actually thousands of feet away. I swooped low while Ishi fired arrows in a staggered pattern, forcing me to deal with at least one arrow after using Shortcut to avoid the other.

I blocked, but the spell-imbued arrow exploded into a dozen spatial tears that divided local reality into a dozen discs, stacked atop one another. Each layer spun in the direction opposite the one below it, twisting large slices of my body along with them and threatening to pull me into pieces. The moment the spell connected, Ishi fired a beam from her wand that moved faster than I could see, doubling down on the spell’s effect.

The arrow’s spell was painful, but the hit that came directly from Ishi made it excruciating. Bones fractured and my organs ruptured, the soft tissue unable to withstand the forces cutting through me. The spell had about as much respect for my armor as the force of gravity, but my spell defenses were still doing work in tearing the magic apart from within. I teleported out after a half-second, but it was a solid hit.

HP: 2,005 -> 1,697

The moment I reappeared, the next arrow was coming my way. I portaled the arrow back into Ishi’s face, but she was ready and teleported herself out of its path. I chucked another series of hammers, then was forced to use Shortcut to duck a spell from her staff. I barely got my shield up to take another spell-imbued arrow, which triggered an instant spell from Ishi’s wand once again, appearing as though the follow-up effect was automatic. Another chunk of health disappeared as I took a run through the space grinder before escaping.

This wasn’t a great trade for me. Ishi built Shielding every second she was moving—she was always moving, and there was nothing I could do to stop her from moving. She had multiple skills that stacked even more Shielding. She had dispels, portals to send attacks away from her, and could shunt damage to her mana pool if all else failed.

On top of that, she was healing every second, and I was pretty damn sure she had a massive health pool. For all her defense, hammers still made it through. That first set of hammers I’d tossed had her eat seven attacks, and I knew that had to hurt. Even so, she hadn’t for a moment thought herself in danger, and that was what really had me worried.

She had to be burning through mana like crazy, but wands and staves had mana storage she could draw on. I couldn’t count on winning a race between my health pool and her mana, especially when she could have more wands in hiding. I needed to turn up the heat.

First, I activated Aura of Persistence to grant myself some Shielding of my own. It was expensive to use when I was the only one to benefit, but I was flush with stamina to burn, and any amount of mitigation would help. Since it was an aura, it also increased my attack and defense by 5 from Auradilato. Not much, but I was all about stacking bonuses. I was also about to abandon defense to try and do something that might be dumb. If it worked, I’d buy myself some time to set up my next tactic. If it failed, I’d eat a bunch of damage without getting anything in return.

The plan would live or die based on Ishi’s Wisdom score. If it was much higher than my Intelligence, then what I had in mind wouldn’t work. My INT was a 40, which was a common score for Delvers to hang around since it came with a fairly powerful evolution. The next evo wasn’t until the attribute reached a score of 70, leading many Delvers to treat 40 as either an end goal for a stat or at least somewhere to let things lie while they focused on other attributes.

Ishi was a caster, meaning Wisdom was important for her. She also focused on long-range fighting, which Wisdom helped with since it buffed perception. However, the meat of her spells would scale off of Intelligence, and those were hitting me hard. She also leaned heavily into external tools to make her mana go farther, like the wand and staff. So, I expected INT to be her primary.

We felt evenly matched for Speed, not just movement but also reaction time and how quickly we processed the battle. She had a slight edge on me, but not enough for a serious advantage. She was also sitting on a pretty stout health pool, as mentioned.

Finally, I knew she was using the Telekinesis spell to control her bows. Telekinesis allowed the caster to control an object as though they were holding it. That meant that to make good use of a bow—the kind she had, anyway—the caster still needed at least some Agility. It was possible she had a weird set of evos and skills that let her use a bow even though she didn’t have the stats for it, but I had another reason to believe she had some points stacked into Agility, and that was how she controlled her staff.

She didn’t control the staff through Telekinesis. Magical Thinker hadn’t triggered when she’d first sent it floating, and I couldn’t detect any significant mana flowing between Ishi and her staff as I could with her bows. There were a couple of evolutions that I knew of that would allow her to control the staff in the way she did, but the best match was an Agility 20 evolution called No Handing.

Ishi’s soul made it tough to determine whether she had attribute inflation going on like I did, but the deep, ancient feeling I got from the core of her soul made me think that the majority of her non-System power was coming from someplace other than attributes.

At Level 21, Ishi would have 186 total stat points. From what I’d seen of the fight, my best guess would be that they were arrayed something like this:

STR:1

AGI:20

SPD:20

FOR:40

INT:63

WIS:40

CHA:1

LCK:1

If so, her WIS was the same as my INT, and if I tried to force-teleport her, the contest would come down to a coin flip. The cost of losing was the time it took to try, but nothing would be stopping me from trying again. Unless she killed me, of course. Otherwise, I only needed to win that coin flip once.

Buffed up and ready to gamble, I activated the next stage of my plan, which involved tackling an Unstoppable woman.

I opened a pair of Closet portals and used Shortcut to get within arm’s reach of Ishi. This was quite close, considering she was moving at about 500 miles per hour in the direction I now occupied. I wrapped her up, bear-hugging for all I was worth, while the woman slammed into me like a concrete pillar wearing an irresponsibly powerful jet pack. The sound of our armor smashing together was nearly deafening, and my head swam a bit from our helms colliding.

While Ishi couldn’t be stopped, that didn’t mean that every part of her body was filled with god-like strength. I was definitely stronger than she was, and I was able to keep her arms pinned to her sides. I saw her blue eyes narrow from behind her visor right before she started dumping spells on the both of us. Spells that ignored her, of course.

During the one second it took for Shortcut to come back, I ate another 300 damage from Ishi’s space-defiling magicks, dropping my health to 1,097. Once the spell was ready, I opened the Closet again, then used Bubble plus Ziggurat to make Shortcut into a short-range AoE attack and attempted to send Ishi away.

The System had some unusually forthright commentary about what happened under the hood here.

Ishi’s WIS check ties your INT check!

In cases like these, LCK determines the winner.

Get wrecked, Princess!

Ishi disappeared and went through the Closet portal, but I hadn’t sent her to another space within the now-massive tunnel that served as our arena. Nor did I send her into the Closet itself. Instead, I’d opened the portal to Eschengal right in front of the Closet entrance portal, sending Ishi on a little vacation to the middle of Eschendur, several thousand miles away.

I slammed the door behind Ishi as my heart pounded from adrenaline. I couldn’t believe that had worked. I couldn’t believe that the contest had been a tie. I couldn’t believe that fucking Luck had determined the winner!

Maybe it was a better stat than I’d thought.

Regardless, although I’d just sent Ishi halfway across the known world, I didn’t expect that to keep her away for long. I shot toward the nearest wall at max speed, using Shortcut to close the distance faster. Once I was within range of a single teleport, I activated Gravity Anchor and started throwing copies of Somncres into orbit around me.

The hammers whipped out and got caught in my artificial gravity well. Coordinated Thinker worked alongside both instances of focus and my robust mental stats to keep everything perfectly aligned without any of the hammers intercepting one another.

I got twenty hammers out before a crack appeared in the air. Reality peeled back like a curtain to reveal Ishi standing in the middle of a well-worn road leading into the capital city of Eschendur. Several travelers gaped at the spectacle, alongside merchants running stalls and their customers. One Deijinon woman dropped the muffin she was just about to bite into. It landed in some mud, which was a tragedy.

I’d made sure to kill Ishi’s momentum with Shortcut before sending her off to Eschengal, which was something I remembered that I could do because of my experience using my face as a friction brake earlier that day. The day before? Before I’d started running down into the endless circling abyss.

Technically, that was a way to circumvent her Unstoppable buff, but the applications here had no practical advantage for me. I’d done it because I hadn’t wanted her to make a crater right outside of Eschendur’s capital city, but neither had I wanted her loose inside the Closet to unravel all my secrets. Plus, this was way more impressive, and it let both Ishi and Her Silver Majesty know something very important.

“You could have escaped anytime you wanted,” said Ishi before eyeing my crowded orbital ring of hammers. She floated towards me, and the portal snapped shut behind her, leaving a horde of shocked Eschens behind. That’d be a story to take home to the family. I was probably getting a reputation in that part of the world.

“Aye, Princess,” I said. “But escape would not have advanced my cause. I’ve come for an audience, and an audience I shall have.”

“That is rather presumptuous of you,” Ishi replied. “No one is entitled to an audience with the rulers.”

“I would never presume to be entitled to such a thing. However, I believe your mother told me that I’d earn an audience with her by passing this test.” I gestured between the two of us. “I imagine that winning our duel will suffice.”

“You are half-dead,” said Ishi. “You have played your tricks, and, as impressive as they were, I am nowhere near defeat. Do not let your vanity be your undoing. There is wisdom in surrender, and you will still have earned an audience with me.”

“I am deeply moved by your concern, Princess, and honored to have the opportunity to converse with you in a more comfortable setting. However, if being half-dead was enough to cow me, I would have been killed many times over.”

“Then our duel continues,” she said.

“Did it ever stop?”

Though I couldn’t see Ishi’s face, I could feel a delightful smile radiating through her soul. She’d felt obligated to give me an out but had never really wanted to stop. She was having fun.

I doubted she’d be smiling when she saw what I was up to.


Chapter 43


Ishi laid down fire on me like a battleship, lobbing massive AoE attacks from her bows, wand, and staff. I dodged the first volley with Shortcut, taking me the rest of the way towards the tunnel’s edge. I positioned myself so that my orbiting hammers began colliding with the wall, and all twenty crashed into it in a tight grouping.

Each hammer activated a shaped Oblivion Orb, which skewered the wall with a thirty-foot beam of spiraling eradication. I felt a force wrap around my body like an enormous hand trying to crush me in its grip, compressing my limbs and immobilizing me. Only my tentacles still had some room to move, like they stuck out of the bottom of a giant’s palm. I glanced at Ishi, whose wand shone with a brilliant light. She’d hit me with Telekinesis, and now she was trying to squeeze me into submission.

The Shielding she’d accrued over the last few seconds drained from around her, forming a tight column that flowed into one of her bows. I could feel the power charging, converting the energy of the defensive ability into raw force.

I opened a Closet portal against the wall, right where all twenty of my hammers had landed. There’d been two shapes on those Oblivion Orbs. The first had been the trusty Drill Beam. The second had been one we called Tube, and it let me sustain the spell. Rather than a focused beam that created a split second of deletion, the annihilating lances had stuck around.

It was expensive as shit to keep twenty sustained Oblivion Orbs in existence, but I still had a decent chunk of mana left. The resource went a lot farther when I wasn’t dumping half my pool into Explosion! as an opener. Still, it was 24 mana every second, which would drain me real quick. At the same time, it wouldn’t take long for this to bring things to an end.

The twenty beams created a strong draft as they sucked in air, sending it to Dread Star knows where, drilling into reality within a dark, unused portion of the Closet. I gave Ishi the briefest moment to understand what I was about to do, and I could see her head shift subtly between myself and the twenty-times death I had on tap. Her soul hesitated for an instant, then she fired her arrow.

All of this happened in less time than it took for Shortcut to end its one-second cooldown. The arrow cracked the air, traveling at a speed so quick it appeared more like a visible laser than a projectile. It shot through me at the same time I unloaded both of my wands at Ishi, hitting her with a double dose of Explosion! She teleported to avoid the attack, likely on instinct.

The moment that Ishi reappeared, I opened a second portal facing the twenty beams within the Closet, with the exit right beside her.

Ishi’s arrow didn’t have a spell imbued into it. She may have run out, or she may have been holding back for fear of killing me. Even without it, the arrow passed through my armor like it was an elegant chiffon coat rather than Immutable Demon Bone. It shattered my sternum, detonated my heart, and tore through a couple of ribs for good measure on its way out.

Maybe she hadn’t been holding back.

HP: 1,118 -> 617

Before I discovered how much my heart really had been doing for me, my exit portal responded to Ishi’s shot with twenty unblockable Oblivion Orbs skewering through her entire torso.

To put that into perspective, if I was at full health and had to eat twenty of my own Oblivion Orbs without the defense Gracorvus gave me, I’m not sure I’d survive it. I really didn’t want Ishi to shuffle off her mortal coil, but I also wasn’t going to concede our duel because she was being stubborn. I’d given her enough time to understand what was about to happen, and she’d seemed confident that she could handle it. I’d let her deal with the fallout from that decision.

Ishi’s armor had to be Immutable like my breastplate because the beams lanced through it without leaving a mark. She interrupted the attack with a portal, sending the beams somewhere else, but her reaction was too slow. Those beams were now traveling from the tunnel to the Closet, through a second portal and back into the tunnel, and then through yet another portal and out into the tunnel again a hundred feet behind Ishi.

The princess sank a few feet as she dismissed her wand and clapped her hand across her chest. She released a pained growl that began as a sound that a human might make, then quickly grew deeper. Then it grew deeper still, until it shook the air as it echoed throughout the massive tunnel. I felt a presence bear down on me alongside the telekinetic hand, and if I’d had a heart to beat, it would have been pounding out of my chest.

I had a wall of notifications reminding me of my immunities to both Bleeding and Fear, the crit reduction and organ redundancy from my Body of Theseus—which was the only reason I was still alive—and how that evolution was also the only reason I wasn’t completely paralyzed from the entire body down.

Alongside all of that was an achievement for dealing more than 2,000 damage to a single entity with one attack. There was an asterisk by that one and some colorful commentary about how, yes, it still counted as a single attack despite being twenty attacks, since they all happened at the same time, and that I should stop asking questions when I got free shit.

My attention centered on that damage achievement. I’d hit Ishi with enough hurt to nearly kill me in one shot. Not only was she still alive, but by the look of her soul, she still wasn’t close to death. I didn’t think she could take a second volley from a literal score of Oblivion orbs, but I wasn’t exactly confident about that guess.

How much fucking health did she have?

Ishi’s growl turned into a roar, and her body began to grow. She exploded outward into a massive form, her face and neck elongating, muscles bulging along her thighs and shoulders. A long, sinewy tail sprouted from behind her, and her wings grew to be hundreds of feet across. It happened so fast I could barely make sense of it, but at the end, she was half the length of a football field from muzzle to tail tip.

Silver scales, jaws made for rending flesh, glimmering wings, razor-sharp talons, glorious horns, a majestic and powerful quadrupedal body, she was. A fucking. Dragon.

“Haaaaa!” I screamed, although it was only 58% as loud as it could have been, given the evisceration of my diaphragm. “I knew it!”

I tried to point at her but couldn’t move my arms. I realized I was still bound from Telekinesis and cast Shortcut to free myself, then managed to thrust a finger at Ishi with a sluggish limb. “I fucking knew it!” I continued. “Eat a dick, Varrin! Get fucked, Xim!”

The silver dragon’s growl went from one expressing her dissatisfaction with the world in general to one that focused on me as the source of her rage. I held up my hands in a placating gesture.

“Wait, wait, wait,” I said, canceling my Oblivion Orbs and portals. “Hold on one second.” I reached for my inventory and pulled out a wide-brimmed cowboy hat. It was bright pink and lined in blue and violet feathers around the brim, which also had little wooden spurred boots I’d carved dangling from it. I removed my helm and fit the hat securely on my head. “Whaddya think?” I asked, holding out my arms to either side. “Would you describe this as ‘silly’?”

The dragon teleported—it was so fucking cool she could still do that—and appeared right in front of me. A taloned hand larger than my torso flung out in a blur and slammed me back into the wall. Ishi leaned in, her growl becoming a menacing rumble.

“If so,” I wheezed, “on a scale of one to ten, precisely how silly do you think it is?”

“Your impudence is astounding,” Ishi purred. Her jaws never moved, but her voice came both from within her throat and my own mind. It was a layered nightmare of her “normal” voice and the deep, foreboding thunder one would expect from a creature of this size. “Is your sarcasm a ward against the reaper?”

“It was a genuine question,” I said, still struggling with the damage to my chest. The enormous dragon’s hand pressing me deeper into the wall also didn’t help. It cracked and crumbled beneath the force. “And, not to be rude, but it would be an unfortunate beginning to the relationship between our factions if you were to slay me after I’d won our duel.”

“Won?” she asked. “Tell me, what distorted logic leads you to believe that you have found victory here?”

“Forgive me if this comes across as overly pedantic, Your Highness, but the regulations set out at the beginning of our bout forbade you from the use of ‘highly destructive’ transformations.” I had to take a deep, rattling breath before continuing. “I cannot imagine what else that rule was meant to proscribe, if not the form you have taken.”

“Such faith you have in my honor,” said Ishi. “But what power would enforce these rules should I wish to break them? You would be a fool to rely on the nobility of your foes when death would be the outcome of your misplaced trust.”

“I figured someone would step in,” I said. “If not, then I would have no reason to continue treating you fairly.”

The dragon’s head tilted, puzzling out what I meant by that, but I saved her the trouble of guessing.

I opened two more Closet portals, the largest I’d ever made. The first revealed Nottagator, flat teeth bared in a twisted grin as blue ichor dripped between them. Atop her stood Joma, fur glinting with a metallic sheen. A horde of Abyssal Gekkogs crowded Nottagator’s feet, tails raised and poised to open fire.

In the second, Vaulty had a dozen barrels pointed at Ishi, spectral energy drifting lazily from the gathering power in each. Over him floated Grotto, his little man body decked out head-to-toe in a set of heavy plate armor that I’d never seen nor even knew the Core possessed. Two thick shields orbited his body. Flanking the duo were a pair of Grotto’s Etja golems, dressed in modified suits of Zng armor and bearing the weapons of fallen King’s Guard imposters.

There was a brief standoff, and Ishi’s grip on me tightened ever so slightly. Then a booming voice interrupted us.

“Enough!” said Ishi’s mother, Her Silver Majesty and ruler of some social structure that I wasn’t quite clear on. Probably a horde of dragons. No, a lounge of dragons. She now floated a few feet from us, silver wings spread behind her. “You have lost, Ishi. Cease toying with the candidate and admit your defeat.”

Ishi bowed her head in deference towards her mother and released me. I caught myself and flew back to eye level with Ishi before falling far enough to risk my dignity.

The princess turned and bowed her head in my direction as well. “I concede our duel, King Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel Esquire.” She peeked up at me, and I swear she flashed me a draconic grin. “You may add Rival of Dragons to your list of titles, should you so wish.”

I gave the princess a flourishing aerial bow to match her head nod, my internals sloshing around as I did so. “A title worthy of being placed right at the beginning of the list.”

“Now, if you two are done amusing each other,” said Silver, raising an eyebrow at us, “we have business to attend to.”

“I would be most honored, Your Majesty,” I said.

“Of course, Mother,” said Ishi.

Silver gave us another appraising look, then we were back in the throne room.

I appeared next to Etja, Varrin, and Nuralie, who all looked around like they’d also suddenly found themselves in a different place. Varrin was shirtless and extremely sweaty for some reason. Etja had a cocktail in one hand, a rose in another, and a pair of daggers in the other two. I did a double-take at the unexpected weapons while she stumbled and caught herself with her gravity magic. It looked like she’d been sitting on something before being teleported.

Nuralie was wearing what appeared to be a HAZMAT suit and was covered in, just, so much gross shit. It was like she’d gone scuba diving in the guts of a beached whale that had died two weeks beforehand. The smell wasn’t much better.

We all eyed one another, then swiftly ignored each other’s odd appearances. Just another day in the office as a member of Fortune’s Folly.

“You guys good?” I asked.

“I did not get enough kidney samples,” said Nuralie. “At least, I think it was a kidney.” Pause. “That is why I wanted extra samples. I am fine, though.”

“I’m great!” said Etja, toasting me with her drink. “There’s really a club here, and everyone’s super nice! They kept giving me gifts, and we played a whole bunch of different games. Plus, everybody’s secretly a magical beast, but don’t tell anybody because it’s a secret.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, looking at the knives she held.

Etja followed my eyes to her lower hands, then shrugged with her upper. “The rules for this one were complicated. I don’t think anyone expected me to remember them all, but I made sure no one lost more toes than they could afford to lose.”

Varrin started to speak, but I held up a hand. “Let me take a shot,” I said. He sighed and closed his mouth. “While we were being tested, you studied the blade.”

He pulled out a towel and started wiping down his powerful chest. “Among other skills, yes.”

I chuckled, then checked the room one more time. My search was interrupted by Her Silver Majesty. “Do you require healing, Master Xor’Drel?” she asked.

I checked my health. “Nothing an hour of rest won’t fix, Your Majesty.”

“Oh, that must hurt,” said Etja. Ishi was back in her human form, face no longer hidden behind a helm. I caught sight of her furrowing her brow at my claim. I gave her a wink. She crossed her arms in reply. I could tell she found it charming, though.

“The man has his heart blown out of his chest, hmmm,” said a voice like a monster truck mixed with Morgan Freeman. “And he says that an hour will fix it. Ha.”

I returned to my survey of the room, finding the speaker on the second throne, the elephant-sized figure with horns, haunches, and feathers. The first throne had a bonfire shaped like a man sitting on the massive seat, which was much too large for him. I realized the room was extraordinarily hot and preemptively pulled out a fire-resistant salve that Nuralie had made me. I began rubbing it into my beard to protect the goods. Ironically, it smelled a bit like smoke.

The third throne was empty, while the fourth had a woman made of shining aquamarine liquid perched on it. Her head sat heavily on one palm, leaning askance against the throne’s arm. She looked like the concept of “grumpy” had taken on what it believed to be a humanoid form but couldn’t be bothered to research what a person actually looked like.

The fifth throne was occupied by Ishi’s mother, Her Silver Majesty, who had void-black hair and skin pale enough to make a Hiwardian feel like they had a solid tan. She was the most human-looking of the bunch.

“It is an honor to meet you all, Your Majesties,” I said with a deep bow to the assembled rulers. “I am happy to see that my allies are in good health as well. However, may I inquire as to where our fifth member, Xim, might be?”


Chapter 44
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“That bad, huh?” said Xim to a now empty tunnel. She came to a stop, looked left, then right, then up. Arlo’s advice about looking up almost never mattered, but sometimes it did.

This was not one of those times. The ceiling was still there, five feet above her, but everyone else had disappeared.

“And the entrance is gone,” she said to the air before turning to confirm her suspicion. “Of course.”

Turning back the way she had been walking, an alabaster door stood in the middle of the tunnel. It had no frame and stood in defiance of sensible architecture, just an unadorned and unreasonably clean door in a cave connected to nothing. It even had hinges attached to thin air. Xim leaned to peek behind the door, finding that the tunnel continued into the darkness behind it, farther than Xim’s vision could penetrate.

Xim decided it would be rude not to accept such an obvious invitation. The door had a knob, though without a frame, there was nothing for the latch to catch. Although it was rare to encounter them while awake, Xim was no stranger to metaphorical doors. So she turned the knob and pushed, but the door held fast. She wondered if it might be metaphorically locked before pulling it, whereby it opened, revealing nothing but the empty cave behind it.

Xim shrugged and walked through the space the door occupied.

The tunnel dissolved and fell to the ground, revealing a massive room oppressed in blinding white. Huge columns connected the pristine marble floor to a high vaulted ceiling covered in fabulous and detailed frescoes depicting a great many events Xim couldn’t decipher. Her eyes followed the frescoes down the wall to enormous stained-glass windows that surrounded the room on all sides, depicting individuals Xim didn’t recognize from a variety of species she didn’t know. Their vibrant color glowed with austere radiance amidst the immaculately polished stone, decorated with intricate engravings.

All of it flowed towards the center of the back wall, where the source of the blinding light convened.

A massive halo floated behind a colossal feminine figure made of a dazzling blue crystal, sparkling with a serene brilliance under the light of the disc. The statuesque woman sat atop a marble throne with an outrageously large back that stretched nearly to the hundred-foot ceiling. Normal-sized humanoid attendants were scattered around her, working diligently with an array of mason’s tools to chisel the crystal lady’s form into fine and smooth lines.

The throne was the centerpiece of a large dais raised several steps off the floor. Bannisters of woven gold snaked through sonorite rings, which hummed soft choral notes. Their melody reverberated across the gargantuan auditorium.

The crystalline figure sat on her throne with legs crossed. She towered over Xim from her position atop the dais, though her height alone would have sufficed. Her blank aquamarine eyes betrayed no feeling or intent, and without pupils, Xim couldn’t even tell if the lady was looking at her at all.

But she definitely was.

So, we opened with the old turn-around-and-you’re-somewhere-else trick, Xim thought. Effective, but not very original. However, I certainly appreciate the theatre of it.

“Why should I pass you?” said the creature. Her voice was high but boomed around the chamber nonetheless, and however she was talking, it wasn’t with her lips. Xim frowned and narrowed her eyes. No introductions, no formalities, straight to business. Fine. Xim would follow her lead.

“Why am I being passed?” asked Xim. “To where am I being passed, for that matter?”

“I arbitrate this test, and I alone determine if you pass.” The figure’s words were bright but cold, like a fearsome authority. Awe-inspiring, but detached. “So I ask, why should I pass you?”

Xim looked around the room and studied the colossal figure. Now that she considered it, the whole thing was very theatrical. Xim had come to enjoy the material arts, and Etja’s performances were captivating, even more so than her storytellers back home. Something about the current situation spoke to her inner narrative sense, and she decided that she just had to figure out who the main character was supposed to be in this situation. She figured she’d go with her gut and channel some of what Arlo called Etja’s “main-character energy.” If Xim were the MC, why should this woman pass her?

Xim summoned Etja’s hero voice and belted a response. “Because I want you to.”

For the first time, Xim saw movement on the statue’s face. The slightest grin poked at the edge of the lady’s literally chiseled jawline. The servant’s chisel was still in his hand.

“Yes. A good start,” said the lady. “You are wiser than most who come before me.”

“Thank you,” said Xim. She knew how to accept a compliment, even if she had no idea what it meant.

“But you will need more than that. Even if you ‘want’ me to pass you, I am not inclined to do so. I do not believe you are worthy. Desire alone is insufficient for worthiness.”

Worthy? Was this sculpture testing her righteousness? Well, if this was a hero’s challenge, she knew the right lines. Or could at least improvise.

“Then what would suffice?”

“You can ‘want’ anything,” said the figure, “but what can you actually obtain? Only your deeds can speak of your worthiness.”

“I have little doubt that a being of your power can see my entire life laid out before you like a book,” said Xim. “I have no desire or need for subterfuge. A sage of your Divine expertise should have no problem hearing my deeds speak.”

The blue woman said nothing for quite a long pause, nor did she move. Xim might have believed she truly was a statue had she not ended her placid hiatus.

The creature made a sound between a hum and a grunt. Xim couldn’t tell if she was bemused or appalled.

“Ah, the Dark Mother,” said the statue. “And in search of all seven organs, it seems.”

Xim wasn’t surprised this creature knew so much of Sam’lia. Any experienced sage in the Divine school would have come across her sooner or later, and this creature was clearly quite experienced. Xim also knew the woman had used a revelation to scrutinize her past, but she had no idea what other kinds of revelations the statue possessed. Perhaps a revelation about judgment or cryptic language.

“I see it is still traditional for revelators of Sam’lia to pick one or two organs and follow that path, even into late-stage revelations of fifth or higher,” said the woman. “You, however, have three revelations—rare enough among the devout—but they are all of different organs. The Heart. The Stomach. The Brain. Quite the confidence you have, to seek for all seven organs.” Xim felt the creature’s focus sharpen upon her. “Or arrogance.”

The statue likely possessed a Revelation of Pompousness as well.

“I will succeed, or I will fail,” said Xim. “Regardless, I follow the Mother’s path. That is a reward in itself.”

This time the noise the woman made was definitely a scoff.

“You deign yourself worthy of becoming a Mother? What lecherous pride.”

“That is not what I said,” said Xim.

“Well why wouldn’t you? You are on the path of the seven organs, the Mother’s path, and you follow it knowingly. You must believe yourself worthy, or else you wouldn’t be attempting it.”

There was another moment of silence as the creature studied Xim’s past further.

“In Sam’lia’s scripture, it is said that if one can achieve a seventh-stage revelation, with each stage belonging to a different organ, they can become a vessel for Sam’lia known as the Mother,” said the sculpture. Xim wondered who the statue was addressing with that information. This was all common knowledge to the cleric, so it surely wasn’t aimed towards her. “Those who attempt it are referred to as seekers once they gain the first three revelations from three different organs,” the crystal continued. “Rare enough to occur only once in many generations, sometimes with thousands of years between. This one is the first seeker in nearly three millennia.”

Xim felt the statue’s focus hit her once more. “You’re the third seeker I’ve seen for the Mother, and the other two were just as convicted and just as devout—though I promise you they did not consider that path a reward in the end. It has never been achieved. It is pride that drives you onward, regardless. There can be no argument.”

Xim had severely underestimated this being’s experience. If it had seen two seekers before, then considering how few even ventured to the First Layer, and how many fewer still could have or would have made it to this statue…

It was very, very old.

But still, the past was not Xim’s concern. She was following Sam’lia’s call, wherever that led, and Sam’lia had led her to becoming a seeker. Where she was to go from here, only Sam’lia knew. Why the other seekers never achieved Motherhood, that was not Xim’s to know.

“That’s their problem,” said Xim.

The blue woman’s grin grew slightly as the attendant’s chisel went by. “Yes, it is.”

“Did you pass them?”

“I did.”

“Then pass me as well.”

The white light of the halo turned the slightest shade of blue, and the attendants quickly but neatly packed up their chisels, hammers, and tools, then left the room. It only took three seconds for the space to be emptied of everyone other than Xim and whatever this crystal person was.

A long silence passed. A very long silence.

“Do you know what you are asking?” said the crystal, pulling Xim from her meditation.

“Teach me.”

“Each test comes with a reward for those who pass. This reward is flavored with the attunement of the test’s administrator.”

“You are obviously Divine.”

“Choose your words carefully,” said the statue. “But yes, that is my attunement.”

Xim knew to wait. After a—thankfully—much shorter pause, it continued.

“If you believe you are worthy, I will reward you with knowledge of the Divine realm. However, the way you handle this knowledge will be the true test of your worthiness. For your sake, consider yourself carefully.”

“If you must test my worthiness, then I welcome the chance to grow in it.”

“Yes, well, we will see about that.”

The statue’s eyes glowed a brilliant white, and the blue halo behind grew, stretching out to cover the wall, then the ceiling, then the columns, then the floor, until Xim was surrounded by a heavy presence that pressed in upon her mind. She closed her eyes and shook her head, trying to balance herself, when a voice rang out from the light and penetrated her soul.

Take this time to think

Of what you have done,

The fields you have sown,

The wheat you are owed.

Tread softly upon the grass

That flows, that knows you,

Whole, intact.

From the smallest quark to the Empyrean,

Infinite attention spent on this

That you should follow in the footsteps

Of those who shed themselves for souls.

Ten thousand doors and only one key,

Ten million fall, and only one rise,

Ten billion places in only one realm.

Look in the mirror,

Reflect what was told,

Discover what you are,

Behold!

Xim’s eyes were impaled by a stream of images that pierced every corner of her mind. Her ears were crushed by a thousand choruses screaming through her skull. Her nerves were immolated by the grab of countless hands. Her tongue dissolved under the tastes of exotic truths. Her nostrils hemorrhaged the scents of grand perspectives.

Xim had been imparted divine wisdom before, but not like this. Sam’lia was gentle, kind, and guiding, showing Xim where to walk and coaxing her forward. This was a cannon firing her skull at Mach speeds, her body dangling behind her as she blasted into lands beyond what she could recognize or comprehend. She witnessed alien landscapes, impossible creatures, broken mountains, and towering monoliths.

Xim reeled from the insight, lost in an eldritch realm with no sense of direction. Still, she knew how to find her way. She called out to Sam’lia, begging for a path back to her, and a dim light appeared far over the horizon. Xim mustered every ounce of her will and reached for the light, stretching, grasping, and she began to flow in its direction.

The landscape did not calm, but the light showed Xim its order. The creatures did not morph, but the light showed their true form. The mountains did not grow, but the light revealed their purpose.

The monoliths stood out. Xim realized there were six of them, and two were emanating a fearsome green light high into the cosmos. The other four were dormant, waiting for their time to join the others. At the height of the light, Xim saw a tear in the heavens and power flowing from the rent into the lighted monoliths. Though she did not know why, she understood that this cataclysm cascaded into realms greater than she’d ever thought. It was something that she must stop. It was wrong, it was unnatural, it was sin incarnate.

She was Sam’lia’s righteous hand, sent forth to dash it asunder.

Xim continued towards the light, past the monoliths, and found her soul once again, waiting for her in the soft glow of Sam’lia’s embrace. When she rejoined herself, the warmth was a flood of overwhelming comfort and assurance.

Xim fell to the floor, tears falling down her face and onto the polished marble, creating small puddles as she rocked back and forth.

The dragon never moved. The bright white eyes faded back to a glowing aquamarine, and the halo resumed its shape behind the throne. A wide smile cracked across the statue’s face.

“Wow,” said the dragon. “This is an unusual reaction.”

Xim raised her head, beaming a radiant smile at the woman, and laughed uncontrollably.

“You just showed me I was right,” said Xim.

“Yes,” said the woman. “Yes, I did. You’re much faster than the others.”

“So I passed your test, then?”

“Almost everyone passes the test. Almost no one survives it.”


Chapter 45


After I asked for Xim’s whereabouts, the middle throne began to shudder. Its ornate surface bulged and morphed to a crystalline substance, the center shaping itself into a humanoid form. Soon, a woman who looked like she was cut from a thirty-foot-high block of lapis lazuli sat on the throne with her legs crossed, gazing down at us. Behind her was a brilliant halo that made my eyes water to look upon.

Several attendants entered the room carrying satchels and stoneworking tools. Before they made it very far, the halo behind the woman’s head shifted in color from blinding white to a pastel cyan, and the group quickly turned and retreated the way they’d come.

Silver twitched a finger, then Xim appeared beside the rest of us. She was on her hands and knees, and it looked like she’d been weeping. I knelt and started to put a hand on her shoulder, but realized that what I’d interpreted as a grimace was actually an unrestrained smile.

“You, uh, okay there, Xim?” I asked.

She blinked away the tears and wiped her face, then looked up at me. Her expression was an unfamiliar mix of emotions, but whatever they were, she seemed to appreciate them. Quite a lot.

“Yes,” she said, nodding. “I’m good.” She stood up, straightening her robes and chainmail. “Really good.”

I followed suit, and Princess Ishi stepped forward once Xim was relatively composed. “Your audience has been granted, and the five rulers have convened.” Then she turned to the rulers themselves. “Your Majesties, with your leave, I will introduce the candidates.”

A burst of flame came from the leftmost throne. “We know who they are,” said the living bonfire. He pointed at each of us in turn. “Lord Varrin Ravvenblaq, Inquisitor Nuralie Vyxmeldo’a, Lady Xim Xor’Drel, Lady Etja Nothosis, and Master Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel Esquire, who is also a king, supposedly,” he rattled off. “Very impressive people with a great many very impressive titles.”

The other rulers turned to look at the crystalline woman in the room’s center, but she may as well have been a statue. I’d never seen her move, so it was possible that she was. Whatever they expected to get from her, they didn’t.

“Indeed, Your Majesty,” said Ishi. “Together, they are the party known as Fortune’s Folly.” The princess then turned back to us. “To know the names of the rulers is an honor bestowed in increments to those who prove themselves worthy of the knowledge. Each of you has earned the privilege of knowing each ruler’s color. This is the highest accolade you could have achieved upon your first appearance before the rulers, so you should feel proud of your performance during the tests.”

“Call me Hep,” said the flaming man.

Ishi continued without any pause over Hep’s interruption. “From your left is His Scarlet Majesty, who has further granted you the honor of knowing the first syllable of his first name, Hep.” Hep was 100% orange, not scarlet. Maybe an orange-white. I mean, he was literally a fire. Not a red one, though.

Ishi held out a hand to the elephant-sized man with horns and feathers. “His Violet Majesty.” What little skin was exposed between the plumage was purple, so I gave that one a pass.

She gestured at the crystalline woman. “Her Golden Majesty.” The statue was definitely blue, not gold.

Ishi moved to the liquid woman with a grumpy look. “Her Cerulean Majesty.” That one was on point. Maybe the middle one was called Gold so that two of them didn’t compete over whose blue was better?

Finally, Ishi gestured to her mother. “Her Silver Majesty.” Ishi’s mom was pale enough to be called silver, I supposed. “Now that all parties have been announced, your petition will be heard.” Ishi took a step back to stand near the foot of her mother’s throne. I stepped up and gave the group another bow.

“Once again, it is an honor to meet with you, Your Majesties,” I said. “Before we address the purpose of our visit, we have brought gifts for each of you. If I may?” I glanced at Ishi, who nodded.

Varrin stepped forward first, and I opened a portal to the armory. Three suits of Zng armor floated out, accompanied by rifles.

“For Hep, a gift of arms and armor from a forgotten civilization,” said the big guy. I was surprised that the normally formal Ravvenblaq was willing to immediately treat His Scarlet Majesty with the informal name he’d given us, but Varrin had undergone that ruler’s test. He may have known him quite well by now, depending on how things had gone inside.

“Nice,” said Hep. “Most of my Zng collection got ruined in the last apocalypse.”

Varrin stepped back, and Nuralie looked down at her HAZMAT suit and gloves, likely trying to decide whether she should take the time to change. Eventually, she resigned to stay gross for the moment and pulled a glimmering essence from her inventory.

“For Your Violet Majesty, a Pinnacle Soul essence,” Nuralie said. Violet leaned forward and gestured. The essence floated to him and settled in his massive palm.

“Quite useful,” he said. “Hmmm, it could help mature the Ultra Maggot.” He held it up and glanced over at Silver, who gestured noncommittally. I wasn’t sure what that interaction was about, but I also didn’t want to know, since it involved something called an Ultra Maggot.

Nuralie nodded. Before Xim could approach, a voice emanated from the crystalline figure, though it never moved. “Knowledge of the Divine is what I seek, and Xim Xor’Drel has given me plenty this day,” said Gold. “Any more, and a debt will accrue. Keep whatever treasures you seek to offer.”

Xim shrugged but did as the statue asked.

Etja floated forward. “Your Cerulean Majesty,” she said with an aerial bow. “I do not wish to be presumptuous, but my guess for what you’d like is mana. So, here’s the most condensed form we have right now. Also, it’s blue!” One of our few sapphire chips appeared and floated to Cerulean.

The ruler took it lazily from the air and peeked at it with one eye held shut, like a jeweler without a lens. “I do admit, sapphire has a good flavor,” she said before popping it into her mouth. A pulse of mana went through the woman’s body. “It should replace what you took and then some, though converting it will be a pain.” She flicked her hand for us to move on.

“And as for Your Silver Majesty,” I said, “my majordomo has made an unusual suggestion. I hold his advice in high esteem, and so I present the genetic material and processes for breeding several varieties of mana monsters, all of the Abyssal category.”

Vials of murky liquid appeared, housing a set of biological samples from each creature inside the Pocket Delve. Grotto sent her the relevant information via the System, which he assured me would be a power play that Silver would appreciate.

I was willing to trust his advice because I was pretty sure he’d not only known that dragons were real, but that he’d known of the existence of these dragons in particular. Silver’s surprise over the gift bolstered that theory.

“A welcome tribute,” said Silver, turning one of the vials over in her hands. “This will help to offset a most tragic loss.” She gave Violet a scathing look, but the feathered ruler ignored her.

“And finally,” I continued, “golden effigies created by the finest artisans in the Littan Empire.”

I gave a dramatic flourish, and five small chests appeared, opening to reveal the five dragon statues gifted to us by the Littan empress. While I normally hated the idea of regifting, this was too good of an opportunity to pass up. Each statue was even crafted to reflect one of the five schools of magic, and each dragon received the one that matched. Even Gold accepted the offering, despite her earlier refusal of whatever it was Xim had planned to give her.

Hep barked a laugh, the flames along his body dancing. “I’ve seen royal treasuries with less wealth than you just handed us.” The chamber around us began to rumble. “I’m glad I decided to come and have a look at you in person.” With another gout, the man of fire disappeared. The rumbling grew louder.

Violet let out a low chuckle, his tone contesting the tremors. “Always with the showmanship,” he said. Cerulean rolled her watery eyes, while Silver and Gold were content to sit and wait.

The Throne upon which Hep had sat was the largest in the room, vastly bigger than made sense for the humanoid flames. It was soon revealed why the throne was so huge when the back of it cracked down the middle to reveal it was an enormous door.

A new heat buffeted the room, and I quickly produced Nuralie’s salve to rub into my hair. I didn’t like too much product in the locks up top, which is why I’d only focused on the beard earlier, but I was willing to bear the weight of a gelled-up look if it meant that I could avoid another cue ball situation. Nobody wanted another Clockwork incident.

The door swung open to reveal a wall of bright red scales, glinting in the light like well-polished armor. On the far left was a yellow reptilian eye, the size of a small swimming pool. I had to physically turn my head to see a matching eye on my right. Despite the throne’s size, it was not meant for an entire dragon.

It was only big enough for Hep’s head.

With a quaking thud, the dragon set his chin on the throne the way a dog might lay its head on a lap. I struggled to take in the scale of what I was seeing. Hep’s skull was as big as Ishi’s entire body had been after her transformation and probably weighed several times more since it was one solid mass. If Hep had similar anatomy to Ishi but scaled up, then the Scarlet Ruler had to be at least a mile long.

Princess Ishi had been impressive, but this right here… This was a dragon. I glanced at the other rulers and reconsidered them in the wake of Hep’s display. Were they all this big?

I suppressed a gulp, and Hep spoke again. Oddly, his voice hadn’t changed in the slightest.

“Okay,” he said. “Enough pomp. Why are you here?”

I contemplated which eye to look into as I addressed the behemoth, settling on the one to my right, since it was closer to the other rulers. “Our immediate purpose for coming was to introduce ourselves and our mission,” I said. “If our goals align, then we would entreat you for an ongoing diplomatic relationship whereby we share pertinent information concerning our cause.”

“And what cause is that?” asked Hep.

“To oppose the avatars,” I said. I gave the gathering a beat to take that in rather than continue. I didn’t want to risk antagonizing the rulers if it turned out the dragons were hostile to that idea.

“You aim high,” said Hep. His tone had the barest hint of wistfulness to it. “And how do you plan to oppose them? I hope you’ve got something better than ‘go ask the dragons for help.’”

“We recently came into conflict with the avatar Hysteria,” I replied. “As a result of that encounter, Hysteria is dead.” Hep blinked, and Violet leaned forward. “I will admit that the overall project is a work in progress. Still, early results show promise.”

“Dead?” said Hep.

“Or banished to the Divine realm, or spiritually dissolved—it’s not quite clear what form an avatar’s ‘death’ takes. But they are slain, nonetheless. Gone from the physical plane of existence, never again to meddle in the affairs of mortals.”

“An absurd claim,” said Cerulean, her liquid form flowing from her relaxed pose until she sat straight. She looked even grumpier now. “Prove it.”

“Of course,” I said, then shared the System message we’d received on Hysteria’s demise. Ishi had Delver Levels, and Grotto’s comments had revealed that Silver had System access, but I wasn’t sure about the other rulers. The Core had advised me against identifying them, and their souls were completely obscured to my passive Soul Sight.

“Hmmm,” Violet thrummed. “Who the fuck are you people?”

“What masters do you serve?” asked Silver.

“It says you ‘contributed,’” said Cerulean. “How?”

They all spoke at once, and a tangible pressure built in the room as their voices clashed. Nuralie fell to her hands and knees, and Etja struggled to keep herself floating. Xim and Varrin looked strained but were handling it better. My own knees buckled when a wave of heat crushed down on top of it all.

“Quiet,” said Hep. It was a softly spoken command, but all other sounds withdrew to allow his word to dominate.

Cerulean rippled up out of her seat, and a wave of mana dispelled Hep’s heat. Unfortunately, the Mystical ruler’s presence was even less pleasant. A force invaded my body, trying to tear something vital from deep within me. I glanced at Ishi, seeing that the princess had gone down to a knee, breathing hard with her eyes screwed shut.

“Your empty game grants you no rights,” Cerulean spat at Hep. “Do not speak down to me.”

Another force rolled across the room, lifting all the rest from my shoulders. The crystalline woman’s halo glowed a brilliant yellow, and a voice sang out from it.

“Forgive our temperaments,” said Gold. The statement wasn’t a request, nor was it spoken toward our party. It was a brief prayer that invoked an even greater presence to look down upon us. It wasn’t hostile, but it was cold and sanctimonious. A status effect accompanied the feeling.

Conciliation

You are invulnerable to damage caused by entities affected by Conciliation or Provocation for one hour. Conciliation will be lost if you attempt to cause harm to another entity affected by Conciliation or if you attempt to negate the effects of Conciliation. When Conciliation is lost this way, you gain Provocation.

Provocation

You are vulnerable to all damage caused by entities under the effects of Conciliation for one hour.

I stood up and straightened my boa. The pressure created by the dragons no longer impacted me, but I could still feel them withdraw as the energy of the room reset. My other party members recovered, and I had a psychic check-in to make sure everyone was all right, while trying not to let my discomfort—and irritation—over the display show outwardly. The whole thing had been a bit… childish. Ishi also stood and composed herself, looking as if nothing unusual had happened at all.

The effect of Conciliation was far from a bulletproof guarantee of survival—Invulnerability only protected from damage—but it made things a whole lot easier. Hopefully, none of the rulers would be willing to risk gaining Provocation, but I was betting Cerulean could wash both the buff and debuff away without trouble. That would be outright hostile to the entire room, though, which seemed like a massive risk for the ruler to take.

I cleared my throat. “As mentioned, we are Fortune’s Folly,” I said to Violet. “We have many allies, but serve no masters,” I said to Silver. “And we tore a piece of Hysteria’s soul away, then cast it into oblivion,” I said to Cerulean.

I opened my arms to all five of the rulers. “Any other questions?”


Chapter 46


Aplume of smoke escaped Hep’s nostrils, curling up into a cloud near the ceiling high above us. “Thank you for your moderation, Gold,” he said. “We will revisit each question in detail.”

The other rulers seemed amicable to Hep’s suggestion, and what followed was two hours of compelling narrative exposition, provided with cunning clarity, eloquent oration, and premium levels of emotional appeal.

I let Etja do the talking, of course. Despite my aptitude for dramaturgy, I couldn’t hold a candle to our resident mage when it came to performance. So, Etja answered all three questions from the rulers in much greater detail while regaling the dragons with an abbreviated recounting of our exploits. She moved seamlessly between our encounter with Orexis in the Ravvenblaq mountains, to our investigation into unlocking the next System phase, onto the deals we made with Avarice where we’d been enigmatically guided towards the dragons, and finally to the whole debacle with Hysteria, including their ultimate demise.

I envied how she was able to put it all so succinctly without missing anything important. A skill that I would never learn, for lack of trying.

“Hmmm,” Violet rumbled. “Soul damage is not enough to kill an avatar,” he said. “If it were, we’d have exterminated them ages ago. Avarice likely played the larger part, but the soul damage was important enough for the System to take note.”

“Dare we ask the price of her methods?” said Silver. “If it is replicable, Avarice may be willing to trade.”

“Unless it threatens her as well,” said Cerulean. “She will more likely insist that her talon pierce the flesh, and we will be relegated to being couriers once more.”

More smoke rose from Hep. “I would gladly ferry avatars to their deaths rather than to their prisons.”

I took this opportunity to interject. “It sounds like we’re all of similar minds regarding the avatars. We’ve told you what we know today with no expectation of reciprocation. However, every scrap of knowledge we gather concerning the avatars brings all of us closer to their end. As such⁠—”

“Listen, kid,” said Hep. “I appreciate that you’re doing your best to be formal with us, but just spit it out.”

“Right,” I said. “We told you some useful shit about the avatars, so it’d be cool of you to tell us some useful shit in return. Then, when we learn more useful shit down the road, we can meet again and compare notes.”

Hep’s eyes rolled to Varrin. “Is this closer to how he normally sounds?”

“He normally includes more profanity, but yes,” said Varrin. Hep chuckled, and his eyes rolled back to me.

“We know a lot of ‘useful shit’ about the avatars,” said Hep. “Too much to say in one sitting, and somehow all of it seems less than what you’ve just told us. We are old, even for dragons, and never once have we seen an avatar die. That isn’t to say we haven’t found other ways to handle them, but all of our methods have proven to be too slow.

“I was young when the Delves were discovered during my generation,” Hep continued. “Barely two centuries, and I took to their power like all the other flies around the System’s corpse. Strength that would have taken me millennia to cultivate was driven into my soul in a matter of decades. It was intoxicating, as I’m sure you all know. But I was overly reliant on their gifts and soon realized that there were barriers that I could not overcome, even with the advantages of my heritage. I nearly died in my twenty-fifth Delve, and afterward I returned to my den to gather strength from the molten lakes below the surface.

“I did my own thing for a few thousand years. The Delves reshaped the world as I watched, and each time I awoke from a nap, some new wonder had taken over and transformed mortal society. Despite this, once I entered adulthood, my heritage and levels made me a pinnacle creature. The little races couldn’t stand against me, levels or not, and I was someone whom dragons ten times my age would hesitate to challenge. I had no reason to risk myself in more Delves, so I didn’t. Not in phase one anyway.

“During one of my longer sleeps I was awoken by the Phase 2 notification. The rewards were tempting, and I felt myself prepared to continue my journey through the Delves. It took time for me to adjust to mortal civilization, but I eventually found a party that didn’t ask too many questions about where I’d come from or why I didn’t know half the shit I should have.”

That was a familiar story, and I ignored the eyes of my party members on me as I listened to Hep speak.

“I made it to Level 30, and that’s when the first avatars began to appear. A conclave was called, and for the first time in living memory, nearly every flight sent representatives to discuss the matter. I was far from ancient, but my strength was respected, and very few dragons knew the Delves as I did. For these reasons I was invited to the conclave, although I did not know why my experience with the Delves mattered at the time.

“You see, most dragons didn’t care about the Delves. You had to be young to undergo Creation; else the System would reject you. They were filled with tight spaces, meaning you had to fight through most Delves in humanoid form, which a lot of haughty bastards outright refused to do back then. My people were also superstitious, believing the Delves corrupted the soul, and the promise of immortality didn’t matter much since we were fucking dragons. It was seen as a novelty at best and a destructive addiction at worst. Over time it became a taboo, but I’d already become a threat by the time that nonsense had completely taken over, so I was tolerated, and among dragons I was as close to a Delving expert as it got.

“The details aren’t important, but at the time one of the rulers was on a kind of crusade against Delvers and the System. I don’t remember why and I doubt he could have told you why himself. I think he just saw it as a threat to his dominance. He liked to go out and destroy Delves whenever he could, kill all the Delvers he found, take anything shiny—classic pillage and plunder type stuff. Well, one day he was on his way to do just that when he ran into a pair of avatars. A pair that your group is apparently familiar with.

“This was out in some minor kingdom that no one cared much about, other than for the fact that it provided a sizable amount of grain to the neighboring countries. Some conversation was had between the ruler and your favorite twin gods, which naturally resulted in a fight when Orexis and Anesis didn’t roll over and do whatever dumb shit the ruler wanted. After that fight, no one cared much about that kingdom anymore because it was gone. They sure cared about the food shortages, though.

“Anyway, the ruler died. I can’t really explain to you how ludicrous that sounded to any of us at the time, and it was a big part of why the conclave was called. The ruler had been able to send along some messages describing the conversation, which had somehow convinced him that the System was responsible for creating the avatars in the first place. Orexis was stealing Delve technology to try and help him and his sister finish their ascension or something. It sounded weak to me.

“As a result, the remaining rulers used every trick in their very thick books to scry the shit out of my soul. Since I had the most exposure to the Delves, I had the best connection with the System. We didn’t get the whole picture right then, but over time we figured out the basics of what was going on, which is more or less what you all know now. People ascend, an avatar comes back down, and the world gets fucked.

“The dragons decided to go to war. This is not a thing that happens, and there are good reasons why this does not happen, primarily because once that war ends, there’s nothing left of whatever was being fought over. Regardless, it was either wait for the world to burn or burn it down ourselves and try to take the avatars and the System with us. You can guess how that turned out.

“While we were busy dying, the Delvers kept advancing the System. Mortals didn’t believe anything we had to say, which was a reasonable reaction since we were busy murdering just about everybody. Phase 3 unlocked, the avatars grew stronger, dragons were driven to near extinction, and some of the Delvers just barely managed to make it to the ascension. By that point I’d returned to a few miles below the surface to recover from getting my jaw ripped off. The next time I woke up, there were no new wonders to see. Only a barren wasteland.

“I searched for a few decades, looking for survivors. I eventually found Cerulean here, one of the few other dragons who’d explored the Delves. She’d clung to life by being too mean for any of the avatars to bother with. Some other dragons survived, but I didn’t find that out until much later. As for the avatars themselves, there was no sign of them, and all the little races had been wiped out. The ones who hadn’t fallen to the avatars had simply perished from starvation or exposure. Cerulean and I went back to sleep and waited to see if the world would recover. We didn’t have much hope, but if nothing came to wake us, then ever eternal our rest should become.”

Hep took a deep breath, the air in the large room shifting. He blew out another puff of smoke.

“Funny thing about the System,” he said, “is that it’s not just the end of the world. It’s the beginning of it as well.”

I glanced at Cerulean to find the ruler looking at Hep with a mix of emotions. While their relationship appeared to border on hostile, there was so much history there that I had no idea how to gauge it.

“I do not know how long we slept,” said Hep. “When we awoke, we discovered the world was covered in new forests, plains, jungles, and all manner of living environments. There were mundane creatures along with magical beasts, albeit none too powerful. It seemed a miraculous recovery at first, but then Cerulean realized these biomes were too perfect, too bounded. Upon investigation, we realized that they had been constructed as much as they’d been born.

“Over the centuries we explored this budding world. We discovered Delves with the sole purpose of housing the building blocks of life, the ‘code’ to create new organisms in the wake of a disaster. This did not seem to be the System’s original purpose, but System entities are capable of rapidly breeding creatures from little more than inert matter and complex instructions. For some reason, the System sought to correct the annihilation brought on by the ascension and its unintended consequences.

“We were faced with a choice. Ignore the Delves and hope the ascension was never again pursued, or seek to destroy the System itself. Given that the combined might of our entire race had failed to accomplish the latter, we decided to bide our time and protect the Delves from discovery. There were no sentient races aside from ourselves that we’d found, and we also feared that interacting with the System would inadvertently activate it once more.

“We sought out the avatars and discovered a small number of them in a dormant state, but we could do nothing to destroy or banish them. It was as though they were incontestable truths of the world, eternal in a way nothing else could ever be. We spent vastly more time in this ‘new’ world than in the one we were born into. Eventually, all of what came before seemed like a dream.

“We did our best to safeguard the Delves, but the System worked against us. Creation Delves can appear nearly anywhere, with many of them existing in realms beyond our reach. Eventually mortal civilizations rose again. We dragons were few, we slept for ever longer periods as we aged, and the world—at that time—was large. The cycle inevitably began anew.

“Rather than travel the road of destruction, as our families had, Cerulean and I worked to integrate new whelps with Delver society. We distributed information on the avatars and their birth, much as you are doing now. However, once the System opens the first Creation Delve, the heavens are pierced, and no power can stop the avatars from waking. Still, we worked with that generation to raise Delvers more powerful than had ever walked in our time, and we used what we knew of avatars to develop ways to oppose them.

“Violet and Silver were born of that group. We created hunting parties to seek out specific avatars and attack them where we believed them to be weak. We trapped Thrall in a contained dimensional realm, slew all of Ardor’s followers, and buried her beneath the sea. Early victories emboldened us, but while the avatars are single-minded, this does not mean they are not adaptable. They also do not care what measures they must take to achieve their goals.

“The center of civilization during that generation was known as Ramka. It was a city that spanned nearly an entire continent, on the opposite side of the planet from Arzia. Cerulean and I had initially worked with their republic to oppose the avatars, but our methods were not decisive enough. Like so many of the mortal races, the Ramkans were cursed with shortsightedness and ignored our counsel. In their desperation, they created terrible weapons, fusions of magic and technology that could sunder reality, and when we opposed this, they exiled us from their lands. And because of our guidance, they were powerful enough to do so.

“The avatars, of course, used the Ramkan’s own weapons against them. A city of billions had all the mana in their bodies ejected. All mana storage in the nation detonated, from the hoards of mana chips to the power sources in every piece of magical equipment. All Delves within a quarter mile of the surface went into overload, every device or organism that kept mana contained within itself lost control. The resulting eruption lingers to this day, rendering half of this planet uninhabitable to any but the most potent mana fiends.

“We then returned to the cycle of desperation. The remaining Delvers pressed forward towards ascension, seeing it as their only path to escape, no longer concerned with ‘winning’ against the avatars. Of course, ascension only helps those precious few who follow the path set out for them by the System and who have the talent and will to carry it out. We dragons had long ago decided that we had no desire to partake in the System’s ultimate rewards. None of us ever pushed beyond Level 30.

“Fortunately, Silver proved to be a talented dimensionalist, and we escaped the end of the world by withdrawing to one of her pocket realms. This was much safer than hiding deep below the ground, and many of our kind were not equipped for such a life in any event. Even so, many of our number were once more lost. Again, we slumbered, and again, we waited to see what became of the world.”


Chapter 47


“Our sleep was shorter this time,” Hep continued. “I can’t give you an exact figure, but when Violet was awoken by a rich spiritual presence emanating from the planet, I felt that our nap had been perhaps two-thirds of what it had been the prior generation. Silver transported us back, where we were dismayed to find half the surface still ruined by the mana eruption. We also found that the System had been even more active in reseeding the surface this go-around.

“The habitable lands were lush, the creatures populous. Certain regions were acting as buffers, absorbing the fallout from across the seas and repurposing it to create areas of potent, but contained, mana density. The mana monsters in these places were quite strong for being so young, growing up under conditions that would have been unsustainable in the past, given how much mana they consumed. This new world was wilder and more dangerous than the last, not that it was any threat to us.

“We returned to our work, growing stronger, learning new magicks and trying to discern ways to prevent another catastrophe. We four were capable of traversing the mana storms where Ramka once lay, but it was no place we could rear our young. What was left of the surface was precious, and our focus lay in protecting what we could. Because of this, we began exploring options that had been undesirable in the past. While we’d proven we could face avatars and survive, we could not do so without too much collateral damage. So, we sought the cooperation of celestial powers.

“Dragons do not have a strong history of… ‘worship.’ I will leave you to contemplate the reasons for this, but any religion that a dragon had been involved in was usually one where the dragon was the focus. The mindset required for developing a relationship with the divine was, eh, inconsistent with our worldview. While we were all too set in our ways to develop the inclination for supplication, we… allowed our young to explore these concepts with as little interference on our parts as possible.

“Given the strength of our draconic heritage, our first attempts did not bear the fruit we desired. Eventually, we chose to leave certain whelps in the care of primitive civilizations with strong theocratic tendencies. While several of these cultures turned to dragon worship, as is to be expected, there did eventually come to exist a lineage that embraced and understood the divine in ways the rest of us could not.”

Hep nodded at the crystalline woman, his throne thudding at the slight touch of his enormous jaw. “Gold was the standout from that group and came to lead her own flight. Of course, this process required us to avoid suppressing the mortal cultures in question, which led to more rapid advancement, which would ultimately culminate in the discovery of the Delves once more. Perhaps we could have indefinitely crushed any intelligent species to arise, but we also knew that we ourselves could begin the cycle. A single juvenile dragon, tempted by an impatient System was all it would take.

“We balanced what we could, built ourselves up, and by the time the System returned, we were more prepared than we’d ever been. We allowed the mortals to manage themselves, rather than interfering as heavily as we had the prior generation. The new environment of the planet enabled the Delvers to grow quickly and to harness skills and abilities with greater ease.

“Some of the Delvers of that generation were terrifying to watch, seizing power that rivaled our own in the span of a century or three. They were less reliant on technology than Ramka and more versed in magic than any who’d come before. Our young grew alongside them, helping us to guide them far more gently, while the Golden Congregation advanced our understanding of the celestial sphere. Our comprehension of how the System accomplished its purpose grew, and through this comprehension, the knowledge of how short our time truly was began to set in.

“Aside from our change in tactics, there were two other significant differences in that generation. First was that the System had begun acting less predictably. It was less passive than it had been in the past. The challenges placed before the greatest of the Delvers were more severe, and the rewards were commensurate with that escalation. It was more ruthless with its selections, and it began interacting with us as though it had a personality of its own.

“Until that time, the System had acted like a set of laws. You could not appeal to it. It could not be reasoned with. It did as it willed, and there was certainty in its actions. However, the individual System Cores developed a degree of agency that they’d lacked before. It was the barest hint of flexibility, but it unveiled an enormous number of new possibilities.

“The final difference was that once the avatars began to wake, one sought us out to give us gifts. We sent him away, not trusting whatever scheming the man was up to. Shortly after, another avatar approached us to trade. We viewed this one with equal skepticism, and between the five of us, we challenged her every proposed bargain with endless conditions. This went on for many years, where one or both of these avatars would drop by and we’d hold negotiations, always evaluating and never agreeing to anything.

“Gold was the first to accept an olive branch from the avatar known as Fortune, saying that her goddess assured her of its intent. Not that it was good intent or bad intent, but merely that the gift was exactly what it claimed to be. Fortune would give it to us, it would be ours, and any outcome from accepting the gift would be wholly determined by how we used it.

“The gift was a reality anchor. This was of great interest to Silver, since it would allow her to create a permanent connection between one of her dimensional realms and the planet. This also ensures the realm’s existence, even if Silver herself were to die.”

I grabbed onto that detail immediately. I currently had a reality anchor sitting in my inventory, extracted from the Wand of Boundless Night by Sam’lia herself. The question of what would happen to the Closet upon my death was one that had never been answered. If I used the reality anchor to grant it a permanent access point in Arzia, then it would persist even without me, according to what Hep was saying.

The other implication was that right now, if I were to get smeared by a random powerhouse, the whole thing would disappear. Or all its contents would appear within my long-neglected residence in Formation, creating a lethal loot-splosion. We’d need more confirmation, but finding a suitable location for the permanent portal now placed much higher on the List if it was certain to ensure the Closet’s ongoing survival post-Arlo.

“Our success with containing Thrall in the prior generation led Silver down several paths of research,” Hep continued. “Gold’s expertise with divine matters also lent us a new perspective on the challenge we faced concerning the avatars. No amount of raw power can destroy them. They are not entities that can be killed in the traditional sense. The avatars embody concepts that endure even when their physical bodies are but ash and blood.

“After all, how does one kill Yearning? By killing all that yearns? Even then, the potential for any being to want exists within this universe, and the concept of yearning will carry on. But while the avatars embody a concept, their presence on the material plane is expressed through a discrete form. We may not be capable of excising yearning from our reality, but we might be able to remove the corrupt manifestation of that concept.

“This is to say, an entity like Orexis has the durability of a concept, but the spatial limitations of an object. If he exists within a space that is removed from our planet, he will have no influence here. With Silver’s dimensionalism, Gold’s insights, and a reality anchor in our hands, we began to build a prison. Within it would be a cell tailor-made for each avatar we knew of.”

“The Cage,” I said.

“You got it,” said Hep. “We can’t claim credit for the whole thing. Much of our understanding was aided by the Delvers of that generation, who also contributed vast quantities of materials, labor, and expertise. Fortune certainly knew what we would do with the anchor he gifted us, and Avarice was essential for obtaining the System’s cooperation. It was a true world wonder, created through the labors of multiple civilizations across a century of effort, built upon the endless depths of draconic wisdom, and safeguarded by the System itself.

“Then the true war began, but this war could not be like the ones that came before. Force would not topple the avatars. They needed to be tricked and corralled, their natures turned against them. The path of each avatar’s hubris needed to end inside The Cage. Somehow, between us five, the mightiest Delvers of that era, the subtle encouragement of the System, and Fortune’s infuriatingly effective tongue, we trapped the avatars. Most of the ones we knew of, at least.

“It was an incomplete solution, and we rulers knew it. The Cage was not meant to be the only weapon against the avatars, but it was more effective than anyone had ever hoped. For dragons, it was a true victory. Even if we could not trap them all, even if the System brought ruin and another avatar down upon us, so long as the planet could recover, we had hope that the avatars could eventually be beaten. Their numbers had been reduced dramatically.

“However, the mortals saw it in a different light. If they could not end the threat before the ascension, it was a failure. Their civilizations would fall, all those they cared for who could not ascend would die, and their world would end. We did not account for how extreme this would make some of those we worked with, and when it became clear that the avatars as a whole would not fall to The Cage, a misguided group sought to end the process of ascension once and for all.”

Hep spent a long moment in thought before he continued.

“There are three System Cores. We’d discovered that two of them orbited the planet, buried deep within artificial moons. Still no idea where the third one is. Anyway, shortly before the ascension, several of the highest-level Delver parties tried to destroy one of the moons. They reasoned that System Core 1 managed the first phase and that the System would be incapable of restarting if SC1 were destroyed. I believe this is a flawed understanding of how the Cores function, but they did not seek my input on the matter.

“I don’t think their plan involved dropping the moon on the planet, but I also don’t think their plan took into account the System’s self-defense capabilities. This is probably because we’d never seen what the System can really do if threatened. I can only speculate as to what went on up there, but the moon wasn’t destroyed. When it fell, it struck the continent in precisely the location it needed to annihilate every advanced civilization on the planet in the shortest amount of time possible.

“We barely escaped. One path of Silver’s research had her looking for ways to transport people to an entirely new planet, either through hopping across dimensions or simply teleporting somewhere habitable. It began as a bad solution to the avatar problem but eventually became a final escape option, a last mode of retreat if the entire planet were to become unsalvageable. Given that a moon had just fallen on the remaining half of the planet that could support life, we did not have high hopes for the planet becoming habitable again.

“Rather than commit ourselves to a sleep that might never end, we used Silver’s magicks to try and leave the planet behind in exchange for a new one. The place we targeted is… survivable. But it is harsh. The mana is extraordinarily thin compared to this world, but it was the best among those we’d scried. We knew it would mean millennia of hardship, but we could continue our search for a better place after arriving. If we couldn’t find somewhere better, and if by some miracle this planet survived, then maybe we could return.” Hep’s gaze had gone unfocused, staring aimlessly into the distance. “But, it didn’t work.”

His eyes sharpened and fixed on me.

“Tell me, Master Xor’Drel, why do you think Silver’s magicks failed?”

I really didn’t enjoy being put on the spot like this. I glanced over at Silver, who watched me with interest, an eyebrow raised as if daring me to say she’d fucked it up. I doubted the answer was that simple. If Hep actually expected me to respond, it’s because he thought I’d know the answer. It was possible that an avatar had stopped them from fleeing, but to what end? To force them to expose the secrets of The Cage?

That didn’t fit the theme of this arc of Hep’s tale. This part wasn’t warning us about the avatars, it warned us against something else.

“The System stopped you from leaving,” I said.

“It sure fucking did,” Hep growled.


Chapter 48


“We do not know why the System stopped us from leaving,” said Hep, “but we have some theories. Maybe it believes we are too useful to lose, an irreplaceable tool against the avatars. Perhaps it tries to prevent anyone from permanently leaving the planet, creating a sort of quarantine. Maybe it’s just pissed off that we kept interfering with its business and wants to watch us suffer.”

Hep kept going, laying out more ideas for why and how the System had kept them in Arzia, but I quickly realized the massive dragon wasn’t saying anything important. He was filling the silence while a different ruler took over and spoke directly into our minds.

“By now, you should understand,” Violet thought to us.

The feathered man’s psychic speech was different from any I’d experienced before. It wasn’t a simple connection. Violet’s influence wrapped the entire throne room and cut us off from the world beyond. My psychic bond to Grotto disappeared, although our soul tether persisted. Even so, the information flowing through it was dulled and restricted.

“Eliminating the avatars is not enough,” Violet continued. “Even if we rid ourselves of all of them, the System will persist. It will create another with each new generation. A new threat with unpredictable qualities, a single entity with the potential for ruin. Hmmm, even now, with all of our might, if a single avatar with a destructive concept arrived to challenge us, it could lead to the devastation of all that remains of this planet.

“The System must be dealt with in hand with the avatars. And yet, the System may be more difficult to purge than the avatars themselves. Not only does it hide in places unreachable, but everything integrated with the System serves as its eyes and ears. It sees and listens to all who might have the power to challenge it, monitoring and cataloguing, preparing countermeasures and contingencies. While it likely kept us here for many reasons, I believe the most important was so that it could watch us. To prevent us from returning to seek its destruction with unknown plans.

“There are few ways to communicate without the System observing. If you wish to bring an end to this world’s perpetual apocalypse, you will need to find a way to do so. Do not trust the System, even if it approaches you as an ally. Its gifts all serve its own ends, and its ends have created this quagmire in which we wade.”

Hep went on without any outward recognition of Violet’s message. “And as for this generation, we showed up late. After our failed escape, we were forced into another one of Silver’s dimensional realms to sleep, but Violet’s spiritual monitor of the planet was severed. Our rest was even shorter than the last, but we were roused by the System’s activation rather than the planet’s renewal. The avatars are already at work, which is much faster than in the past.

“However, if I thought the progress of certain Delvers in the last generation was terrifyingly quick…” Hep’s eyes rolled over each member of our party. “I don’t have the words to describe your pace.”

The halo behind Gold shifted back to its original hue of white. “It is not enough,” she said, voice echoing off the walls with no discernible source. “Avarice has told us of Brae’ach’s march, and the gods have shown us the goal of his works. In all our time, we’d never known of the avatar that lies beneath Davah—Unity, the first and greatest of the System’s orphans. Should it rise, there will be no generation after this one, and already the avatars divide between the beast’s banner and the anarchy of its opposition.

“Unity’s root has been stirred, and six monoliths shall nourish it to awakening. The first two have been called upon, and the third is close at hand. Xim has seen this, and she has endured the truth delivered to her. While your growth is commendable, Brae’ach’s growth shall continue in kind, tempered by his trials, of which you are but one.”

I spent a moment rolling Gold’s language around in my head. “Obviously we don’t plan on solving this whole thing on our own,” I said. “We’re talking about multiple world-scale problems, which are going to require world-scale cooperation to solve.”

Smoke rose from Hep’s nostrils. “Such ‘cooperation’ inevitably leads to war,” he said. “The destruction you have seen thus far is trivial, which is why we have spent our time observing. Any intervention on our part will incite the avatars to greater action, and we have no allies who can weather such a storm.”

“So your plan is to wait on more powerful Delvers?” I asked.

“It doesn’t matter who or what it is,” said Hep. “We’ve worked alongside the world before, with many figures much stronger than anything your civilizations have produced. We’ve harnessed the skills of the avatars themselves and wielded the entire System as a weapon. We have delayed the end, but with ever greater sacrifice.

“The center of this continent was not always a sea. This northern region was not always a wasteland. That blasted forest to the southeast was not always a pit of horrors. We do not just need stronger allies, we need something better than the combined skill and might of the last generation. Then, we need a way to fight that doesn’t reduce this planet to a useless cloud of rubble.”

“I think that’s doable,” I said. Hep tilted his head slightly, scraping a deep gouge on the side of his throne with a horn. “Fortune is already fucking around with us and probably everyone else. Avarice figured out how to kill Hysteria, which is something you say has never been done. There may be other avatars to recruit against Brae’ach and Unity, so we’ve got that going for us. The System is even more unhinged than what you described from last generation, in case you haven’t noticed, and has been pretty flexible with the kind of stuff it lets us get away with.

“We’ve got a direct line to Sam’lia, who, to my knowledge, is taking an active interest in this problem for the first time. Yara also popped in to say hello to me the other day, and the Eschen triad actively intervened to prevent an avatar-related disaster when the Left Hand mountains exploded from Hysteria’s orbital reentry. It seems like the gods are done being hands-off with what’s going on down here.”

“The gods will not save us,” said Gold, halo gleaming. “Our will is inviolable, and the intervention of the divine is carried out through our pleas. A solution must be created by our hand, enriched by their presence, but never consummated by it.”

I started to follow up on that, but Xim placed a hand on my arm. She gave me a look, letting me know that we’d have time for a deeper discussion on the topic later.

“Even so, and correct me if I’m wrong, it’s more than what you’ve had to work with,” I said. “We just activated Phase 2 in record time, and there are Delvers out there taking advantage of the tools it’s given us. We’re doing everything we can to push people in that direction, and I don’t think it will take long before there are powerhouses who can rival whatever you’ve seen before. As far as the quality of support that’s available, I think it’s as high as it can get.

“The only thing missing is time. Whatever these monoliths are, we can’t let Brae’ach activate them all before we’re ready. Maybe we can’t go after the Davahns in an all-out war, but certainly there are some guerrilla tactics that can be used to slow the guy down. His army fell off the face of the planet after carving through Timagrin, but they’ll have to show their faces again at some point. We need to keep them busy, provide enough resistance to let them know they can’t just walk up to wherever the next monolith is and get to work.”

Silver leaned forward. “Are you suggesting anything actionable?” she asked. “Or are you simply pontificating?”

“You’re worried about mutually assured destruction,” I said. “Each of you is essentially a strategic asset, something that can cause enough destruction to change the world, and you’re worried that if you went out there right now, the enemy might field something equally destructive. But we don’t have to jump straight to the big guns. Avarice gave us predictions for where the other monoliths might be. We’ve given that intel to the nations of the world, but having the support of your people would certainly go a long way towards bolstering the defense of those areas.”

“You have no idea what kind of ‘force’ our people represent,” said Cerulean with a roll of her watery eyes.

“Your Majesties, you are the five rulers, dragons of incomparable strength. Would it be improper for me to assume that those you rule would be a ‘force’ that most would consider substantial?”

Hep chuckled. “You came for an information exchange, and now you wish to recruit?”

“I adapt to the scenario as it plays out,” I said.

“And we are not so capricious,” said Cerulean. “This is hardly a plan; you are simply explaining your feelings. Do you believe yourself to possess some insight we lack? That we cannot make these connections without your infantile suggestions?”

“I am providing my perspective and leave it to your judgment.”

“Stop being an ass, Cerulean,” said Hep. “This party passed all our tests and has brought us some useful information, and don’t forget about the gifts they handed out, which were opulent by most measures. Meanwhile, we’ve forced them to endure an interrogation followed by an old man’s storytelling for hours without even letting them wash up.” Hep glanced at Nuralie, still wearing her filthy HAZMAT suit. He didn’t apologize or anything, just stared at her for a second. “Regardless, there is much for us to consider. Personally, I’m going to kick this stuff down to my people and let them do what they want with it.”

“Hmmm, the Scarlet Bask let loose?” said Violet, scratching a feathered horn. “Will that be less disastrous than if we took to the skies ourselves?”

“As if they were on a leash in the first place,” said Cerulean.

“Hep, that choice will require some diplomatic action,” said Silver as she brushed a lock of void-black hair behind her ear. “We have relations with Ayama and, to a lesser degree, Eschendur, but are not well known in the other nations. We should not show up within their borders without some introductions being made.”

“How considerate of you to pretend their borders matter,” said Cerulean.

Silver ignored Cerulean and looked down at the princess. “Ishi.”

“Yes, Mother?”

“You will be our ambassador to Closetland.” That took me a bit by surprise. The pale-skinned ruler then turned to me. “Is this acceptable?”

“Of course, Your Majesty,” I said, then nodded to Ishi. “I look forward to working with you, Princess.”

“Very good,” said Silver. “Ishi, please handle the necessary formalities. You also have leave to form a new Delving party. There is no more reason to put off reaching Level 30.”

The princess took most of this news in stride but hesitated on the last bit. “I will do as you say, Mother. Do you have any requirements for the party I should join?” The way she phrased the question made it seem like Silver normally had a lot of input on who Ishi went Delving with. The ruler once again turned an eye toward me.

“Closetland seemed to have a powerful group ready to intercede on their king’s behalf,” said Silver. “Perhaps they have an open slot.”

I furrowed my brow. Silver had seen Grotto, Vaulty, Joma, and Nottagator through my portals at the end of my fight with Ishi, along with some golems and other Delve monsters. Only one of those people were actually Delvers.

“We’ll see what we can work out,” I said.

The other rulers stirred, and it felt like the meeting was coming to a close, although there were plenty of things I wanted more specifics on. Hep’s story had raised quite a few questions, and Violet’s psychic interjection even more. We’d been clear on our unique arrangement with the System, although we didn’t go into great detail. The dragons knew about Grotto’s origins, but were still willing to try and sway us toward a kind of rebellion against his maker. Regardless, the expected dismissal came.

“Your petition has been heard,” said Princess Ishi. “The rulers thank you for your gifts and once again congratulate you on your performance during the tests.”

“And we thank you for the audience,” I said, giving another low bow.

The rest of the party followed suit, and by the time we stood up straight, we were no longer in the throne room. I looked around, finding us in a large, comfortable sitting area, although it was quite humid. That detail made sense when I noticed that half of the room was a steaming pool of water, complete with its own submerged furniture. There was a thudding beat coming from behind a door on the far wall.

All my party members were present, along with Princess Ishi, who shook her head a bit and rolled her shoulders.

“That went quite well, I think,” said Ishi. “Please feel free to make use of this space as you see fit. I will retrieve a scribe to record the details of my ambassadorship and Closetland’s current standing with the club.”

She turned and made her way to the door, opening it to reveal a dimly lit area with swirls of smoke and fog meandering through the air. A swell of pulsing, tribal music filled the room, and I noted dancing lights and the shuffle of a few bodies before the door swung shut behind Ishi as she left.

“Oh,” I said. “It’s literally a club.”

“You didn’t believe me?” asked Etja.

“I didn’t know if our definitions of ‘club’ matched,” I replied. “A club can be a lot of things. Like a book club, or a sports club, or a blunt instrument for hitting things.”

“I see,” said Etja. “Okay, I can clarify. It’s a series of dimly lit spaces with atmospheric lighting effects, music, dancing, and alcohol, presented for the purposes of revelry with highly sexualized undertones.”

“Right,” I said, giving our chamber another once-over. “Do you think they have bottle service?”

“Oh, they definitely do!” said Etja, pulling out a small bell. She rang it, although it didn’t make a sound. A moment later, a person who was 90 percent lustrous locks of well-conditioned hair appeared. They had two small horns poking out of the top of their bush-shaped body, and a pair of glowing red eyes were just barely visible through the curls.

“Madam Etja,” they said in a low, feminine voice. “How may I be of service?”

“Hey, Oia!” Etja replied with a curtsy. “I’ll have one of my usual for all of my friends here, and then can we get a selection from the curator?”

“Of course, madam,” said Oia with a quick bow. Then she froze in place and faded from existence like an afterimage.

“You already have a ‘usual’?” I asked.

“My test was way shorter than everyone else’s,” she said. “I think I made Cerulean mad, and she kicked me out early.”

“Huh,” I grunted.

I heard splashing from behind me and turned to find Nuralie already in the water. Her HAZMAT suit was nowhere to be seen. Varrin was squatting nearby, testing the temperature with a hand. I felt a pang of loss over our personal onsen, destroyed in our fight with the Wastelanders, but it was alleviated by the knowledge that Grotto was hard at work on the new one.

In the meantime, we could take this opportunity to relax like the dragons did. However, I decided to do so outside the swimming pool. That water was really fucking hot.


Chapter 49


Iwould have said forming a diplomatic treaty in what was essentially a VIP room at an extraordinarily exclusive dance club was an odd sort of affair, but it didn’t even make the top three for weird shit that week. Ishi was very professional, and when a dozen of Etja’s new friends joined us in our private room, she didn’t let it distract her one bit. In fact, she was able to subtly guide my attention back to where it needed to be every time my focus drifted to one or more of the peculiar newcomers.

I was a bit chagrined when the subject of Closetland’s population came up, and I was forced to look away from a very complicated sort of beer pong being played between Etja and a bird-moth-woman in a leather three-piece bikini.

“We haven’t done a census, and I suppose it depends on what counts as a member of the population,” I said. “Less than a thousand?”

For a second, I was expecting the concept of Closetland as a nation to end right there in Ishi’s eyes, but the princess simply nodded, and the scribe marked that figure down. Apparently, having a country with very few inhabitants was not that strange for dragons.

“Fermantalus has only one citizen,” said Ishi, noticing my curiosity. “Although they have several million bodies. We are more concerned with a nation’s ability to secure and maintain its own borders than the size of its population, which a dimensional kingdom should have no trouble doing.” She glanced up from the document and met my eyes. “You did resist an avatar’s invasion, after all. That’s better than most can say.”

Before everything was formalized, Ishi asked to be shown where she could establish an embassy. I then spent the day giving the princess a tour of our very little kingdom, while everyone else in the party enjoyed their time at the club. She’d obviously gotten the sense that Closetland was not particularly large during our discussions, and the princess gave no sign that she felt our micronation was inadequate in any way. In fact, she was full of compliments when she saw how we were converting ambient Dimensional mana into natural resources and had several valuable thoughts on the Closet’s self-perpetuating nature and how it might be improved.

She also planned on bringing a team of her people to construct the embassy and maintain the grounds, which introduced a wrinkle that I’d been contemplating but hadn’t expected to crop up just yet. If we wanted to take this whole “being an independent country” thing seriously, I was going to have to get used to having at least some randos in the Closet at any given time.

Border control was easy, since I literally controlled the borders, but my experience with the Hiwardian delegation may have made me a bit paranoid. Not everyone would appreciate the Big Brother levels of surveillance Grotto tended to subject visitors to, and an embassy would technically be land belonging to the rulers. I didn’t think spying would be taken particularly well.

Was this the best idea? Anxieties aside, if it encouraged a group of ancient and powerful dragons to help us out with the avatars, then fuck yeah it was. Also, by allowing for an embassy, the dragons granted me permission to place one of my Checkpoints in their mountain. The portal could only be used from within their embassy, and Ishi would have final say over when and if the Checkpoint could be used. Legally speaking, that is. I could still open it whenever I wanted and from anywhere in the Closet, so long as I didn’t mind violating the terms of our initial treaty. I wasn’t planning on ever doing that, of course.

But I could, and everyone knew that I could. They also knew that almost nothing could stop me from opening that portal, so the rulers were taking a pretty big security risk. I didn’t mind ceding some control to get relatively instant access to a civilization of mythical creatures and a host of delicious cocktails.

In the end, Closetland was formally recognized by the rulers and assigned the status of “friendly.” That was a step up from neutral, since it meant we weren’t on the list of nations they might unilaterally invade without warning. However, it was not to be mistaken for “allied,” since they made no promises whatsoever to help us out if someone else started shit with us. That was more than fair, and it went both ways.

This was technically the first official recognition of our fledgling nation, although Zenithar Zura was working on something for us from Eschendur’s end. The Littans had some paperwork that gave our party the opportunity to declare an affiliation prior to our upcoming joint Dungeon diving, but I’d been on the fence about going down that rabbit hole with the empire.

I was also pretty sure I could call up King Filix and have the man ratify something for us if I felt like it, but dammit, we didn’t even have a formal constitution. I was sort of waiting for us to at least have farmers or something before proclaiming, “We the people,” to the wider world.

Then again, if we were on the lookout for distressed populations in need of a new home, we had several options. The Wastes had plenty of outcasts who chafed against the rule of existing power structures. Ayama was a popular destination for refugees and other wayward travelers who’d abandoned their homelands for whatever reason and was pretty selective. There was always a boatload or two worth of people hanging out off her shores with no great place to go. Timagrin was also seeing a slight exodus as people sought to distance themselves from the recent tragedies there. We weren’t hunting for homeless masses to take in, but they were out there.

As for what Silver meant when she implied Ishi might join up with some Closetlanders to go Delving, there was more merit to the idea than I’d initially thought.

Joma was Level 20, which made her a pretty good match for Ishi at Level 21. Joma had only done a few Platinum Delves, but Grotto didn’t think she’d have any trouble moving to plats only. The mini-yeti’s Animal Handling skill, combined with the bond she’d rapidly developed with Nottagator were—according to Grotto—enough to let Joma take the big girl inside a Delve as an animal companion, which was outrageous. Only about as outrageous as my own ability to bring Shog into Delves, but that was still pretty outrageous.

For some reason, Grotto was okay with this, but not with me taking Nottagator wherever I went. I think my Familiar was getting a soft spot for the furry little Mittakan, but I let it go without comment.

Between Ishi, Joma, and Nottagator, we had very strong starting seeds for Team Princess. I could even officially declare Nottagator as royalty to keep the theme going. But the fun didn’t stop there. Vaulty was technically a Delver. Or, he was several Delvers at once. As it turned out, every undead member of the Zng army in Throne’s Delve had been a Delver in life, and Vaulty was the spiritual composite of several such entities, harnessed and modified by Throne herself.

With a bit of System massaging and by spending some of our System Rep, Grotto believed he could get Vaulty reassigned from a monster back into a Delver. There was nothing saying an undead couldn’t be a Delver, and the not-quite-a-construct had both the free will and the appropriate mana matrix to take advantage of a Delve’s mana injections.

What level would he be? I had no idea. Vaulty was the composite of a dozen Level 15s, but the System would probably do some batshit calculation to figure it out. I’m sure there wouldn’t be any oversights there, and that Vaulty’s capabilities would be entirely fair for whatever level might end up being assigned.

That gave us three of five party members, with an animal companion that basically made up a fourth. There was also the possibility of having Shog fill out the team. My summon had been categorized as a “Hidden Delver” towards the end of Deijin’s Descent, so if I didn’t need him with me, I could send the guy on missions while I was busy doing other stuff. Everyone’s favorite c’thon was still on leave for another good chunk of the year, but Ishi wasn’t in a huge rush to start smashing Delves. Dragons worked on fairly long timelines.

Speaking of which, I discovered that Ishi was eighty-six years old. She looked really good for her age, but that’s no surprise since I hear that immortality is great for the skin.

Next, I rubber-stamped some blueprints Grotto had going for the continuing expansion into unused parts of the Closet. Notably, there was a spoke-and-wheel design he called the “Five Harbingers,” which incorporated five sub-obelisks that would be slaved to the main obelisk. They would each be housed inside a tower that was technically its own Delve but which would be set for lower levels and easily managed. That was the pitch, anyway.

The towers would move as the Closet expanded, continually adjusting the influence of each obelisk and the radius from which it could gather mana as they were upgraded. This would help us get back on track to exponential growth, plus they could be customized so that each member of the main party could use one as their dark lair when plotting and scheming. It would be Throne’s project, but Grotto would supervise. I was assured that no undead or mental slavery of any form would be involved.

I also had to approve some expenditures for labor that Grotto wanted to hire from Eschendur. This immediately caused me to appoint Nuralie as Closetland’s Lord of Coin, since she was more than happy to spend my money for me, and I didn’t want to deal with all of that.

Then I had to address some missives sent from various parties across the globe. There were several from Hiwardian officials with follow-up questions about the king’s kidnapping, alongside dozens of inquiries and invitations from the various major houses. Those questionnaires got pushed off to Varrin since he spoke fluent noble.

Beyond that, there was a letter from Seinnador requesting that I send him some more poison essences. The term of our agreement to sell him “all the poison essences that he required for two years” had been extended since I’d technically breached our original sales contract by disappearing from the face of the planet for a year before the term was up. The letter was filled with friendly ribbing.

I took my agreements seriously and set aside a hundred to send his way, along with an order for a dozen of his upgraded Dazzlers. I had some ideas for those I wanted to explore.

I went back and forth with the Zenithars on what we’d learned from the dragons, facilitated meetings with delegates from both the Littan Empire and Hiward on Ishi’s behalf, and even took the time to meet with some Timans who I’d first thought were government officials but turned out to be a group of minstrels. They wanted to know more about how I killed a living mountain by pile-driving it from space.

After some initial confusion, I realized that these troubadours were getting the lore mixed up between two different Fortune’s Folly escapades—both of which involved destroying a mountain while falling from great heights—so I set the record straight and sent them on their way. Afterward, I wondered how they’d heard about any of that shit, but my boa had an effect that boosted my renown, so I didn’t think about it too hard.

In between all of this, Varrin invited me to join him for some smithing lessons from Hep’s Elemental Remembrance. That guy was a hell of a teacher, but gods above, was it hot in that caldera. I eventually broke down and asked why I was the only member of the party whose hair was constantly at risk of catching fire, which was met with the following responses.

Nuralie: “The oil in that fireproofing salve was developed from the natural oils my scalp produces.”

Kind of gross, but neat.

Varrin: “I am Hiwardian.”

Congratulations on your superior genes, Varrin.

Xim: “It’s really not that hot.”

I chalked that one up to Third Layer shenanigans. She’d mentioned there was a lake of fire down there once.

Etja: “My hair isn’t actually made of hair!”

Blessed golem magicks, how can I learn your ways?

I also convinced Ishi to give me some Wandmaking lessons, which were quite hot as well, but in a different kind of way.

Overall, I was a busy fucking man for three months. Almost like I was trying to help coordinate a global information exchange and oversee a hundred square miles of land development, both while constantly increasing my capacity for ass kicking. While the workload was stressful, it was quite good for my skill levels.

Your Smithing skill has increased from Level 17 to Level 20!

Your Wandmaking skill has increased from Level 11 to Level 20!

I just barely managed to get both of those to Level 20 for the next evolution before I was out of time to train them up. I had to sacrifice working on a few other things, but I was ready to smith up some new Prismatite gear to replace my Verdantum, which had become fairly obsolete. My Demon Bone Cuirass of the Descent was still pretty good compared to normal gear of my tier, excluding outliers like Varrin’s helm, so I just needed to replace everything else. Easy enough.

For Smithing, my evolution let me squeeze in 50% more defensive mana weaves onto a piece of gear than I’d normally be able to. It was creatively named Defensive Specialist. However, I wanted to wait to craft new armor until we’d cleared the rest of the Delves we were aiming for prior to meeting with the Littans. Mana weaves were limited by stats, and I’d have more stats after a few more Delves. The delayed gratification would lead to a superior product.

For Wandmaking, I picked an evo called Double Barrel. That let me put two spells on a wand instead of the normal max of one, and four spells on a staff instead of two. It also let me use wands as a focus when casting any spell, not just the ones stored within it, which had some advantages depending on the wand. My spell-sticks now had a mana capacity of 45, which was really starting to get somewhere.

Ishi also introduced me to a few exotic wood types that added some bonuses when used to make wands. I bought some dragon-grown acacia and crafted up a pair of these bad boys:

Acacia Wand of Elemental Reservoir

Requirements: INT 20

Effects:

+20 damage to elemental spell attacks made while using this wand as a focus.

Mana Capacity: 45/45

Spell Slots: 2/2

Stored Spells:

Explosion!

Elemental Barrier

Sonic was an elemental damage type, so the wands would enhance both spells.

All the wheeling and dealing I was doing also led to some Diplomacy levels.

Your Diplomacy skill has increased from Level 17 to Level 21!

Naturally, I picked an evolution that would encourage people to pay more attention whenever I opened my mouth.

Executive

You exude a presence of authority, generating trust in those who converse with you. Other entities instinctively understand your expertise, causing them to trust your opinion over their own in any topic involving an intrinsic skill you possess, as long as their level in that skill is lower than yours.

Then, finally, there were the Delves, which delivered more skill levels and some juicy stat growth on top of everything else. Of course, there was something about these next Delves we’d forgotten to consider: one of my recent evolutions had come with an unusual and lightly foreboding System message…


Chapter 50


While we finished all the other crap we needed to take care of, the party never stopped prepping for our expedition with the Littans. With a little less than three months left, we still needed to snag three more levels. We’d viewed this as a fairly trivial task but had forgotten one important detail about an evolution I’d recently picked up.

Heavenly Gates

The Dread Star blesses your travel through the in-between. Your portals and teleports become Deific.

System Note: Accepting this evolution will change the nature of Delves you are offered.

This was something that had been glossed over in our haste to deal with all of Hysteria’s mental bullshittery, and it hadn’t ever been given much consideration. As it turned out, it was pretty important. Now, instead of destroying Delves in a figurative sense, we would be destroying them in a literal sense. Either that or repairing them. Or whatever other nonsense the System wanted from us.

We were now fixers, basically. Since my Deific portals trivialized the majority of challenges any Delve in our level range could present, we were to be sent to Delves where shit was absolutely fucked for one reason or another. Instead of trying to survive or escape while meandering through a series of carefully laid plots and mechanics managed by a Delve Core, our job was to rectify whatever issue was causing the Delve to go haywire. Sometimes, that even meant “taking care” of the Delve Core itself, which made me feel like a System-hired hitman.

Still, in all cases, these Delves were set to cause some kind of havoc on the surface if left unattended, so they needed to be addressed. Since we had an unusual amount of experience cleaning up out-of-control Delves and were now capable of taking on even bigger projects, the System had no reason to waste its own resources.

We still got our levels and were more or less allowed to loot everything that wasn’t bolted down—along with a few things that were—from inside the Delves going through decommissioning. This generally meant that we got fewer chips but more tangible goods and materials, which Grotto could make excellent use of.

This also got us express service straight to these Delves, rather than having to go somewhere and locate them.

The first Delve the System teleported us to had been created by a Delve Core that had gotten overly enthusiastic with some self-perpetuating Dimensional magicks. There was a runaway spatial distortion throughout the entire place, causing it to vibrate hard enough that everything was starting to melt from sheer friction.

Yes, I had to fireproof my hair once again.

The Core couldn’t shut things down, since it had been annihilated by the oscillating heat wave, and because of its love of dimensionalism, the whole place was warded to heck against teleportation. Even the System had to drop us off just outside, and we ended up carving our way in. The Delve applied the Slowed debuff to everything that entered, was loud enough to deafen anyone in the party, and dealt a massive tick of constant fire damage. We even got a mini-brief from the System letting us know that the last crew that had come through was incinerated in less than an hour. The conditions had only gotten worse since then.

I teleported Varrin to the control room, and he cut the offending mana weaves to pieces.

Easy level.

Next was a Delve that had somehow managed to collect enough sacred and profane objects in one place that they generated an environmental holy war. If you’re wondering what that looks like, it looks like a persistent zone of very bright light. Bright enough to immediately scorch your retinas. Additionally, it was absolutely infested with millions of these tiny Divine monsters—about the size of a flea—in constant battle with each other, which emitted radiation whenever they died for some fucking reason.

Anyway, I used Coordinated Thinker to find and teleport us to the main relic chapel, and Xim used her divine fire to create a self-propagating inferno that killed all the bugs while simultaneously cleansing us of the radiation. Meanwhile, Nuralie used her sense skills to identify the safest relics to “extract” from the conflict. According to her, destroying the relics wouldn’t have helped, so now we had a couple of dozen holy and infernal objects that were either blessed as fuck or cursed as shit, possibly both at the same time. We’d find some use for them, I was sure.

Our third and final Delve of this timeskip was the Antimagic Ninja Warrior challenge. The entire place was a massive Mystical weave designed to counter any and all spells. On top of that, it had a variety of specialized weaves that created pain-in-the-ass hazards whenever a movement-enhancing technique was used. All of this supported the world’s dumbest obstacle course, which forced Delvers to avoid various death traps through mundane displays of athleticism.

This particular Delve was a problem since the Core had used the weaves to isolate itself and cut off all communication with the main System. The challenge of the Delve could only be passed by a Delver with a very specific skill set, which was a big no-no in Delve design. Most parties would lose the majority of their team before making it to the boss, and the boss itself was incorporeal and basically unbeatable without access to magic.

I had a portal gun, and it was my middle finger.

I gave those antimagic weaves said finger and teleported us to the obelisk. Grotto identified some weaknesses in its design, and Etja used some shit she called ‘pure’ mana to overload it, burning out the mana supply to all the weaves in the entire place. We did a proper full-team boss fight, kicked some spectral ass, and hunted down the Core to figure out what was going on.

It was a weird situation.

The Core had been trapping Delvers who failed the obstacle course and holding them prisoner, rather than killing and eating them like a proper Delve Core. Those that made it through the obstacle course were granted “champion” status and forced to compete in an evolving set of physical challenges, made up at the whim of the Core with no real end. It then used the data it collected to try and “improve” the bodies of those who had failed the obstacle course before sending them back out to try again.

The Core was trying to build up some kind of elite sports cult, but the whole thing was the result of a Delver party getting their hands on the Core and trying to modify it in wildly unsuccessful ways. Those guys were long dead, but there were three more full parties being held prisoner alongside several more teams missing a few members each.

We had to terminate the Delve Core, but the whole thing had an uplifting end where we rescued a bunch of people. Traumatized people who’d been subjected to a host of experimental body modifications. The first woman I tried to talk to jumped instead of speaking every time she opened her mouth. Hopefully, some high-end healing magic would address at least some of those problems.

Three Delves done, three levels gained, and 27 attribute points assigned after taking Dumping into account. One of these had also counted as an Escalation Delve, snagging us our final intrinsic skill slot.

Now, my original plan for this Delve rush was to get Fortitude to 70 and then push Strength to 40, grabbing the next evolution. However, my fight with Ishi and Varrin’s titanic Physical resistances made me think twice about that. Not the Fortitude part, that was definitely going straight to 70. The question was whether Strength should be my next focus.

Strength was the best way for me to boost my single-target damage. Each point added one damage to my hammer throws, which then compounded through Flurry of Blows. It would also let me equip armor with better base DR before weaves were considered, so it was helpful defensively as well.

However, my Physical spells kind of sucked at the moment. I didn’t have any evos that boosted their damage, and Physical was generally the easiest school to defend against. Varrin could sit there all day while eating my Elemental Barrier without losing a single point of health, and Ishi had been close to doing the same.

I didn’t use Elemental Barrier primarily for its damage—its biggest benefit came from the debuffs it applied. I could push people away, knock them down, Ignite, Shock, Deafen, and Slow. It was an extremely versatile spell and a major source of the traditional control effects I could produce. The problem was, in order to apply any of those debuffs, the spell had to deal at least some damage. It was becoming useless against hard targets, which were the kind of targets I’d want to debuff in the first place.

The solution? More Intelligence!

Honestly, I felt like I’d temporarily lost track of my own build concept. My spells scaled with Intelligence, so why was I getting distracted by big heavy armor and shiny hammers? I did want to grab Strength 40 eventually, but Intelligence 70 would have a larger impact on my build. While it might not be as good as Strength for single-target, It would do more for my AoE damage and control effects. As for losing out on slightly better armor, Fortitude would continue to be my primary defensive stat.

All of that being said, here were my attribute totals after ascending to Level 16.

Strength:25

Agility:10

Speed:22

Fortitude:70

Intelligence:55

Wisdom:40

Charisma:10

Luck:10

This was a nice milestone to reach, since I finally had more stat points than a full Level 26 Gold who’d followed the Hiwardian difficulty progression. This was the real beginning of the Platinum journey.

And it started with a Level 70 Fortitude evolution.

But first, I got some more skill levels.

Your Dimensional Magic skill has increased from Level 50 to Level 54!

Your Physical Magic skill has increased from Level 32 to Level 34!

Your Mystical Magic skill has increased from Level 30 to Level 32!

Your Blunt skill has increased from Level 29 to Level 30!

Your Dungeoneering skill has increased from Level 29 to Level 30!

Your Leadership skill has increased from Level 29 to Level 32!

Your Shields skill has increased from Level 28 to Level 29!

Your Heavy Armor skill has increased from Level 24 to Level 26!

No evolution breakpoints, sadly, but these Delves weren’t the best for combat skills. Even so, I still ended up right on track with Varrin’s Platinum skill progression goals for Level 16, mainly due to the Dimensional Dungeon and lessons from both Hep and Ishi.

Now, on to one of the most important parts of getting higher attributes…

Better gear, of course!

One of my final acts of fevered preparation was to craft some new armor, taking advantage of my improved stats and Smithing skill. The Cuirass of the Descent would stick around—it was too good to replace at the moment—but every other piece of heavy armor got a Prismatite upgrade.

I went back to my blue and violet theme, making the colors darker to match the vibe of my cuirass. Since the cuirass itself was immutable, there wasn’t anything I could do about the shade, and I was forced to try and mix in some demon bone aesthetics to the rest of the set. The Prismatite made every piece shimmer like it was coated in the slightest layer of diamond, which was kind of incongruent with the cuirass, but my boa created a nice demarcation between my glamorous extremities and my more subdued core. I wasn’t totally happy with it, but it looked pretty good overall.

Oh, and the armor had way better defenses as well.

Superior Prismatite Plate Armor of the Descent

Heavy Armor Set

Requirements: STR 25, FOR 30, INT 30, CHA 10, LCK 10, AGI 10

+77 Physical DR

+10 Fire DR

+32 Spiritual DR

+32 Divine DR

+67 Mystical DR

+32 Dimensional DR

+100 Health Regen

+180 Stamina Regen

Whenever you are hit by a hostile spell, you absorb 10% of the mana spent on that spell.

I focused on things that counted as “defensive” weaves to take advantage of my recent Smithing evo, which meant I lost a couple of nice bonuses from the Verdantum gear, like movement speed and throwing weapon damage. In return, the Prismatite set had four times as much damage reduction.

The only thing I’d really miss from the Verdantum was the self-repair function. The Prismatite armor was way more durable, but if it got some holes poked in it, I’d have to fix it myself. There was an opportunity to create some Verdantum-Prismatite alloy that would have a slower form of self-repair, but I didn’t have time to mess around with it. That was a project for later, maybe once both Strength and Smithing were at 40.

Okay, fine, enough stalling. While all of this other stuff was awesome, the most vital thing I did during this three-month period was get my Fortitude to 70 and pick my most potent evolution yet. I even had a super evolution to burn from our System award for killing Hysteria, and the options were kind enough to show me how that would affect things. The System was its usual self when laying out my options.

Remember when you got half your brain exploded and it was, like, not that big of a deal? Do you realize that you’re now 50% less human than you were back then?

A giant roach carves out your entrails, a big scary cannibal explodes your eyeballs with a mean glare, a woman literally rips your heart out, that shit doesn’t even ruin your day. It’s a ninety-minute inconvenience at most.

That’s barely the length of a feature fucking film, my guy.

But, hey, why stop there?

Do us a favor and take a look at that grease stain on the ground to your left. Yeah, that one. That could be you, chilling with 10 HP, ready to get back in the game in an hour or so.

Don’t believe us? Go ahead, pick a new evolution. Then you can go and find out what it feels like to become a puddle.

1) Body of Asclepius

Whenever you would heal from any source, double that healing.

Super Evolution: Whenever you would gain Shielding from any source, double that Shielding.

2) Extended Care Network

While at maximum HP, you can choose one party member to gain an additional amount of HP regeneration equal to your own. While under this effect, that party member gains the benefits of all of your FOR evolutions other than this one.

If your current HP drops below your maximum while a party member other than yourself is under this effect, you can focus to allow them to retain the effect.

Super Evolution: While at maximum HP, you can instead choose to grant this health regeneration to all party members affected by one of your beneficial auras.

3) Bioweapon

You gain an aura extending a number of feet from you equal to your FOR. Poisoned and Bleeding enemies within this aura take additional Poison or Bleeding damage equal to your FOR every 6 seconds. Whenever an enemy within this aura takes Poison or Bleeding damage, you heal for an amount equal to the damage dealt.

If any skill would remove Poison or Bleeding from an enemy within the aura, the skill’s source must spend an additional amount of mana or stamina equal to your FOR, or else the skill fails.

Super Evolution: This aura also emanates from all party members affected by one of your beneficial auras. This only increases the area affected by this aura; you are still its sole source and beneficiary.

I’d venture to call these options… pretty fucking good.
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Sometimes, evolutions presented one obvious choice. Other times, they were three different flavors of the same thing. And often, even when all three options were unique, the power boost wasn’t significant enough to feel like I was giving too much up by choosing one over another.

Fortitude 70 was none of those things.

Each option was strong enough to become a centerpiece of my build; they represented three distinct progression paths, and I loved each of them like the children I’d never had. I tried to avoid seeing this decision as being forced to give up two and to view it how it really was—I was picking one ridiculous bonus to receive. Nothing would be lost here, only gained.

It sounded good in principle, but that mantra didn’t end up helping me much.

Body of Asclepius was one of my favorite kinds of evos. It was straightforward, simple, and extremely useful. Doubled healing from all sources. Spells, techniques, potions, passive effects, my natural health regeneration. I glanced at my current regen, seeing that it was sitting at 1,858. If I picked Body of Asclepius, my regen would finally be higher than my health total. Going from the brink of death back to perfect condition in less than an hour sounded good. Really good.

Then, the super evolution doubled all Shielding I received. Aura of Persistence was my only Shielding skill, currently giving me 95 Shielding when activated (multiplied by my Leadership evolution that buffed auras) and the same amount again every six seconds. Doubling that to a base of 190 was significant, especially since Shielding was a last line of defense, protecting me from damage that had already been massively reduced by my DR and resistances. Ishi had been blasting me for two to three hundred damage through all of my defenses with her biggest attacks, meaning that this evo would have cut down on that damage by a pretty massive amount.

It’s not like it would be hard to figure out ways to grab more self-healing and Shielding skills, either. I was always giving Intelligence-based healing skills a pass since they required medical knowledge, but with my Speed and Intelligence scores, I could probably bang out the equivalent of a medical degree in a month. It wasn’t much of a deterrent anymore. There was also a question of how much medical knowledge would matter, given my unique physiology. As for the evo’s super effect, the Heavy Armor and Shields intrinsics both had Shielding evolutions that I knew would likely be coming up once I got them to 40.

Very tempting.

Extended Care Network was about as on-brand for my aura build as it could possibly be, except that it wasn’t itself an aura. It would let me give my absurd health regen to everyone in the party. My passive aura Who Needs a Cleric? also boosted everyone’s health regen but had scaled down from “overpowered” at Level 1 to being “kind of nice” at our current level. It still more than doubled the health regen for Nuralie and Etja, but it wasn’t a huge boost for Varrin or Xim anymore. It hardly mattered at all for me, but it was one among many bonuses that led to my enormous regen score.

Beyond that, it would give them all the benefits of my other Fortitude evos, doubling their base health and stamina regen, allowing them to regenerate any missing body parts, and… I honestly wasn’t sure how that would work with Body of Theseus. Would they temporarily gain generic omni-cells, capable of serving any function? Or would they just have crits and debuffs reduced via some other magical means? It didn’t really matter, so long as it worked.

Pretty fucking great overall.

Then there was Bioweapon. While the other two meshed with my current build, this one would be a pivot. Although maybe not as big of a pivot as it seemed at first glance, so long as I was willing to rely on my party members to get the majority of its benefits.

To summarize Bioweapon, enemies within about a hundred feet of any member of the party would take more poison and bleeding damage, and I’d heal for a fuckton. It would also be harder for the enemy to cleanse bleeding or poison.

It was an oddball option. I didn’t apply Bleeding. I didn’t apply Poison. What the fuck, System? Of course, Varrin applied Bleeding. Half his build was centered around it. Nuralie was all about poison as well. When fighting alongside my party, the evo could make me nigh unkillable, as long as I didn’t mind being reliant on others for what would become one of my essential buffs.

Then again, there were ways around this. I’d been offered an aura skill called Cloak of Blighted Frost after finishing Throne’s Delve. That’d let me poison everything around me while also making enemies vulnerable to Cold damage. I could grab a poison buff evo at Physical 40, I could have Nuralie make me some gas bombs to throw around, or I could craft items with Toxicity mana weaves. If I wanted to pivot into poison, I could, but it would be an investment.

Bleeding was less attractive to me, and I didn’t have room to build into both moving forward. Poison was also more likely to combo with elemental spells, with some elemental spells including it as a potential effect. I could probably reforge Elemental Barrier to include poison as an option if I really wanted to.

Bioweapon had a lot of potential.

It wasn’t an easy pick, but a bit of thought started to reveal each evolution’s main drawbacks. That made it a lot easier.

Yes, Bioweapon was, potentially, outrageously strong. For me alone. In combat. When fighting alongside Varrin and Nuralie. Against enemies that could be bled and poisoned.

I wouldn’t say the conditions for Bioweapon to be awesome were niche, but they were the most restricted of the three options and would require the biggest adjustment to my current path. My philosophy centered more around picking abilities that were reliable and diverse. I didn’t mind having a few specialized tools for specific situations, but I didn’t want a major pillar of my build to be something that could break so easily.

Bioweapon also made me feel icky. I didn’t want to be a blood-poison vampire man, drawing life from other people’s suffering. I’d already passed up on that strategy when I’d declined Body of the Minotaur.

Extended Care Network looked fantastic, but a close reading revealed its flaws. Actually, it didn’t take a close reading at all; the problem was laid out in the first four words: “While at maximum HP…”

When the fuck was I at full health while the rest of the party was injured? Hardly ever, if at all. In fact, if things were going according to plan, I was the only person losing chunks of my health, and this evo didn’t help with that one bit. If anything, this would be best used as a triage ability. Something to break out for when shit went wrong. Again, I didn’t mind having some solid fallback options, but I didn’t want such a big evolution dedicated to it.

There was the option of using an instance of focus to maintain the effect even after I lost some health, but there were two problems with that. First, I wanted that focus for other shit, like keeping an eye on the fight, calling out plays, charging Explosion!, maintaining multiple Elemental Barriers, or figuring out the enemy’s weaknesses. Second, the super evolution that let me apply it to the whole party didn’t say that I could focus to keep it active on the whole party. That felt like a big “gotcha,” and this biscuit wasn’t worth enough for me to risk it.

As for Body of Asclepius, it had no weaknesses that I could see. It was kind of boring, but I liked that about it. Evos didn’t have to be a giant wall of text, so long as what they did mattered, and everything Body of Asclepius did mattered. It wouldn’t be hard to grab some more healing and Shielding without watering down my build, and it meshed with what I already had going on. It wouldn’t buff the party directly, but it would make me way harder to kill. Since I was basically a living party buff, it would make that buff more durable.

I ran the options by the party, but no one had much to say outside of what I’d already gone over. Varrin even told me that his input would likely be more harmful than helpful, since my brand of Fortitude progression was obviously working. He didn’t want me spending too much time second-guessing myself.

I picked Body of Asclepius, and the System sent me a pig emoticon. I wasn’t sure how to interpret that. I ignored it and took a moment to bask in my vital stats.

HP:3,185/3,185

HP Regen: 3,717

SP: 700/700

SP Regen: 320

MP: 400/500 (100 reserved)

MP Regen: 200

After getting Intelligence to 70, Wisdom would be up next. My mana pool and regen were looking kind of weak next to everything else. I could always pump up my mana regen by a few hundred points through opening a portal to the right area of the Closet and sucking in Dimensional energies via my Ambient Absorption trait, but that was mildly inconvenient…

Could I make a trinket that just did that? Always had a tiny portal to the Closet, dumping Dimensional mana wherever I went? Fuck, I didn’t have time for all these brilliant ideas. Curse these temporal constraints on my genius!

Ignoring the impulse to rush back to my smithy and start experimenting with weaves, I decided to test something else first. I found Varrin and asked him to perform a very important task for me.

“Cut my hand off.”

Varrin glanced at my outstretched arm, then back to me. There was a flash of metal, and Kazandak clicked back into its sheath before my severed limb had even hit the ground.

“Wow, you barely hesitated,” I said. “Should I… be happy about that? It’s because you trust me implicitly, right?”

“Yes, of course,” he replied. “It has nothing to do with any repressed feelings concerning your personality, actions, or leadership style.”

I smiled through the pain and accepted his words at face value, then looked down at my stump. The inside of my arm didn’t really look like the inside of an arm anymore. The bone was no longer a single piece with marrow in the middle but diffused throughout the nearby muscle. My veins and arteries were gone, and what blood remained seemed to move around through the tough, spongy tissue on its own.

I thought about how that couldn’t be an efficient way to deliver oxygen and remove carbon dioxide. I did so while taking a deep breath and wondering if my lungs were still in there or if my body was just creating a flesh pocket to emulate what I was used to. Since 70% of my cells could perform any function my body needed, did I absorb oxygen through my skin? Was lactic acid processed locally, rather than being transported to whatever was left of my liver?

Varrin’s attack had only done a hundred damage, and my hand grew back in about ninety seconds. I’d barely had time to study the internal components of my wrist before it was an expanding, fleshy nub. Varrin inquired if I needed anything else sliced off, but I declined his gracious offer of further assistance. I scooped up my severed hand to give to Grotto for study and concluded my half of the experiment.

Later, I had a small medical library delivered from Eschengal and planned on making that one of my downtime hobbies for the next few months. Most medical techniques might not apply to me because of Body of Theseus, but I’d still need to know my stuff if I wanted to use them on others. Plus, it might give me some more insights into what, exactly, was happening with my body. I wasn’t sold on the idea of using my twelfth active slot on a healing skill but wanted to keep my options open.

I had better equipment, stronger spells, and an ever more alien physiology. To complement this growth, I’d also had the opportunity to ask the Dread Star several new questions.

Up until this point, whenever I’d called upon the eldritch being, there’d always been someone else involved. When I finally spoke to the god in private, it was a very different experience.

But first! How about a delectable character sheet?
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Character Sheet

Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel

Delver Level: 16

Vitals:

Health: 3,185

Health Regeneration: 3,718/hour

Stamina: 700

Stamina Regeneration: 320/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

Sacrament of the Dread Star

Stats:

Strength 25

Agility 10

Speed 22

Fortitude 70

Intelligence 55

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 (Super): We Can Do This All Day

Fortitude 20: Body of Theseus

Fortitude 40: Just a Flesh Wound

Fortitude 70 (Super): Body of Asclepius

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 (11/12):

Arlo’s Homing Weapon

Arlo’s Oblivion Orb

Elemental Barrier

Explosion!+

Arlo’s Life Warden

Aura of Persistence

Dispel

Reverse Card (Aura)

Arlo’s Dimensional Summon

Dreadful Shortcut

Gravity Anchor (Aura)

Passive Skills (4/5):

Archmage

Auradilato

Bonded Familiar

Who Needs a Cleric?

Intrinsic Skills (11/12):

Dimensional Magic 54

Physical Magic 34

Mystical Magic 32

Leadership 32

Blunt 30

Dungeoneering 30

Shields 29

Heavy Armor 26

Diplomacy 21

Smithing 20

Wandmaking 20

Intrinsic Skill Evolutions:

Dimensional 10: Pocket Closet

Dimensional 20: Checkpoint

Dimensional 40: Heavenly Gates

Physical Magic 10: More! MORE!!!

Physical Magic 20: Therianthropy

Mystical Magic 10: Mana-shaping efficiency

Mystical Magic 20: Countermage

Leadership 10: Auradin

Leadership 20: Medical Officer

Blunt 10: Hammer Throw

Blunt 20: Hammerang

Dungeoneering 10: Additional Pylons

Dungeoneering 20: Engineered Terror

Shields 10: Autoblock

Shields 20: Spell Breaker

Heavy Armor 10: Magic Armor

Heavy Armor 20: Standard Bearer

Diplomacy 10: Carouser

Diplomacy 20: Executive

Smithing 10: Armorsmith

Smithing 20: Defensive Specialist

Wandmaking 10: Mana Capacitors

Wandmaking 20: Double Barrel
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During the time between meeting the dragons and hanging out with the Littans, I had enough time to ask the Dread Star several questions. Eleven, specifically, and I’d been willing to throw my brain in that cosmic blender as frequently as necessary to get the info we needed. Most of the questions weren’t even relevant to our main problem, which made me proud of my resistance to the temptation of that sweet forbidden knowledge. I’d always wanted to know how many turtles there were and how far down they actually went, but it wasn’t germane, so I avoided the topic.

By this point, we’d hemmed and hawed more than enough over what would or would not be a good use of a question, and I realized that I wasn’t doing anyone any favors by overthinking it. Yes, the questions were valuable, and it was important to consider each one carefully, but at a certain point I noticed that I was experiencing a weird sort of FOMO. Like if I asked the question and it wasn’t perfect, it was an unforgivable waste.

Really, the only waste was sitting around and not asking any questions for fear of fucking it up, so I stopped holding back and started working my way through the interrogatories we’d already put together.

I also decided to ask these questions alone, without any avatars, kings, Zenithars, or murderous wasteland gangs listening in and making shit weird. I got comfortable in my newly constructed bedroom while the rest of the party did their own thing. I took a deep breath and reached out to the Dread Star.

“JuRoQi,” I said. “Why did you offer me the ability to ask you questions?”

In the past, asking the Dread Star a question had always resulted in the universe shredding itself open and casting everyone nearby into an infinite, psyche-killing oblivion. This time, however, the world simply went black, like the god flipped a light switch on the universe. It was similar to what had happened when I finally accepted my Dimensional 40 evo and received Deific portals and teleports, but the world didn’t stay black.

There was no grand resonance with reality announcing the Dread Star’s arrival, and my identity did not immediately begin peeling back in layers. The god’s eyes appeared before me, silent and without spectacle, both close enough to touch and more distant than the farthest star. It was the difference between approaching a king in their throne room, filled with pomp and circumstance, as opposed to meeting them for a private discussion in their study.

The eyes watched me for an indeterminable length of time, and I was once more reminded of when I’d accepted the Dimensional evolution. I’d undergone some kind of emotional blending, and the emotions had been those of the Dread Star.

Admittedly—as with most attempts to describe any aspect of the eldritch being via normal language—emotions wasn’t the right word. It didn’t experience reality in a way that was comprehensible to me, but the god seemed like it was trying its best to be delicate and communicate in a way that I could digest.

I felt feelings that the Dread Star thought would make me feel the way it imagined the feelings it itself might feel would feel like, to a feeling entity like me.

More or less.

Anyway, the experience gushed up from my memories like a geyser, and little details started to leap out at me.

I bent a rule to enforce a rule that had been broken, but made the change as the one who makes the rules. The exception was accepted.

I did as I wished, but would not do what was never wished for. A fraction of this cycle had been marked by invasion into my realm. A threshold had been reached. A subject was chosen and the offer made. Acceptance collapses alternatives.

His will shall be my own, and my will shall be as his.

This made perfect sense to me.

The Dread Star’s domain was the space between all things, the separation that allows for identity and distinction, among other nuances. This extended to the separation between the celestial sphere and the mortal sphere. Events on Arzia were somehow violating that domain.

The Dread Star’s nature did not allow it to intervene directly to address the source of these violations. However, the Dread Star was the ultimate arbiter of what rules it was governed by, and the violations had for some reason become grave enough to reach a tipping point. It was finally willing to change its rule of non-intervention to allow it to address the greater wrong. Even so, it could not do this without a source of free will to ask it to act in such a way.

The offer of the evolution was an offer for me to accept the Dread Star’s limited interference with Arzia and, to a lesser degree, all of mortal reality. This raised several more questions that would be added to our list, such as “Why the fuck was I allowed to decide something of that scale?” and “Where the fuck was all of that in the evolution’s fine print?”

Once I’d accepted the evolution, it drastically reduced the other types of actions the Dread Star was willing to take to solve this problem. While receiving the Dread Star’s offer was extraordinary, I wasn’t some kind of “chosen one.” There were, and would have been, other ways the Dread Star could try to involve itself in Arzia, but so long as I took advantage of what the Dread Star had given me, there was no reason for it to push the envelope any farther.

This was probably a very, very good thing.

In other words, DS gave me the evolution because it was irritated at our planet and needed a vessel of free will to step in and beseech it for an assist here and there. By doing so, I allowed the Dread Star to interfere with my life in limited ways, which the entity could not do otherwise. Hopefully, this would help enable me—or someone else I interacted with—to clean up the problem, and the god would no longer have to be bothered by our annoying planet. It was scratching an itch. I’d volunteered to be the fingernail.

The Dread Star’s eyes closed, and I returned to my room. I felt like it had just politely told me that it had already answered this question, and that I should pay better attention next time. In my defense, I was Hysteria mind-fucked at the time I’d gotten that Dimensional evo.

I relayed the wisdom DS had dropped on me, but my tale was met with a small amount of confusion.

“DS?” asked Nuralie.

“Yeah,” I said. “You know, Dread Star. DS.”

“Arlo,” said Xim. “Please don’t treat a deity who’s been described as a ‘god to our gods’ with complete irreverence.”

“There’s no way that it cares what we call it,” I said.

“Maybe,” said Nuralie. “But consider the risk.”

“You think giving it a nickname might threaten all of reality? That it might annihilate Arzia for my perceived disrespect?”

Nuralie shrugged, then went back to working on something she’d been calling a ‘mecha.’ It was way too small to be a proper mecha, but she apparently already knew that.

“Yeah, I guess when you put it that way, maybe I should refrain…”

“You could always ask,” said Varrin.

“That’d be one of the most indulgent and wasteful things I can imagine doing,” I said, scribbling the question down on the list.

So, yeah, I did end up asking whether it would be offended if we referred to it by quirky nicknames from time to time.

Eventually.

It totally happened during a week where we didn’t have a lot of strong contenders for what question to ask, and it was contained within a more general query about how I could avoid offending the Dread Star. Not only did I get a straight answer, but I also learned that the Dread Star’s kid gloves would still come off if the knowledge I requested was of a certain… character.

After making my inquiry, I sat and contemplated the Dread Star’s presence as much as I could with a bleeding mind’s eye. It hovered, or just was, for a long moment. I saw the eyes squint ever so slightly, sending my cognition reeling into a cascade of embarrassment and irrelevance until I screamed at the insignificance of my own thoughts.

The reply was only one word, but it’s something I’ll never attempt to repeat, partially because it would be impossible for me to reach the state of mind required to even acknowledge the word’s existence, and also because I just wouldn’t. No one deserves to experience the weight of all Creation bearing down upon the one neuron in their brain that controls their sense of relevance to the cosmos, while an implacable hand holds it up, refusing to let it give way to emptiness.

The experience was bad—negative zero out of ten, because math cannot hold a number that low.

The point is, no, Big D didn’t care. Big D really didn’t care.

To be clear, the god wasn’t mad at me for asking the question. It just let me know, in no uncertain terms and through firsthand experience, how much it did not give a shit.

There were several other questions I tossed to Judge Dread that didn’t result in too much new information. Some of them built on responses to other questions, others resulted in a response that was totally incomprehensible. Either the answer was something that couldn’t be, or it was too big for us to hold in our heads all at once. Some of the answers were the kind of things I’d classify as “nice to know,” but not critical to our journey.

The most valuable response we got was to a question suggested by Xim. “Why do the avatars exist?”

“Don’t we know that one already?” I asked. “They exist because the System fucks up the ascension somehow.”

“That answers how they are made,” said Nuralie. Pause. “Badly. But it does not explain why.”

“When mortals ascend, why do the heavens cast an avatar back down?” Xim continued. “Is it punishment for our hubris? Retribution for the violation of the celestial realm? Do the gods receive the worthy and return to us those who have failed their judgment?”

“I see,” I said, trying to formulate the right wording for such a question without repeating this entire exchange.

Eventually I decided to use this one as part of an experiment. Did it even matter what I asked, so long as I focused on the intent of the question? Certainly Mr. Gaps didn’t use the sonic vibrations of my words to determine the meaning and context of my requested knowledge. It had to be reading my mind or soul to some extent, if not relying on nonverbal communication entirely.

I also didn’t want to fuck around and say something totally unrelated to what I was thinking, since that felt like an arbitrary exercise. Plus it was kind of asking a second question in addition to the first, with that question being “Will you ignore my verbal words and respond only to the intent I am sending you with my question?” I wasn’t ready to toy around with two-part questions just yet.

I didn’t want another brain-melting response like the nickname question had gotten me, so I was being a bit more careful.

I went back and got cozy in my room, then asked, “JuRoQi, why do the avatars exist?”

Cue the darkness, galactic eyeballs, and other dramatic scene-setting. Then I got the longest reply we received during this three-month period.

Wanton sin, want and sin.

Bereft of guilt, they must enter.

Bereft of self, they must join.

Bereft of mercy, they must purge.

Bereft of worry, they will surge.

A sickening radiance withers the dark.

Shadows flee the light.

They find refuge from the blinding burn

Amidst the crevice of desire.

Saved by cold from fire.

A shadow cannot survive the sun,

But must adhere to its subject.

To sever is to break,

And the pieces fall to earth.

A shadow without a puppet.

A purpose without a cause.

A form without a function.

This one led to a lot of discussion, further fueled by the other responses we’d gotten. Answers such as this one were like having a terabyte of encrypted data dropped into my organic hard drive. Each sentence contained depths of meaning and context that had to be sifted through, and even though all the information was at my fingertips, it still took time for me to synthesize it into something useful and succinct.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to rely on mortal language and all its foibles when relaying my experience to the rest of the party. I could connect with everyone using Reveal and contemplate the response, granting everyone a much better grasp of the communication. Not only was this more accurate, but it also saved them from being subjected to the entire answer all at once, which reduced the chance of a spontaneous aneurysm by several thousand percent.

In other words, this protected them against most of the backlash that came from communion with the god.

“So avatars are… shadows of gods?” I asked the group. “Our original understanding was that they were physical embodiments of gods, or at least the concepts governing those gods, but this feels like something else.”

“No, I think it is more than that,” said Nuralie. “They are shadows of pure light, which should not be possible. Their entire existence is a paradox, anathema to reality.”

“How so?” asked Varrin. Nuralie looked thoughtful but couldn’t formulate the words for whatever she was thinking or, just as likely, comprehending.

Xim leaned forward and propped her elbows on our roundtable. “I don’t think you can have ego if you wish to enter the divine realm,” she said. “Everything that makes you think of you is excised, allowing you to exist in perfect harmony with the divine without need or want. You can’t approach the divine any other way.” She folded her hands together and set her chin atop them. “The System forces its way into the celestial sphere, sending through a batch of people along with all their mortal flaws. When they touch the divine, that part of them cannot exist there.” She looked around, making eye contact with everyone at the table. “I think the avatars are the cast-off egos of the ascended.”

Nuralie sat back, looking disturbed. “Each one is the manifested sin of an entire civilization,” she said, voice just above a whisper. We all sat and stewed on that for a while.

“Damn,” I said, shaking off a chill that had crept up my spine. “That’s… quite the metaphysical claim. So, Dr. Dread doesn’t like paradoxes?”

“I think it’s that there is supposed to be a gap between the divine and the material,” said Xim. “The avatars are straddling that gap. As we saw with Hysteria, the Void Daddy is not fond of things being where they are not supposed to be.”

“Why does this make them so powerful?” asked Varrin. “If they are merely a splinter, should they not be weaker?”

“They still have a connection to the celestial sphere,” said Xim. “Part of the paradox is that something like an avatar shouldn’t be this strong. They harness divinity in a way that violates fundamental rules of the universe.”

“Rules set in place by powers at the scale of Galaxy Hands-sama,” I said.

“Or even higher,” said Nuralie.
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While my confidence in the cosmological integrity of our local reality was eroding by the day, my confidence that I’d done everything I could to be as strong as possible when heading into this team-up with the Littans was pretty good. I opened the portal to the Littan fortress in Eschendur, proud of how much I’d accomplished.

The moment I stepped through and saw both Major Tavio and Captain Pio there to greet us, something about how clean and professional the pair of them looked tickled a forgotten brain cell. The one that had been in charge of deciding an important aspect of my build planning but had apparently taken a three-month vacation instead.

I realized I’d never picked up a fifth passive skill.

The pair of military officers likely inspired that thought because of how well put together they were. It evoked a sense of completeness, like everything about their lives was perfectly ordered and addressed.

Tavio’s uniform was a sandy white with dark red highlights, perfectly tailored to suit the man’s build. While most Littans were fairly lithe, Tavio’s thick layer of muscle was easily visible even through his brown fur. He was still compact compared to someone like Varrin, but his every move evoked a sense of strength, like the world was made of porcelain and he was being very careful not to break it. Littans were shorter than humans on average, but Tavio’s dark eyes were nearly level with my own.

The man had also packed on some more levels, currently sitting at an impressive Level 23. To put that in perspective, only about ten percent of Delvers tackled Gold Delves or higher, which also meant ninety percent of Delvers were below the Silver soft cap of Level 11. Even among Gold Delvers, many stagnated between Level 15 and 20, with few enough making the climb higher.

Of course, Tavio wasn’t just a Gold Delver anymore. His soul had undergone another round of trading up. When I’d first met the Littan at Level 17, he’d had thirty-four Gold Delves shimmering around his base soul layer. Now, twelve of those Gold Delves were gone, replaced with twelve Platinum Delves. I’d first noticed this after our meeting with the empress six months beforehand, and I still didn’t know exactly how he was doing it.

My biggest hint about whatever process Tavio was undergoing was the amount of violet striations in his soul, indicating the Special Delves the major had undertaken. They were so numerous, it was starting to get intimidating. However, most of the shimmering violet marks were thinner than I’d seen in other Delvers. They had the same potent quality, but each one had a smaller effect on his soul overall. Even so, in combination, they were significant. The man could probably put most Golds into the ground without trouble, regardless of level.

Next to Tavio, Captain Pio stood a head shorter than her superior officer. She had similarly dark eyes, but her fur was closer to white than brown. Her build was lean enough that one would be forgiven for thinking she was much frailer than she was. Having seen the woman in action back in the Pocket Delve, I knew she could take a hit, but you’d never know it from looking at her without her armor and shield. Regardless of her stature, Captain Pio had a presence of authority, although it was deferential to Major Tavio beside her.

Pio was the party leader for her team, who would be our main traveling and Dungeon companions during our time in the empire. This was easy enough to remember, since her team name was simply Team Pio. The Littans were an orderly sort and favored practicality over creativity in many instances. Pio was Level 16, with thirty Gold Delves and one Platinum. She had Grotto to thank for her elevation into plat, not that she was aware of that.

Relatedly, the existence of the Pocket Delve and my prior familiarity with Pio’s team might lead to some tricky moments as we worked with the group, especially since I wasn’t built for subterfuge. I’d already resigned myself that the truth would come out eventually, and the party as a whole was ready to start becoming more forthright with our ostensible allies about other sensitive matters. Our personal power and notoriety were now sufficient to insulate us from most of the risk associated with the secrets we harbored.

Although there were still plenty of individuals with enough juice to swat us down with ease, at the same time, there was a king, a Zenithar, and now a dragon or two who would be most displeased by such an act. Not to mention a host of Hiwardian nobility and other high-ranking members of society. Avarice might even be willing to get involved if absolutely necessary, and the System wasn’t entirely neutral towards us. Our knowledge, and our transparency about that knowledge, made us extraordinarily valuable. That itself was a layer of protection.

Despite our rough history with the Littans, I was hopeful that the imperials would prove they belonged in our cadre of appreciative associates.

“Master Xor’Drel,” said Tavio. “Allow me to welcome you and your party once again to Fort Ruiz.”

“Thank you, Major,” I said, then gave a quick greeting to Captain Pio as well before turning back to Tavio. “They finally named the place after the duchess?”

“We all knew that it would be so,” he said with a shrug. “But, yes, the paperwork has finished making its way through the burrows, so to speak.”

“Does that mean Eschendur has accepted the fortress as a permanent installation in their territory?”

“They have, yes,” said Tavio. “There were concessions on both sides, but the conflict between Eschendur and the empire has formally been resolved.”

“I hope everyone walked away satisfied. Are those concessions public knowledge?”

“Not so much, but neither are they a secret,” Tavio answered. “The fortress will serve as a Delver academy representing both Littan and Eschen students, with administration selected by both parties. The fort will ultimately remain under the control of the Littan military, but the academy facilities and surrounding lands will be considered as joint territory. Meanwhile, the Eschens are constructing a facility around their Creation Delve that will be under their full control, and both nations have agreed to allow mixed groups into their Creation Delves.”

“Oh?” I said. “That’s quite the turnaround.”

“We have a great deal of expertise when it comes to Delving, which we will share with Eschendur,” said Tavio. “This should help them adjust to having twenty-five times more Creation slots than their relationship with Hiward allowed. We will have trained Littan soldiers alongside Eschens in their Creation Delve and have offered an equal number of slots for Eschens in ours. It will ensure a much safer experience for new Eschen Delvers.”

“Hmm,” I hummed. “I assume this is not being done solely out of a sense of generosity?”

Tavio grinned. “Eschendur has agreed to a more favorable trade deal with the empire concerning mana-rich materials.”

“Which resolves the core conflict of the invasion,” I added.

“The official reasoning for the invasion was settled when the existence of The Operator was revealed, and the slaughter in the Eschen Gap was proven to be its work, not the work of rogue Eschen Delvers.” Tavio’s whiskers twitched. “But we both know that was bullshit, so yes, it is as you say.”

“And I bet instilling a Littan Delver culture in the new generation of Eschen Delvers doesn’t hurt.”

“I assume there are many such considerations, but they are above me,” said Tavio. “I am just excited to see how the young ones progress while having access to everything Phase 2 has to offer. I expect they will be much more powerful on average.”

“And you’ll be looking for new sparring partners, I’m sure.”

“Ha!” Tavio barked. “It is difficult to find a good match these days.” He spread his hands and gave me a smile. “I am always open to trading pointers again, if you are interested.”

I eyed Tavio speculatively but seriously considered the offer. Tavio had beaten my ass before, back when he’d had eleven levels on me. Now the gap was much smaller. If he were any other Level 23, I’d probably have a decent chance. Looking at all the violet striations undermined some of my confidence, but I’d certainly put up a better showing than last time.

“Tell you what,” I said. “So long as it’s actually a spar and not a sucker punch followed by a barroom brawl, I’m good for it.” Tavio’s eyes glinted with excitement, and I held up a finger. “Not right now, though.”

Xim nudged me with an elbow. “You got knocked out of the bar after one punch, didn’t you?” she said. “It was more of a full-village brawl.”

“I guess, but that sounds like the whole village was involved.”

“Their buildings certainly were,” said Varrin. Tavio’s excitement faded at that comment.

“Yes, I let my eagerness get the better of me at that time,” he said. “I paid all those who suffered any damage to their property quite handsomely. I hope they have accepted that as my atonement.”

“Wait, what?” I said. “I paid those people, too.”

“Truly?” said Tavio. “But it was my fault and not at all your own.” He tilted his head and looked up in thought. “That habberdasher and baker were both very happy when I made the offer. I can see why they were so pleased now.”

“Eh, good for them, I guess. Wake up to a ruined shop, go to bed planning for retirement.”

Tavio chuckled. “Now that we have said our greetings, I believe we should move on to the matter at hand, yes? Oh, and I quite like your hats. They look to be of superb quality.”

I reached up and ran a finger along the edge of my cavalier hat. The round brim was cocked up and pinned on one half, with a feather plume accenting the band on the opposite side. All five of us had one, and each person’s feather matched the color of their outfit. None of us were in our normal equipment, since showing up to the Littan fortress battle-ready would have been a minor breach of decorum. Instead, we’d chosen practical and well-made traveling clothes.

“Thanks,” I said. “Nuralie has become a talented hatter. They’re even mana-woven to never fall off by accident!”

After another round of heart-warming hat appreciation, everyone was ready to move on. Tavio led us out of the renovated fortress Dungeon, where my portal was located for security reasons, and we headed toward a more comfortable briefing room.

The trip took us through the center of the fortress, giving us a view of hundreds of Littan soldiers training under the watchful eyes of Delver officers. This gave me the opportunity to evaluate the people we moved past, picking out interesting Delvers and watching for signs of hostility. While a few of the Littans sent us questionable looks, none were outright aggressive. Most simply ignored us, and a small handful even gave me a smile and nod when they caught me staring. There were a few Eschens around, but not many.

This was also an exercise in using my first Diplomacy evolution, which let me pick up on who had the most social influence in any given room. With the Littan military, influence typically lined up with rank, but it wasn’t uniformly true. Tavio had a full rank on Captain Pio, so it made sense that he had more social influence between the pair.

Tavio also had more influence than all the ordinary soldiers that we passed. Major was a decent rank, so that wasn’t a surprise, but when we strolled by a lieutenant colonel and Tavio still had more social pull, I began to raise an eyebrow. Finally, we were briefly introduced to the full colonel who commanded the entire outpost. Even then, Tavio had greater social standing.

As far as I knew, Tavio wasn’t a Littan noble. There was little reason this fortress commander should be less influential than the affable battle maniac who I now realized was taking us on a full tour of the place. I started to think there was a good reason the empress personally knew who Tavio was, and that his number of Special Delves might have something to do with his social status.

When we eventually made it to a spartan yet comfortable meeting room, it was still just the seven of us.

“Where’s the rest of your team, Captain Pio?” Etja asked once we were settled around a large conference table.

“They are securing our transport,” she replied. “Once we are done, we’ll be meeting them at the mew.”

“Mew?” I asked, wondering if there was a mythical pocket monster running around.

“Ah, how do you say?” Captain Pio trailed off. “A large… birdhouse?”

Varrin sat forward and glanced at me from further down the table. “A mew is a place where raptors are kept, such as falcons.”

The big guy’s piece of trivia ended my hopes of wanting to be the very best, like no one ever was. Instead, my excitement transitioned to fantasies of becoming a griffon rider. “Will our transport be a falcon?”

“A hammerhead falcon, yes,” said Pio. My eyebrows went up, remembering the titanic bird I’d seen Lito face years beforehand, during our conflict with a hostile colony of Chovali.

“Before we leave, however,” said Tavio, “we should discuss some more sensitive matters.” He looked around to make sure we were all on the same page before continuing. “While Fortune’s Folly will be working alongside Team Pio, I have been assigned as Captain Pio’s commanding officer and will serve as your primary point of contact with the empire. Your official role is that of foreign consultants. Because of this, you fall outside of the normal command structure. No one will be giving you orders, but so long as you are in imperial territories, we expect you will follow imperial law.”

“Of course,” I said. “We’ve all taken the time to familiarize ourselves with the Littan legal code.”

“Excellent. In addition to imperial law, military compounds have their own regulations. Many will not apply in your case, but there will be instances where an officer may make certain requests of you. For example…”

What followed was a comprehensive breakdown of how we would need to interface with the Littan military. In typical imperial fashion, it was mostly repetition of things we’d already been told, done as a formality. Our point of contact had to review it with us personally to ensure we understood what we were getting into. Tavio explained that this was standard procedure for dealing with third parties like ourselves. It was all very bureaucratic, but I found myself appreciating the clarity. There would be little chance for us to end up in a situation where it was unclear how we should act.

Once that was finished, Tavio moved on to the meat of our discussion.

“Now, I can finally give you more details on the Dungeon,” he said.
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“Right,” I said. “Is this Dungeon the entire Less-Than-Habitable Forest?”

Tavio paused with his mouth open, then grinned and nodded. “It is, yes. The Forest has always been an area of significant mana concentration. It is not much of a surprise that Phase 2 designated the entire area as a Dungeon.”

Tavio stood and produced a large linen map of the southern half of the empire, then placed it against the wall. A hint of mana ran through the thick paper, and the map held itself in place, then various regions lit up with distinct colors and notations marking what skills could be trained in different areas. It made it easy to see how far the Littans had gotten with their exploration, and they had a good idea of what could be found for about a third of the place, all around its outer edge. Everything closer to the center was unlabeled.

Tavio turned to us and folded his arms behind his back. “Before I explain our current evaluation of the Forest’s Dungeon zones, there is a related matter that I would like to address first. It is the reason we are having this meeting now, rather than waiting until we are in Nohrrin.”

“Are you worried about information security?” I asked.

“Always,” said Tavio with a shrug. “But our growing relationship with your party is unique. You have openly provided us with much valuable information, and the empress is in favor of reciprocating without demanding any strict confidentiality. Obviously this means there are things we will not reveal to you, but anything we do share, you are welcome to distribute. We hope that you will do so discreetly and only when necessary, but we are willing to allow you that discretion.”

Tavio watched me for a second to evaluate my reaction. I just gave him a nod and gestured for him to continue.

“To say it simply, what I am about to tell you changes the risk analysis for this venture. I insisted that we share it with you before we set out so that you have the opportunity to withdraw, should you wish. If you do, it will not be held against you.”

“Well, that only makes me more curious,” I said. “Please go on.”

“Of course,” said Tavio. “One of the information packets you shared with us included projected locations for what are being referred to as “monoliths.” Those projections place one such monolith within the borders of Connas.” Tavio pointed to a landlocked nation in the empire’s south-central region. “Specifically, the projection places the monolith very close to the Temple of Yara.” He glanced back at me. “How familiar are you with the Littan faith?”

“I believe Nuralie and Xim are familiar with your scriptures,” I said. “Personally, I’d say I have a middling understanding of the religion. I’ve only had one brief chat with Godqueen Yara. She seems like a lovely goddess.”

Both Tavio and Captain Pio stared at me for a moment. Pio then looked at Tavio with the type of expression that probably meant something like, “Should I go ahead and kick this blasphemous guy’s ass?”

Tavio held up a hand towards his subordinate and gave her a subtle shake of the head without taking his eyes off me. “You are serious,” he said.

“I have a relaxed attitude towards the gods, but I wouldn’t intentionally insult your beliefs,” I said. “Unless they were, you know, really bad beliefs. Like child sacrifice or something.”

“I see,” said Tavio. Captain Pio looked like she was struggling to accept what I’d said as the truth, but her confidence in her CO’s abilities won out in the end. The result was that she began watching me with much more intensity. “I will respect your privacy over the nature of that communion,” said Tavio. “Such things are often very personal.” He collected himself and moved on. “To put things into perspective, while Litta is the seat of the empire’s government, the Temple of Yara in Connas represents the seat of the empire’s religion.

“Given the claimed purpose of these monoliths, such an object would be considered highly profane to the Godqueen. Our theologians believe that if such a thing were to exist anywhere near the temple, it would stand out like a beacon to our seers. Yara would not stand for such corruption so near her main temple.”

I glanced at Xim, who considered Tavio’s words with a contemplative expression. “It’s possible,” she said. “We’ll have to trust your experts, but I’m comfortable assuming they’re correct for the moment.”

Tavio paused to evaluate Xim before continuing. “Your source provided her reasoning for choosing these locations, and if we assume that the monolith cannot exist within the sacred lands around the temple, it alters the projected locations for all the monoliths. Fortunately, your source provided us with several alternative criteria if her initial estimates were proven incorrect. Using those, we have formulated new predictions.” Tavio tapped the map, and the ink shifted until it displayed all of Arzia.

“The Temple of Yara is approximately the same distance from Hiward as the Timan city of Canotha,” Tavio continued, “which is allegedly the location of one such monolith and the reason Canotha was destroyed. This is also the same distance to the central mountain region of Davah, where your source believes a monolith was awakened to serve as an anchor or focal point for the other five monoliths. The projected location near the temple follows if we assume Hiward is at the center of this formation and that ordinary principles of mana weave construction are used. That is to say, a geometric analysis overlaying places of global importance. More or less.”

“Ordinary?” I said. “From my understanding, mana weaves don’t scale to that size. We were surprised when we ran into the weave that covered this entire base, back when it was mostly a scorched mud pit.”

“Yes, this is true,” said Tavio. “However, the empire has made many recent advancements in mana weave integrity at scale. We believe your source is using similar principles, although at a much higher level. Unfortunately, her information only explained enough to lend credence to her claims, not to make any inferences about how to reach those higher levels.”

“Sounds generous,” said Xim. “For Avarice, anyway.”

“That intelligence wasn’t cheap,” I said. “The least she could do is inadvertently reveal fundamental secrets about the nature of magic.”

Etja raised a hand, and we all waited until Tavio realized he was meant to call on her. “Yes, Lady Nothosis?”

“Just call me Etja, please.” Tavio nodded, and she gave him a bright smile before going on with her question. “Can we get copies of the analysis the empire did on that information? If Avarice gave out some hints about mana weave structures, we might be able to build on your work.”

“I… will see what I can do,” said Tavio. He cleared his throat and prepared to move on, but hesitated when Pio stood from her seat. “Yes, Captain?” he said.

“Apologies, sir,” said Pio. “I wanted a point of clarification.”

“Go on.”

“I was never briefed on the identity of Fortune’s Folly’s source in this matter. From what I am hearing now, it sounds as though that source is someone named Avarice.”

“That is how it sounds, yes,” said Tavio. “Was that your question?”

“No, sir,” she said. “Is Avarice a code name? It sounds similar to… the names I have heard for certain types of entities in other briefs.”

I decided to field the question on Tavio’s behalf. “Avarice is an avatar. Of the five we’ve met, she’s probably the most agreeable.”

“Five?” said Pio, a bit too loudly.

“Is that all, Captain?” asked Tavio. Pio gave him a stiff nod and sat back down. “Does anyone else require a clarification?” He looked around, but we kept our silence. “Very well.

“If the temple cannot be the location of a monolith, then we believe the mana weave theory becomes flawed,” he continued. “Avarice suggested that the next most likely scenario is that the monoliths will have a distribution that encompasses the largest number of living creatures, cross-referenced with areas of high mana concentration. This conforms to what we know about the anchor monolith in Davah and the first connected monolith in Timagrin. It does not change the projection for monoliths to exist in Ayama and Hiward, although it broadens their potential locations.

“As for Eschendur and the empire, this approach radically changes the predictions. Rather than one monolith for each, a single monolith can be placed along the border to encompass both. The Eschen Gap is likely, but there are several places along the center of the Right Hand mountains that would work.”

“That’s pretty far from any major population centers,” I said.

“Humanoid life is not the determining factor for this scenario,” said Tavio. “It is concerned with living things in general. Regardless, such a location is equidistant to both the Eschen capital of Eschengal and the Littan capital of Tarras. Avarice was silent about the implications of each monolith having a range of several hundred miles, or even what effects being within range of a monolith might have on a person. Outside of Canotha, Timagrin and Mittak appear unaffected. Even so, this has led to many analysts losing a great deal of sleep.”

I was fascinated by what Tavio was telling us. The party hadn’t done much work on the information Avarice had handed us in exchange for personal interviews and a few answers from Big Dread. While we were competent, we were nowhere close to being the right people for that job. This kind of thing was exactly why we’d handed it off to Hiward and the Littans, since each of the global superpowers had high-level Delvers dedicated to dealing with this kind of thing.

Nuralie tapped a claw against the tabletop in a thoughtful rhythm. “What about the oceans? There is much life in the sea.”

“An excellent question, Inquisitor Vyxmeldo’a,” said Tavio. “This distribution accounts for all major reefs around Arzia. The majority reside in the waters around Hiward. There are many off the southern coast of Timagrin as well, which is why we believe Canotha was chosen, despite being an awkward location if one were trying to encompass all of Timagrin and Mittak. While Mittak is the home of two sentient civilizations, life in that area is sparse.”

“All right,” I said. “That leaves one monolith unaccounted for and one major landmass without a monolith.”

“It does, yes,” said Tavio. “Despite its name, the Less-Than-Habitable Forest is quite habitable. Not so much for people, but mana monsters and fiends take quite well to the environment. If anything, it is the densest area of living entities on the planet. That we know of, of course.”

“Hmm,” said Varrin. “The Forest is the size of the empire and Eschendur put together. Even if there is a monolith within, it is unlikely to be found.”

Tavio nodded along with what Varrin was saying, then looked up like he was trying to decide if he’d forgotten anything important. He turned to the map and poked it until it returned to an illustration of the Forest. The silence stretched on awkwardly until Captain Pio started looking between me and Tavio, probably deciding whether she should say something to fill the space.

Xim broke the silence and waved at the map. “Does this remind anyone of the presentation Umi-Doo gave us before heading to the Ravvenblaq mountains?” she asked.

I thought back on our meeting with Hiward’s Director of Central prior to the ill-fated venture that led us to the Cage. “Huh,” I grunted. “These locations line up with the places Hognay was kicking around before we ran into him in The Toxic Grotto.”

“We have actually conferred with Hiward’s CDA,” said Tavio. “Director Umi-Doo is cautiously optimistic about this analysis.”

“Sounds like his kind of thing,” said Xim.

“You’re telling us all of this so we can make an informed decision about whether we want to proceed or back out?” I asked.

“This is correct.”

“Well, I appreciate the warning, but we were already prepared to head into a mega-Dungeon located in one of the world’s most dangerous natural habitats. Might as well throw in the potential for running into an avatar or army of Davahns while we’re at it.”

“Never stopped us before,” said Xim. “And we haven’t fought an avatar or any divine spawn in six months. We’re practically overdue.” Captain Pio looked at Xim with a strange expression before regaining her composure.

Tavio just gave us a smile. “I did not expect this would scare you off, but now my ass is covered, so to speak. Besides, as Lord Ravvenblaq has said, the Forest is very large. Right now we are very close to the Gap and the potential monolith there. Unless our expeditions are an unprecedented success, we will never be as close to the center of the Forest.”

“Tavio, are you tempting fate on purpose right now?” I asked.

“I have never sparred with an entire forest,” he said with a grin. “Perhaps I am trying to agitate fate.” No one returned the man’s smile. He sighed and moved on. “Any questions, or shall we proceed to discussing what we know about the Forest itself?”

Varrin spoke up. “Does this change the overall mission?”

“No. Much of this is speculative, and our priority will remain Dungeon exploration. If we smell anything out of the ordinary, we will be expected to report it. No one will be questing for a hidden totem of power, just taking advantage of the Dungeons and documenting what we find.”

“Then I think we’re good to proceed,” I said.

“Excellent,” said Tavio. He turned back to the map and pointed to one of the empire’s vassals, abutting the Forest’s northeastern side. “The kingdom of Nohrrin sits on the Forest’s border, so we have much experience traversing the Forest’s outer edge. The deeper areas are not well-charted, and very few have ever traveled to the Forest’s central region. Among those we know of are the late Emperor Valerus, King Ayamari, and Matriarch Heronwyte. Needless to say, these are all very powerful individuals. None have been to the center since its transition into a Dungeon.

“For the last century, the Forest has been the empire’s primary source of mana-rich materials,” Tavio continued. “But as you just mentioned, it is very dangerous. Until now, it was deemed more trouble than it was worth to send out any significant military expeditions. There is, however, an association of independent Delvers who operate out of Nohrrin’s capital city, Krimsim. They have been responsible for harvesting what they can from the Forest for many decades.”

“I assume the Dungeon designation has changed that,” I said.

“It has. The Forest is now not only a territory rich in resources but also an incredible training ground for advanced Delvers. Littan Delving is managed by the military, which means the Forest is now an asset that falls under our authority. Even if we had no interest in it, the Forest has become our legal responsibility. That would be true even in the absence of this speculation about the monolith.”

“How do the adventurers in Krimsim feel about that?” I asked.

“Adventurers,” said Tavio. “An interesting way to describe them. They are still operating, but they’re more restricted. There is some chafing, but enough opportunity exists for everyone to stay happy at the moment.”

Tavio ran his finger along the Forest’s edge, which was cleanly labeled. “The regions which border the empire contain five primary zones, each of which corresponds to one of the five magic schools. It is deadly for those with low skill levels, but nothing that your party or Team Pio should struggle to traverse.” He traced his finger inward, where the areas were smaller, more numerous, and still had names. “After that, there are various Dungeon zones dedicated to crafting. This is where many valuable materials can be found, most of which require the relevant skill to safely extract or use.”

He traced his finger further inward, about one-quarter of the way to the Forest’s center, where the map only had about half of the regions filled in. “After that are the combat zones.” He glanced back at us as he tapped the map. “This is where the true danger begins.”
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Our meeting was briefly interrupted by a soft knock, and a messenger appeared to let us know our falcon was ready. Tavio quickly outlined some of the suggested skill levels for the combat areas they’d discovered, which were mainly in the 20 to 40 range, with one found further in—Brawling—that went up to skill Level 70.

“And after that?” I asked. Everything on the map beyond the combat zone had no labels at all.

“We will have to discover for ourselves,” said Tavio, looking quite excited at the prospect.

Varrin leaned forward to peer at the map, studying the cramped text describing all the different regions. Several of them looked like they were hybrids or bled into one another. “When we spoke with the empress, she mentioned that a new intrinsic skill was discovered,” he said. “What was it?”

Tavio pointed to a tiny spot on the map, closer to the center than all the others. It could have been mistaken for a smudge if one didn’t have superhuman vision. “The skill is called Colossal Weapons,” he said.

Varrin’s eyebrows rose. If Tavio hadn’t had the big guy’s interest before, he had it now. “Tell me more.”

“Okay, keep the colossal weapon in your pants,” I said. Varrin barely contained his eye roll. “There will be time to go over more of this during the trip, right?”

“Yes, the flight should take ten hours or so,” said Tavio. “We will also need to refresh our falcon near the capital. We should leave soon if we wish to keep to our schedule.”

“Anything else you need to fill us in on while we’re here in Fort Ruiz?”

“I believe we have covered the essentials,” said Tavio. “If you are ready, we can make our way to the mew.”

We all stood and got a move on, with Varrin immediately beginning to lob more questions at Tavio. As we were making our way out the door, Xim leaned over and whispered to Etja, “How long does a lily have to be before it’s considered colossal?”

To my surprise, it was Captain Pio who responded. “If the stem is longer than seven inches, it is generally considered an exceptionally gifted lily. More than ten, and most will struggle to find a garden large enough for it. However, lilies are normally sought for their beauty and not their size.”

Pio answered Xim’s question with a face so straight that I genuinely couldn’t tell if she was just talking about horticulture. Given the woman’s reactions during the briefing, I’d begun to think she hadn’t understood what she was signing up for when she agreed to work with us.

Now I thought she might fit right in.
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The mew was closer to the size of an entire bird sanctuary than a birdhouse. Not much of a surprise, since its inhabitant was the size of an elephant. The hammerhead falcon was an intimidating beast to see flapping through the dark of a midnight sky, staring down at you like a fresh worm, but the one lording over us from atop its hundred-foot perch had a regal beauty to it, revealed by the bright daylight.

The hammerhead’s wings were covered in a vibrant chestnut hue that gleamed candy red when catching the sun. Its breast was a creamy off-white, interspersed with dark spots, and the bird’s color scheme reminded me a lot of the officer uniforms Tavio and Pio wore. The creature had four yellow eyes, two on either side of its head, set slightly apart to give the falcon a nearly 360-degree view of its surroundings.

The least bird-like aspect of the creature, aside from its enormity, was the rounded, bulbous beak that ran down the front of its head. The bird of prey had no need for a pointy beak made for pecking or poking in search of seeds and insects. This beak was made for crushing power, allowing the hammerhead to swoop in and lock its jaws down on heavier prey without losing grip when climbing back into the sky. The unlucky victim would then be smooshed to death in one or two chomps or simply dropped from a great height and then gulped down in one swallow.

As for the kinds of things a hammerhead preyed upon, it usually limited itself to anything smaller than it was. After all, it could hardly be expected to fly away after grabbing something larger than an elephant, much less swallow it whole. Of course, that didn’t always keep the hammerhead from trying, and Tavio had a couple of humorous tales to share of hammerheads trying to lift off after diving onto something much too large for it, such as a “humbla”—which was similar to a blue whale—or another he called a “little-claw.” That one was one hundred percent a Tyrannosaurus rex.

In both cases, the hammerhead still won.

Hammerhead falcons partially achieved this dinosaur-defeating grip by being able to lock their jaws in place after grabbing hold, requiring little to no energy to keep their beak shut tight around their meal. In fact, it was this exact mechanism that we would be taking advantage of with our noble sky steed. This was explained to us as we approached something that looked like the shunned child of an airplane who’d had a drunken one-night stand with a tour-bus-sized picnic basket, complete with a looped handle that the hammerhead would bite down on.

While the transport was ugly as sin, it was surprisingly full of mana weaves, each of which helped it to achieve its purpose. The “vehicle” was lighter than it should be and larger on the inside than it should be. It created very little drag despite its awful aerodynamics, and it burned through mana storage to stabilize itself, both for the benefit of the bird carrying it and the occupants being carried.

The interior revealed that all of the money spent on its design and creation went towards its practical functions. While it could carry more people than it should, the space was still cramped, with about four feet of separation between two rows of seats that faced inward toward one another. These seats were comfortable enough, so long as one had sufficient Fortitude or defensive abilities to not feel them at all. Their worst feature was the shared armrests, causing me to quickly dart between Xim and Nuralie the moment I saw them. There was no way I was going to try and jockey for elbow room between Varrin and Etja.

As for other amenities, there was a tiny bathroom in case anyone felt the call of nature during our flight. Really, it was a small closet with a hole in the floor, but at least it was clean. Otherwise, there was a person who sat up front and could signal the bird to land or change course, but they weren’t very friendly and refused to acknowledge me when I asked if I could get a set of pin-on flight wings.

Moments after entering and seeing what the interior had to offer, I wondered if I should sit in the cabin alone while everyone else enjoyed the newly constructed amenities of the Closet. Alternatively, Varrin could carry me and make the flight in about 10 percent of the time. But this wasn’t the moment to be antisocial. I figured we would all suffer together and bond over the misery. How else did people make friends?

Then I wondered whether I could leave the Closet portal open in the cabin while we all enjoyed the newly constructed amenities of the Closet.

The birdplane wasn’t really that bad. We were used to breathing poison and weeping blood for longer stretches than this, so we could handle stale air and seats that violently punished anything other than perfect posture for a day.

But why do it if we didn’t have to?

The Closet portal had some stickiness to a specific point on the planet when open. If it didn’t, the thing would zip away the moment I summoned it due to the rotation and orbit of the planet. Then again, even that assumed there was some point in the universe that was its objective center, and that a frame of reference could be established at a fixed point at some coordinate around it. Obviously, the portal didn’t work that way.

So far, the Closet portal seemed to be tethered to a fixed location relative to my position on the planet at the time it was activated. I’d done tests where I hopped into a carriage, went into the portal, and closed it behind me, then later opened the portal to find myself without a carriage. The portal location had stayed where it was while the carriage trundled away on its own.

However, for the brief time it was open, it had traveled in the carriage with me. This meant that I was at least one of two variables the portal considered when activating and establishing its mobile behavior. It determined what my position was if I were at rest in my environment to determine its relative distance to me for so long as I stayed at rest. It then also bound itself to the stationary environment so that when I moved, I could move towards or away from it.

This meant that if I opened the portal and went inside, it wouldn’t have me as a frame of reference to continue moving with the vehicle I’d previously been in, since my new “at-rest” reference was the Closet environment, but maybe I could get it to work anyway.

At the end of the day, the portal acted more or less like a probability function that shunted you to one side or another based on the direction of your movement. Despite its appearance, it wasn’t actually a door or oval-shaped hole with two-dimensional edges, but more like an event horizon that extended into an imperceptible direction that was in both target locations—entrance and exit—at once.

I really had no idea if any of that was true in a magical-science sense, but that’s the model I was using, and it seemed to work.

If you were halfway through it when the portal closed, it would just kick you out into the space that existed in the direction of your movement. This meant that it could not be used to effortlessly slice shit in half. I could weaponize a portal in other ways, but that got into a whole host of other considerations that aren’t pertinent.

Why did all of that matter? Well, the portal wasn’t a door I could nail into the plane. It needed a formula to tell it how to behave and what coordinates to use as a reference for either side of its probability function. To make the portal travel with the birdplane while I was inside the Closet, I needed to replace myself as the initial reference point for the portal and replace it with the thing I wanted it to travel with.

I set one instance of focus aside to work on that problem with Grotto while we had our meet and greet with the rest of Pio’s team. Their group loaded into the people-basket right after us to sit so that our groups faced one another. They were in more relaxed military garb than their superior officers, with green and brown hues that weren’t quite camouflage.

“Greetings, fellow passengers,” said the first Littan to load, Sergeant Guar. The man had a similar build to Tavio, with well-developed musculature, but was a half-head shorter than the major and had snow-white fur. He glanced around with bright golden eyes as he made his way to sit across from Varrin.

After him came Staff Sergeant Baltae, a mage with a wiry build, both his fur and eyes black. He had a gentle smile and sat next to Guar, across from Xim. After him was Captain Pio, who sat across from me, followed by Lieutenant Madel, who was an athletic Littan with dark brown fur and red eyes. She sat across from Nuralie.

Their fifth moved silently behind Madel, and if I hadn’t already known what to look out for, I probably wouldn’t have noticed her load in. She was Specialist Cezil, Madel’s identical twin. The only features that set the two of them apart were Cezil’s slight smirk and the way her fatigues hung off her frame with a casual air just barely on the neater side of sloppy, along with a magical compulsion to ignore her existence.

Cezil sat across from Etja, who immediately established dominance with her first sentence.

“Hi!” she said. “Nice to see you again. I’m Etja, in case you forgot!” She held out a hand to Cezil, who went completely still and looked at the four-armed woman with a calculating glint in her scarlet eyes. This went on for a full second before the Littan wordlessly accepted the handshake, her smirk fading away.

This enthusiastic greeting broke the potent “don’t-notice-me” effect Cezil had going, leading Xim, Nuralie, and Varrin to all turn and see the dark-furred Littan for the first time. Xim barely reacted, but both Nuralie and Varrin failed to hide their surprise.

Etja immediately engaged the twins in conversation while Nuralie silently observed from beside her. After another handful of seconds, Cezil’s form felt more solid and real, even glowing slightly in my vision as Nuralie used a new Archery evolution to make sure no one in our party could lose track of the sneaky Littan again. At least until the even sneakier Geulon decided to paint a different target.

I hid a grin and turned to find that Varrin and Guar were already talking enthusiastically about the Colossal Weapons intrinsic. Guar was more animated than the big guy opposite him, communicating with his entire body as he spoke. Meanwhile, Varrin’s tone alone conveyed his passion for hitting things with other, much larger things.

Tavio came in last, glanced down the row to make sure everyone was present and accounted for, then turned to speak to the stoic hammerhead-handler-slash-birdplane-pilot person at the front. Tavio sat down just behind the man, settling in to observe the rest of us. I suddenly felt like I was on a field trip, with Tavio as our amicable and attentive chaperone.

There was a subtle pitch as the hammerhead falcon swooped down from its ten-story perch and snatched us up. This corrected itself shortly thereafter as our bird-based magic school bus gained altitude, leaving me fairly impressed by the vehicle’s stabilizing mana weaves.

A minute or two later, Xim crossed one leg over the other and drummed her hands on a knee. “So,” she said, looking between Baltae and Pio. “Killed anything interesting lately?”

Baltae’s smile grew as the mage considered her question. A moment later, a book appeared hovering in the air next to him, its pages fluttering until it landed on the entry he was looking for.

“I do not know that we can claim to have killed it,” he said, “but we did cull a very nasty plant in our last Delve.” The book turned and floated closer to Xim and me, showing a detailed illustration of our obelisk room overgrown by the Dominion Ivy Plant of the Endless.

“Oh yeah,” said Xim. “I’m not sure you can actually kill one of those.” She didn’t even try to hide her familiarity.

“You have encountered one?” Baltae asked, his black eyes widening a hair.

“We keep one as a… pet?” Xim said, looking over at me.

“Guard dog?” I suggested.

Baltae chuckled. “Hostile landscaping, perhaps?”

“That’s good,” I said. “Like thorny rose bushes beneath your windows to keep burglars from climbing in. Just way more dangerous.”

“We’d never even know someone tried to burgle us,” said Xim. “Since there wouldn’t be a body after.”

“Maybe it has already happened,” said Baltae. The book flipped around, and he took another look at the illustration. “The one we found did not seem like the sort of thing that could be tamed.”

“The secret to any animal’s heart is its stomach,” I said. “That’s what my stablemaster says, anyway.”

“And what do you feed a Dominion Ivy Plant to earn your way into its heart?” Baltae asked.

“Oh, you know,” said Xim. “Water, fertilizer, broken remains of the Icon of a blood god.”

Baltae exchanged a look with his captain, then folded his hands and placed them beneath his chin. “That sounds like an interesting story,” he said. “Would you care to share it?”


Chapter 56


“Want to do the honors?” I asked Xim. The cleric flashed me a smile, then uncrossed her legs and leaned forward.

“Hmm, where should I start?” she said, tapping a finger against her chin. She paused and locked eyes with Baltae, then with Pio. “Okay, I got it.” She scootched forward an inch, while both Baltae and Pio leaned forward slightly to mirror her posture.

“We were on our way to rescue the king of Hiward from the clutches of an evil avatar named Hysteria, when we were ambushed by a team of Level 20 Delvers from the Eschen Wastes…”

Less than sixty seconds into Xim’s narration, the other conversations went silent as we all became enraptured by her retelling. Halfway through, I glanced down the aisle to find Tavio watching me with an eager expression. Soon after, he was looking between everyone else in my party with an unnerving hunger.

I was pretty sure we were all going to have to spar with the man.
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“The Icon was malformed,” I said with a shrug once Xim had finished. “It wasn’t as bad as it sounds; hardly a speck of Deific power in the whole thing.”

Pio let out a quick sigh and rubbed her forehead, then looked at the pair of us, trying to gauge our expressions. “Will all of your tales be like this? Filled with godly beings?”

“No,” I said. “One time we got stuck in a Delve that was actually a giant mimic, and all its little mimic babies pretended to be works of fine art, then tried to kill us while we were appreciating their beauty. They made a mockery of visual and expressive creation. But dammit, were they gorgeous!” I felt some heat under my collar as I continued. “I even kept one that had turned into a fantastic chandelier after they all went inert, but then Hysteria fucking ate it and—” I froze midsentence, then clicked my jaw shut.

“Hells,” I swore. “They do all end up looping back around to godly beings.”

“Only if you keep going on like that,” said Xim. “If you’d stopped with The Mimic, it would have been fine.”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. “What about you guys? What was your toughest Delve?”

“The last one for certain,” said Pio. “The plant was not the worst part, I do not think. There was a very difficult Atrocidile Titan just before the obelisk room.”

Baltae waggled a hand in the air. “Otherwise, it was not so interesting. There was some tale about this person called the Void King attached to it, but the entire thing felt like a badly written romance novel.”

“Oh?” said Xim. “Could you be more… specific?”

Baltea placed a hand on his chest and held the other up in the air in a dramatic fashion. “‘Crimson Dread gripped the Void King’s manhood, her healing flooding his wounded pride until it swelled with new life,’” he recited. “‘But the wound was grievous, and the Void King was without an heir. Crimson Dread knew that should her king’s lineage end, there would be war within the kingdom.’”

Xim’s smile widened, and I rubbed at my eyes, trying my best to pretend I was somewhere else.

“‘There was but one choice,’” Baltae continued, sweeping his gaze between us. “‘As the Void King’s high cleric, it was her duty to ensure that her liege’s fertility endured. She knew that there was but one way to deliver unto him her most potent healing, and that was to bring him closer to the source of her power, to let him touch the magic that thrummed in her mana core, just below her navel. She needed to bring him… deep inside of her.’”

“Ow! Ow! Owww!” Cezil cheered, eyebrows waggling above flashing red eyes, then she gave a salacious whistle. Madel flinched and sank in her seat, like she was trying to hide from being associated with her twin.

Etja leaned around Nuralie to look at me. “Why don’t we get any Delves like that?” she asked. “With us, it’s all blood, guts, and bugs.”

“We could make a special request,” said Nuralie. “The System might agree to let us into a Delve with a”—Pause—“compelling plot line.”

“Wait, but I want to hear how it ends,” said Xim.

“They fuck,” I said. “The end.” I crossed my arms and looked back at Baltae. “How about weird stuff? Any weird Delves?”

“I would describe some of the activities between the Void King and Pale Rider as being strange at times,” Baltae replied. “Not that I am judging, but there is no reason to require a twenty-foot-long⁠—”

“Odd!” I said as I felt Varrin’s eyes burning a hole into the side of my head. “Delves that were unusual for reasons beyond the proclivities of their associated characters.”

Baltae made a tittering noise as he considered. “I believe I would pick Anthra’s Drawl,” he said. “It was a sound-based Delve with a constant subsonic frequency that induced nausea and fatigue. What was odd was that we could not find any monsters. It was an endless series of rooms that looked like they came from a cheap government office, but they repeated endlessly.”

“There was no food or water, no useful resources of any kind,” said Pio. “We eventually tried to break through the walls, but they were so tough that we would have run out of time before we could dig very far. Even if there hadn’t been a time limit, we would have gone mad from the sounds. Of course, only Baltae could hear them clearly. For the rest of us, we just felt its effects. Otherwise, it was terribly silent. Except for the chirps.”

“The chirps?” I asked.

“Every few hours, there would be loud, watery chirps from just around the next corner of the hallway or outside of the office we were inside,” she said. “Almost like a drowning bird. It was startling in the beginning, but no matter how we searched, we never found the source. As the timer drew closer to running out, the chirps became… distorted.”

Baltae picked up the next part. “Once that happened, we began to feel tremors, as though a massive creature were always drawing closer. Much larger than any of the hallways could contain. Something was stalking us from outside, and we began to fear that the walls around us would be crushed between its teeth at any moment, along with ourselves.”

“What was the solution?” asked Xim.

“I had been hearing it the entire time,” said Baltae. “I have the Eidetic Memory evolution, so I could remember all of the subsonic droning with perfect clarity. Paired with my Investigation intrinsic and one of my passive skills, it allowed me to create mental simulations of the noise while accelerating its frequency. It was a message that allowed me to interpret the chirps, which led us to a section of the Delve where the wall was thin enough to break through.”

“Outside was total darkness farther than any of us could perceive,” said Pio. “Light would not penetrate it, and the effect was too large to dispel. Whatever was stalking us was still out there. It realized we’d broken free and began to chase us. No matter how fast we traveled, it always drew closer, but we could never see it. Fortunately, Baltae saved us again.”

“I have Navigation,” he said. “The Delve was literally telling us how to leave the endless offices from the moment we entered, so I suspected this was a case of something always being hidden in plain sight. I took us around the outside of the facility and back to where the entrance of the Delve was, just on the other side of the external wall.”

“And there was the obelisk,” said Pio. “By the time we got our level, the giant had grown so close that the floor beneath us began to crack from its steps. I had never been so happy to see an exit portal appear.”

“After that, I picked up the spell Worm Tunnel,” said Baltae. “Now we do not need to dig through walls, we can just walk through them.”

I knew that spell well, since it was the same one Baltae had used to break his way into the hot springs area of the Closet.

“That all sounds pretty terrifying,” I said. “No pun intended.”

“And it didn’t give shit for mana chips!” Cezil added, grumpily.

Our two groups continued to trade stories back and forth. We’d all met a couple of times before to do basic rundowns of our builds and capabilities, but hearing firsthand how we each dealt with challenges did a lot to put those abilities into perspective.

Team Pio presented themselves as having a pretty classic composition, although I knew that several members of their party had their own special tricks.

Guar was a hammer-wielding tank with a paladin flavor, using stacks of Blessed to boost his attacks. This paired quite well with his golden eyes, which I was pretty sure glowed when he got excited. The sergeant was straight Strength, Speed, and Fortitude and had a couple of abilities that allowed him to substitute Strength for Charisma when trying to hold the attention of enemies.

Baltae was a Mystical-attuned mage, although he preferred Dimensional spells. While he could drop AoEs and nuke enemies like a champ, he had a heavy investment in puzzle solving, analysis, and perception as well. He was magic Sherlock Holmes, basically.

Pio was the team’s healer and support, who could shield and buff allies from the middle while calling out tactics. While she wasn’t built too far into defensive stats, she had enough defensive skills and evolutions to let her sub in as the off-tank when Guar got overwhelmed. The trade-off for that versatility was that her damage was basically non-existent. Even without being much of a threat, she could pull aggro using her high Charisma. That, or she could just spam enough heals that the enemy decided she needed to die.

Madel was inexhaustible single-target damage, whose build centered heavily around being able to make as many attacks as possible, as fast as possible, for as long as possible. She was extremely mobile, hard to hit, fairly tough, and stacked debuffs with every attack. Her build was the narrowest, but I’d seen how effective it could be for her team.

Madel’s twin, Cezil, was the strangest, but she essentially fell into a magic rogue category. She had Stealth, Subterfuge, and could shapeshift to look like just about anything she wanted. While hidden or blending in, she’d apply mental debuffs to enemies, oftentimes sending them into a self-destructive frenzy. This let her cull packs before her party even saw them. For tougher enemies, she stacked Cursed, which would rapidly weaken their attacks and defenses. She didn’t do a lot of damage on her own, but in my opinion, she was the scariest member of their group.

As for what I knew that Team Pio wasn’t telling us outright, I’d seen Baltae call down the attention of Godqueen Yara using the celestial language, which was part of the reason Grotto thought they had promise. That kind of thing wasn’t a standard Delver ability. Cezil’s shapeshifting gave her the same powers as a mimic, which meant that when she transformed, she was indistinguishable from the real deal. It couldn’t be dispelled, and even Grotto and I, working together, had trouble figuring out where or even what she was while transformed.

Cezil could also turn into a weapon for Madel to wield, giving the more reserved twin a massive boost to her combat abilities while allowing her to weave even more debuffs and curses into her attacks. It also gave the normally staid woman a god complex, but that might have only been from the one combo I’d seen. It was extremely likely that there were others. I wasn’t very clear on how their pseudo-fusion skill worked, and I knew part of it came from a hidden ability Madel possessed, but I had some theories.

As for Guar and Pio, I wasn’t aware of any abilities that would peg them as “escalated” in any way. Hopefully, they’d held something back or had figured out some new tricks since I’d last seen them in action. Of course, we could always help to bring them up to par, but that kind of thing was very individualized. It would be good if they had some groundwork laid beforehand.

The hours passed as we traded stories and got a better handle on everyone’s personalities. Overall, I thought we had a decent mix, although there was some tension in places. Cezil was the sourest grape of the Littan bunch, and her flippant, sarcastic attitude could grate at times. I could tell that it annoyed Nuralie and that Cezil knew that it annoyed Nuralie, but I attributed some of the needling to an unspoken feud that was starting to get rolling, since their party roles were fairly similar.

I didn’t sense any real hostility out of it, which was good. If anyone would have trouble adjusting here, it would be our sole Eschen. Her primary experience with Littan culture was that they were the giant, militaristic bogeyman next door. One that had come invading a short while ago.

Otherwise, Varrin was too confident to be bothered by anyone, Xim was… also too confident to be bothered by anyone, and Etja was too Etja to be bothered by anyone. Personally, I didn’t get the feeling I was meeting any new best friends, but if I got locked in a cell with any member of Team Pio for a few days, I felt like I could make it through without wanting to kill them.

The first leg of our journey melted by, and soon we were descending to exchange our hammerhead for a fresh one near the Littan capital city of Tarras.

Of course, in traditional Fortune’s Folly fashion, we wouldn’t be landing in the capital city, nor would we have time to take a tour. Our birdplane touched down in a small lake to the south of the sprawling capital, next to a defensive outpost in the middle of some farmland. A small tug floated out to pull us up onto the shore, next to a few more of the birdplane-baskets.

We had a half-hour to kill while we waited for our new ride, so everyone stepped out of the cabin to stretch their legs. Cezil immediately began doing cartwheels, which Etja quickly copied, and then the pair of them tried to get as many people as they could to do cartwheels alongside them. Guar joined in, but the thickly built fellow was not very good.

Then again, neither was Cezil, and in fact neither she nor Etja were actually doing proper cartwheels. Etja was using her gravity magic, and Baltae was using Telekinesis to keep Cezil from embarrassing herself. It seemed like something he was used to doing.

So, as far as the impromptu cartwheel competition went, Guar won by default since he was the only one not disqualified.

Madel immediately pulled out a sword to begin sharpening, which drew Varrin’s attention, and the pair of them did some side-by-side weapons maintenance. Neither of them said a word the entire time, but I did spot Varrin passing the woman some oil. After that, the two warriors had a silent conversation solely through razor-thin movements of their eyebrows.

Meanwhile, Xim strode off with Baltae while the two of them got into a competition for who could perform the most dramatic retelling of various “romantic” stories they knew by heart. Baltae lacked the raw Charisma of Xim, but the man was clearly experienced at the task for whatever reason. I was ninety-nine percent sure that the whole thing was flirting.

Nuralie was… somewhere.

Just as I was about to turn to Captain Pio for a stoic discussion of leadership techniques, Tavio strode up behind me and tapped me on the shoulder with a knuckle.

“Come,” he said. “Let me show you my favorite view of the capital.”

He began walking off towards the nearby mew, and I followed behind him, curious to learn more about the man.


Chapter 57


Tavio led me through a copse of trees that lined the edge of the small lake where we’d landed, then along the edge of a field of grain similar to wheat. The field’s edge ran up against the grounds of the nearby defensive fort, giving way to a low growth of vegetation that was kept short for a hundred yards around the fort itself.

A quarter mile further was the mew, which was our general destination, whereupon Tavio took me to the base of one of the hammerhead perches. Looking up, I judged this one to be three times the height of the one back in Fort Ruiz, rising several hundred feet into the air.

Tavio squatted low, then leapt upward without saying a word. After about fifty feet, just as gravity started to visibly assert itself on his momentum, his body glowed, and he shot skyward several times faster. He landed easily atop of the perch, then turned to glance down at me. Rather than trying for anything quite so cinematic, I just teleported.

Tavio turned to where I appeared, smiled, then held out an arm to our north. I followed his gesture, finding an unfettered view of miles upon miles of farmland, rich to bursting with crops ready for harvest. Wheat fields were dominant, interspersed with other similar grains, but to the east, I could spot distant fields of trees that bore a bitter fruit harvested for its oil. I would have called them olive trees, but I knew from experience that the taste was nowhere near as good.

Beyond the fields, the Littan capital of Tarras could be seen in the distance. The city was built on a natural rise that had been raised up further and expanded. That work had been done over the course of Litta’s entire history, but the majority of the mighty hill’s expansion was the progress of Delvers over the last century.

The walls around the base of Tarras stood no shorter than our borrowed perch, gleaming white in the bright afternoon sun, dotted with towers and wide slits for ballista or other siege weapons. Beyond it, the city’s center crested above the walls, swelling up as though it meant to kiss the skies themselves. At the lowest point that I could make out was a network of large shops and markets, and above those were airy city estates with the opulent embellishments of wealth.

Near the hill’s top were the workplaces and residences of senators and other governmental bigwigs, more austere than the dwellings below. Several temples stood proudly between the civil constructions, representing several of the most important gods among the Littan pantheon. Above the temples were colorful gardens, neatly cultivated to present the full medley of imperial flora in bloom.

And above that, at the highest point for a hundred miles, was the Imperial Palace.

The building was at once reserved and intricately detailed. Its architecture was majestic, yet uncomplicated. Every arch brought the eye to a stunning sculpture, each angle pulled the onlooker toward a masterful relief or frieze. At a glance, it might have been mistaken for plain, but each moment spent studying its walls led to the discovery of yet another detail that could just as easily have been overlooked.

I took the sight in for a moment, appreciating it in a way no normal man could from this distance, eyes unbounded from their organismal limits. Tavio stood beside me, drinking it in with a pride that practically radiated from the man, and I had to give it to him—it was a damn good view.

But after lingering on the palace, my eyes drifted downward, back to the gardens, which were arranged in just the right way to confuse and hinder an invading force. Down past the structures of government, no less lavish than the gaudy dwellings below them, past the markets filled with upscale goods, to the wall that blocked my view to all the lesser parts of the capital. Then I came back to the fields and all the men and women working to take in the season’s harvest.

A constant breeze blew past atop the perch, but it kicked up for a moment, bringing with it the cool promise of fall. While Hiward was a land with mild seasons that were generally divided into sunny or not, and Eschendur was a land where it was either hot and wet or cold and wet, Litta appreciated the full complement of nature’s cycles. Thoughts of fall reminded me that it had been three full years since I came to this world, which was an unexpected reverie. Even more unexpected was the well of emotion that hit me as I considered how much I had changed.

I didn’t linger on introspection, no matter how inviting it felt at that moment. Rather, I focused on what had guided me in that direction. People, working the land with their bodies, doing their best to bring in food for their families. It was surreal how odd I found it all.

I’d spent time in Eschengal and Foundation, but those were capital cities. I’d spent some time roaming the Hiwardian countryside, but that was during our mad pursuit of Delves during the year after we dealt with the Cage. I honestly had very little experience interacting with people who weren’t themselves Delvers or who didn’t work in an industry that directly catered to Delvers.

My life was mostly isolated from the mundane, and I found that the scene of humanity sprawling out around the capital was more engaging than another spectacle like the palace. The ordinary had become strange.

Tavio didn’t speak. This wasn’t a moment where words were necessary. He didn’t need my affirmation that this view was worthy of being his favorite, and the Littan beside me could read my posture and expression well enough to know my feelings. His own eyes hinted at something bittersweet when he gazed upon the capital, an emotion that harmonized with my own, although I expected we held those notes for different reasons.

For a moment, I thought to speak, but I hesitated to ruin the moment with my question. Regardless, Tavio gave a voice to my discomfort.

“They are mostly freedpersons,” he said, waving towards the workers in the fields. “Former slaves who have bought their freedom.”

“Not citizens, though,” I said.

Tavio shook his head. “No. There are many paths from slave to citizen, but none of them are easy. For most, owning their own future is enough.”

“Is this a representative slice of the farming population? Or do you keep the slaves in a different field?”

Tavio let out a quick breath, halfway to being a chuckle. “I suppose that by definition they must be in a different field.” He turned away from the view to study me. “I will not defend the practice. Many of us from Seqaria can trace our lineage back to ancestors enslaved by the empire. It is not so recent in our memories as it is for the Hiwardians, but it is there. Even so, there are very few who remain as such, and across the empire as a whole their numbers dwindle.”

“Has the practice fallen out of favor?” I asked.

Tavio shrugged. “There are many reasons for it. It has always been such that slaves can earn their way to freedom in the empire, but those laws were often without teeth. Anyone who would not benefit from the transition could hinder the process, so many were denied such a right. However, after Hiward’s rebellion, laws were passed to give more protection to slaves, which has led to a much greater number becoming freedpersons like you see here.

“A citizen cannot become a slave,” he continued. “A freedperson can only become a slave by choice, but that method is typically too costly for whoever wishes to take on such a slave contract. It is cheaper and easier to simply hire a worker. Otherwise, slaves have historically come from conquest, and the empire has seen little of that in the last hundred years.”

“Meaning that as existing slaves gain their freedom, there aren’t any new slaves to take their place,” I said.

“There are those born into it, but that is how it is seen,” he said. “Many believe this will continue until there are no more slaves at all within the empire, but I think that is naive. The empress and the senate will ultimately decide one way or the other.”

“And which way do you think they’re leaning on that?”

“The empress wishes to do away with it,” he said. “The senate says as much but does little to support the effort. The empress could decree it so, but then the legions would need to ensure that her will is followed. That would be a bloody road to freedom, I think, especially since many officers come from families who have benefited greatly from their slaves.

“At the same time, there are many in the military who are former slaves and are working their way to citizenship through service. The fear is that this would create a divide within the military itself. If so, the question becomes whether inviting such a conflict would do more harm than good.”

I listened to Tavio speak, considering the issues and trying to stay somewhat detached. There was a whole culture here that I was divorced from, giving me a very narrow view of the issues. From what I knew even before having this conversation, modern Littan slaves were treated much better than one might expect, but ‘polite’ slavery was still fucking slavery. I doubted many of the enslaved would volunteer to live under those conditions. I also doubted that me trying to white knight the problem as a knee-jerk reaction would end up being helpful for anyone.

Tavio clapped me on the shoulder. “I can feel the judgment rolling off you in waves,” he said. “If I need someone to help me burn down a manor and abscond with their servants, I will let you know.”

“I do enjoy when problems can be solved through a direct application of discrete violence,” I replied.

“And yet, so few of them truly can be,” Tavio said wistfully. “Speaking more seriously, my life has been spent in service of making the empire a better place. I will see that all of her people live freely before I die.” He studied the horizon and squinted into the distance, nodding subtly to himself. “But in order to reap, one must first sow, and we should get down from this perch.”

“Uh, not sure I follow your metaphor.”

“No, no, the last part was not a metaphor,” said Tavio. He pointed over my shoulder. “Our hammerhead is about to arrive.”

I turned to see a mass of feathers swooping down towards me at over a hundred miles per hour, hungry yellow eyes gleaming, bone-crushing beak open and ready to clamp down on my delicious body.

I cast Shortcut and appeared back at the foot of the perch. Tavio landed beside me a second later, doing a tuck and roll for the ground’s benefit. The hammerhead landed above us shortly after, then cocked its head over the side to stare down at us. The feathers along its neck ruffled in agitation, which I thought was understandable since Tavio and I had rudely intruded on its territory and then compounded our faux pas by denying it the opportunity to eat us.

Tavio made a clicking noise and waved at the bird. “Have you ever tasted hammerhead?” he asked me. The bird tilted its head and blinked.

“Yes, actually,” I said. “I had it roasted with vegetables on a riverboat once. Nuralie was with me.”

“It is quite good,” said Tavio, dropping his hand while continuing to stare up at the massive avian. “I prefer mine on skewers.” The hammerhead blinked again, clacked its beak, then broke eye contact and withdrew. Tavio turned, and we began making our way back to the group.

We made some small talk as we went. He asked me how Shog was doing. I told him the eldritch monstrosity was doing well but was away on a one-year sabbatical at the moment. He asked if I was aware that Shog was categorically evil. I said yes, but that we’d made some progress toward him becoming less evil recently, and that he’d never killed anyone who hadn’t tried to kill us first while in my presence. He said that it was very nice to hear and that he was looking forward to meeting the c’thon again sometime in the future.

Then, he asked me if I had any surprises lined up for the second half of the journey. I admitted that I did, and he asked a few probing questions, which I answered to his satisfaction.

When we got back, everyone else was already loaded up and ready to go. Cezil made some kissy noises as Tavio and I walked in, likely in an attempt to imply that Tavio and I had stepped away for intimate activities. I held my finger to my lips to plead with her not to expose our forbidden love. Cezil giggled, and I felt Grotto feverishly taking psychic notes for the next Void King arc.

The hammerhead that I expected Tavio would serve us for dinner later swooped down and picked us up, and we climbed back into the Littan skies, headed south for Nohrrin.

Once we were in the air, Tavio stood and addressed the group. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “I am certain that you all have a deep fondness for the luxuries afforded to us by this lovely vessel.” He waved his hand around the cramped cabin while Guar and Baltae booed. “Made even fonder by the memories you have of helping to maintain them.” Cezil made a retching noise.

Pio leaned forward and whispered to me, “We have all been through punitive duties cleaning the bird feces from the tops of these things.”

“However,” Tavio continued, commanding silence again, “Fortune’s Folly has generously offered to upgrade our accommodations.”

Tavio nodded to me, and I opened a portal to the Closet at the back of the plane. Through it was a freshly constructed lounge—inspired in part by Club Dragon—with a fully stocked bar, small heated swimming pool, and two golem attendants ready to serve refreshments. The irony of my earlier thoughts about becoming detached from normal society was not lost on me in that moment, but I also wasn’t going to subject my ass to another five hours in those seats. It was too precious to suffer like that, and I didn’t want to damage the seats either.

There were varied reactions from the Littans, which I interpreted as positive, and I led us through the portal to enjoy the rest of our flight in comfort. I’d figured out how to change the portal’s reference point to the birdplane about five minutes into the flight but wanted to take some more time to get a feel for Team Pio before opening up to them like this.

Cezil immediately went for the pool, and Pio intercepted her before she could disrobe. Madel found a comfortable chair and settled in to silently watch everyone from a corner. Guar started chatting up the golems, although neither of them was sentient, so he was really chatting up Grotto. Tavio walked in with the rest of my party and began discussing the pros and cons of different weapon intrinsics.

Baltae, however, took one step into the Closet and froze. He looked around at the walls, surveyed the golems, and kicked his boot against the ground. He sniffed the air, then pulled out his floating book. He consulted it for a moment, looked up from the book at me, looked back at the book, then snapped it shut and looked back at me.

“Master Xor’Drel,” he said, taking slow steps in my direction. Everyone else picked up on Baltae’s solemn energy, and the room grew quiet. The mage stopped just in front of me and quirked an eyebrow. “How in all of the hells do you own a Delve?”


Chapter 58


Before I could respond to the Littan mage, Cezil voiced the question I saw reflected in the expressions of the rest of her team.

“The fuck are you talking about, Baltae?” the red-eyed twin asked. There was a touch of exasperation to her tone, like she was hearing a bad joke one too many times. Even so, her posture had subtly changed in response to her ally’s tension, putting her more on balance.

She wasn’t the only one delicately reacting, either. Madel still appeared to be sitting in her armchair, but the martial twin had begun to float a fraction of an inch from its surface. Guar looked like he genuinely didn’t know what the sudden stress was about but had taken a couple of casual steps away from the golems to give himself some space to work. His golden eyes scanned between the rest of my party.

Captain Pio shot Tavio a quick glance but otherwise remained as she was, not that she’d ever fully let her guard down the entire time I’d been around her. Curious, I looked over at Tavio as well, but the muscular Littan was leaning back against the bartop, watching Baltae and me with a hint of amusement.

For our part, no one in Fortune’s Folly gave any sign that they noticed the Littan team’s maneuvering. Varrin leaned against the bar near Tavio, close enough for a handshake. Nuralie’s head peeked out from the heated pool, though I had no idea when she’d dived in. Etja was busy mixing several cocktails at once with her hands and gravity manipulation, and Xim was peering around Baltae’s shoulder, trying to peek at whatever was inside his floating book.

The mage had said a lot to his party, either through the psychic connection I knew their team could create with one another or through his tone and body language alone. Whatever it was, it hadn’t been too serious a warning, just enough to make the Littans cautious, not enough to throw down and start slinging skills.

As far as the Delve was concerned, I’d considered a variety of avenues on how to broach this subject with the Littans. I’d known Baltae was likely to be the one to figure it out first, although his speed still surprised me, and I hadn’t expected him to be quite so forward about it. I didn’t really owe them an explanation, but I also wouldn’t be able to get away with being dishonest, not that I had any desire to do so.

I’d already decided that my days of hiding the inconvenient truths surrounding my existence were over; inspired partially by the fact that I’d already revealed my extradimensional origins to the entirety of Hiwardian noble society. It hadn’t seemed like many of them believed my claims were true, but the ones who mattered did. The sky hadn’t fallen after that bombshell, which, alongside the rapidly dwindling number of individuals who could reasonably threaten our lives, made hiding my strengths from people I wanted as allies feel pointless. Not to mention, it was exhausting.

I gave a thoughtful, “Hmm,” as I rubbed my beard. “I would normally classify that as a trade secret. But how about this? Fill me in on why you believe I ‘own a Delve,’ and I’ll satisfy your curiosity.”

Baltae pondered for a moment, likely processing that my words were as good as an outright admission that he was correct. Still, he proceeded without much of a delay.

“The conclusion is drawn from several observations, not all of which are my own,” he said. “Two years ago, Major Tavio entered your dimensional space as part of your surprise sparring match. He described the conditions as being designed either as a harsh training location or as a defensive area intended to hinder potential aggressors. Additionally, he noted the presence of a large pack of mana monsters. Specifically, Aberrant Hounds.

“Upon further investigation, you have not been documented to have any particular abilities related to animal handling, aside from your Bonded Familiar passive and Dimensional Summon skill. Neither of those would traditionally explain your control over a pack of Aberrant Hounds, unless you were bonded to or summoned one of their Alphas, which is not the case. Various theories were presented, none of which were satisfying.”

“Uh, how many people are scrutinizing my build?” I asked.

“After the major’s report, a team was assigned,” said Baltae with a wave of his hand. “After your party continued to defy expectations, the team expanded. Four analysts are assigned to you, but only one works full-time. An additional team of four was assigned to each member of your party. Then there is the oversight committee and whatever individuals, necessary for their expertise, that are brought in from time to time.”

“Well, damn.”

“May I return to my explanation? Yes? Good. I also compile in-depth notes on any Delve that my team undertakes,” Baltae gestured at his floating tome. “The Inheritance of the Void King was notable not just for its unusual plot but also for its seemingly inexhaustible supply of dimensional mana. Most Delves have significant fluctuations in mana concentration between different zones, which are often explained by the methods integrated Delve Cores use in gathering such mana. The Inheritance, however, had an incredibly stable volume and density of mana throughout.”

“Hold on,” said Guar, taking another step away from the golems. “Are you saying that Xor’Drel owns The Inheritance, specifically? The Delve we ran through a few months back?”

“More than that,” Baltae replied. “I am saying that you are in the presence of the ‘legendary’ Void King himself.”

Guar looked me up and down, scratching his head. Then he looked at Xim, and finally Varrin. His eyebrows crawled up his head as he came to some dubious conclusion in his mind. Cezil started to add something, but Pio signalled her to stay silent.

“Curiously, the dimensional mana in this room is of a similar density,” Baltae said, ignoring his party’s tank. “To my senses, the signature of this mana is extraordinarily similar, if not identical. Further, the first creatures we faced within The Inheritance were Abyssal Hounds. These are not the same creatures as the Aberrant Hounds that Major Tavio encountered within your Closet, but Aberrant Hounds can transition to one of many different subtypes depending on the conditions of their environment. Given the robust dimensional mana present, an Aberrant Hound becoming an Abyssal Hound would not be surprising.

“The atmospheric composition within The Inheritance was also notable,” Baltae continued. “The quality of the air was incredible, including an ideal mix of oxygen, nitrogen, argon, and trace amounts of other gases such as carbon dioxide. However, there was a notable lack of common particulates found in Arzia, which led me to believe that the Delve itself was in an exceptionally isolated location. Given that it was a dimensional Delve, I believed that it was contained within its own pocket realm. Since the atmosphere in this very room shares those peculiarities, I feel my conclusion on that matter was accurate.

“He recognizes the stench of the Void King,” Cezil whispered to Pio.

“Aside from the hounds, the nature of the dimensional mana, and the air, I realize now that the tale of the Void King has striking similarities to your known exploits,” said Baltae. “The events are highly dramatized and exaggerated, but there are few Littan soldiers who do not know the events of your Creation Delve, as the death of Sir Sayil Starion of Nohrrin was a widely discussed scandal. Specifically, your encounter with the Atrocidile stands out, which led to your being ‘healed’ by the caress of Crimson Dread.”

Baltae gave Xim a meaningful look. She shrugged and returned his look with a grin.

“To be clear, my dick was never injured in that fight,” I said. “There was no caressing.”

“We were also really gross that whole Delve,” Xim added. “I really didn’t need any more toxic sludge in my… places.”

“Ouch,” said Cezil. “I didn’t realize Arlo had those kinds of issues down there.”

“She’s talking about the river,” I said. “Not my—” I stopped before committing that thought to words. “Never mind, please continue, Sergeant Baltea.”

“You also told me during the first half of our flight that you owned a Dominion Ivy Plant of the Endless,” he said. “The Dominion Ivy is known, albeit not as any sort of mana monster or fiend. The ‘Endless’ variation had never been cataloged prior to our Delve, which would make your possession of one highly unlikely. Given that I was able to sense that you were being truthful, it became an exceptional coincidence that we had recently fought a specimen of our own. Of course, it was not a coincidence at all, because they are the same plant.

“Finally, The Inheritance issued a unique skill upon its completion, which is a variation of one of your signature skills, the Shortcut spell. The spell also came with unusual flavor text, and it makes much more sense now that I realize where it originated.”

Baltae shared the skill with us, and I quickly read through it.

Royal Shortcut

Dimensional

Cost: 5 + variable mana

Requirements: CHA 20, Dimensional Magic 20

Issue a decree that asserts your command over the planes surrounding you, allowing you to make a social attack against all entities of your choosing that can hear you or otherwise perceive your words, teleporting them on a success. Allies may resist this teleportation at will.

Affected targets can be teleported up to a number of feet equal to 40 plus twice your Dimensional Magic skill level in any direction. All targets, regardless of whether they were affected, immediately become aware of the source of this spell.

This spell costs an additional 5 mana for each entity targeted beyond the first.

Having a high Charisma score is the best way to hold an enemy’s attention, but wearing stupid clothes and shouting at them also kind of works.

“The System gave me these clothes,” I muttered, running my hand along my vest and boa.

I’d been curious about the skill the System was going to give out to the Littans when they’d first entered our Delve but had sort of forgotten about it after the whole thing went off the rails. After reading through the text, I thought the skill was kind of a weird one.

Dimensional spells were rarely governed by Charisma, and casters usually didn’t want everyone on the battlefield to know that they were the ones firing off high-impact spells. The spell also didn’t do anything with the attention it garnered, such as applying Distracted or Mesmerized. It just let everyone know you’d fucked with their positioning, which was certainly one way to piss some people off, I supposed.

Still, I could see the symmetry to the way I chanted while channeling Explosion! and could feel the System’s judgment for how I insisted on taunting the enemy while also treating CHA as my dump stat. In my defense, Guar didn’t use CHA either. He just had a passive that let him flex his way into people’s hearts using Strength instead.

“Well, that’s definitely a pile of evidence,” I said.

Guar shifted his weight and looked at Captain Pio. She shook her head, and he relaxed a touch.

After giving Guar his silent order, she turned to me and asked, “So you admit to controlling The Inheritance of the Void King?”

“The real name is Delve 1156-B: The Pocket Delve, but yes. Sort of.”

“Sort of?”

“I’m the co-arbiter,” I said. “I’m not a Delve Core after all.”

“Why did you invite us to run it?”

“That was Grotto’s idea,” I said.

“Your bonded familiar?”

“Correct.”

“Aha!” said Baltae, startling me. The man was standing very close. “Your familiar is the Delve Core from your first Delve. This explains how you control the Delve and also why you had command over those mana monsters. But how did that happen? Wait, no…”

The pages in Baltae’s book flipped rapidly, though he didn’t look at it. “The reports we have state you were forced to bond with a young c’thon after both of you were injured by the higher-grade c’thon in your Creation Delve,” he said. “No one questioned that, since c’thons are notorious for consuming their own kind and will sometimes work in groups to kill a superior foe. They usually turn on one another immediately after, but that would have been prevented by the familiar bond, not that the latter is relevant at the moment.”

He looked up at me, his black eyes filled with an intense energy. He took another step closer, and he kept going. “I assume that story is more or less accurate. We can simply replace the fledgling c’thon with the core itself. The Delve was destroyed afterward, which would normally result in the loss of the core, but it survived by attaching itself to you!”

I reached out and placed a hand on Baltae’s shoulder, then gently guided him back a step. “Pretty much,” I said.

Pio cleared her throat, and Baltae straightened.

“Apologies for the interruption, Captain,” he said smoothly, his prior frenetic attitude evaporating.

“Why did your familiar invite us to the Delve?” asked Pio.

“He is a Delve Core, so challenging Delvers is one of his primary motivations. For your team in particular, he also wanted to do some recon on your skills and abilities. Your party was acting as the face of the empire when giving us the invite to meet and greet, and he wanted to know your capabilities before we got any more involved.”

“Threat analysis,” said Madel. I was surprised to hear the quiet woman speak up.

“I won’t deny it, but that’s not all it was,” I said. “If your invitation was a trap, better safe than sorry. It was also a touch of talent scouting and a bit of general curiosity about Littan Delving methods.”

Cezil crossed her arms and frowned. “I feel like I should be upset about this, but I’m not. We spied on him first.” She looked at Pio and sloppily stood at attention. “Captain, will we be fighting Fortune’s Folly now?”

“No, Cezil, we will not,” said Pio. Guar finally relaxed at that. “Unless Major Tavio orders us to do so,” she added, glancing at the man. Guar tensed up again.

Tavio pushed off from the bar top and shrugged. “The empire is aware that Master Xor’Drel controls a Delve and has decided that it is not of our concern for the moment.”

“Eh?” I said. “You knew?”

“While the information on the interior of your Closet was sparse at first, we have since gathered many eyewitness accounts,” said Tavio. “Your meeting with the Hiwardian nobility delivered a treasure trove of data for us to review, for example. Taken in conjunction with Team Pio’s reports, it was not a difficult conclusion to reach. If Sergeant Baltae had access to half of what we now know, he would have realized it much sooner.” Tavio gave the man an apologetic nod. “He is more focused on investigating Delves than people, so he did not need to know.”

“Then the empire takes no issue with Grotto luring—I mean, inviting Team Pio inside the Delve?”

“Why would we?” asked Tavio. “If Delve Cores did not do as much, we would have no Delvers. From my perspective, you did us a favor by advancing Captain Pio’s team to Platinum.”

The rest of the Littans exchanged looks as they considered that, and the last of their unspoken combat prep dissolved.

What followed was a deluge of questions about Grotto, the Delve, the limits of the Closet, and a slew of complaints about Abyssal Gekkog ambushes.

Captain Pio soon realized that my earlier reference to speaking with Yara dealt with Baltae’s use of the celestial language inside the Delve. When I told her that Yara had given me options over how she’d answer Baltae’s prayers, it sent her into another brief spiral. She recovered quicker than the last couple of times, as I suspected she was beginning to develop a resistance to our outlandish claims being proven true.

That lasted until Baltae and Tavio began grilling me over whether I was actually from another planet and dimension. That one was still a step too far into the strange for the poor captain.

Overall, the Littans seemed more curious than upset. Madel appeared the most put off by the fact that I’d enticed her team into my Delve to observe them, but it was only a slight deviation from her default demeanor.

After a couple of hours, we were interrupted when Tavio excused himself to speak with the birdplane pilot. He returned only a few moments later to give us an update.

“We have a minor problem,” he said to me before turning to Pio. “Captain, we will need your flyers to be combat-ready in, say, thirty seconds?”


Chapter 59


Captain Pio turned to her crew and started speaking in rapid-fire Imperial. “Baltae, Madel, you’re up,” she said. “Cezil, you’re ride-along.”

The team’s entire demeanor shifted in an instant, and they sprang into action as their captain gave them their orders. Madel and Baltae both started pulling armor and equipment from their inventories while Cezil and Guar moved to help them gear up. Pio turned back to Tavio, standing at attention and giving the major her full focus.

“We have a large feeding party of Silica Swifts coming from the south,” said Tavio, his speaking cadence much quicker in his native tongue. “A thousand, at least. They’ve spotted our hammerhead and are on course to swarm us.”

“Sir, my estimate puts us around two hundred miles north of the mountains,” said Pio.

“That is correct,” said Tavio.

“Any idea why the Swifts are so far north?”

“No. This is the first I’ve heard of it.”

“What’s directly below us?” asked Pio.

Tavio relayed the question to the bird handler up front, who shouted a response after a second. “Speargarden,” said Tavio. “Lieutenant Augustin has directed the hammerhead to start taking us directly southward.”

“Into the feeding party?” asked Pio.

“Yes. It is the fastest way to get clear of all civilian populations.” He shrugged. “It is not as though we could outrun the Swifts by heading in another direction. That is all for now, Captain.”

Pio gave Tavio a quick nod, then turned back to her team. Baltae now wore a black leather coat that hung to his knees, glimmering with weaves in my mana sight. Under it was a tabard featuring imperial heraldry over a set of chainmail. Madel was head-to-toe in black leathers. A cape hung down to her calves, dyed the same shade of red that decorated Tavio’s formal uniform. Madel and Baltae both had their faces fully obscured by dark helms, the top half made from rounded Madrin. The lower half was mail, descending from just below their eyes, which were protected by a tinted glassy material.

They looked a lot more intimidating with their equipment on.

The moment Madel had finished donning her helm, Cezil lifted Madel’s cape and placed her hands on her sister’s back. The feisty twin began to melt, her body deforming until she was flattened against the martial fighter and completely obscured by her twin’s backwear.

“Madel, take point and try to clear the hammerhead’s path,” Pio ordered. “Cezil, bedlam strategy; we need to break up the swarm. Baltae, perimeter defense. Stay within fifty feet of our vessel.”

Madel shot forward, streaking out of the Closet portal and into the birdplane. She rapidly undid several locks on the exterior door and slid it aside, releasing a gale of wind into the cabin as she bolted out into the sky. Baltae cast Telekinesis on himself and followed. The mage wasn’t nearly as fast, but he was still quick enough to leave a healthy breeze in his wake.

“Guar, you and I will get up top and protect the hammerhead,” said Pio. “It is a bad fight for us, but we will do what we can.”

“It’s a learning opportunity, ma’am,” said Guar, smiling as he pulled pieces of heavy plate from his inventory. Varrin went over and gestured at the armor, drawing a nod and another smile from Guar in return. The big guy immediately started helping the Littan into his gear with a fluid confidence born of deep expertise, enhanced by a shitload of Agility and Speed. Pio’s armor wasn’t nearly as involved, but a deft assist from Nuralie had her outfitted in a handful of seconds.

The captain double-checked the fastenings on Guar’s armor, then slapped him on the back once she was satisfied. The man’s boot made a single loud clunk against the ground as he launched forward, and he was gone nearly as fast as Madel. Pio turned to the rest of us.

“My team should be able to handle this,” she said. “Our parties have not had the opportunity to work together on group tactics, so my people will likely operate better solo for the moment. If things get spicy, we may request your participation.”

“We’ll stay out of your way and keep our eyes open,” I said. Pio nodded, then spun and followed after her group in a blur.

I shared a look with my party, and then we all broke out our own combat regalia. Varrin’s armor simply appeared over his body. Nuralie disappeared and then stepped out of a shadowy corner on the other side of the room fully outfitted.

Xim’s newest armor set was made from a material called wyldweave, something that Ishi was happy to sell to us for an outrageous price, which could expand to accommodate the cleric’s transformations. Conveniently, this also allowed it to expand wide enough for her to slide into it and then have it tighten to a snug fit. This let her gear up in about the same length of time it took for Etja to get equipped, whose modified Zng armor had been designed to break open and close around her in a matter of seconds.

As for me, Grotto and I had come up with our own solution. I opened a secondary portal to the armory, revealing my Prismatite and demon bone armor. Grotto used Animate Object to bring it to life, and I walked through the portal, allowing the various pieces to slide on and lock themselves in place. As the fastenings secured themselves, I continued walking and opened another portal, bringing me back to where I started. This let me don the full set of heavy plate in the time it took me to casually walk a few steps, but I was betting we could get that down even further.

Six seconds after Pio was gone, my crew walked out to the main body of the bird-plane, fully suited and ready to throw down. Tavio was just sliding the door shut behind his people, and the sound of boots clunking against the top of our craft echoed through the cabin. He looked us over with a raised eyebrow.

“That was fast,” he said. “Master Xor’Drel, you are welcome to join me up front. Apologies, but I do not think there will be room for everyone else.”

“Sure,” I said, monitoring Pio and Guar’s souls through the ceiling while they got into position on either side of the hammerhead. “Also, please feel free to call me Arlo.”

Tavio smiled and gave me a short bow. “As you wish, Arlo. And there is, of course, no reason for you to refer to me by my rank. Just Tavio is fine for all of you.”

With that, Tavio turned to move up next to the surly man directing the hammerhead, a Level 3 Copper whose name was apparently Lieutenant Augustin. I’d introduced myself and tried to get his name when I loaded in, but the guy really didn’t seem to want to talk to me. There was only the one seat up front, and Tavio squeezed in on the man’s right. I was a bit too bulky in my armor, so I settled for kneeling just behind and to the lieutenant’s left. There were no windows in the rear cabin, so I used Reveal to start sharing everything I could see with the party.

The entire front of the craft was made of mana-woven glass, even the floor beneath the pilot. His seat was suspended in the middle, small and low profile, to give him a good view. There were no traditional controls, but a thin thread of spiritual mana rose to connect him to the hammerhead above, while several more stretched out to the various devices around him. I assumed the actual flight controls were handled through a psychic bond, with the hammerhead taking orders.

While there wasn’t anything to steer the vehicle, there was an angled display with an illusory map crawling past, showing the topography below us. Along the windshields, there were a few floating markers with unfamiliar abbreviations next to them. They looked like indicators for direction and important nearby landmarks. There didn’t seem to be anything marking our altitude, making me think that the hammerhead took care of that itself.

There was also a slate mounted to the right of the map, reminiscent of the kind Grotto used and which Hiwardian slates were based on, but this one had its own proprietary Littan flair. It was bulkier than the others I’d seen, and the text ticked by in irregular stutters rather than flowing smoothly downward. All of it was coded, so I had no idea what any of it said. The whole device looked a lot tougher than what the Hiwardians used, and the text’s movement appeared to be based on the pilot’s mana input.

There was another, narrower panel on the map’s left, showing a series of four-letter codes with percentages next to them: STBL 33%, MMTM 33%, PHDR 34%, CHIP 91%. All of the text was in Imperial standard, of course, which was only moderately useful to me in interpreting the military gibberish. I figured the final label referred to how much mana was left in the vessel’s mana chips and had some ideas for what the others were abbreviations for. I didn’t give it too much thought. I might find out whether I was right soon enough.

My overall impression of the cockpit was that it looked out of place compared to most of what I’d seen around Arzia. There were plenty of things I’d found inside Delves that looked technologically advanced, but this was one of the more impressive examples of magi-tech I’d seen in use outside of a System-run facility. I refrained from commenting on it, since both Tavio and the pilot were wholly focused on what was ahead of us.

I peered out with them to see a mass of souls that was momentarily confusing. They didn’t seem to be attached to anything, like the sky was filled with a swarm of invisible monsters. After a second or two, Madel blasted by, a few hundred feet ahead of us, swinging weapons fast enough to create audible snaps through the air. Each strike used a new armament, and each hit was accompanied by a dagger that shot out to pierce an unseen target. As she did her flyby, the air was filled with glittering fragments of falling crystal.

I then realized that the creatures were entirely transparent. I focused until I could see the warped outlines of the Silica Swifts, creating a barely visible distortion in the air as a large group of them swung around to follow after Madel. Despite the Littan soaring through the air at several hundred miles per hour, the creatures in her wake were able to keep up, and even gain on the woman.

The name of these mana monsters suddenly made a lot of sense, and a quick Identify told me more about what we were dealing with.

Silica Swift: Avian, Grade 10

I frowned and scanned a few more of the nearly invisible birds, seeing that their grades mostly ranged from five to eleven, although I spotted one that was grade thirteen. That was alarming for a few reasons.

While a flock of enemies this powerful wouldn’t be out of place within a Delve, there was rarely enough mana to sustain higher-grade creatures on the surface. A team of low-level Delvers would be needed to handle a small handful of the weaker grades that I saw, and this number of birds wouldn’t fit in anybody’s hand. In fact, Tavio’s estimate of a thousand seemed a little light.

Based on the brief exchange between Tavio and Pio, it didn’t sound like they’d thought a group this large was unusual. What was extraordinary was how far they’d traveled outside of their normal habitat. The nearby mountain range sat about fifty miles north of the border to the Forest, creating a natural barrier between the empire’s southern region and those monster-infested wildlands. For whatever reason, the Silica Swifts had decided to range farther north, despite the lower mana density.

Mana monsters needed mana to live, and migrating to a lower density region would cause them to slowly starve. Most could sustain themselves on ambient mana alone, but when there wasn’t enough in the environment, they went looking for it in other places. Between our hammerhead, which was itself a graded creature, and our tin can full of Delvers, we probably looked like a tasty snack.

That was lucky for the civilians below us, since one of these Swifts could probably chow down on an entire city full of mundane people and what meager mana their bodies had to offer. People who could do nothing to stop them. It was simultaneously unlucky for the birds, since they were probably about to choke on their Delver entrée.

Again, I kept my commentary to myself so the Littans could focus. Madel did several more loops around in front of us, shattering a score of birds with each pass as she dodged and teleported around dozens more that tried to skewer her with long, narrow beaks. She trailed another hundred of the Swifts behind her, but it was less than a tenth of the enemy. That left more than a thousand for the rest of her team to intercept as they screamed towards our hammerhead.

The lead birds were less than a second from intercept when a swell of Dimensional mana filled the air ahead of us.

“Dive,” Tavio ordered.

Our vessel angled down fast enough to send us into free fall, barely avoiding the vanguard of Swifts that blasted through our position. Several adjusted course to plummet in time with us when Baltae’s Suction Bomb imploded amidst the birds. Space warped in on itself and yanked our pursuers backwards, crushing dozens of the Swifts into the spell’s center and shattering their glassy bodies.

We kept diving, the hammerhead propelling us faster towards the ground until I was forced to grip a strut to keep from falling up, which was now the back of the vessel where my portal was. That was pretty wild, considering the vessel had mana weaves to counteract those kinds of forces. The majority of the horde broke around Baltae’s AoE and followed us down, closing the distance with ease.

A series of golden hammers shot up into the sky as Guar unleashed blessed copies of his weapon. The blunt instrument shattered the creatures like a sledgehammer through delicate ice sculptures, each projectile breaking through to the birds behind. Even so, the Swifts parted to let the hammers pass, losing no more than a few to each throw.

While the pack trailing us filled the sky with their soul halos, nearly half of the birds had remained high above, moving in chaotic spirals around one another. As I watched, one Swift’s life was snuffed out. That section of the swarm reoriented itself on us, then quickly halted to start attacking another of their number. Cezil was rapid-firing berserk spells, and while she wasn’t netting a lot of kills with the maneuver, she was keeping a huge fraction of the feeding party tied up while they fought their own turncoat members.

“Momentum weave’s too much of a drain,” said Lieutenant Augustin. “Killing it.” The pilot reached out to the left-side display and flicked open a panel next to MMTM. I glanced at the readout next to CHIP and saw that it had dropped to 78%.

Tavio turned and shouted, “Prepare for the floor to give you a hug!”

Lieutenant Augustin yanked a metallic cylinder out from behind the panel, the percentage next to MMTM dropped to zero, and the weaves keeping us safe from most of the G-forces disappeared.

Then the hammerhead pulled up.


Chapter 60


As the hammerhead we were attached to pulled up faster than any organism of its size had any right to, everyone in the cabin went from the weightless sensation of freefall straight into an upward turn that easily exceeded ten g’s. From my kneeling position behind the pilot, this actually put a bit of strain on my posture, and I had to brace myself with a hand against the ground.

This also led me to consider the relationship between magic and these types of forces. I had an evolution called Bolt that allowed me to go from a complete standstill to my maximum movement speed in an instant. Given that my maximum movement speed was several hundred miles per hour—in the right conditions—that was a hell of a lot of acceleration, which should result in a hell of a lot of g-forces. However, when I used that evo to move, my body wasn’t strained in the way it was here.

I had to assume the difference between those scenarios was that I wasn’t currently flexing my mana matrix to cause my sudden change in velocity. Bolt presumably protected me or even outright negated the forces that my body would normally be under when doing zero to four hundred in a fraction of a second. When something external was responsible for that change, my body had to deal with the natural repercussions.

Because of this, I could likely use Therianthropy to “fly” inside the cabin and keep from getting squashed if the downward pressure became too high, but that would have been overkill. My Strength and Fortitude were good enough to ignore the rough treatment, and my general inhuman physiology helped keep my blood where it needed to be. That wasn’t necessarily the case for everyone else. After the momentum weave had been deactivated, there was a split second as the bird pulled out of its dive where everyone was hit with the full force of the turn.

Varrin barely noticed, and in fact the man stood rooted to one spot with the barest movement of his hips to keep his center of balance. Xim could also handle the swing, although she had a hand on a supporting strut, which deformed slightly in her grip. Nuralie’s knees buckled immediately, and Etja shot towards the ground and rear of the craft, but the mage was quick enough to catch them both with Siphon before any damage was done.

I went down a rabbit hole thinking about how her spell was negating the force. Siphon was a Dimensional spell, allowing Etja to use it to completely rework local space’s frame of reference for gravity and momentum. Applying a countervailing gravitational force would have required exceptional reaction speeds on her part to offset the rapid changes in g-forces coming from the birdplane maneuvering. If she’d been reducing their mass, it would have fucked with all sorts of physiological processes. A heart suddenly pumping blood that was nearly massless would probably lead to some kind of internal explosion.

Etja neatly side-stepped those issues by informing reality that both she and Nuralie were simply somewhere else, where these types of forces weren’t in play. I let one chain of thought continue thinking about cute ways that skill could be further exploited while my main mind observed the Littans work.

Tavio took the turn with about as much reaction as Xim, bracing himself against the wall with little effort. The pilot’s seat was clearly designed for this kind of thing, although the lieutenant himself looked a little worse for wear. The Copper 3’s face drooped, and I could see the man’s core working furiously to force his blood to keep pumping to his brain. I didn’t think he was too close to passing out, but I also didn’t think the man was going to be working at peak performance while his body weight was in the four-figure range.

“Mind if Etja helps out Lieutenant Augustin?” I asked, breaking my silence. Tavio’s eyes darted back to the mage, then to the pilot, and he gave me a quick nod. Etja quickly spread Siphon to include the lieutenant, and the man nearly choked when he suddenly no longer had to fight against the elephant on his chest.

“This feels very strange,” he muttered as he blinked a few times and scanned his instruments. “And now my head is killing me.”

The Swifts that had followed us down had no trouble following our maneuver, but a swath of souls was snuffed out behind us as another well of Dimensional mana from Baltae caught the swarm. Overhead, I saw a hundred threads of Spiritual mana spread out from one of the Swifts under the effects of Berserk until the spell exploded out from the afflicted bird, latching onto all the rest. That section of the flock became a total free-for-all.

Above us, I could feel both Guar and Pio laying down skills to protect the hammerhead, although I couldn’t make out exactly what they were doing with Soul-Sight and my mana sense alone. Dozens of the Swifts had made it close enough for an assault, but they seemed to focus on Pio while Guar cleared them away with throws of his massive weapon.

Our hammerhead leveled out from its climb as Madel came back into view, sweeping through the birds ahead of us. She suddenly kicked up her speed to a level I could barely follow and stopped just ahead of us. She turned her head to look back towards Pio as the pair shared a psychic communication. A moment later all the nearby Swifts shifted to attack Guar. Then, a crackling blue energy covered Madel’s body, and she shot back out into the feeding party.

Madel angled herself toward the thickest grouping of Swifts, drawing in a dozen to swoop towards her with their penetrating beaks. She disappeared, and arcs of azure lightning spread out from where she’d just been, striking and shattering most of the would-be attackers. Madel reappeared a hundred feet to the west, cutting down two more birds and luring more to their crackling deaths. She couldn’t avoid every attack, but the few Swifts that struck were rebuffed by a potent layer of Shielding.

It was an impressive display, made more impressive when she started shooting out frickin’ laser beams.

Madel hurled a throwing dagger between nearly every other attack that she made, the action so quick as to be nearly imperceptible. While these were normally single-target projectiles, I’d seen her throw a fan of illusory knives on occasion. Now, however, each dagger detonated into a beam of blue-white light the moment it left her grip. There was a concentrated flash that extended out two hundred feet, its full length appearing all at once and skewering through anything in its path.

The beam was narrow, and each attack only managed to shatter a couple of birds with direct hits. However, if the attack even grazed one of the Swifts, its transparent form lit up with a dense blue flame. I watched as a thick layer of frost formed on one of the flaming birds, sending it tumbling out of the sky for a few seconds before its entire body was reduced to a frigid mist, swept away into the wind.

So, like, ice lasers?

Madel’s maelstrom of death continued, the shorter lasers occasionally punctuated by a beam that stretched for nearly a thousand feet when she pulled out a hand crossbow to unload. The woman was killing at least ten birds every second between her nonstop melee attacks, bursts of arctic light, and deadly blue lightning counterattacks. She was definitely showing off a lot of moves I hadn’t seen before, and I was pretty sure she hadn’t used any sort of fusion with her twin to make it happen. Madel just had a bag of new tricks.

As for Cezil’s contribution, it wasn’t limited to sending a significant chunk of the feeding party into a berserker rage. There was an even more insidious effect that I’d seen her use in my Delve, but it was invisible to me here. However, it wasn’t invisible to Xim, who pointed it out over our psychic party chat.

With every spell that Cezil threw, she applied multiple stacks of Cursed, which weakened her targets across the board for just about everything, from their attacks to their ability to stay agile and dodge hits. These Cursed stacks then spread like Xim’s Ignite status, afflicting all the nearby Swifts, who went on to spread it again to any other bird they flew near. Given how the mass of Swifts was constantly churning on itself, Cursed was quickly infecting the entire horde of enemies.

The twins slaughtered and weakened the Swifts, keeping a winding path clear for us out front as Lieutenant Augustin directed the hammerhead in a series of evasive maneuvers. We pitched forcefully from side to side, moving in and out of dives and quick arcs. Baltae trapped any Swifts that swarmed from the back or flanks with Spatial attacks, while any bird that assaulted from above was corralled by Pio, who I assumed was spamming a wide-range taunt ability. Once she’d gathered more Swifts than she could handle, Madel would retreat from the front and blast by.

While Madel carved up a few of the birds harassing her captain, I noticed a sudden burst of Spiritual mana around Guar, and all of the Swifts shifted targets to their party’s main tank. Guar’s normal mode of drawing aggro wasn’t very effective in this fight, so Pio was gathering the birds close, and Cezil would drop a spell on Guar that drew all the attention over to him once enough had been collected. Shortly after that, all the birds died as Guar hit them with a close-range AoE.

When I first saw how many enemies there were, I thought my party would need to get involved. However, in under a minute, a full third of the Swifts had been annihilated, and as far as I could tell, neither the hammerhead nor our vehicle had taken any damage at all. The Littans wove their abilities between one another like a well-choreographed dance, instantly adapting to changes in the fight with the ease of experienced professionals who knew each other intimately.

I was surprised that the fight was so clean, but not too surprised given what I’d seen from Team Pio in the past. What was more surprising was how the birds began to behave once a few hundred of them had been laid low.

They ran away.

“Feeding party is breaking,” said Lieutenant Augustin. The bird handler let out a heavy breath, and some of the tension drained from his posture. “I’d have been monster food if I were flying with my normal batch of silvers.”

I looked at the souls around us, seeing the Swifts abandoning their assault to form smaller flocks and making a beeline directly away from our group. Madel followed behind the largest flight and continued to harass them.

“I will tell Captain Pio that her team’s drinks are on you when we get to Krimsim,” said Tavio, patting the pilot on the shoulder.

“I’ll need a raise before I can agree to that, sir,” said Augustin with half a grin. “The drinks are not cheap on the frontier.”

“I can put in a recommendation. You did a good job keeping your head.” That caused the lieutenant to relax even further, and the man refocused on his instruments.

I pointed out through the windshields at one of the escaping groups of birds. “I’ve never seen mana monsters run like that.”

“That is because you have only seen them in Delves,” said Tavio. “Out here, the beasts will act more like any other wild animal. They can be quite aggressive, but if the battle is not in their favor, they will run to try for easier prey.” He scratched his jaw. “I am surprised they did not flee sooner, honestly.”

Varrin stepped up behind me and bent over to catch a glimpse out the front. “Will we be giving chase?” he asked.

“Madel will spend the day hunting,” said Tavio. “The Swifts can outrun our hammerhead, so she is the best choice. There are riders in Krimsim who can be sent out for cleanup. As soon as we are in range⁠—”

Tavio paused when a visible ripple passed through the air, causing the cabin to rattle and vibrate.

“Sir,” said the lieutenant, “I do not know what that was, but the hammerhead did not like⁠—”

Another pulse rumbled through us. The cabin shook as we lost some altitude. In every direction, the souls that had been scattering all oriented themselves southeast, their chaotic escape forgotten as they began migrating like they were of one mind.

“I have lost connection to the hammerhead,” said the lieutenant. He reached out and grabbed the slate, looking over a few rows of text that flickered by. Then he sat back and moved his hands through the air in front of him. Spirals of Spiritual mana rolled off his fingertips, snaking upward to the bird above, but they fell and wafted away after a moment like severed strands of spider silk.

“Are you being blocked?” asked Tavio. “Countermagic?”

“No, sir, the bird is refusing the connection.”

“What is this hammerhead’s nesting point?”

“Krimsim,” said the lieutenant. “It should take us straight there if the spell is severed, but its mind became very strange just before my skill failed.”

“Everything’s heading southeast,” I said. “The Swifts, and us as well.”

Tavio looked out the window at the Swifts, all of which had overtaken and passed us. “Hmm. Perhaps we are all heading to Krimsim.” He turned back to Lieutenant Augustin. “How long until we are in range for communication with the slate?”

“At least an hour, sir,” he replied. “Assuming the hammerhead continues pushing itself like this and that it continues directly to the city.”

One edge of Tavio’s mouth turned down. “Then the Swifts may get there ahead of any warning we can give. I could send Madel ahead of us to the city, but she can probably kill most of the remaining creatures if she continues to give chase.”

“I think I can help with your communication issue,” I said.

“Oh?” said Tavio. “How so?”

“Slate transmissions piggybacks on Delve tech,” I answered. “The System has reach to most places in Arzia, so I can have Grotto relay the signal on the main network.” I gestured out of the window. “Or my party can help finish off the birds.”

“Using this ‘main network’ raises some security concerns,” said Tavio. “Still, perhaps you should assist us with both. Before that, we can⁠—”

Another pulse rippled through the air, and the hammerhead decided that it needed to start moving faster. Of course, the easiest way for it to do so was to drop weight.

Our birdplane lost its bird, and we went back into freefall.


Chapter 61


Istill had Reveal transmitting to the party when I felt the hammerhead’s soul pull away from us, allowing Varrin to get an instant understanding of what I wanted to do. Without any other prelude, I used Shortcut to take the pair of us to the top of the falling craft. Varrin tucked his arms beneath the large metal loop that the hammerhead had been using to grip the vehicle, catching the slightly drool-covered bar in the crook of his elbows.

The big guy flew forward, easily hefting the cabin, pulling us out of our dive, and getting us back up to speed. We’d replaced the elephant-sized falcon that had abandoned us in a couple of seconds, and our Ravvenblaq stand-in was a decidedly more handsome type of bird. He’d be a lot faster as well.

Both Pio and Guar were still atop the cabin, their boots tucked into smaller metal loops that helped keep them in place against the wind and movement. Baltae swept in close as well, and I pointed at myself, then at the three of them, and then down at the cabin below. I had no idea if they understood what I was trying to get across, but Pio nodded, and I activated Shortcut while trying to bring the three of them along with me.

They accepted the teleport, and the four of us appeared back inside the craft, where it was starting to get pretty crowded again.

Pio looked up at the ceiling. “Is… Lord Ravvenblaq now carrying us?” she asked.

“He sure is,” I said.

“What in the hells is his Strength score?”

“Pretty sure he just got it to seventy.”

“S-seventy?” stuttered Baltae. “Why would he place half of his points in one attribute?”

Tavio stood from his place next to the pilot and turned towards us. “I doubt that Lord Ravvenblaq has placed half of his points into Strength,” he said. “But the reasoning for his attribute spread is immaterial at the moment. Sergeant Baltae, can you identify the phenomenon we just experienced?”

“The unusual pressure waves?” asked Baltae, eliciting a nod from Tavio. The mage’s floating grimoire began flipping wildly through its pages while Baltae looked thoughtful. “There is nothing that matches it exactly within the unclassified sections of the Imperial Library.”

“You just read through an entire library?” I asked, unable to help myself.

“I have most of it memorized,” Baltae replied matter-of-factly. “As for the rest of it, yes. In regard to the pulses, given how they impacted the nearby mana monsters, the effect resembles a variety of alpha-type vocalizations.”

“Assembly calls?” asked Tavio.

“Maybe,” said Baltae. “Needless to say, the scale of what we just observed is much larger than normal.”

Pio shook her head. “It affected multiple species,” she said. “Silica Swifts and hammerheads do not flock together, nor do they share territory.”

“They are both avian monster types,” said Baltae. “They both originate from the Forest. Regardless of how many similarities they do or do not share, you cannot deny that they are both now migrating in the same direction.”

Tavio made a disgruntled chittering noise. “There are Delver abilities that could be responsible as well,” he said. “Let us hope that is not the case. A Delver who can command this number of mana monsters from many miles away would be a much greater threat than an undocumented alpha with broadly applicable vocalizations.” He then gestured at me. “There is also the possibility of an avatar, but we have no evidence that is the case, nor any profiles on an avatar with this type of ability.”

I was glad that Tavio was the one to put that possibility to words. I didn’t want my group to become the party that cried “Avatar.”

“Orders?” asked Pio.

Tavio looked at me. “How fast can Lord Ravvenblaq fly while carrying this thing?”

“Several times faster than the hammerhead, assuming the cabin can hold itself together. Honestly, he might not even notice the weight.”

Xim added, “Even if this thing falls apart, we can swap to the Closet-harness method.”

“I’d prefer to keep my dignity in front of our hosts,” I said. “And I’m betting that between Baltae and Etja, they can keep this rig in one piece.”

“All right,” said Tavio. “Arlo, please have Lord Ravvenblaq bring us level with the Silica Swifts and match their speed.” Varrin and I were still linked up through Reveal, so we immediately started accelerating. Tavio’s eyes flicked upward for a second before he continued. “Everyone who can engage with flying enemies will cull the flock as quickly as possible, which I am requesting your party’s assistance with as well. I will also accept your offer to connect our slate through the System’s network. Once the Swifts are dealt with, we will reevaluate based on what we learn through the slate, but I expect we will need to haul our tails towards Krimsim as fast as possible.”

“Sir,” Pio acknowledged with a nod.

“Happy to help,” I said, before swapping to psychic comms with Grotto. “Paying attention to all that?”

[I have a sub-core continuously monitoring all of your activities and biological functions. Even if I actively filtered the information, it would take milliseconds to ingest it.]

“Right. Anyway, mind giving these guys an uplink?”

[I do, but given that you have already offered the Littans this solution, I will oblige.]

“Thanks, bud.”

There was a startled shout from up front. “Major!” said Lieutenant Augustin. “I am being targeted by a psychic attack of some kind!”

“Grotto…”

[It is not an attack! Attacks deal damage. I am simply using the most convenient route to establish a connection to their slate.]

“That’s just Grotto!” I shouted back to the pilot. “Sorry, he can be a little bit…”

“Of an asshole?” suggested Xim.

“He’s using your brain to access the slate,” I said. Tavio squinted at me, and I raised my hands. “Hey, I didn’t ask him to do it that way.”

“Sir! I no longer have control of our slate!”

“Stay calm, Lieutenant,” said Tavio. “If you start losing health, or if any sensitive information is being accessed, let me know.”

[As if they could tell that I was accessing “sensitive information.”] I felt a hint of scheming through our psychic link. [Would you like for me to access any of their sensitive information?]

“Please play nice.”

[Very well. I will refrain from engaging in even light espionage, but only because you asked politely.]

I pretended that Grotto didn’t just inquire as to whether I wanted to commit any international crimes and turned to my group.

“Anybody want to stay down here?” I asked. Nuralie looked a little hesitant, but everyone was on board for some bird slaughter. I shot Captain Pio a questioning glance.

“I will remain below,” she said. “Baltae, Guar, assist Fortune’s Folly outside.”

Guar shifted his hammer on his shoulder. “My grandpa used to take me dove hunting as a pup,” he said. “This is making me nostalgic.”

“Noted,” I said, then teleported all six of us back outside without waiting for any more childhood anecdotes. I briefly used Gracorvus to stabilize myself while tucking my feet into a pair of footholds I’d seen the Littans using to keep from getting blown away. Madel was still cruising through the birds, taking them down at a much more casual pace than she had been. The Swifts would attack when she got close but were no longer swarming. Varrin already had us flying close to one flock, and I quickly started assigning targeting priority.

“Nuralie, focus on distant stragglers and small groups. Xim, use Ignite where they’re most crowded to spread the love around. Etja, kill anything at range that the two of them aren’t killing. Varrin, I’m gonna turn this birdless birdplane into a weapon of violence against birds, so feel free to ram us into some.”

I withdrew one of my Acacia Wands of Elemental Reservoir and used it as a spell focus for casting Elemental Barrier, granting the spell a small damage buff. I selected the Cold damage type, since it seemed to work out well for Madel and triggered my Arcane Geometry evolution to let me shape the spell to flow around my allies for free, keeping them safe from its effects.

Then, I went through a rotation of additional mana shapes, exploiting their range conversions to give the skill a massive boost to its size. Mystical Magic gave me some improved efficiency when shaping this way, but it still inflated the spell’s cost from 20 mana up to 135. The trade-off was that the spell now had four times its normal radius.

Usually, I’d consider this an egregious waste of mana, but Elemental Barrier’s primary weakness of being stationary was negated since I could slap it down onto the cabin itself. Elemental Barrier was also a fire-and-forget type of spell. Once I put it out there, it didn’t take any upkeep to maintain apart from one instance of focus, which I was happy to dedicate towards giving us an endless flying AoE of frosty death.

I activated the spell, and for sixty-eight feet in all directions, the air was filled with pulsing waves of lethal cold. It fully encompassed the cabin and even caught a few nearby Swifts when it activated, smashing them out to the barrier’s edges and shattering their crystalline forms. The chunks fell away like glittering lumps of hail.

“Oh, also, the hammerhead is Littan military property, so we should definitely avoid killing it. Watch your crossfire.”

Guar observed the pulsing barrier surrounding us for a moment, holding out an arm and watching lethal frost curl around his body to avoid him. He grinned, then let the wind carry him to the back of the birdplane, snagging a pair of footholds before he started hucking giant golden hammers at anything that came within his range. Baltae went back to his normal point-defense circuit, but he had to fly a little farther out since my Barrier took up all the space he was originally guarding. Madel was still out there hacking away at shit, and then the rest of my crew got involved.

Varrin hit the gas and took the plane directly into a nearby flock, crashing through them with Elemental Barrier. The spell pulsed in response, shattering the birds and casting the fragments aside. Xim dropped Judgment on a more distant group, the crimson column piercing through the flock from top to bottom and beginning a chain reaction as her Ignite began to spread, then she immediately dropped Judgment on the next crowd of birds.

Nuralie had her feet tucked into a pair of loops like myself, but the rest of her body above the ankle was translucent as she made herself incorporeal to avoid being kicked around by the wind. She sniped at stragglers, a steady rhythm of arrows unerringly seeking their targets and dropping them in one hit. Meanwhile, Etja kept herself stable with Siphon while she continuously fired off a pair of death beams, which exploded when they hit their target, disintegrating everything nearby.

I had my hammer out, prepared to start throwing a rain of duplicates, but as I watched the massacre, I let it drop to my side. There was no reason to waste the stamina. Baltae eventually had a similar realization and came to land next to me on the plane, locking himself in place with Telekinesis.

We watched the absolute destruction of the Swifts in silence for a moment. That is, we watched it amidst the deafening roar of wind tearing past us at peak hurricane speeds, but no words were exchanged. Eventually, Baltae tapped the side of his helm and made an inquisitive gesture. I asked Grotto to add him to a psychic channel.

“On a scale from one to ten, how serious is your party being right now?” he asked.

“Hmm. I’d give this a three?” I thought back to him.

He crossed his arms and tilted his head to one side. “What does a ten look like?”

“Given how much we’ve improved recently, I have no fucking clue.”

“I see. Perhaps if I stick around long enough, we will get to witness it together.”

“Careful what you wish for, Sergeant Baltae,” I thought back to him. The man chuckled. He may not have realized I was being serious.

“If I may ask,” he thought, “why does the System display Level 16 when I inspect you, when that is clearly not the case?”

“That’s an interesting way to phrase that question,” I replied. “Historically, people just ask, ‘How are your attributes so high?!’”

“That is the crux of the issue, yes. Lord Ravvenblaq appears to have a Speed of at least 40 based on how fast we are moving and other factors. If he also has a Strength of 70 as you have said, then that would leave only thirty-six points for him to distribute elsewhere. However, he also appears to have a rather high Agility score based on⁠—”

“Let me stop you there,” I thought to the mage. “I trust that you’ve got plenty of evidence gathered to support your theory, and I’m happy to confirm it. We’ve got more attributes than we should for Level 16. As for why our level still says 16, it’s more or less the correct number based on how the System tracks levels, which is different from how most people believe the System tracks levels.”

“Ah. The typical method is by total attributes gained…” Baltae replied, trailing off in thought. “But it also corresponds to total Delves undertaken. Delves are the only known way to gain attribute points, but if that were not the case, then one could undertake Delves to gain levels while gaining attributes externally without increasing those levels, thus resulting in greater attribute scores than expected for any given Delver level.”

“Hey, you got it on the first try.”

“Curious. I wonder what Delver level is intended to measure, then. Experience?”

“At this point, it almost feels like an intentional misdirect,” I replied. “For example, this is my Delve record.” I sent him the part of my status screen that showed a breakdown of the Delves I’d undertaken.

Delver Level: 16

Delve Record: 16 Platinum (modified from 10)

Special Delves: 2

“What is this modifier?” he asked.

“The second Special Delve we did gave us six levels by the end of it. We’ve only done ten actual Platinum Delves, but our level still says 16. That doesn’t follow the total Delves to total levels formula. If anything, Delver Level is a record of the quantity of mana infusions you’ve received directly from the System.”

“Fascinating.” Baltae went silent for a few seconds while the bird slaughter continued around us.

“Not going to ask how we did it?”

He glanced up from his pondering. “That feels like a useless question. Either you have no desire to share the method, or it is something that is not widely applicable. Otherwise, why would you not distribute the process? Your party seems to be quite open about what others would keep as closely guarded secrets.”

“You’re right, it’s impractical,” I replied. “One method is extremely difficult and dangerous. The second method is extremely dangerous, difficult, and expensive, but… we might be figuring out a way around that.” Baltae nodded, but didn’t press the issue, which I found refreshing. I decided to change the topic and see if Baltae could help me with one of the problems I’d been working on. “Say, do you know of any good Intelligence-based healing skills?”
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“For you, or someone else?” Baltae asked.

“For myself,” I replied.

“Forgive me if I am mistaken, but is Fortitude not your highest attribute?”

“It is.”

“Healing skills that key off of Intelligence are typically spells. Why spend your mana to heal when you could spend stamina instead?” He gestured at the Elemental Barrier batting more Swifts out of the sky as Varrin rammed into them. “After all, you have need of your mana for other things.”

“Varrin suggested Second Wind to me a while ago, but the rate of exchange isn’t great, and the cooldown is too high.” I glanced at the text of the technique.

Second Wind

Physical

Cost: Variable stamina

Requirements: Physical Magic

Cooldown: 1 hour

You can spend any amount of stamina to heal for an amount of HP equal to five times the stamina spent.

Baltae’s thought caused me to fall down a Second Wind rabbit hole.

Even with my doubled healing from Body of Asclepius, the one-to-ten exchange of stamina to health still wasn’t attractive enough when limited by such a high cooldown. My cooldown reduction would drop the time between uses to a little under forty minutes, but I hated to slot in another skill that was only useful once per fight. If it didn’t have any cooldown, it might be worth it.

Then again, I could always just reforge the skill so that it didn’t have such a hard-on for making its user wait before slurping down more of that health juice.

I already had experience futzing around with a skill’s cooldown with Explosion!+, so that wasn’t a big hurdle. I might also be able to improve the efficiency of Second Wind by having the skill key off of a determined value, such as my Fortitude, rather than a variable value like the amount of stamina I wanted to feed it.

Further, I’d discovered how to alter the governing attribute of a technique when I changed Charisma to Fortitude in my Shielding aura, significantly increasing the value of the Shielding it provided. The healing spell I’d been considering adding to my repertoire also used a specific attribute to determine its healing value, giving me multiple tools I could use to rework Second Wind. Specifically, Telekinetic Surgery used Intelligence plus Physical Magic skill level. That might let me loop in my magic skill on top of everything else.

Of course, altering the Intelligence designation on Telekinetic Surgery to Fortitude would be tough, since spells preferred mental stats, but I could get around that by converting it to a stamina-consuming technique in line with Baltae’s suggestion. I’d need to amend its targeting so that it could only apply to myself, and then altering Intelligence to Fortitude would keep pushing the skill in that direction.

I could probably bootstrap the stamina resource designation and self-targeting aspects of Second Wind, then slot in the modified portion of Telekinetic Surgery, which would key off of Fortitude and Physical Magic. I could dump the rest of Telekinetic Surgery’s framework, since it wouldn’t really apply anymore. That skill also helped mitigate Bleeding and Toxicity, and I didn’t really need that. I just wanted to heal big and heal often.

I could also force the skill to become an aura, but that would inflate its cost and reduce its efficiency, whereas I was trying to maximize the benefit I got from Body of Asclepius. That meant I wanted the most healing I could get for myself, and that ran counter to the philosophy of an aura. Trying to do that would also make the process of reforging a lot more complicated.

It was tempting to try and tack on Shielding, but since Shielding didn’t stack, having multiple sources was less appealing. I didn’t think it would be worth adding to the cost, especially when I could activate Aura of Persistence to give me 190 Shielding, buffed by Leadership, that regenerated over time. Beyond that, I had some upcoming evos in Shields and Heavy Armor that could probably improve my Shielding game.

Grotto was already modeling the process as I thought through the problem. Together, we visualized how fragments from each skill would imprint onto my mana matrix and the adjustments needed to combine them into a functional whole. I was feeling ambitious, thinking that I could get the skill forging done in record time, despite dealing with two separate skills rather than one. I wanted to plop my ass down on top of this birdless bird plane and start work on it right away.

Instead, the System offered me the skill directly.

Rejuvenation

Physical

Cost: 10 stamina

Requirements: FOR 20, Physical Magic 20

Cooldown: 6 seconds

Instantly heal for an amount equal to your FOR plus your Physical Magic skill level.

“Damn. Why do I feel disappointed that I didn’t have to meditate on this for a few hours?”

[Likely because you realize this means your engineered solution was not as creative as you imagined. I pushed the framework we designed to the System, which accepted the skill into its database. It was similar enough to a branch of existing techniques that it considered our work to be ‘discovering’ one that already existed, although it did make slight alterations based on our work.]

“Maybe we should try this with more skills…”

[Perhaps. Convincing the System to allow me to browse its libraries without any particular goal in mind is costly.]

Moving on from the unexpected skill notification, I carefully looked over our sort-of creation. The base healing would currently be 104, which would double to 208 with Body of Asclepius. This took the efficiency up to nearly twenty-one health per one point of stamina spent, and that would keep going up as my Fortitude and skill level improved. Now we were cooking with dynamite.

The cooldown of six seconds dropped to around four with my reduction, which meant I could spam it pretty reliably, even in shorter engagements. The word “instantly” implied that I could activate the skill with a thought, so it wouldn’t interfere with everything else I was trying to do in combat. At Physical Magic 100, I’d be able to dump as much stamina as I wanted into the skill all at once, since the cooldown and activation time would functionally be zero.

With this skill, an enemy would need to penetrate my block and all my defenses, burn through more than 200 Shielding, and then do more than 208 damage, or else I’d immediately pop back to full HP after they were done mauling me.

“Any concerns about this?” I thought to Grotto.

[Just take the damned skill. How long will your paranoid mind delay you from getting to a full load-out? You don’t even have all your passive slots filled yet. And when will you choose a twelfth intrinsic? I hope you are not holding out for this Colossal Weapons foolishness.]

I ignored the tirade, selectively accepted the Delve Core’s wisdom, and added the technique to my final active skill slot.

I came back to the world with Xim waving a hand in front of my face.

“Did you break?” she asked.

I blinked and looked around, realizing that while one instance of focus had been maintaining Elemental Barrier, the second had gone on a deep dive into a simulated soul space with Grotto to work on my new skill. That left zero Arlos to monitor my surroundings, and I’d missed the remainder of our avian genocide.

I gave Xim a thumbs-up. “I’m good. Just messing around with my skills. If you guys are done, let’s go back down and check in with Tavio.”

After a quick look to ensure everyone was ready, I went ahead and used Shortcut to take us back into the cabin below. Except for Varrin, who would continue being the only reliable bird in the sky, while also accounting for 50% of the living bird population within a few miles of us. Only the Littan hammerhead had escaped our wrath. For now.

I decided to leave Elemental Barrier running for the moment, since it was a pretty effective deterrent against anything that might want to get close to us. I could always drop it later if I needed my sub-mind for something else.

Once we were back down below, Guar came over to slap me on the shoulder as I peeled off my helm. “My friend,” he said. “Did you really get lost in thought while we were surrounded by hundreds of flying monsters?”

“I simply have faith in the skills of my allies,” I said with a smile.

“Ha!” barked Guar. “Baltae, it’s like I’m meeting your double.”

The mage stroked his chin while peering at my face. “Is my fur really that scruffy along the jawline?”

“Oh no,” said Etja. “Arlo’s beard is like our mascot. You can’t insult it.”

“I thought our mascot was Grotto,” said Xim.

“Nope,” said Etja, shaking her head sadly. “Ever since he lost his fluffy c’thon body, it isn’t the same.”

I ran my fingers through my glorious chin curtain. “It’s okay, Etja,” I said. “Even heroes are vulnerable to helmet hair. No matter how powerful they may be. Also, Grotto’s working on getting a fresh c’thon corpse from Her Silver Majesty’s collection.”

[Negotiations have already been successful in that regard.]

Tavio rapped a knuckle against the hull to get our attention. “Before we start discussing scented grooming oils and corpse-preservation techniques, I have news.”

“All right,” I said. “What’s the news?”

“The news is that we have no news,” Tavio replied. “Despite the efforts of your familiar, the slates in Krimsim cannot be reached. Grotto assures me that there is no problem on his end, which, if true, means that something is interfering with their operation or that the slates in Krimsim have been destroyed.”

“Slates are temperamental at the best of times,” said Baltae. “High mana concentrations are known to interrupt their function.”

A serious look passed between the Littans at that statement.

“Care to fill us in?” I asked.

Tavio thoughtfully tapped his knuckle against the hull again. “The defenses at Krimsim can elevate ambient mana levels,” he said. “It is carefully managed, but if they are being used aggressively, it may be enough to interfere with the slates.”

“Sounds like we’re going to need to get eyes on the problem to figure things out.”

“Yes, it seems so,” said Tavio. “I suggest we remain battle-ready.” He turned to look at one of the markers displayed on the windshields. “We are about 180 miles out from Krimsim. How fast can Lord Ravvenblaq take us there?”

I gave Varrin a second to consider and send me a psychic response. “He says it depends on whether this thing falls apart from wind resistance.”

“Closet-harness method,” Xim stage-whispered to me.

“I can use Consecration on the cabin,” said Captain Pio. “It will greatly increase its durability.”

“My Shield Wall can serve as a windbreak,” said Guar. “I can put two down in front to make a wedge.”

“I can also reinforce the structure with Telekinesis,” said Baltae. He glanced at Guar. “Have you practiced your mana-shaping? A wedge may not be the most ideal configuration. You can summon up to three walls, yes?”

“Right,” said Guar. “I can make them taller and I can make them longer.”

“That is not quite what I am thinking,” said Baltae. He took the beefy Littan by the shoulder and guided him away for a quick brush-up on some shaping methods.

“See?” I said to Xim. “They have their own solutions.” I ran the numbers and turned back to Tavio. “If we aren’t worried about this thing coming apart, we can be there in under ten minutes.”

“That sounds quite fast,” said Captain Pio.

“Madel’s faster!” came a voice from the rear of the plane. We all turned to see Cezil accepting a drink from one of the golems through my Closet portal. Madel was sitting in a flight seat just in front of the portal. I had no idea when the twins had returned.

“Sure, but she can’t carry this whole thing,” said Guar, gesturing around the cabin with his hammer. Baltae gently guided the man back to their mana-shaping task.

“She might be able to,” Cezil mumbled through a pastry she was shoving into her mouth. “Tactile Telekinesis made her really strong.”

“Madel will support our approach,” said Tavio. “Fly ahead and scout.” The martial twin nodded and stood, then disappeared with a teleport. Cezil kept snacking. “Captain Pio, have your people buff the hells out of our vessel. Arlo, please have Lord Ravvenblaq take us up to speed. Any questions?”

Nuralie stepped forward. “What is the plan if the city is under attack?” she asked. “And will the response change based on the type of enemy attacking?”

“That is simple enough,” said Tavio as he began pulling his own equipment from inventory. “We kill whatever is attacking. Monsters, Delvers, demi-gods—it does not make much difference to me.” He turned to the pilot. “Lieutenant Augustin, see if you can contact the capital to give them a report.”

“Using our, uh, ally’s ‘assistance,’ sir?” the pilot asked, sounding ill at the prospect.

“Consider it psychic resistance training, Lieutenant.”

“By your will, sir,” Augustin replied. He barely flinched when Grotto reconnected with him.

“That seems like it is too simple,” said Nuralie.

“We will evaluate the foe and select an appropriate strategy,” Tavio replied, “but I suspect that any strategy we come up with will revolve around killing whatever that foe may be.”

Captain Pio stepped in to assuage Nuralie’s concerns. “Major Tavio is an accomplished tactician, even if his demeanor implies otherwise. We will respond appropriately to whatever we discover.”

Tavio tightened a strap on his breastplate. “We will,” he said. “By slaying it.”

Nuralie looked to me for support, but I shrugged. “I mean, when you boil it down to basics, that’s our own strategy most of the time.”

“And it fucking works,” said Xim. “Usually.”

The cabin around us began to glow with radiant golden light as Pio laid down her Consecrate spell, then a chain of notifications hit me.

You are on Consecrated ground. You gain +40 DR All and deal an additional +40 Righteous damage with all attacks against hostile or profane entities!

Spirit Guide: Captain Pio has used an active skill to bestow a beneficial effect upon you. You gain 1 stack of Blessed!

Yara’s Reciprocity: Captain Pio has granted you a stack of Blessed. You both heal for 34 HP! Healing is doubled by Body of Asclepius. You heal for 68 HP!

Healer: Captain Pio has granted you healing. You gain 3 additional stacks of Blessed!

All of the effects triggered from one use of Consecrate, which was a skill that neither healed nor granted stacks of Blessed on its own. It took me up to a total of ten stacks of Blessed out of my maximum of twenty-six. Then all of our Divine wielders got on the Blessed train, and the stacks came rolling in.
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“May Sumrann sow the seeds of our victory and smile upon its harvest,” Tavio muttered as a wave of energizing light pulsed out of him.

Divine Inspiration: You gain 1 stack of Blessed! Sumrann, God of Harvest and Bounty, offers you the Sacrament of Redemption.

Sacrament of Redemption

You gain bonus Spiritual and Divine DR equal to your total stacks of Blessed.

Whenever you have at least 5 Blessed and would become afflicted with Fear, Mesmerized, Dominated, Berserk, Paranoid, or Psychotic, you lose half of your Blessed and negate the status.

You currently have 2 of 2 Sacraments prepared: Sacrament of Mortality, Sacrament of the Dread Star. Would you like to replace one of these Sacraments with the Sacrament of Redemption?

I took a moment to parse the notifications. I’d seen the Sacrament of Redemption before, back when Avarice had sold me some of Yara’s holy water. Of course, the goddess herself had then upgraded it to a more potent temporary effect, and let me know I could get the more permanent, albeit weaker, Sacrament if I came and gave her a visit. Sumrann was also willing to hand this one out, it seemed, and as a member of Yara’s pantheon, I doubted he would make the offer if the Godqueen wanted to insist that I come to her temple first. Besides, we’d probably flown over a small part of Connas earlier, which meant that we’d already done the Fortune’s Folly version of ‘visiting’ by avoiding civilization completely on our way into danger.

I recognized the second Sacrament listed, the Sacrament of the Dread Star, of course. It allowed me to burn Blessed instead of mana for teleports. That was handy when using several mana shapes on Shortcut, which could make the cost balloon pretty fast. However, the first Sacrament on the list, the Sacrament of Mortality, wasn’t one I immediately recognized. The moment I realized that, comprehension bubbled up almost unbidden, and I understood that it governed the default behavior of Blessed. That is, I could spend Blessed to briefly raise my attack or defense. My understanding of the phenomenon didn’t change; the name of the Sacrament was simply attached to something I was already intimately familiar with.

After some poking around I found a spot on my status that listed the Sacraments, but I could tell that their nature wasn’t governed by the System. The entries cataloged their behaviors, but there wasn’t anything deeper for me to dive into, and I naturally understood them without the System spoon-feeding it to me. I didn’t need to review the descriptions, since the function of the Sacraments came naturally once I’d received one.

It wasn’t something I was willing to dive deeper into at that moment, so I moved on and considered the effects of the newly offered Sacrament.

The Sacrament of Redemption was pretty good, granting a flat bonus to Spiritual and Divine DR based on my Blessed stacks. While less flexible, a persistent defensive bonus was potentially better than the temporary burst bonus that Mortality could give me. I couldn’t use it offensively, but I rarely used Blessed like that anyway. Plus, the status mitigation on Redemption was pretty solid. Losing half of my Blessed stacks all at once could be rough, but it was hands-down better than getting Dominated or becoming Psychotic.

I was keeping the Sacrament of the Dread Star, naturally. Mana was my most precious resource at the moment, so anything that helped reduce the demands on my reserves was sticking around. I went ahead and replaced the Sacrament of Mortality with the Sacrament of Redemption.

It would have been nice to have all three, and the moment I wondered how I could expand my capacity, I realized it was determined by Luck. I discarded that factoid and decided that I shouldn’t be greedy in this regard. Two Sacraments were plenty, and it was a shame there was no reasonable way for me to increase that number.

“Oh!” said Etja, pulling me back from my thoughts on Sacraments. “I can help out with blessings.”

She pulled out a large stringed instrument that sat on the ground like a small table, reminding me of a Japanese koto, and began plucking out a tune. She hummed as she played, and my Blessed stacks ticked up again as she performed the soothing serenade. As ridiculous as the situation was, and despite our ongoing uncertainty as to what divinity was granting Blessed whenever Etja was the source, I ignored such trifles in favor of more practical matters.

I turned to raise an eyebrow at Xim.

“Normally, the best way to get blessings from me is to beat stuff up,” she said. I raised my eyebrow harder, and she grinned. “Okay, I’ll spend the mana.” She rotated her scepter through the air, and her body began to glow with a soft crimson light.

Sam’lia’s Warmth: You heal for 105 HP and gain 1 stack of Blessed every 6 seconds! Healing is doubled by Body of Asclepius! You heal for 210 HP!

Spirit Guide: Xim Xor’Drel has used an active skill to bestow a beneficial effect upon you. You gain 1 stack of Blessed!

Xim and Pio shared a Leadership evolution, it seemed. The cleric’s skill hit everyone in the entire cabin, and Pio did a quick cast of another AoE heal that triggered four more stacks of Blessed. The healing didn’t do anything since we were at full health, but the skills still triggered secondary effects, and as a result I was getting my ass Blessed off.

After a couple of minutes bathing in a variety of divine glows and relaxing amidst the sonorous mutterings of soft prayers and life-changing plucking and strumming, I was capped. I now had an extra twenty-six DR against all Spiritual and Divine damage, a way to negate a variety of debilitating debuffs, a resource for teleporting without spending mana, and an infectious melody that I’d catch myself humming for the next several weeks.

While the Blessed stacks flowed, Baltae and Guar moved to the front and displaced Lieutenant Augustin, who didn’t have much he could do up there since our hammerhead had abandoned us. Tavio asked that I direct the pilot through the Closet portal, where he could focus on contacting the capital with his slate. It would keep the Level 3 Copper safe if things got dicey again.

Baltae guided Guar’s mana shaping as the beefy Littan placed his hands on the front windshield and began summoning a translucent barrier attached to the nose of our craft. The construct had a rounded body, slightly elongated and tapered like the lower half of a raindrop. There was a brief moment of turbulence as the barrier locked into place and started catching the wind, but the flight smoothed back out after a second. Once that was done, Baltae spread his hands and cast Telekinesis on the entire vessel. The mage’s spell suffused the craft, and a gentle pressure gripped every inch of its materials.

The moment the spell took hold, Varrin began accelerating at a casual pace compared to what he was capable of, which still left most of us hanging diagonally on straps and handholds. Etja and her koto simply began to float, the serene mood of her performance striking a contrast against the groan and rattle of our metal tube. Her volume rose with the roar of the wind, which grew for a full sixty seconds before the acceleration leveled off.

Over the next few minutes, some other buffs made the rounds. I ensured Life Warden was up on Etja while Xim used a new skill she’d picked up called Lifeguard. Despite the similar name, the skill was different enough from Life Warden that it didn’t infringe on my intellectual property rights.

Lifeguard

Divine

Cost: 20 mana

Requirements: Divine 40

Grant an entity you can touch the buff Lifeguard. Whenever an entity with Lifeguard is reduced to half health or lower, they heal for an amount equal to 10 times your CHA and lose the Lifeguard buff. If an entity with Lifeguard would be reduced to 0 HP, they are instead reduced to 1 HP before Lifeguard activates.

Xim had a Charisma score of 70, meaning the skill’s default healing value was 700. That was doubled to a mighty 1,400 for myself, which was almost enough to take me from half health back to full when it triggered. The buff didn’t have a duration, so Xim had already given Lifeguard to everyone in our party ahead of time, but she graciously doled it out to the Littans as well. Aside from the healing, it was also one-shot protection, which everyone appreciated.

I started to realize that when this many Delvers were pre-gaming together, things could start getting a little silly. This feeling struck me hard when Guar began handing out the most glorious pastries I’d ever encountered. It was some kind of fruit tart, still warm to the touch, beautifully presented, and it smelled absolutely fucking delicious.

“Pre-combat carb loading?” I asked him.

“That, and more!” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. His gauntlet landed hard enough against my pauldron that half the cabin’s occupants flinched from the noise. “My whole party contributed to making these. Just make sure to eat the entire thing.”

I’d been raised to believe in good manners, so I dutifully ate the scrumptious treat.

You gain the Monumental Macros buff! For the next 9 days, all food you consume is 4 times as filling and will leave you well-fed for 9 times longer.

You gain the Breakfast of Champions buff! For the next 9 days, your stamina and mana pools are increased by 25.

You gain the Tryptophan buff! For the next 9 days, whenever an activity or cooldown calls for an 8-hour rest, you may complete that activity or cooldown in 2 fewer hours.

You gain the buff Daily Apple! You can consume Daily Apple to negate one instance of Slowed, Immobilized, Paralyzed, Stunned, Stupefied, Blinded, Deafened, or Weakened. You can only have one instance of Daily Apple. Once Daily Apple is used, you must rest for 8 hours before gaining it again.

That was a lot of effects loaded into one delectable goodie.

Xim’s eyes widened as she popped the final bite of her pastry into her mouth. “This is the best thing I’ve ever eaten,” she said, licking some fruity filling from her fingers.

Etja kept playing her Koto with three hands as she ate her pastry with the fourth. She looked over at Nuralie between bites and asked, “Can you make your potions taste this good?”

“I managed to turn them into a gummy form, but I am still working on the flavor,” said Nuralie. “Waiting for gravity to pull the liquid into my mouth was too slow.” Pause. “If someone with the Cooking skill prepared ingredients, would they maintain their effects when utilized in my Alchemy?”

“Only if your potion counts as a meal,” said Baltae. “Or maybe if the chef’s meal also counted as a potion?”

“You can add butter to anything,” I said. “Easy calories.”

“One cannot add butter to a potion and say that it is food,” said Baltae.

“Agree to disagree.”

“I will undertake further research,” said Nuralie.

It was about this time that Madel reappeared in the cabin, covered in dried blood. The sticky viscera had the downy remains of feathers caked in and stained her cape in splotchy patches.

“You look like shit, sister,” said an eerily familiar masculine voice from behind us. I turned to see myself scarfing down one of Guar’s fruit tarts.

“Lieutenant,” said Captain Pio to Madel, ignoring the second me. “Are we flying into trouble, or did you take care of it?”

“The former, Captain,” said Madel.

After a moment of consideration, I raised a hand and watched myself raise the opposite hand in perfect unison. I frowned, and my clone also frowned at the same moment.

Madel studiously ignored us alongside Pio. “I encountered two additional species of avian mana monsters a mile outside of Krimsim’s walls,” she said. “Grades 11 to 20. They are numerous enough that sightlines to the city are obscured.”

“That’s a lot of birds,” said Guar, his golden eyes flashing with excitement.

I reached out and plucked my feathered cowboy hat from my inventory. The double mirrored the motion and somehow produced the exact same hat. The little boots dangling from its brim even clacked together with the same pleasing woody sound.

We put the hats on, and we looked myself up and down.

“Hey, I look pretty good,” I said.

“I mean, I’d fuck me,” I replied.

Captain Pio turned to Tavio. “Should we have Lord Ravvenblaq slow our approach once he has a visual on the new enemies?”

Tavio ran a hand along the fur of his scalp. “How fast were they?” he asked Madel.

“Fast, but slower than me,” she said, then looked up at the ceiling in Varrin’s direction. “Slower than we are moving right now, as well.”

“And there were still too many for you to maneuver through them to scout the city?” asked Tavio. “You could not teleport past them?”

“My teleport range is short, and like Guar said, it is a lot of birds, sir. I could have gotten past them with a little time but felt it more important to bring you my report before you encountered them yourselves.”

Tavio hummed in thought. “If we slow, they will have an easier time swarming us.”

Captain Pio’s whiskers pulled back slightly. “Colliding with high-grade monsters at our current speed would be unwise, sir.”

“Arlo’s spell is still active and has a knockback effect,” said Tavio. “This vessel has mana weaves for Physical DR. Consecrate is enhancing that, along with Baltae’s Telekinesis and Guar’s Shield Walls.”

Captain Pio turned to her stout subordinate. “How much damage can your Shield Walls take?”

“Two thousand,” Guar replied. “Each. I got all three of them up there.”

“What about Lord Ravvenblaq?” asked Pio.

“He’s got the best Physical defense in our party,” I said. “He’ll be fine. If anything, stopping and giving the birds a chance to hit him with a different damage type would be more dangerous.”

“That is true for our vessel as well,” said Tavio. “We need to breach that blockade and get a look at the city to see if it is still standing. If Sergeant Baltae is correct about there being some kind of Alpha, we need to identify it as well.” Tavio looked past me. “Specialist Cezil.”

My copy whipped his head towards the major, the wooden boots clattering about. “Sir?” the other me asked.

“Stop fucking around and take the pilot’s seat. You have the best eyes.”

“Aye, sir,” the other me said, giving a boot-rattling salute. Then the duplicate marched towards the front of the plane, my body smoothly transitioning into the red-eyed Littan mimic.

“Moving through the flock that quickly, there is a chance that we will hit friendly air support,” said Captain Pio.

“I can assist,” I said. “I assume the air support is other Delvers?”

“Correct,” said Pio. “They will be mounted on hammerheads.”

“I can filter my Soul-Sight to spot them through the enemy. I’ll relay that to Varrin, and he can dodge them if needed.” Pio nodded reluctantly, and I moved up to join Cezil at the front, who was lounging in the pilot’s seat. She gave me a smile and a wink when I knelt beside her.

“So, like, are all of your clothes fake too?” I asked her.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” she said.

I tilted my head to the side as I got a psychic update from Varrin, and our path angled down slightly. Then I focused out through the windshield ahead of me. Pio was still trying to convince Tavio that this move was unwise.

“Brace for impact!” I shouted back into the cabin. “No more time for debate!”


Chapter 64


Everyone’s eyes turned towards the cockpit as we all tightened our grips on the handholds. Through the windshield, beyond the translucent blue of Guar’s shields, was a dark mass in the sky. The mass expanded until it was a haze of individual dots, which grew until the shape of wings was visible on each, and then they were suddenly close enough that I could just make out the colorful plumage of each individual bird. After that,

BAM!

BAM! BAM! BAM!

The birds practically warped into us, and the cabin shuddered as a series of deafening collisions rattled us around. Guar’s shields were smeared with a thin film of grayish-red gore, streaking out into impact spreads that were halfway to scorch marks. The detritus flash-froze and was stripped off by the wind almost as soon as it appeared, only to be replaced an instant later by the next man-sized bird to lose a game of chicken with us.

Elemental Barrier’s knockback effect came out in pulses, but the birds were traveling towards us at the speed of a high-velocity rifle round. There were scarcely a few hundredths of a second between the time they entered my Barrier’s range and when they struck us, letting the majority of them bypass the skill’s effect.

The avians were pelting us like heavy rainfall, and I did not like how the cabin was starting to buck. Varrin was flying steady, like a supersonic iceberg through a volley of ping pong balls. He wasn’t getting jostled, which meant the frame of our vessel was the part that was moving. Baltae’s fur rose as he worked his Telekinesis to keep things together.

Madel had encountered the birds a mile outside of Krimsim proper, meaning that at our speeds it would take us around three seconds to get to the city. I didn’t care to try and calculate how many fucking birds it would take to fill that much sky this densely. Okay, I did, but certainly there wasn’t a full mile-thick perimeter around the city; otherwise, it’d have to be millions of mana monsters.

Throughout our approach and breach, I had Soul-Sight cranked up and scanning for the telltale signs of Delvers. There were more than a hundred on the ground, but only a few in the air. All of them were lower than us and bunched up in one area, close to where I imagined the city’s center to be. Varrin had no trouble keeping them out of our path as we cut through the birds and did our flyby.

While I was actively filtering out the souls of the mana monsters, there was one creature with a soul so potent that I couldn’t ignore it. At my current sensitivity it was a flaring beacon, threatening to blind me to all else. It wasn’t any Delver, nor was it like anything else I’d encountered.

But whatever it was, I’d get a good look at it soon enough.

Fortunately for our ship’s structural integrity, I was correct that the entire mile wasn’t one hundred percent bird, and we breached the perimeter after a second and a half of bulldozing through. There were still plenty of flying creatures all around, but much, much more spread out. It was more of a figurative sky full than a literal one. Our first objective was to check on the state of the city, so I took a couple of seconds to give it a once-over. The monstrous soul I’d felt was a half-mile outside of its borders.

Krimsim itself was about a mile in diameter. The city was constructed so that ground level was a hundred feet higher than the surrounding terrain, but it wasn’t built on some sort of hill or rise. Rather, the entire city sat on an artificial platform, which had me curious, but I didn’t have time to study it. The city was then fully encompassed by walls that rose for another hundred feet, made of a dark brown material, polished and smooth enough to gleam like metal. However, my recent foray into Wandmaking made me suspect that it was wood, especially given the city’s proximity to the Forest.

Regardless, whatever it was, it was durable. I watched a horse-sized avian with lightning coursing through its body twitch madly and veer down from the sky. It collided with the wall hard enough to explode, and the impact left no damage behind that I could make out from this distance.

The reason for the bird’s suicidal plunge was a large weapon atop the wall itself, with an unusual design that I recognized. It was a long spike of dark, mana-woven metal seated on a gimballed mount. The last time I’d seen such a thing was during our ill-fated encounter with the Littan naval blockade off the coast of Eschendur. At the time, it had seemed like an experimental cannon and had caused a great deal of hand-related damage to the person who’d fired it. It had also caused a lot of collateral damage to everything else.

The one atop Krimsim’s wall didn’t appear to have an operator and was shooting just fine without atomizing its surroundings. I could see threads of mana connecting it to someplace deeper within the city, where I suspected an operator controlled it remotely. It launched a crackling bolt of lightning at another multi-colored bird, which arced to three more nearby. Two were killed instantly, while the others were higher grade and more durable, leaving them smoking and injured, but alive.

Further down the wall were more such weapons, although each varied in its form. I spotted several that looked like a conch shell, launching glistening white orbs into the sky that exploded into razor shards of ice. A few looked closer to a traditional cannon but scaled up to the size of a tractor-trailer. Those released brief gouts of fire that traveled for hundreds of feet, igniting everything on contact. The most common was a smaller weapon that looked like a spotlight, focusing on one bird at a time and smashing its body into pulp with pulses of concentrated pressure waves.

The walls of Krimsim themselves may not have done much against the birds, given that they could just fly over them, but the weapons atop them were putting up a valiant anti-air defense. Even so, it was a losing battle. I could make out more destroyed weapons than functional ones, and of the big guns that were in one piece, half of those weren’t firing at all for some reason.

More weapons were distributed throughout the city’s interior, mounted atop stout buildings made of similar dark brown and polished materials. These were packed between practical and sturdy houses and shops constructed from more ordinary materials.

The architecture in the city was focused on resilience, favoring wide, one- and two-story buildings built on strong foundations with thick columns and supports. Where one might normally construct a building from planks of wood, these buildings were made from beams or entire logs. I saw several that looked to be the whole trunk of a massive tree, cut and sanded into a rounded top with the living spaces carved out from within. A couple of dwellings were repurposed house-sized monster skulls, but even these were reinforced and filled in with yet more wood. I really hoped the Littans had their fireproofing down.

There were a handful of buildings that rose higher than the relatively short structures surrounding them, but these were uniformly dome-shaped, with roofs made from the tough, polished wood of the city’s walls. Each of them also had a cannon on top.

Overall, Krimsim kind of looked like a densely populated region of Renaissance-era loggers that had been crammed into a perfectly circular city created by wood-crazed wizards, which was then subsequently outfitted by benevolent space invaders with strong beliefs concerning self-defense. There was a clear stylistic mismatch between the weapons and the rest of the city, which made sense if these were the iterated form of the experimental weaponry I’d encountered a year and a half before.

Compared to other Littan vassals, Nohrrin and its capital Krimsim had been extremely independent prior to the phase transition. With the Forest’s conversion into a mega-Dungeon and the arrival of the Littan military, there was a lot of new construction favoring function over form. If Krimsim had a historical society, they’d probably been weeping over the hasty improvements. They were probably still weeping, just out of fear for their lives rather than outrage, but it would be hard for anyone in the city to deny they were alive because the empire had shown up and installed exactly all of the guns.

The weapons inside the city were turning the airspace above Krimsim into a meat grinder of long-range elemental attacks and kinetic projectiles. A smattering seemed to manipulate spatial energies or fire off beams of raw mystical force, but those were a small minority compared to the number of physical attacks going out.

Weaving in and out of the aerial fight were a half-dozen Delvers mounted on hammerheads, making an absolute mess of any birds that came near. This crew had some kind of special sauce on their Delver hot wings, because I watched a Delver-hammerhead pair eviscerate a bird six grades above their level in about two seconds.

Was this the real potential of the Animal Handling skill? Did Joma and Grotto know the true secrets to unfathomable power? I couldn’t be certain, but those weren’t the real questions I needed to be asking myself. The real question was, did I want to tame a giant bird and ride it into battle? Because it was looking pretty fucking cool from where I was flying.

I wasn’t a huge fan of birds, though. Maybe I could tame a giant c’thon instead… One that I could actually ride. Shog was more into carrying people. If anything, Shog rode me the last time we got close to a mount-and-rider interaction.

Moving on from the mounted combat, I looked to the action on the ground, where Littan Delvers operated in teams to launch attacks and fend off dive bombs. Two-thirds were military, organized into squads with specialized roles. They worked together on a scale that took the concept of a five-person party and expanded it out to an entire platoon. The military was concentrated near Krimsim’s center, flitting in and out of fortified bunkers surrounding the city’s largest dome-like building.

The other third of the city’s defenders were independent Delvers, half of whom were Littan, but the next largest representation was the bat-like Chovali. Some of these Delvers operated with a traditional five-person configuration, but many others ran in smaller groups or even solo. The Chovali could fly and take the fight directly to the birds but generally kept their fighting below the elevation level of the cannons. Probably a wise decision on their part.

At a glance, the representation from the military looked to be predominantly Level 11 Silvers, with some supporting crews of Level 3 Coppers. The single group of Golds I spotted belonged to a party from the independent faction. They were only Level 12, which wasn’t too much of an advantage over the military’s people.

I knew that Krimsim’s ruler, Count Starion, was a Level 26 Gold. The man’s full party also lived within the city, meaning that Krimsim should have had an elite defense force ready to rumble at the drop of a bird. Despite flaring Soul-Sight to an uncomfortable degree, I couldn’t find anyone near that level of power inside the city itself. The hammerhead riders were the city’s most powerful individual force at the moment, with the cannons doing the majority of work cleaning up the weaker mobs.

Fortunately, there were no civilians outside and no signs of mass slaughter. The birds were fixated on the Delvers themselves, who were doing an excellent job keeping their attention focused where they wanted it. Even so, there were plenty of Delvers lying bloody and motionless, missing vital portions of their anatomy. Decapitations in particular seemed to be very popular with the avians, which struck me as odd, but I didn’t know too terribly much about Forest-dwelling murder birds.

Varrin had arced our path so that we had a little more than four seconds to survey the area before he planned to take us back out through the flying meatwall. As it was, there were so many avian mana monsters in the skies that slowing down would immediately have us overwhelmed. We could always retreat into the Closet, but that wouldn’t help with scouting, and whether we wanted to set down in the city was up for debate. We were taking a gander, then falling back to evaluate.

While four seconds wasn’t much time to take a good peek, I could do a lot of lookin’ in a handful of seconds. I’d spent half my allotted time checking out the city, leaving me only a couple of seconds to try and find whatever was attached to the overwhelming soul, which felt like an obvious choice for being the thing responsible for the swarming monsters. Two seconds turned out to be plenty of time to spot the creature, since it was a walking nightmare the size of a battleship.

The first thing I noted was that it was not a bird. It stood on four thick legs, each ending in a spreading mass of bulky, webbed toes. It had a barrel-shaped torso, with a gut that hung near to the ground. Its body was wrapped in a tangle of vines, foliage, and entire trees, as though it had bulldozed through the forest and brought half of it along for the ride. This misconception was banished when I noticed that man-thick roots sprouted from its slick and wet skin, connecting to the mobile jungle. Along its spine was an unusually straight trunk, running the entire length of the creature and then some, jutting out ahead of it like a battering ram. The whole massive rod glowed with an unsettling amount of power to my mana sight.

I felt comfortable assuming that this was our alpha.

A pair of gnarled and twisted trees grew from what looked like an otherwise empty pair of eye sockets on either side of its head, free of any leaves or other greenery. Each was a creaking network of black branches, drooping heavily with round masses dangling from their offshoots. The rest of the head was shrouded by the growth and barely visible. All I could tell was that it was ovoid, with a wide drooping mouth.

The beast was a half-mile from Krimsim, amidst a no-man’s land between the city and the edge of the forest. It was an expanse of scorched soil, cut and burned of any cover or obfuscation. The ground was churned up and marred by frequent impact craters, littered with the corpses of avian monsters that had died in droves outside the city walls. The deaths meant little to the swarm, as more birds flocked to Krimsim from the verdant expanse of trees to our south.

The birds did not make a beeline for the city, however. They flocked to the titanic quadruped and landed amidst its branches. Their bodies came alight with twisted magicks, and only then did the avians take flight towards their objective. The empowerment wasn’t a mild one, either. I witnessed a flock of Grade 2 mana monsters advance to Grade 12 over the course of a second.

Not all the birds were making quick pit stops on their way to the assault. There were five hiding amidst its canopy, significantly larger and more powerful than the rest. I also noticed that there was a constant trickle of birds returning from the city to the beast, carrying some unidentifiable burden in their talons. All of this was far enough away that even with my enhanced eyesight, some of the details were lost. I didn’t have time to study these divergences, choosing instead to focus on identifying the giant.

Hierophant of the Abductor: Whippomorph, Grade 32

Before I could even begin to wonder what the fuck a Whippomorph was, the notification changed.

Hierophant of the Abductor: Whippomorph, Grade 33

This whole situation was starting to look a bit dangerous.


Chapter 65


The Hierophant stood amidst the storm of deadly avians, not moving an inch toward the city. There was no evidence that it was doing anything at all aside from empowering the mana monsters attacking Krimsim. The only motion that it made was to turn its head up slightly in our direction, and I felt a weight pass over my mind as it did so. I shrugged off the sensation easily enough, but it was disturbing all the same.

We were coming up on the living wall of avians on our way out of the city’s airspace, and I didn’t feel like testing our craft’s durability again. I sent a quick idea to Etja through Reveal, then closed the Closet portal at the rear of the plane. I opened an entrance right in front of the four-armed mage, whose hands were already alight with golden energy, and I set the exit on the nose of our craft, just behind Guar’s Shield Wall. I knew the skill well enough to know that it would allow friendly projectiles to pass through.

Etja fired off Repulsion through the portal. The skill she’d earned from Deijin’s Descent released a wave of Divine force that erupted ahead of us, spreading out for more than a hundred feet. She channeled mana into the ability to sustain it as we made contact with the bird wall, and the avians were blasted aside by the spell, clearing a wide passage for our vessel to snake through on our way out.

The ride out was much smoother than the ride in, and Varrin had us sailing directly away from the birds, many of whom attempted to pursue but were too slow to keep up. I reopened the Closet portal at the back of the plane, revealing a somewhat distressed Lieutenant Augustin, who made quick strides towards Sergeant Baltae and began discussing something with the Littan mage.

I turned to Cezil, finding her tense and perched on the edge of the pilot’s seat, her casual demeanor completely absent. She made eye contact with me, then turned to look back at Tavio, who’d moved to stand just behind us. His canines peeked through his lips as a grim look formed over what we’d just seen.

“Tell me about that beast, Specialist,” he said to Cezil.

“Our alpha candidate is a Grade 33 Whippomorph, increased from a Grade 32 in the time it took us to do our flyover, sir,” she said. “It has a current health pool of 29,960, is resistant to all Physical and Psychic damage, but has no notable immunities. Its highest defense is Spiritual and its lowest defense is Divine. Wisdom is its highest attribute, with a three-way tie between Strength, Agility, and Luck for lowest. It appears to be enhancing all the nearby avians, significantly increasing their grade.

“I also spotted five Grade 24 Avian-Elemental hybrids hiding in the foliage along its back,” she continued. “These are potentially elite defenders for the alpha, but I did not have time to develop a full profile.”

“Sergeant Baltae,” said Tavio. “What in the hells is a Whippomorph?”

The mage looked over from his discussion with Lieutenant Augustin and delivered the man’s slate to Captain Pio. “It is a class of creature that exhibits amphibious or aquatic behaviors, sir. They feature a dense layer of subcutaneous fat, hairless bodies, and a predilection for forming symbiotic relationships with other lifeforms. It is actually an umbrella category for both the Cetacean and Hippopotamid subtypes.”

“Cetacean, meaning whales and dolphins?” I asked.

“Meaning placental mammals that reside in aquatic environments and must surface to breathe,” he replied.

“Okay. That thing definitely wasn’t a whale, so you’re telling me it was a hippopotamus?”

“That would be my guess,” Baltae replied. “All Whippomorph monster types are resistant to Physical damage archetypes, as supported by Cezil’s analysis. Hippopotamids are primarily known for being fiercely territorial. They grow stronger when their enemies are numerous, which is believed to be due to an effect similar to Rage, although they are rarely observed with the Berserk status.” He tapped his chin in thought. “They are also universally hostile towards humanoids.”

“This one sure acts that way,” said Cezil. “The trees growing out of its eyes, all of the branches were weighed down with decapitated heads. There were hundreds of them, all from humanoid races.”

“Trophies?” asked Tavio. “That would be unusual for a monster.”

“But not unheard of,” added Baltae.

I thought back to the birds flying towards the Hierophant, carrying round burdens in their talons. “It may be using them for something,” I said. “It could relate to its grade increasing.”

“More heads, higher grade?” asked Cezil.

“Maybe…”

“Sir,” said Captain Pio, approaching Tavio with the slate. “Lieutenant Augustin established communications with Tarras. They are asking for a report.”

Tavio folded his arms behind his back and studied the floor for a moment. “Cezil, did you get eyes on the count?”

“No, sir,” she said. “I was focused on the Whippomorph.”

“The strongest Delvers in the city are Level 12,” I said. “There are no souls down there powerful enough to be Count Starion or his party.”

“So they are either dead or missing,” said Tavio. “Captain Pio, inform the capital that Krimsim’s defenses are overwhelmed and her defenders outnumbered by a minimum of one hundred to one. The city will fall without intervention. Cezil, give Captain Pio the details you observed. Stress the quantity and grade of our foes. Let the Tarras know that this would be an excellent time to direct General Connatis to our location.”

Tavio blew out a breath before continuing. “Barring the general making a personal appearance, my recommendation is to have Silver response teams immediately establish a defensive perimeter one hundred miles outside of Krimsim, with Coppers leading evacuation efforts beyond that line using normal legionnaires. Request as many emergency Gold squads as Tarras has available for disaster mitigation inside that perimeter, then tell them we need ten times more than they are willing to give us.”

Pio nodded, then stepped away with Cezil towards Lieutenant Augustin. Tavio turned back to me. “Can your party contest that creature?” he asked. “It will take time for whatever backup Tarras can send to get here. I fear that Krimsim does not have that much time to spare.”

“Antagonizing the Hierophant may escalate the situation,” I said. “Right now, it isn’t getting involved.”

“It is already involved by augmenting the other hundred thousand beasts that serve it.”

“Fair enough,” I said, “but we don’t know what else it can do or how destructive it will become if we press it. I feel confident that we can distract and hinder a single Grade 33 without getting killed out of hand, assuming its grade doesn’t continue to increase. But if those five elemental birds get involved, I think that’s pushing it, even for us.”

“Captain Pio’s team can occupy the elites,” said Tavio. “I can swap between groups to assist whoever is being pressured the most.”

“You fill the tank position in your party, right?” I asked.

“Yes, but I no longer have a party,” said Tavio. “You killed Yaretzi and exposed Gharifon for being an avatar’s divine spawn. Nasira is under investigation for her unsanctioned activities in Hiward, and the duchess is busy managing Seqaria and the jointly owned lands north of the Eschen Gap.”

“Ah, sorry to hear that.”

“It is of no consequence,” he said. “And it is immaterial to the current problem.”

“Well, I haven’t ever seen you fight seriously,” I said, glancing at the absurd number of violet striations in his soul. “Even so, I think that with you in the mix, we’d stand a much better chance, but you’d be spreading yourself thin trying to help everyone. It might be better if you and Team Pio crush the elites as fast as possible, then join up with us against the Hierophant.”

“I think the situation will be too fluid to count on such a thing,” he said. “I will adjust accordingly.”

“Fine, but before we decide to go in guns blazing, I can bring any reinforcements you need from Fort Ruiz directly through a Checkpoint portal. I can only do it once per day, and it lasts for one hour.”

“That… would be helpful. We will coordinate with the capital when they next respond.”

“All right, how do you want to approach our target?”

“We can fly in and leap from the craft, no?”

“What happens to our vessel?”

Tavio shrugged. “It crashes. It is no big loss.”

I opened my mouth to speak, closed it when an idea struck me, then opened it to speak again. “Maybe we can do more with this tin can than simply let it crash.”

I started running through all the skills and abilities arrayed before me. With eleven Delvers, there was plenty to work with, and I knew what most of the Littans could do. Tavio was a wildcard, but the man could fill in the gaps for me as I explained my idea.

While I explored options and began formulating a strategy that was equal parts stupid and fucking awesome, Captain Pio returned.

“Sir,” she said. “General Connatis and his party are out of the country. Tarras is keeping the details of his deployment to themselves but says that we should not expect any Platinum reinforcements for at least twenty-four hours. It sounds to me like they are locked in a Delve.”

“Very well,” said Tavio. “What else?”

“Tarras has acknowledged your recommendations and is working on getting the response teams mobilized. Otherwise, these are the orders that came down.”

Pio handed Tavio the slate, and the well-muscled Littan’s eyes narrowed as he scanned its contents.

“Hmph,” he grunted, handing the slate back to her. “Let them know that their orders are received and that our guest Master Xor’Drel can open a portal directly from Fort Ruiz to Krimsim. He can maintain it for one hour, so any Gold teams that are near the fort should gather and be ready to jump directly into a shitstorm.”

Tavio turned to address everyone in the cabin. “We’ve been ordered to prevent the beast horde from advancing deeper into Littan territory by any means necessary, and the empire has formally requested the aid of Fortune’s Folly in accomplishing that task. I am also now personally in charge of the defense of Krimsim during the count’s absence, but the city’s survival has been assigned as a secondary objective.”

Several of the Littans looked troubled over the decree but kept their silence.

“What’s the problem?” asked Guar. “We just kill everything. That stops the horde and keeps Krimsim in one piece.”

“The quickest road to victory against the mana monsters is to eliminate the safety measures on the city’s cannons,” said Tavio. “Even in an emergency, they are limited to less than half of their potential output.”

“Is that why so many of them were idle?” I asked.

“Correct,” said Tavio. “The problem with loosening those restrictions is that the cannons will cause a rapid rise in ambient mana levels. I expect the mundane population of Krimsim is already suffering from low grades of mana toxicity between the current cadence of cannon fire, the unchecked use of Delver skills, and the raw number of magical creatures present. More than doubling the contamination coming from the cannons will be lethal to most of Krimsim’s population.”

“I can evacuate people,” I said. “They can return through the Checkpoint to Fort Ruiz once reinforcements are through, and we have plenty of room in the Closet if that’s not enough time. It wouldn’t be comfortable, but we can create areas with low mana concentrations and provide basic necessities.”

“It is a good thought, but Krimsim’s defenders may not even last the hour,” said Tavio. “Unless you have a way to gather a hundred thousand people who are hiding throughout the entire city in a few minutes, I fear that would take too long. In this situation, you and your party are better deployed to counter the Hierophant.”

I started to rack my brain for another solution but was interrupted by a message from Grotto. It seemed the Littans were about to have their reinforcement options expanded.

“Tavio,” I said, making sure I had the man’s attention. “Princess Ishi of the Silver Lounge is requesting permission to enter the Littan province of Nohrrin and speak to the ranking official in charge of Krimsim.”

“How convenient that only moments ago I was appointed to such a position,” Tavio replied, sounding a touch suspicious. “I am not familiar with this princess. I assume you would not relay this request if you thought it a waste of what little time we have.”

“I think you should talk to her,” I said.

“Will you magically summon her with one of your portals?”

“But of course.”

“Then please do,” he said. I coordinated with Grotto, letting Ishi know we were good to go on our end. Tavio turned back to Pio. “Captain, you are more adept at diplomacy; perhaps you should handle this meeting.”

“Me?” said Pio. “Sir, my station is much too low for any formal diplomatic discussion with a foreign princess. She might consider it an insult if⁠—”

Pio saw me gesture and immediately cut herself off as I opened a new Closet portal. The captain straightened her posture and pivoted into the picture of a well-composed official. Her expression slid into that of a highly competent professional dealing with a serious emergency, albeit one that she had well in hand.

Ishi stepped through the portal, dressed in armor that was similar to her woodworked combat set but with a more formal flair and an emphasis on her natural curves. She had no helm, but she was crowned by a diadem with a single jewel sitting against her forehead. It glowed with potent mana weaves, and its ocean-blue radiance matched the woman’s eyes. Her midnight hair was pulled back into a single braid that disappeared under her collar.

“Presenting Princess Ishi of the Silver Lounge,” I said. “Princess Ishi, allow me to introduce Major Tavio of Seqaria and Captain Pio of Litta, representatives for the Littan Empire.”

A hint of a smile played across Ishi’s lips, and she gave me a slight bow. “Thank you for the introductions, Your Majesty,” she said.

“My pleasure, Your Highness.”

Tavio tilted his head to the side upon hearing the exchange of honorifics. I’d decided not to bring up the matter of Closetland with the empire as of yet.

Ishi held my gaze for a beat longer, then schooled her expression and turned to the Littans. “Well met, Major Tavio and Captain Pio,” she said, inclining her head towards each of them. “I understand the urgency of your situation, so I will forgo the usual formalities. Although you may not be aware of our existence, I am a representative for the five rulers of all dragon flights upon Arzia and a sizable coalition of sapient magical creatures. I have come at the behest of His Scarlet Majesty with an offer of support to assist you in the defense of your city.”

It was a good thing we’d given Captain Pio plenty of practice dealing with the unexpected arrival of outrageous facts, because the woman took that news like a champ. She didn’t waste a second before diving into rapid-fire negotiations.


Chapter 66


“Thank you for being so direct, Princess Ishi,” said Captain Pio. “Given the tendency for our mutual acquaintance to find himself embroiled in”—she glanced over at me—“improbable circumstances, I am inclined to take you at your word. What form would this proposed assistance take?”

“His Scarlet Majesty has recently decided to prepare his Crimson Bask for an upcoming conflict, but many of the whelps among his forces are untested in large-scale combat,” said Ishi. “It is his wish that they bloody themselves against appropriate foes before they are integrated with the rest of his forces. As such, His Majesty offers you the service of a flight of fifty juvenile red dragons to assist you in securing the airspace around your city, commanded by a young red dragon with comparable experience to what you would consider a seasoned veteran.”

“You have our gratitude. How much combat power would such a force contribute to the ongoing battle?” said Captain Pio.

“Consider it significant,” said Ishi.

“I see. And what would His Scarlet Majesty expect in return for such assistance?”

“His Majesty’s first concern is that his forces gain practical experience. Otherwise, this is to serve as an opening to diplomatic relations between our nations. We have had preliminary meetings with some of your officials, but our hope is that we can shorten the time it takes to arrange a meeting with your empress.”

“Then this sounds like a generous offer,” said Pio. “However, it is not our custom to allow foreign forces to land on Littan soil or take to our skies in this case. I must confer with the commander.” Captain Pio glanced at Tavio, who smoothly took over.

“I will not mince words,” said Tavio. “I am willing to accept your assistance, so long as your troops understand that any violence against Imperial citizens, intentional or incidental, will be viewed as outright hostility and treated as such.”

“That is acceptable, Major,” said Ishi.

“Excellent. As for an audience with the empress, ensuring such a meeting would normally be far above my station, Princess. Fortunately, I am to personally present a report to Her Imperial Majesty in the near future, and I will communicate your request myself, along with sending the matter up through the normal channels.”

“I would welcome that arrangement,” said Ishi. “Shall we briefly discuss logistics and how to minimize the chances of friendly fire?”

I left the trio to their discussion and went to check in with my party. Varrin had taken us fifty miles outside Krimsim before turning and beginning to circle the city, and I looped everyone in on my working plan for approaching the Hierophant. I described it as a “tactical crash landing,” and I was surprised that no one had any problems with the idea. If anything, they were enthusiastic. Especially Nuralie, who immediately started pulling flasks and tools from her inventory.

“Ishi sure moved fast getting involved here,” said Xim.

“She’d asked Grotto to keep an eye out for diplomatic opportunities,” I said, watching the princess strategizing with the Littans.

“Grotto? He doesn’t seem like a good choice for that kind of thing.”

“Maybe not traditional ‘diplomatic’ opportunities,” I said. “But when it comes to identifying a potential ally in a position of weakness… I’m pretty sure Ishi knew what she was doing when she recruited him for this.”

After that, I went to speak with Guar. “I have a question about your Holy Spear skill,” I said.

“Is it about the name?” he asked. “Because it works with most weapons, not just spears. It can be confusing for people.”

“No,” I said. “Actually, sort of? Do you think you could use it on our entire vessel?”

Guar put a hand on his hip and leaned back as he looked around the cabin. “Hmm, the ship’s too big to count as a weapon for my skills. Max I can wield is about eighteen feet until I snag Colossal Weapons.”

“Would it work on a smaller section of the ship, then?”

“Uh, not Holy Spear, but I might be able to use Smite with my Shield Wall. Do those count as part of the ship? They’re attached to the ship.”

“Maybe,” I said. “How would that work?”

“So, I’ve got the Stormbreaker evolution through my Shields intrinsic, which gives me Stormbreaker stacks whenever I block something. I can burn the stacks to make an AoE Lightning attack with my shield. Shield Wall has ‘shield’ in the name, and it counts as a block when I stop something with it, so I can have the AoE fire from the Shield Wall instead of my normal shield.”

“You got stacks for all those birds we plowed through?”

“Caps at forty stacks right now, but yeah. I’m full up.”

“Where does Smite come in?”

“I can add Holy Spear or Smite to an attack, but Holy Spear requires either a melee attack or a thrown weapon attack. If Stormbreaker activates off my Shield Wall, it won’t be a melee attack since I’m not holding it or anything. And it’s not a thrown weapon attack, since I’m not throwing it.”

“Right.”

“Smite can work with a weapon attack, but it can be any type of weapon attack. It doesn’t have to be melee. Since a shield can count as a weapon, it should work with Stormbreaker blasting off the Shield Wall, even though I’m not touching it. Plus, Smite does Righteous damage. Takes a lot more stamina, but it can hit a lot harder, too.”

I was impressed by Guar’s understanding of the nuance in his skill interactions. I decided that what he was describing was even better than what I’d had in mind, so we went over his role before moving on to Baltae.

“You’ve got the Recon sub-skill Trapping, right?” I asked the mage.

“That is correct,” he said.

“Is that just for disarming traps, or can you make them as well?”

“Oh, I can make them,” he said with a lively grin. “In fact, I can even imbue my spells into them. I have several prepared at all times.”

“Really?” I said. “Tell me more.”

He did tell me more, and I liked what I heard. I liked it a lot. I worked things through with the mage, then went to bother Tavio. He’d just wrapped things up with Ishi by this point, leaving Pio to work out the rest of the details with the princess. Before I could say anything to Tavio, he pulled me aside and spoke in a low voice.

“I need you to know that once the matter of Krimsim is settled, I will have many questions for you, not the least of which is how you know a dragon princess,” he said.

“Uh, okay.”

“Dragons are real?” He threw up his arms and shook his head. “No, there is no time for a discussion. We will find out the truth soon enough. Oh, and I saw you two making eyes at one another when she came in.”

“You are a rather observant person most of the time,” I said. “Although the stuff you notice seems kind of selective.”

“This only adds to my confusion. She is a dragon, no?”

“She is a dragon, yes.”

“Arlo,” he said, fixing me with a serious look. “Are you fucking a dragon princess?”

“I’d rather not get into my personal life while we’re trying to save the lives of, like, a hundred thousand people. Also, her human form is a perfect transformation, so her body is technically just as human as any other human’s. It even comes with all the same needs.” Tavio raised an eyebrow. “Like needing food!” I hastily added. “Or, you know, sleep. And… other things.”

“I only hope that your personal feelings are not skewing your opinion on how trustworthy she is. I am bending a number of rules by agreeing to allow her to field military assets in Littan territory, and I only agreed to do so because of how dire the situation is.”

“She’s given me no reason to distrust her,” I said. “Hep is also really chill, so I’m glad the request came from him. If it’d come from Ishi’s mother, it’d be a whole different story. Some of the rulers are less moral than others.”

“Who is Hep?”

“Sorry, Hep is His Scarlet Majesty.”

“So you are also on a first-name basis with a dragon king? Are you fucking him as well?”

“They’ve never used the word king, so I honestly don’t know.”

“To which part? Whether he is a king or whether you’re fucking a king?”

“Gods above, man! Stop imagining me fucking things for a second and lemme tell you about my idea.”

“To be clear, I do not care about your proclivities so long as they do not compromise your recommendations on critical matters such as this. Also, you evaded my question, but go ahead and tell me about this idea of yours.”

I told him about this idea of mine, and he did have some ways he could contribute.

“I can lay down Court of Roses beforehand,” he said. “It is an ongoing AoE effect that deals Spectral thorns damage. I have several buffs to my thorns damage as well, so it should be quite effective. Otherwise, I can designate the Hierophant as a Focused Target, giving all of our attacks penetration and granting Blessed on a successful strike.” He paused and closed his eyes for a second. “There, I’ve already assigned it as a target.”

“There’s no range on that?” I asked in disbelief. “Not even a perception requirement?”

“No, not if I have already seen it. It is a very good Leadership evolution.” Tavio glanced over to see that Pio and Ishi were just about done. He leaned towards me and added, “After we are done, I will also want to know why the princess addressed you as one would address a king.”

Ishi and Pio finished their discussion and came over to fill me in on what I needed to do with my portals. I then gathered everyone up and made sure we were all clear on our individual tasks. Afterward, I checked on Baltae and Nuralie, who were enthusiastically collaborating on what were essentially magic IEDs. I kindly asked them not to blow up the ship while we were still in it, then sent Varrin the signal to start turning us back in towards Krimsim.

Nuralie and Baltae started strapping down bombs into the plane’s seats, which would explode into poisoned spatial rifts. Nuralie then used Cordoning Arrows to fire out a spread of projectiles that would immediately attack anything crossing their perimeter. Tavio layered on Court of Roses, and the entire ship was filled with ghostly vines covered in shimmering blooms and hand-length thorns.

Guar moved to the pilot’s seat so he had a clear line of sight to his Shield Walls. Etja moved up next to him, floating within a foot of the beefy Littan. Xim transformed her hands and feet into wicked claws, which she used to crawl around on the outside hull and begin igniting the entire ship. Since the crimson fire was Divine in nature, the wind couldn’t extinguish it, and since the ship was being crewed by allies, the fire wouldn’t burn it.

Once the vessel was a flaming comet streaking through the sky in excess of Mach two, Xim came back inside, and she, Baltae, Nuralie, Captain Pio, Ishi, Madel, Cezil, and Tavio joined Lieutenant Augustin in the Closet. I reduced the portal size to less than a centimeter, keeping it open so that Baltae could maintain his Telekinesis spell on the ship.

I used Reveal to line Varrin up with the Hierophant’s soul, and the big guy adjusted course so we were at the appropriate angle. Etja used Siphon on our entire vessel, designated the direction of the Hierophant as down, and began increasing our gravitational pull, further accelerating our ship.

We exceeded Mach three.

I activated Therianthropy. Violet and fuchsia wings unfolded along my back, and downy tentacles wrapped around from my sides. I handed control of the tentacles off to Grotto and used Shortcut to teleport to the nose of the craft.

I realized that I’d forgotten to remove my cowboy hat, and the brim caught the wind and tried to tear my head off while the wooden boots flailed around with absolute violence. The hat had mana weaves to keep it in place and to make it far more durable than it had any right to be.

The microportal to the Closet allowed Grotto to use Animate Object on the ship while we worked together to grip the nose at six equidistant points using my feet, hands, and tentacles. Varrin, Etja, Grotto, Baltae, and I began to spin the vessel on its longitudinal axis using a combination of spells and raw might. My part in this was to use Coordinated Thinker in combination with Reveal to help guide the spin, ensuring our flight path didn’t gain any wobble and subsequently tear the ship apart.

Between all of us, the ship began spinning exceedingly fast, even as I throttled us to ensure that no mistakes were made. Etja and Guar floated just ahead of the pilot’s chair amidst the whirling ship, while Varrin rode the spin, using his massive physical stats to perfectly maintain his position as a combination of Animate Object, Siphon, and Telekinesis ensured Varrin’s thrust was joined by forces that spread evenly across the hull. I’d burned all three uses of Sage Advice to buff their ability to use the skills this way.

The spin established gyroscopic stabilization to help the craft maintain flight stability. It wasn’t necessary yet, but it would be soon.

Etja created a Haste aura encompassing herself, me, Guar, and Varrin. The world slowed to my perception even as Varrin’s speed doubled. Siphon protected us from the crushing G-forces. The ship spun even faster. I learned that I was immune to dizziness.

We exceeded Mach five.

My Rocket Man’s C’thonic Feather Boa thrashed appropriately.

I lost a battle of self-control when my exceedingly durable cowboy hat disintegrated, and I screamed, “YEE-HAW MOTHERFUCKER!” as I activated Aura of Persistence, granting everyone Shielding.

We were moving a mile every second, and a mile out from the bird wall, I moved the Closet portal for Etja to blast a hole through it with Repulsion. The avians vaporized on contact. Varrin peeled away as soon as we were through, letting Siphon work alongside our momentum and spin to continue carrying us forward.

The Hierophant was dead ahead.

The seven-hundred-foot-long alpha had one second to react and was too slow to move out of the way, but the birds on its back were exceedingly quick. They rose from among the jungle it bore, each the size of an attack helicopter, and fired off a combined bombardment into our approach. A ray of deathly heat scorched the air while torrents of ice spikes froze it over. Supersonic pressure waves swept through the resulting billowing fog, catapulting a jet of acid along with it. A bolt of lightning split the sky, and the moody overcast created by the swarms of birds above the no-man’s land fled for one terrible instant.

Nothing I hadn’t planned for.

I created a Closet portal ahead of our ship. The guardian birds’ attacks blasted through empty space, as we weren’t there anymore. Our vessel exited on the opposite side of the Hierophant.

Guar activated Stormbreaker.

I cast Shortcut as a cloud of Divine lightning erupted from the nose of our craft, snagging myself, Etja, and Guar, taking us 512 feet away. Etja immediately used three Shortcut wands I’d made her to take us another 175 feet while Guar’s arms blurred to grab us both. Immediately after the second teleport, Guar created a Shield Wall mid-air and used it as a springboard for a skill called Heroic Leap, taking us along as he crossed another 120 feet.

All of this happened in a fraction of a second, and as Guar carried us in his arms, our falling star of divine fire and lightning struck the Hierophant at over four thousand miles per hour.


Chapter 67


When our birdless birdplane struck the Hierophant, the resulting explosion was…

Well, it was okay.

Maybe I’d call it decent. A solid seven out of ten if I’m being generous, but that score’s definitely inflated by an extra point or two since the plane was an object that neither contained explosives nor any magic designed expressly for the purpose of exploding things. It didn’t even have fuel or other built-in energy sources that might add to the eruptive devastation, and it still did a pretty good job of going kablooey. It was, in essence, a hollow column of metal going really, really fast.

And therein lay the problem. The birdplane was designed to be carried, so it wasn’t built to be dense but as light as the Littans could make it. It was still quite heavy, but nothing close to approaching the weight-to-size ratio of a tungsten rod, for example. The fact that it was hollow also led to the object deforming on impact, which likely absorbed a great deal of energy. Thus, the resulting boom didn’t yield an apocalyptic kinetic bombardment with equivalent energy to a tactical nuclear warhead or anything.

It had the energy equivalent of, at most, several metric tons’ worth of TNT.

That is, the explosion blooming off the beast’s flank was large enough to fill a professional football arena. The cloud of blood, dust, dirt, atomized wood, and metal was about as large as the Hierophant itself. From 800 feet away, the pressure wave hit me like a solid thunk on the chest from a friendly championship weightlifter. It wasn’t even painful.

The shrapnel was much more dangerous at our range, and Guar and I both had shields up to defend Etja. Even then, the debris plinked and clanked off our defenses, and none of it was dangerous enough to be any sort of real threat. An average person would have been in serious danger, but we were all hundreds or even thousands of times more durable than the average bear, much less the average person.

With Etja’s help, I could make a much bigger explosion. I had made a bigger explosion back in Throne’s Delve, so I was feeling a little snobbish about the quality of the big bang we’d just laid down. Of course, the explosion wasn’t what was meant to be impressive.

It was everything else that made the impact into something special.

A cataclysmic combination of divine fire and lightning erupted at the impact’s center, lighting up the miniature mushroom cloud with menacing crimson light and crackling arcs. Space warped and twisted as rifts formed in reality, tearing and sucking at the Hierophant’s flesh, creating vicious whirlpools in the smoke and dust. The spatial wounds burst into potent clouds of deadly poisons, spreading the toxic substances across the battlefield like massive dimensional aerosol canisters.

Blinding bursts of gold and white accompanied the thunderous noise of the strike, and I felt the weight of multiple gods delivering judgment onto the monster. Translucent vines covered in Spectral thorns whipped through the air and latched onto the Hierophant, digging deep into the fresh wound on the creature’s side as a storm of arrows pierced through its hide. Embracing all the rest was a pulsating storm of ice, rapidly annihilating exposed muscle and reducing thick foliage into tinkling shards that fell away to the ground. Blood ran down the smited Hierophant’s side like a waterfall; corrupted, scorched, ionized, distorted, and frozen.

All of it was empowered by multiple global damage buffs, and many of my allies had burned a few stacks of Blessed to strengthen the attack even further. It was a hit that could reduce almost anything I’d ever run up against into a fine paste.

The Hierophant stumbled to one side, caught its balance with a lumbering jerk of two of its massive legs, then recovered. It even used the opportunity to side-step out of all of the persistent AoEs the attack had laid out. It was missing a chunk of its side and abdomen the size of a large house, which would have been great if that had accounted for more than half a percent of its total volume.

While I surveyed the damage, I opened two Closet portals, one a half-mile north, atop the walls of Krimsim. Ten Littan Delvers spilled out of it, Golds who’d rallied at Fort Ruiz. Half of these were instructors and staff from the fort itself, preparing Delver candidates for the first round of Eschendur’s Creation Delve. They weren’t a cohesive party, and they split off to reinforce various squads defending Nohrrin’s capital.

The other half was a dedicated artillery team that had been stationed in the Eschen Gap. While I was curious as to why such a potent strategic resource was camping out in what was ostensibly friendly territory, the group would be a massive boon to the city’s cannons, even without ramping up their firing cadence.

This group of ten would make contact with the forces in Krimsim, establish communication, and ensure that the defenders were prepared for a skyful of dragons to make an appearance. Ishi’s reinforcements couldn’t safely sally forth until they were certain the Littan gunners wouldn’t mistake them for scaly versions of their flying enemies.

The second portal I opened was much closer. Tavio blasted out from it, ahead of the rest of Team Pio. As Madel rocketed out behind him, I heard Cezil’s voice shouting from her back.

“Good job!” she hollered. “You took 11 percent off its health!”

Eleven percent.

That’s what our grand opening salvo had been worth.

I mentally fortified myself for a drawn-out fight as Guar grabbed my shoulder, hefted himself so that he was horizontal, then planted his boots on my chest. I stabilized myself with a quick burst of Gravity Anchor as he kicked off and used another Heroic Leap to close distance towards his party’s targets. The five Avian-Elemental hybrids swept towards us, and if I’d known how to read a bird’s facial expressions, I would have been certain they were pissed. As it was, I could only assume as much.

Both of my Closet portals had extra backup on standby to come through, so both portals would stay open for the time being. The rest of my party would wait for me to grab the Hippo’s ire before engaging. As Tavio collided with the lead elite, a pure white sword-bill that was half lightning, half murder, I evaluated the Hierophant with one question in my mind.

How the fuck was I going to get this thing’s attention?

The System interrupted my musings on the matter.

Did you just ride a Delver-propelled rocket into battle against an enemy with a grade more than twice your level?

While wearing a pink cowboy hat?!

Fuck.

And we mean that in the most sensual way possible.

Here, have an achievement. Try not to think of it as payment in exchange for the absolute bliss you just evoked in us.

Intercontinental Ballistic MAGE: Mounts, vehicles, and projectiles of size 3 or lower gain a bonus to movement speed equal to your INT whenever you’re riding on one of those fuckers.

Also, gyroscopic stabilization on a projectile the size of a small plane, really? Aren’t you supposed to attack with spells and shit? Listen, that was a giant bullet, not a fireball.

Regardless, we’ll give it a pass, BUT… only because the idea of you lugging random shit around to huck at your enemies like improvised shells tickles our cold, calculating machine mind to death.

Have you considered wielding a smoothbore cannon? Because then you’d be another step closer to becoming the literal embodiment of the first role you play for your party. At least you had one spell slapped onto that thing, so you’re sort of satisfying your second role as well.

Fuck it, here are some passive skills we keep in reserve for our favorite maniacs. We even changed their names so you’d feel extra special!

Maybe one of these will be good enough for your picky ass.

My mind went into overdrive as it was flooded by a dozen new options for passive skills. It should have been overwhelming, but I cancelled Elemental Barrier to get my secondary focus back. The Hierophant wasn’t even standing in its range anymore. I sent my second mind to task evaluating the offerings, and it barely took any time to find the one that sang a delightful melody to my soul.

M1A1 WIZARD: Your maximum mana is increased by an amount equal to 4 times your FOR. Your maximum stamina is increased by an amount equal to 4 times your WIS.

My stamina pool shot up by 160 points. My mana pool swelled by another 280, which was then boosted by an additional 25% through my Archmage passive, granting me a total bonus of 350. That put my base stamina at 860 and my base mana at 850.

A tingle ran down my spine from the fresh pile of resources, and I tried not to think about how the System and I had just given one another an intimate experience. Instead, I went back to evaluating the biggest, angriest hippopotamus in the world. At least, I hoped it was the biggest, angriest hippo in the world. It was at least the biggest and angriest hippopotamus anyone had ever seen on the planet’s surface.

World-record land mammals aside, Cezil had told us that Wisdom was the Hierophant’s highest attribute, meaning that I didn’t have much hope that the mental effects we could dole out would take hold, and I was unlikely to benefit from the spell Cezil used to force aggro onto a specific target. My own feeble attempts at imposing the Distracted debuff were unlikely to work for the same reason.

All that meant was that nothing had changed. I knew how I liked to taunt, and it would give me an opportunity to show the Hierophant how big of a bang we could really make. Plus, I had all this new mana, and it had to go somewhere. Might as well stuff as much of it as I could into one big-ass spell. Reveal and psychic comms were up on the party, Etja immediately got the message, and she wrapped me in her signature soul hug.

I started channeling Explosion!+.

The spell’s initial attack would be Sonic damage, which fell under the Physical school. The Hierophant was resistant to Physical, meaning the damage would be halved. However, Explosion! gained bonus Spatial damage every second it was charged. Spatial damage fell under the Dimensional school, and it didn’t have any resistance to that shit, so I just needed to charge the spell for as long as possible. In the meantime, I could abuse my teleports to get in its way and become absolutely obnoxious.

Light and thunder filled my peripheral senses as the elite birds hit Tavio and Guar with an onslaught of elemental attacks, but I didn’t have time to pay attention to their fight. I had to trust that the Littans could handle the avian defenders while we focused on the Hierophant. Grotto was looped into their team’s psychic connection and monitoring it on a subprocess, allowing him to filter and keep me informed of anything important.

I used Shortcut to pop up right in front of the Hierophant, a few hundred feet away from its face. The creature’s mouth was large enough to crush a pair of school buses, with a single pair of long tusks thrusting up from its lower jaw. The rest of its teeth were all molars, looking sturdy enough to crush boulders with more ease than a horse might crush an apple. The entire maw was dark and slimy, overgrown by moss and fungus.

Wet roots grew from its thick, gray-green hide to join at the base of the two twisting trees rising from its empty eye sockets. The growths were the color of rotting kelp, with hundreds of long branches arching from the tops of their thick, squat trunks. At the end of each branch was a severed head, and there were hundreds of branches expanding out into a broad canopy that covered most of its forward body.

There were at least a hundred of the rodent-esque Littans mixed into the sea of faces, but just as many of the bat-like Chovali as well. There were a small number of shockingly pale Hiwardians and a smattering of faces bearing the antlers and wide noses that marked them as Timans. Many more were members of a race I’d never seen, having an elongated jaw and square pupils, similar to a goat.

All bore the bloody signs of a violent death, some much more recent than others, but all were otherwise well-preserved above the neckline. While their eyes held no spark of life, all of them had a subtle eerie glow, flickering in shades falling somewhere within blue, gold, or violet. They rolled lazily in their sockets, looking around at all of the different combatants on the field.

In the time that it took for the creature to recover from our opening attack and for me to appear in front of it, a new branch sprung from the trunk, burdened by the head of a female Littan. She wore a half-destroyed helm that bore the religious symbol of Yara, the throne of civilization. It was mana-woven, marking them as a fallen Delver.

A final check of the Hierophant’s grade showed it had risen to 34.

I still had Haste from Etja, letting both of my minds work at a furious pace, but even taking that into account, the Hierophant was slow to react. Either that, or its attention was primarily on managing the many birds fighting on its behalf. I took personal offense at its decision to ignore me, especially after I’d just sent it such a thoughtful welcome-to-Krimsim gift. I’d even sprung for the atmosphere-scorching delivery speed!

Oh well, no reason to overthink things. If more heads meant a higher grade, then leaving the Hierophant with fewer heads seemed like the right move. Maybe then my hippo senpai would notice me.

I started shoving a storm of hammers into the Hierophant’s many faces.

I hurled Somncres alongside five fleeting copies, summoned the hammer back to my hand at the end of my arm’s follow-through, and threw it again in a backhand motion, immediately resummoning it for another attack. Ten Void Hammer combos cracked across the space between myself and the Hierophant, targeting five individual heads at random with a pair of Oblivion Orb-tipped hammers each.

The hammer portion of the attack was Physical damage, but the Hierophant’s resistance would be moderately offset by the penetration granted both from Tavio and from my hammers themselves. Flurry of Blows would add stacking damage based on my Strength, and a few other damage-boosting abilities were flying around from everyone’s buffs. Oblivion Orb would test its Planar defense, and I dropped extra mana to use the mana shape Funnel to double the spell’s damage. The mana shape only worked if my attack had a single target, and although I was attacking five different heads, they were all a part of the same enemy.

The whole volley cost me fifty mana and twenty stamina. The priciest Void Hammer I’d ever thrown, but this wasn’t the time to be holding back.

The hammers crossed the distance in an instant, arcing their paths to the five separate heads. They all struck true, the Hierophant making no attempt to dodge or swing the heads out of the way. The first five fleeting copies crushed and exploded the heads, then sucked the viscera into the void, leaving naught but empty, bloodied branches behind. The branches then exploded into gore all the way up their lengths until they were mangled nubs. In the midst of that destruction, the remaining five hammers blasted through what used to be the heads and buried themselves into the hippo’s flesh beyond, deleting chunks of the creature’s own skull.

The Hierophant’s entire battleship-length body flinched, and I was taken aback by how well that had worked.

[Cezil says that your attack just did more damage than crashing the Littan vessel into the creature. She is being very loud about it.]

The yellow eyes of Yara’s fallen Delver rolled towards me, as did the eyes of all the hundreds of other heads on the Hierophant’s branches. Their combined gazes lit up into a brilliant, multi-colored constellation of pure rage.


Chapter 68


There was a subtle shift in the lighting of the battlefield, and I noticed the wall of birds encircling the city beginning to alter their flight paths. This occurred the moment that the Hierophant’s attention shifted to me. An instant later, too many things happened at once for me to spare any brain cells monitoring the birds.

A blue flash, almost gentle, rolled off the Hierophant to fill the air. My skin burned. I tasted copper. Bursts of light sparked in my vision.

You have been Poisoned! Toxicity partially mitigated by resistance.

Toxicity: 88

Mana gathered around the Hierophant to fuel a spell. One spell became dozens, and dozens became hundreds. The Hierophant’s branches burned with brilliant azure light. Swaths of the heads opened their mouths like gaping fish out of water, and three hundred beams of Mystical Force split the air to intersect on my position.

My shield was raised to weather the Mystical onslaught. It was a lot of attacks, and each of them felt strong enough to do serious harm to most Delvers at my level, but not strong enough to make me sweat. I wasn’t worried about chip damage. My Shielding was sitting at 250 after Aura of Persistence got a 32% buff from Leadership.

The beams didn’t strike all at once. They fired off like spray from a minigun, delivering the hundreds of attacks over two seconds. They collided with Gracorvus, which rattled violently on my arm, but I wrestled it to stay in position as the force sent me careening backwards.

I rode the assaulting flood, using my wings to maneuver my body so that I faced the beams lengthwise, shield held over my head. I worked furiously to maneuver the shield into place again and again as the concentrated fire continuously shifted to try and get around my block. My reduced profile and the straight angle of the attacks combined gave me enough of an edge to catch everything on Gracorvus, and by the end of the spam, I was left without having taken a single point of damage.

My spell defenses were pretty fucking good.

Seeing that I clearly had the Hierophant’s wrath focused exclusively on myself, the rest of my party moved in. None of them were fucking around, either. With a Grade 34 on the field, everyone was going full force from out of the gate.

Varrin descended from above, flanked by two soul clones. He’d used Enrage multiple times to build Rage stacks throughout the assault leg of our flight but had kept the number just below his Berserk threshold until I’d given the Hierophant my blunt greeting. Now, he activated the technique on his ride down towards the Hierophant, and cold, burning eyes burst to life on his helm.

Kazandak was at full extension, all three of him wielding twenty feet of razor steel with Spectral energy dancing along their edges. Against the Hierophant, the length was almost quaint, but a one-inch blade could still kill a fully grown man. I was betting Varrin could apply the same principle on a larger scale.

While Varrin careened down from the sky, three of Nuralie’s mechas darted out from the Closet portal to spread out across the no-man’s land. As usual, the loson herself was nowhere to be seen. Behind them were two of Grotto’s Etja-clone golems, decked out in modified Zng armor and wielding weapons taken from the fallen King’s Guard months prior.

Xim was close on their heels as she came through the portal and then kept coming through the portal. Her entire body was covered in crimson fur that flowed like molten blood. Her face was a bestial visage, her furious eyes and elongated jaws leaking the flames of judgment. A blinding disc blazed at her back, and her six-foot claws left smoldering gouges in the earth as she kicked off into the air. From snout to tail-tip, she was fifty feet long, having burned every lengthy cooldown and combined all three of her major transformations.

Etja herself fired off a long-range death beam, a single exceptional counterpoint to the hundreds of similar spells lobbed by the Hierophant. The spell added to our soul hug combo, the mana cost for channeling Explosion! got cheaper.

The world strobed with light from the exchange of skills between the Littans and the Avian-Elementals behind us.

My awareness of all of this flowed like a tranquil stream. I took a single mental breath, and the forces arrayed on the field collided.

The meat grinder of Mystical attacks poured into my shield while a third of the Hierophant’s heads sent Spiritual mana flooding into the creature’s drooping maw, funneling into a spell that was called, no joke, fucking Doom Cannon. Varrin crashed down on top of the Hierophant, three Soul Strikes carving into its flesh and its anima as the creature cast. Its Physical resistance didn’t stop the torrents of blood that wept from the gashes Varrin left behind.

The Hierophant bellowed under the strikes, sending a rumble through my chest. A sigil appeared in the air before the beast, even wider than the creature’s gigantic body, and a presence invaded the battlefield as a titanic blast erupted from the sigil, a void of lightless black. Chaotic thoughts whispered in my mind as the shot fired.

Etja’s death beam crossed through the attack as she fell back out of the spell’s path, striking the Hierophant’s muzzle and detonating into a massive eruption that stripped flesh from a swath of the creature’s faces. The force of the Hierophant’s released spell scattered the dusty remnants of its many visages with a thumping shockwave that traveled outward for a thousand feet.

I felt less confident about taking this one on the chin, so I used Shortcut to avoid the spell entirely. The column of whispered insanity was so large that my teleport was barely enough to move out of its path, and the ray continued until it struck the western edge of Krimsim’s defenses a half mile north. The structures were left mostly untouched, but all of the defensive guns along a massive stretch of the wall suddenly went dead. After clipping the outside of Krimsm’s walls, the beam kept going until it plowed through the hurricane of birds another half mile away, sending hundreds of them falling from the sky.

There wasn’t even enough time for a chill to run down my spine at the sight, because the massive column of wood along the Hierophant’s back was alight with its own mana. That’s when I realized that it wasn’t another giant tree the thing was carrying around.

It was a seven-hundred-foot-long staff.

A spread of arrows appeared in the Hierophant’s hide, snaking tendrils of venomous death spreading out from impact. Xim tangled herself in its branches and breathed a massive gout of Divine fire while she began reducing heads into bloody mist with her claws.

Two hundred of the goliath’s heads spread golden light into its body. Each one had cast Cleanse, and each Cleanse carried a heal alongside it. The flames sputtered out. The rivers of blood from the wounds in the Hierophant’s hide staunched. The creeping necrosis in its flesh receded as all the poison Nuralie had dumped into it was purged. Any sign of the damage caused by our plane crash was wiped away, and new branches emerged from the trunks of its twisted trees, ferrying fresh heads out to join their decapitated brethren.

All of this happened as the Hierophant’s second Doom Cannon fired from its skyscraper-sized weapon. The spell carried twice the potency of the Hierophant’s native use of the same spell, and I couldn’t Shortcut again so soon. Both Reverse Card and Dispel were sending me some very bad tingles about how much mana it would take to negate or redirect that attack. I barely managed to get Gracorvus up in time.

Gracorvus halted some of the spell’s power, but it wasn’t nearly enough. My spell defenses, while robust, were shredded. My 250 Shielding was peeled away, and the haunting thoughts became a shrieking chorus in my mind.

Fear negated by immunity!

Psychotic negated by Sacrament of Redemption!

Half my Blessed stacks disappeared, and a protective ward shimmered to life across every inch of the Hierophant’s body as its attack ripped away a chunk of my health.

HP: 3,167 -> 2,563

I immediately triggered Rejuvenation to restore 208 HP. The air flashed blue again, my skin grew hot, my vision sparkled, the Toxicity that my Fortitude was working furiously to eliminate swelled to 119.

[Team Pio is pulling their fight away, and Etja and Nuralie are moving out to their maximum range. They cannot handle the amount of Toxicity that creature is generating, and its area of effect is immense.]

My own ability to tank Toxicity was formidable, and thinking through how devastating the effect must be for everyone else caused me some concern. Regardless, there wasn’t much I could do about it directly. I had faith that my allies could manage, but we could still do something to adjust for it.

“Ask Nuralie and Tavio to trade out. She’ll be better against the birds, and he should be able to endure the Toxicity. Then get all our constructs to target incoming birds ferrying heads to the Hierophant. Hopefully, it can’t keep replacing the ones it’s losing without a fresh supply.”

[Acknowledged.]

The Hierophant was a lumbering, durable, and self-healing battle caster with a fondness for recruiting horrible monsters to fight on its behalf. I was starting to feel like it was stepping on my brand. Still, despite having a significant amount of the damage we’d done wiped away, the Hierophant hadn’t fully healed itself. Branches were scorched, heads were mangled or missing, and the wounds Varrin inflicted were accumulating faster than its healing could outpace. Further, I’d taken the Hierophant’s full salvo and was only down by about 400 health.

This was manageable. I just needed to keep its attention.

While Grotto and I had our exchange at the speed of thought, I flew around the Hierophant at full tilt, doing my best to reorient the creature so that any further mile-long, brain-obliterating doom beams didn’t hit Krimsim as collateral damage. I blocked a barrage of azure rays while throwing another salvo of hammers as I went, pumping them with everything I had, just like the last. I abandoned striking the heads in pairs, thinking that had been overkill, instead choosing to assign each hammer to its own individual target.

The Hierophant’s wards broke under a triple Soul Strike from Varrin and his clones, making way for my hammers to find their targets, splattering and deleting more craniums.

The moment the first head was pulped, a vicious flare of pain penetrated my skull as the Hierophant activated some sort of retribution skill. A damage notification flew by, showing that I’d taken 140 Psychic damage in return. It ignored all of my DR but was absorbed by the Shielding I’d regenerated. I had a split second to consider how fucked I was about to be before my next nine hammers landed.

It felt like someone took a pair of Tommy guns, rammed the barrels deep into my eye sockets, and pulled both triggers. The cooldown on Rejuvenation was up, and I desperately activated the skill to offset some of the hurt. My health hadn’t quite dropped to half, but it was getting uncomfortably close.

That level of retaliation completely shut down my multi-attack combo.

Disintegrating blasts continued to bombard the monster while Varrin sliced his way up the creature’s back towards the branches full of heads. Our Bleed plus Toxicity strategy had been halted in its tracks with the enormous number of Cleanses the Hierophant could deploy, and both of those statuses were applied through Physical attacks, making the approach doubly untenable against this foe. Varrin had no reason to linger around the beast’s juicy, blood-filled torso, adjusting his strategy to focus on weak spots rather than exsanguination.

As Varrin grew close, Xim angled her fire breathing to engulf the big guy alongside a swath of heads, allowing the attack to pull double-duty as a Cleanse of its own. Divine heads glowed, the fire was extinguished, Bleeding was purged, a Toxicity AoE erupted—pretty sure it was radiation—we got poisoned, Xim breathed fire, which renewed the Ignite and Cleansed Varrin’s Toxicity. It was an entire merry-go-round of blood, flames, and cellular decay getting reset every few seconds.

I was too far away for Xim’s fire to eliminate my own Toxicity, but I was still doing all right, though it would get dicey eventually if ignored for too long.

Toxicity: 164

A brief pang of nausea rolled through me as the poison tickled my guts for 94 damage, and my Toxicity dropped to the same. A few seconds later, it ticked up to 213. That would rupture my cellular membranes for 143 damage, then tick up to 260 or so.

My main attack combo was neutered with the Hierophant’s insane return damage, but that didn’t make me useless. The spells cast by the Hierophant itself were significantly cheaper than the supercharged versions coming out of its staff. I caught the beast’s next Doom Cannon with Reverse Card and dumped the enormous AoE into the beast’s lower body, carefully avoiding Xim and Varrin as they savaged its head.

The Hierophant looked annoyed by the turnaround, at best, and my move had still taken nearly a hundred mana to pull off. I decided that was a poor use of my resources, even if I had just gotten a big windfall there.

Then I noticed the battlefield had grown dark. A quick survey of my surroundings revealed the cause to be the massive horde of birds that had been swarming to create a dome around Krimsim. They’d abandoned that task and were approaching, their bodies blotting out the sky as they converged on top of us.

“Timeout!” I thought to Varrin and Xim.

I Shortcut to the pair, dismissed the Closet portal over Krimsim’s walls, and opened another right next to us. Xim hit Varrin with a direct cast of Cleanse to end his berserk, and the big guy practically tackled us into the portal, which I immediately closed behind us.

We rushed through an empty cavernous room as Xim activated Sam’lia’s Warmth, then threw a Heal my way. Restoring my HP was more time- and mana-efficient than Cleansing my Toxicity. I popped Rejuvenation as well. After being doubled from Body of Asclepius, the rapid healing session restored more than 1,400 health in a scant few seconds, regrowing all of my annihilated gray matter and irradiated cells.

My health was back to full, and I got a healthy boost to my Blessed stacks as well.

We entered the main staging ground, our eternal font of dirt pumping out soil in the distance, and ran into fifty-one red dragons of varying sizes awaiting the signal to enter the fray. The largest was concentrating fiercely on the Closet portal leading back out into the no-man’s land around Krimisim, maintaining a flaming barrier that fully encompassed it.

The dragon glanced at the three of us as we moved toward the portal at several hundred miles per hour, then dropped the barrier just as we made it within spitting distance. The Toxicity AoE from the Hierophant surged through, but Xim was already breathing gouts of flame to counter it.

We exited just in time to see a radiant star of holy light flying towards the Hierophant. Tavio’s body blazed with Sumrann’s blessings, holding a poleaxe trailing behind him as he streaked through the sky. The Littan warrior brought the weapon around with world-shaking force as he collided with the Hierophant’s head.

The entire battleship-length goliath slid back more than a hundred feet.


Chapter 69


When Tavio landed on the Hierophant’s skull, he struck with the hammer at the end of his poleaxe, and the glowing eyes on each of the creature’s hundreds of heads flickered. The Hierophant reared back as it slid, its gigantic hooves digging house-wide trenches through the soil and kicking up clouds of dust and debris. Tavio’s weapon shone brilliantly as he shot forward to follow, driving the spear deep into the center of the beast’s face.

Crags of holy light tore through the monster’s skin and bone as its skull caved in around the spearhead, erupting in a spray of sacred gore. Tavio flowed without the slightest pause as he ripped the spear free and rotated his body, swinging the axe head around and releasing a wave of golden light that slashed at the Hierophant’s branches for fifty feet in all directions.

He did all of this with only one arm.

The air around the Hierophant was thick with the monstrous birds as they swooped down en masse, thousands of bodies covered in razor-edged feathers. Tavio wielded a kite shield in his offhand and batted many of the avians aside that descended to assist the Hierophant. The shield strikes landed with impossible force as a ghostly copy of the shield thrust forth with each block, crushing his attackers with an explosive burst of strength. Other birds fell to Tavio’s poleaxe, caught in the maelstrom of his swings, even though they weren’t his target. Several made it past his shield and wove through his swings to land hits against the Littan’s heavily armored body, only to explode as a wave of Spectral vines erupted from the point of impact and tore through their bodies with glinting thorns.

Varrin, Xim, and I had come out of the Closet portal on an arcing path, flying west as we approached the Hierophant to keep Krimsim away from our backs. Varrin took Xim by the collar of her Wyldweave armor and carried the cleric’s bestial fifty-foot body forward at supersonic speeds while Xim gripped me in one clawed hand to bring me along for the ride. A menacing rumble purred in her throat, releasing waves of dread, but the birds were in a suicidal frenzy, ignoring her attempts to drive them off.

Without missing a beat, Xim sent them all to hell instead.

All I could see was a flash of blood red flame, and everything in our path was judged and annihilated. Birds immediately swarmed to fill the gap in their formation, and a hundred ghostly blades flew out from Varrin’s clones in response. They ripped into the approaching birds and shunted them towards Varrin, who parted the aerial graveyard with a single downward stroke of Kazandak. Birds flew in at our sides as well, and I hit them with Sonic bursts of Elemental Barrier, mana shaping them into eighty-foot shockwaves that sent our pursuers crashing back and tumbling from the air.

We were too fast for any birds to catch us from behind. Even if we hadn’t been, the flight of dragons that poured out after us would have taken care of it.

The “young” red dragon at the tip of the flight was nearly two hundred feet in length, slightly larger than Ishi in her own dragon form. The juveniles spreading out into multiple arrow formations around the leader were each between fifty and a hundred feet. Part of me had expected them to spread out and start taking fights individually. From my admittedly limited experience, dragons seemed to conform more closely to a collection of apex predators begrudgingly working together towards a common goal than anything else.

What I hadn’t expected was for them to operate like a well-organized squadron of fighter jets.

The dragons formed up into tight groups, arrayed so that they could easily support one another, and started moving through the air on aggressive strafing runs. The lead dragon breathed out a constant wall of fire that cleared the air ahead of the entire formation, while each squad of juveniles shot their fiery breath at precise angles, collectively creating a blooming bubble of fire that fully encompassed their front and sides. They crashed through the swarms of birds, flash-frying them and blowing their crispy corpses away.

They wove a worming column of smoky death in the skies.

I only had time to take in their tactics briefly. Tavio’s first swing had somehow sent the Hierophant’s heads into a daze and granted us a brief reprieve from the ceaseless onslaught of spell attacks. However, the Hierophant revealed that it could do more than throw some magic around.

The skyscraper-length staff on its back rose, lifted by dozens of limbs, a miniature forest of bark-covered arms and knotted fingers. The wood along the staff cracked, widening into organic holes reminiscent of an insect hive. Ethereal chains poured from the holes, the rumble and clank momentarily drowning out the tumultuous flutter and caw of its thousands of flying servants.

The Hierophant angled its head and bellowed as it drove the staff downward, sliding flush across its skull towards Tavio. The Littan spun away and kicked off the side of the staff, launching to one of the wide trunks growing out of the creature’s eye sockets and driving his spear into it.

The staff continued, hammering into the ground and fracturing the earth. A plume of debris rose from the impact, dirt and rocks driving through the air fast enough for the projectiles to disintegrate from sheer wind resistance. The cloud billowed and parted as thousands of chains spread from the staff like striking snakes. Dozens swept towards Tavio, as though the man were magnetic, and the Littan ducked and pivoted, blocked and swiped, leaping between branches and riding the force of his deflections like a fucking ballerina as he avoided every single one.

We were at least a thousand feet from the Hierophant, but the chains cracked the air on their way to us as well. A thought to Xim had her lift and thrust me out ahead, holding me like a ward against the incoming assault. I sent a pulse of mana into Gracorvus, shifting its many plates, angling them until the massive targe created a plow. I mana-shaped Gravity Anchor, forcing it to originate at a point ahead of us and cast it in a cone. The technique sucked the wide spread of incoming chains into a dense column, and I ended Gravity Anchor an instant before we passed through its effect.

A hundred chains were coiled tightly together, all of which struck Gracorvus and crashed off the shield, forced aside to part around us like a wake. Varrin’s clones cut through the ghostly material of the chains before they could close back in.

Tavio’s dance routine to avoid the chains had taken all of his attention, and the birds swarmed onto the Littan as he dodged the last of the attack. Avians hammered into his torso, exploding from the man’s thorns, but managing to drive him off course. Tavio fell from the Hierophant’s massive head in an expanding cloud of bloody mist and feathers.

I dropped a portal entrance beneath him, and as our trio crashed into the Hierophant’s skull, Tavio fell through the exit to land on his feet right next to us. Without hesitation, he was back to abusing the severed heads that surrounded us.

Varrin’s Berserk status had been lightly Cleansed so that we could do our tactical retreat, and once we were back on the Hierophant, he immediately used Enrage. His helmet returned to life with its furious gaze while he and his clones spread out to create a three-point blender of Spectral blades.

Xim’s claws were wreathed in an amethyst light that slung a dark, sinister fire in wide arcs with every slash as she pushed her Wraithclaw transformation to layer on Spectral damage. All the while, a burning orb began to build in her throat.

Death beams rained down from the sky, carving through flocks of birds to deliver eruptions of Holy and Mystical Force damage on the Hierophant’s eye trees.

I burned through wand charges to lay down Elemental Barriers, forcing back the swarms of dive-bombing minions. The Hierophant’s staff came up for another strike while we mutilated its stolen faces, and the jungle of limbs thrust it down towards us like a piston.

I cast Shortcut to intercept it.

There was a moment when a strange feeling overtook me. My heart fluttered, my stomach dropped, and I felt like I’d just hit the first big dip on a titanic rollercoaster. It wasn’t a skill effect or debuff, it was my brain trying to reconcile what was about to happen with its outdated understanding of my bodily physics.

The staff was more than double the size of a very large redwood. Its blunted wooden tip was wider than a tennis court. It was so much larger than myself that I imagined this was how a cricket might feel as a lumberjack dropped an oak tree onto the specific twig that it was perched upon.

I locked that feeling down and dismissed it. All of that was a dream of the distant past, where my body was a soft mound of water, fats, and proteins. A body that would fail when colliding with a tree at the speed of a brisk bike ride. I had no idea what, precisely, I was made out of anymore, but I knew at least one thing:

This time, the tree wasn’t the thing that was unyielding. It was me.

I flared Gravity Anchor to root myself in place, I held Gracorvus in front of me, and I fucking blocked that shit.

The staff struck me with cataclysmic force. My arms immediately gave, and Gracorvus crashed into my chest, but Gravity Anchor wasn’t a suggestion; it was a rule. Even as my Shielding shattered and my chest deformed, my body was an immovable bulwark. The seven-hundred-foot rod of wood came to an inevitable halt against my frame.

Daily Apple consumed to negate the Stunned debuff!

The air rippled with a deafening wave of compression. The chains piled forth, but they were drawn, inexorably, to my pull. They wrapped me in their deadly constriction until light could find no crack or link to peek through, burying me in crushing darkness but leaving my allies untouched.

I cast Shortcut to extricate myself and retook my position beside my rampaging comrades, then shook out my arms and cast Rejuvenate. Rather than the familiar click and snap of bones and joints popping back into place, it was more of a wet, crunching noise that sent a shiver down my neck. My biology was really starting to get weird.

After a quick tick from Sam’lia’s Warmth, I was almost back to full again.

The Hierophant finally recovered from Tavio’s stupefying blow, and the Cleanses were starting to roll out. The interruption had been devastating, however, and hundreds of its stolen heads lay in ruin. While the sky was filled with its avian servants, none of them were burdened with replacements for the victims we’d laid to rest.

Nuralie’s mechas, alongside the Etja-clone golems, were spread throughout the no-man’s land, taking down any bird bringing the Hierophant a care package, using hit-and-stealth tactics to keep from being torn apart by the rest. It wasn’t too much of a challenge, since it seemed like every murderous avian outside of Krimsim was gunning for the foursome ripping the Hierophant’s front end to pieces. The constructs were also immune to the Toxicity aura, which helped them stay on the field.

Our group was managing the Toxicity without issue, as every pulse of the magic radiation was washed from our bodies by Xim’s omnipresent flames. Her aura helped offset the Psychic retaliation damage she, Tavio, and Varrin were taking, while I intercepted threats and soaked the big hits.

We were kicking this thing’s ass. Unfortunately, we weren’t kicking it fast enough.

[The Hierophant’s Toxicity aura is continually expanding. It has reached Krimsim.]

Dread filled me at Grotto’s psychic message. Most of the Delvers in the city would die from one tick of that aura. Everyone else would be reduced to a glowing puddle in less than a second. Grotto continued before I could go too far with that train of thought.

[The walls are lined with mana sinks that are providing temporary protection, but their primary purpose is to protect the citizenry from the pollution created by their cannons. The sinks were already operating beyond capacity, and all cannons have been forced to cease fire to allow the walls to mitigate the Toxicity. They will not stop the aura for long.]

“State of their air defense?”

[Without cannons, it is going poorly. While the avians outside of the city migrated to support the Hierophant, the ones over the city have continued their attack. Likely to acquire replacements for the heads you’ve been destroying.]

“Team Pio?”

[They are engaging defensively and have been forced into a fighting retreat, moving north around the outskirts of the city. Nuralie eliminated the Cold Avian-Elemental and is setting up for an attack against the Hierophant from within Krimsim. Etja is two miles above you, but firing from that range is putting significant strain on her mana pool.]

While Grotto and I had our rapid-fire psychic conversation, the Hierophant let out a rumbling moan that made my lungs itch. The stench of rotting meat poured out from its skin, and the air wobbled with the hazy curl of gas. Before I could react, wounds opened all over the Hierophant’s body, and from within them a thousand tiny black flames sparked to life. They ignited the gas, and waves of rotting fire roared to life as the Hierophant unleashed a repugnant spell.

There was no heat to the flame. It was a direct assault on the soul. I felt the wet, decay-covered fingers of some foul deity run their hands over my spiritual essence, leaving a trail of corroding slime with each swipe.

You are taking Wicked Damage! Maximum HP is reduced by 147!

Wicked damage couldn’t be healed except through natural regeneration. My Divine defense, especially against spells, was nothing to scoff at. My regeneration was huge. That much Wicked damage wasn’t a problem for me, but it was a big fucking problem for everyone else.

I didn’t think about it. I just used Dispel. It cost me upwards of seventy mana, but I was more than happy to spend that much to banish the revolting miasma. Still, it was a big cost. Between my pre-combat casting, my liberal use of spells during the fight, and the two hundred mana I’d channeled into Explosion! so far, my reserves were starting to get light.

We needed to deal with the Hierophant’s aura, and I couldn’t afford the mana to keep pumping Explosion!

Fortunately, solving one of these problems might also solve the other.


Chapter 70


“Coordinate with Ishi to get the dragon flight supporting Krimsim directly. We can handle the adds out here ourselves.”

I sent a thought to Etja to see where she was with her Finishing Move combo. The mage had already rotated through the combo once but could quickly throw out a final pair of spells to activate it again and triple Explosion!’s power through her soul hug. She even had a charge from her Luck evolution, Double Down, which would double the strength of the bonus if I wanted it.

There was some concern about how big that would make Explosion!, but I had ways to solve that problem, so I gave the idea the psychic equivalent of a double thumbs up.

The Hierophant’s staff was lighting up for another major spell attack, and a quick glance at the description told me it was a Mystical spell called Hyper Cannon that would add a second spell to its effect. A quick glance at that one—called Apocalypse Cannon, which was starting to show a lovely naming trend—told me it would be a massive dump of Divine damage that also healed the creature.

There wasn’t much for me to do about it directly, given the amount of mana it would cost to negate, meaning my options were to block the attack and carve out a safe spot for my allies or have us disappear from the battlefield for a moment through a portal. I wanted to keep the Hierophant’s attention squarely focused on us, so I wanted to stay in its face.

The staff was pointed down at the Hierophant’s head, the sigil that appeared in the air was large enough to encompass its entire front half, and two Varrin clones flanked me as I flew into the building mass of mana. Twisting branches of power spread throughout the sigil, corrupting its pure blue coloration with rot and death. I felt the Hierophant’s deity again, the unknown divinity smiling down and practically leering at my soul like a delicious grape it was ready to squash between its teeth.

I finished outlining our next play to everyone on the psychic comms just as the staff rocked back from the force of the launching spell. The destructive column filled my vision, appearing as a wall to me, but I held Gracorvus up and prepared to carve a path through it with my body. The two Varrin clones both drew up their spectral copies of Kazandak and brought the blades down and to the side as the wall struck, complementing my block with precisely timed spell parries, widening the hole our allies could use to shelter from the attack.

The spell tried to launch me away with nearly as much force as when the staff itself had struck, but Gravity Anchor kept me in place. Then I felt the nauseating grasp of the divinity, befouling my soul with its touch. My shield bucked, and my arms twisted like wrung celery. My ribs creaked, and my spirit screamed as a selection of my most disturbing memories flooded to the front of my mind—the mutilated bodies of Sir Sayil and Chilla Stormreiss in my first Delve, Varrin’s father skewered on an obelisk by Orexis, my sense of self shredded to pieces before the Dread Star’s gaze.

A third of my health melted away, and I took another burst of Wicked damage on top. I was still just above half, with Xim’s Lifeguard buff ready to trigger if I dropped any lower.

Varrin’s clones moved away, but their ethereal bodies were starting to look ragged, like they’d come apart at any second. The massive spell attack had also reinvigorated the Hierophant’s abused spirit and restored some of its damaged heads.

We had a few seconds before the staff would fire again, and we took advantage of it.

I ended Gravity Anchor and flew back toward my allies while mana shaping the raging mass of power that Explosion! had become. I burned the stack of Potency I’d earned from my overpriced Dispel to make one mana shape free and cut down on the cost.

Tavio roared, and his body flared with Sumrann’s light as he brought the hammer side of his poleaxe down, knocking the Hierophant away and sending its heads back into a flickering daze. Xim’s jaws practically unhinged as she released the burning orb she’d been channeling. A supercharged version of Judgment leapt from her maw, cutting through the air like a solid mass and driving into the Hierophant’s right eye socket to rip an infernal hole through the trunk growing out of it. Fire and smoke bloomed from the impact.

A mecha leapt up from where it was hidden beneath a pile of dirt and refuse. Nuralie’s soul appeared superimposed over it, her bow drawn back to fire. A dozen arrows flashed by us in a fraction of a second, lit up like tracer rounds, and found their way into the hole still being burned by Xim’s spell.

Varrin hovered in the air, burning eyes pulsating, and his spectacular cloak fluttering bedazzled-ly. He spun Kazandak, creating a vibrant white circle in the air ahead of him. He released the blade, which floated to the circle’s left, then drew out a sword crafted from the modified Zng materials and released it to float to the circle’s right. His clones blinked into position beside the big guy, each gripping one of the two blades he’d released. Then, Varrin pulled out a massive dark iron greatsword and thrust it into the circle’s center.

With a burst of power through his soul, the dark iron sword hurtled forth, accompanied by both clones with their own blade, all three of which were empowered by the glowing circle they were a part of. They struck the damaged trunk of the eye tree, which snapped and cracked as its entire width was finally split. Then their spiritual forms continued forward, carving through the Hierophant’s entire soul and exiting along its belly.

The tree slumped, and the rest of the trunk shattered as it was felled. The eyes of the falling tree went dark.

A brilliant aquamarine beam fell from above, and the Hierophant’s entire body became awash in potent anti-magic, rolling across it like billowing fog. The flickering gaze of those on the still-standing tree became even more erratic. The dense flocks of birds in the sky grew languid as the source of their strength was momentarily interrupted. Every bit of magic the Hierophant was working was, for but a moment, halted in its entirety.

Xim Cleansed Varrin’s Berserk, and the big guy joined the others as they fell back to me. I cast Shortcut to put some distance between us and the Hierophant, then dismissed Somncres and held out my hand.

Etja layered Repulsion into Explosion! for the extra Holy damage, AoE size, and knockback. Her Finishing Move passive pumped all the combined spell’s effects by 200%, and she’d spent a Double Down charge to increase that number to 400%. That was a full thirty-second charge of our soul hug Explosion! combo with a five-time multiplier stacked onto it. Then, I’d mana-shaped the spell so that it wouldn’t detonate in its normal spherical AoE, but instead erupt into a tightly controlled angle to limit the collateral damage as much as I could. While this narrowed the effect’s width, it also had the consequence of making it much, much longer in the dimension leading directly up and away from us.

I opened a portal in front of me and placed the exit near the Hierophant’s sternum at a sixty-degree angle.

“Get fucked.”

I snapped, casting Explosion! through the portal.

The world shook, an ocean of soil erupted, and the Hierophant disappeared. It had been replaced by a belching cloud of churning golden smoke. The eruption deleted a massive swath of the struggling avians, their bodies obliterated so completely that they may as well have never existed. The annihilation rose, and clouds parted as the detonation stretched ever upward, expanding for nearly two miles. It was a proper mushroom cloud, albeit one with quite a bit of lean to it, and the golden glow added by Etja’s spell made it far more beautiful than it had any right to be.

The space before us stretched and warped as it kept the explosion contained in the desired direction, neutering our experience of the blast. It was a shame, really, since it had been so much more impressive than our Mach 5 plane crash. We missed out on the joy of bathing in its sonic ambience, and I absently patted at the side of my helm, finding that my hearing wasn’t even damaged.

High in the distance, the golden smoke swirled as a massive body tumbled through it end over end. The Dimensional aspect of Explosion! didn’t seem to give a fuck about how big something was. If the spell’s effect was large enough to fully encompass something, it was large enough to yeet that something over the horizon. Of course, the current version of Explosion! was a two-parter. First, it exploded and sent everything flying off, then it imploded and sucked everything back in. I had no desire to see the Hierophant return to us, as funny as it would have been to have front-row seats to witnessing the titanic monster come crashing back down.

Fortunately, the pull effect from Explosion! was fixed on its origination point, which was a mechanic I could abuse. I’d created a small gap in between my Closet portals before firing the spell, nestling the origin in a spot that was just barely inside the Closet. That only worked because of how I’d mana-shaped the ability to concentrate it into one narrow angle. However, that also allowed me to get a little silly.

I squinted into the distance, looking out over the Forest, the border of which began about a half mile to our south. I picked a random spot and moved the portal that I’d opened underneath the Hierophant out as far as I could, just above the trees. It still had to be within range of the original spell, but that gave me plenty of room to work with.

When the follow-up pulse came from Explosion!, the Hierophant was pulled directly downward, careening from the sky, trailing streams of golden smoke. Its mangled form shot to the ground several times faster than terminal velocity, and it crashed on top of the Forest’s massive trees with a fresh plume of dust and debris.

“You know,” I said to no one in particular. “Deific portals are pretty cool.”

“Deific?” said Tavio. I looked over to find the man standing on one of Xim’s outstretched hands. He didn’t seem to have a stable flight ability, just a series of attacks that could keep him perpetually airborne when needed. He adjusted his footing as Xim’s body began to shrink. The timer on the cleric’s Wraithclaw transformation had run out, but she still had beast mode and her Angel of Fury going. “What do you mean, Deific?” he asked.

“Ah, that’s a whole conversation,” I said. “Something better discussed over a few drinks, maybe.”

“His portals are stronger than they should be and can’t be fucked with,” said Xim, her voice like the mewing of a pride of dying lions. It gave me goosebumps.

“I… see,” said Tavio.

“Guess it was a shorter conversation than I thought,” I said. I pinged Grotto for an update on the rest of the ongoing battle.

Varrin hovered closer as his two clones returned, carrying his three swords. They fell to pieces and rejoined with his primary soul as soon as he accepted the weapons. He looked us over from beneath his dark helm, then turned back towards the Hierophant’s fallen form.

“The Toxicity AoE is gone,” I said. “We’re out of its range, at least. The dragons are supporting Krimsim and have taken up the slack from the cannons going offline. Team Pio is cleaning up their own fight.” I paused and listened to another relay from Grotto. “They would have had a faster victory, but there was a surprise attack from what sounds like a dozen invisible pterodactyls. Guar was mostly decapitated, but he’s better now.”

“We need to ensure the Hierophant is dead,” said Varrin. “I doubt we will receive any notifications until all the birds have been dealt with, and we cannot allow it to build into a disaster again.”

“The body is at least two miles into the Forest,” said Tavio. “That area is currently a Divine Dungeon. It appears normal from here but changes rapidly once you cross the Forest’s edge, and all forms of Dimensional travel are blocked. It will not be easy to⁠—”

I opened the Closet entrance, connecting to the exit that I’d used to reorient Explosion!’s pull. We got a nice view of the Hierophant, its body torn and twisted, a mess of mangled limbs and branches decorated with the brain matter of countless stolen heads.

“Ah,” said Tavio. “This is what you mean when you say Deific portals are pretty cool.” He peered into the portal. His face was hidden by his helm, but I was pretty sure he was sniffing at the air. “It is dead,” he said.

I frowned and looked at the creature. The body twitched.

“Not to say I doubt you,” I said. “But I find that I am doubting you.” I threw a volley of Void Hammers, prepping for the Psychic blowback as they collided with the Hierophant’s body. None came. Xim fired off Judgment, and Varrin launched a wave of cutting force through the portal. The corpse started to burn freely.

“It is not the Hierophant,” said Nuralie. We all whipped our heads around to find the sneaky archer standing on Xim’s other outstretched hand. Even Xim seemed surprised to see the loson suddenly using her as an aerial platform.

“Whaddya mean?” I asked.

“There is another being,” she said. “Something evil.” Pause. “It is attached to it.”

I looked back through the portal, studying the creature with my Sight. Its soul had mostly fled, though it clung to its spine like a fog that wouldn’t lift. I examined the mana within it, finding the flows broken and dissipating, except for the same area along its back. The area that was covered by its weapon.

“It’s the staff,” said Nuralie.

“Gah, fuck, I was almost there,” I said, already throwing hammers at the massive length of mana-woven wood. Xim and Varrin changed targets as well, and the Hierophant’s body shook as the mighty pillar began to tear itself away. The Hierophant’s corpse began to swell, and the awful gas it had previously expelled billowed out of it at an alarming volume. I caught sight of a dark flame, and I closed the portal before the whole thing could detonate. In the distance, a mile of forest was consumed by the rotting fire.

There was a gruesome flash of light, and the staff became a wound on our reality. It rose from the festering pit, its form stuttering, and with each stutter, it grew until the staff towered high enough to peek through the hole in the clouds created by my spell.

Three sigils formed in the sky overhead, and they blotted out the sun.
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As the sigils eclipsed the sun, thick trunks of mana rose out from the literally sky-high staff. It was vastly more power than had been fed into any of the Hierophant’s prior spells, and it felt as though every drop of energy was being squeezed from the weapon for one final play.

Nuralie had already disappeared, Varrin’s sword was ready as he prepared to charge, and flames danced across Xim’s knuckles. Tavio was balancing on one of the cleric’s beefy shoulders at this point, since her hands were no longer large enough to serve as an easy platform. His halberd was at the ready, his body suffused with a subtle, pale-yellow glow.

I prepared to open the Closet portal again. Even if it spat us out into the midst of the mile of burning forest, we’d have to brave the rotting fire to keep this thing from using whatever this final trump card was. Given the size of its prior attacks, I didn’t have high hopes that it was the type of thing we could tank without losing Krimsim in the process.

I tossed the staff another identify, but it still came back as Hierophant of the Abductor: Whippomorph, Grade 34. However this thing worked, its true body was attached to the staff in some way. Unless it was the staff, which was a possibility. I was disappointed its grade hadn’t dropped after we’d eliminated all the heads, but the power it got from those sacrifices was apparently more durable than that.

Just as I was about to cut our group a new war path through space and time, the nearby air shuddered, and a calm voice spoke to us. It was vast, dark, and tranquil, like an untouched underground lake.

“Let us speak to one another,” it said.

I was momentarily taken aback by the unexpected suggestion. Glancing around, I saw that the birds that had survived Explosion! had backed off and were now circling. I shot questioning looks at my allies, who eyed me warily in return. I decided to take the initiative and looked back towards the distant staff.

“You want to talk?” I asked, speaking at a normal volume. If the thing could have a chat from two miles away, I doubted it needed me to shout.

“Indeed,” said the distant Hierophant. “Your defense of this settlement is vigorous, and I have expended enough resources in pursuit of its capture. We can come to an accord.”

Tavio scowled at the Hierophant’s words. I caught his eye, trying to see if he’d prefer to handle this himself. We were in Litta after all, and I was in no way an Imperial diplomat. He gave me a brief shake of the head and gestured for me to continue, so I followed his lead and put on my negotiation hat. It was a metaphorical hat, sadly, not a real one.

“First, stop feeding mana into those sigils,” I said. “Second, have all of your minions cease their assault on Krimsim and withdraw.”

The rivers of mana pouring into the glyphs in the sky above the staff slowed and then halted. Behind me, the far-off sounds of battle began to fade.

“It has been done,” said the Hierophant.

“Okay,” I said. “We’re listening.”

The air shuddered and shifted before the voice responded. “Grant me this city so that I can make a nest of it, and I will end my march northward. This is a generous offer, as it requires me to sacrifice much in order to sustain myself here.”

“What of the people in the city?” I asked.

“They are a part of it and must be given over to me. Else, I cannot endure this land.”

Obviously, that wasn’t going to fly. “Why don’t you return to wherever you came from?” I asked. “Surely it’s more fitting for your needs.”

“I cannot,” it answered. “A greater beast than I has claimed the Forest’s center. Its territory is ever expanding, and all who encroach upon it are perverted.”

“What does this beast look like?” I asked. I didn’t expect to like what I heard.

“I do not know,” said the Hierophant. “The flocks I have sent to investigate are turned, and the messages they send to me are deceptive; unreliable. I have seen a hundred forms, all different, none true.”

“When you say turned⁠—”

“It does not matter,” said the Hierophant, cutting me off. “I will not go back. My offer stands.”

Grotto looped Tavio into our psychic comms. Technically, it was within the major’s power to sacrifice everyone in the city to keep the Hierophant from advancing. His orders had said as much. Even so, the man wasn’t going to condemn an entire city to its death, or worse.

“We cannot allow you to execute the people in the city,” I said. “That term is unacceptable.”

The sigils over the staff pulsed.

“They will die one way or another,” said the Hierophant. “Your strength is admirable, but I am willing to pay greatly to scour you from my path. Your choice is to stand aside and celebrate your victory for halting me here, or to die alongside everything else, filled with regret and knowing that I will continue northward in pursuit of what I need.”

I wondered what the empire’s stance on this kind of ultimatum was. Tavio let me know their policy was to universally reject them. By voicing its threat, the Hierophant had just made its offer much more difficult for the empire to accept.

At this point, Pio’s team arrived to regroup with us. Madel led, with Baltae, Pio, and Guar flying behind via Telekinesis. Madel’s cape was scorched and ragged, Baltae’s armor had several holes in it where something had melted its way through, and Pio’s shield was practically scrap. Guar’s eyes shone with enough light to force me to squint, and the stout Littan was also covered in so, so much blood.

The man was immune to Bleeding, so I knew that none of it was his own.

“What is it that you need, exactly?” I asked the Hierophant. “Certainly, there weren’t a lot of people to decapitate in the Forest.”

The air shuddered again. The sigils dimmed.

“I subsist on mana but also consume flesh,” said the Hierophant. “The former to live and the latter to grow. I can use either for both of these purposes, though it takes great quantities to sate my needs when the type of sustenance fills the role for which it was not intended.”

The Hierophant’s phrasing was strange, but I translated that to mean that if it absorbed mana to grow or ate meat to survive, it’d take a lot, whereas if it absorbed mana to survive and ate meat to grow, it’d take… probably still a lot since this thing was huge, but significantly less, presumably.

“This land’s mana is weak,” continued the Hierophant. “And I have spent much to come here. A great meal will allow me to sustain myself in this environment and restore what growth you have cost me. Once I am satisfied, I can make my nest and conserve strength for a time.”

“‘For a time,’” I said. “You would need to eat again eventually.”

“Such is the nature of all things that live,” said the Hierophant.

“Then even if we were to accept your offer, it would only be a temporary arrangement.”

“Tribute can be paid,” said the Hierophant. “So long as reverence is shown and such offerings are sufficient in density and quantity, these lands will receive mercy in kind.”

That sounded a lot like it wanted ritual sacrifices, but if it was a matter of mana, there were things other than lives that could be sacrificed. Still, to have a giant leech of a monster sitting on the Littan borders and draining resources was a tough pill to swallow. And that was after condemning a hundred thousand people to their deaths.

Beyond that, whatever thing that had forced the Hierophant out of the Forest in the first place might emerge, forcing it to move again. Having the Hierophant settle down here was a non-starter. At best, the Littans would tolerate it until General Connatis or some other high-level Platinum came to execute it for good. That fight might be even more destructive than the one we’d just had.

There was a brief back-and-forth between me and Tavio. Afterward, I pinged Grotto with a few questions. If all this thing really needed was an area of sufficient mana density, we could provide that. There would be a cost, but with how the Closet was essentially a compounding growth machine, the price of creating a large area of high mana density would eventually become negligible.

Of course, then we’d have a giant Grade 34 monster sitting around and demanding things of us. Who knew how fast it would grow if given an ideal environment as well? And what if it decided we weren’t giving it enough? What happened when it wanted more?

Regardless, that solution came with its own problems, but it could be a temporary fix that avoided Krimsim’s destruction. I was also willing to bet that my party could outscale this thing in time. It had a gun to a city’s head for the moment, but we’d have a lot more leeway inside the Closet, assuming it couldn’t just blow up the entire Closet.

That was probably a bad bet.

But maybe once the Hierophant was comfortable and hadn’t recently been chased from its home and placed on the edge of starvation, it would stop being such a shitstain. It wouldn’t be the first monster we’d tamed, and I doubted it would be the last.

As for how I would get it inside the Closet, I could probably open the entrance and use Shortcut to teleport it in. That was assuming it could shrink back to its 700-foot form, that I mana-shaped the fuck out of Shortcut to encompass its whole body, and that Etja threw me an assist with her soul hug.

Then again, I hadn’t strained the Closet portal to see how big I could get it. Big enough to let a young dragon through, sure, but big enough for a staff the size of an ultra-redwood tree? I wouldn’t really know until I’d tried.

Grotto had mixed feelings about the idea. On the one hand, there’d be a high-grade kaiju-sized monster with massive AoE skills inside the Closet. On the other hand, there’d be a high-grade kaiju-sized monster with massive AoE skills inside the Closet that we might be able to wrangle.

Before I ran the idea by the rest of the party, I wanted Tavio’s thoughts. Again, this wasn’t my country, and I wasn’t in charge of what happened to aggressive monsters in Littan territory, nor did I want to be. Tavio considered the concept, then offered his opinion.

“Arlo, you are a person who makes allies of your enemies as readily as a baker makes bread from grain,” he thought to me. “It is an admirable quality. However, such bread cannot nourish when the grain is poisoned.” He nodded at the distant staff. “This creature is not some wild thing, driven by instinct and responsive to the lash and carrot. It speaks to us with intelligence. It could have chosen to approach us in peace, but it chose instead to slaughter my people. It murdered and wore the heads of hundreds of those I have taken oaths to protect, and we can only begin to guess how many others have perished in Krimsim, or how many more will continue to die from their injuries.”

Tavio paused and closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, he gestured broadly at the no-man’s land with his halberd. “You can witness the souls of others. Take a look around and tell me what you See.”

I furrowed my brow and focused on the spiritual essence of those nearby. Tavio and the others were brilliant and deep. The distant Hierophant was a viscous ocean. The circling birds were engorged to the point where they might burst at any moment. Beyond that…

There was a stream of spiritual essence flowing through the air.

The moment I noticed the first, I saw hundreds more, then thousands. A torrent of souls was slithering through the veil, emerging from countless corpses and trundling towards the Hierophant. All of its fallen flock were seeking a way to return to the creature.

“It ‘negotiates’ while planning its betrayal,” Tavio continued once he saw that I understood. “It worships a wicked god. It demands reverence and offerings as though it is a being worthy of idolatry. It offers us the choice of letting a hundred thousand die to save ourselves or simply dying alongside them, as though our decision should be obvious. It is egotistical and unrepentant. There is nothing to redeem this creature.” He looked over at me with a steely gaze. “Even if I believed it would accept your offer, I cannot ask you to take such a thing into your care with a clear heart. But more importantly, I would not let you, because I am going to kill this wretched beast.”

Tavio stepped off Xim’s shoulder and fell to the ground two hundred feet below. He kicked up a cloud of carcass-ridden soil when he landed, then knelt amidst the mass grave. The glow saturating his form grew in intensity.

“Yeah, okay, you’re probably right,” I thought to him.

“There was no triple backflip!” shouted Guar. I turned at the non-sequitur to see the snow-white Littan peering into me with his spotlight eyes, which blazed from within his helm. I could feel the heat of it on my skin. “Two mountains fell, not one! The first, a remnant! The other, a finger!”

“Uh, yeah,” I said. “I try to clarify that when I can.” I turned to Pio. “What’s going on with him?”

“He had a revelation a month ago,” said Pio. “Now he can gain True Sense for a short time, but he does not yet have full control over what truths he senses.”

Cezil’s voice came from Madel’s back, rough and weary. “He used it to see the invisible pterodactyls.”

“And now I see you,” Guar said, before beginning to speak rapidly. “He who has been seen by a goddess and courted by her brother. One who has endeared himself to our goddess and been blessed by her child. One who speaks with nothing and is embraced by the god of…” Guar stared off into the distance, expression going slack. After a few seconds of silence, he whispered, “I can’t. It’s too vast.”

After that, he had no more truths to share.

While Guar was happening, my second instance of focus was figuring out what the fuck we were going to do.

“Plan Closet got shot down by Tavio,” I thought to my party.

“What was Plan Closet?” asked Etja.

“Was it wrangling the Hierophant?” Xim guessed.

“It was,” I replied.

“Wouldn’t have worked.”

“Why not?”

“The Hierophant’s not a god,” Xim thought back matter-of-factly. “Your powers hold no sway over it.”

“Is Sergeant Guar okay?” Etja asked.

“He flew too close to the void,” I answered. “He’ll be fine.”

“We should develop a different plan,” Varrin added. “We do not know how long this creature will wait while we debate its offer.”

“It’s not waiting,” I thought back. I sent along my vision of the thousands of spirits flowing toward the creature with a precise application of Reveal. “It’s buying time while it gathers those souls, probably so it can nuke us even harder once we refuse.”

“That’s going to take a while,” thought Xim. “They’re hardly moving at all.”

I started to comment on the abstract nature of the Spiritual plane and how motion was a poor measure of relative physical proximity, but then I remembered I was thinking at Xim, and she knew all that shit. I refocused myself on the souls and saw that they were, in fact, converging much more slowly on the Hierophant. After another couple of seconds, they’d come to a complete standstill. Then, they began flowing backwards.

The Hierophant’s patience came to an end when the souls started heading towards Tavio.


Chapter 72


“Petulance.” The Hierophant’s voice cut across us like an icy breeze. The air shuddered as the titan tried to reassert its control over the thousands of souls, all of which ground to a halt for a brief moment. “Chicks diving for the kernel they’ve dropped when the nest is filled with seed.”

“All right,” I thought, ignoring the Hierophant’s opaque insult. “I didn’t know Tavio had Spiritual chops that good.”

Some unspoken communication went on between Pio’s group, and the captain dropped down beside Tavio. She knelt next to the major, her body joining in the man’s glow. The souls began crawling back towards the Hierophant, despite Pio’s assistance.

“It’s Divine,” thought Xim. “He’s calling on Sumrann.”

“What are they trying to accomplish?” asked Varrin.

Xim waved at the corpse-littered battlefield with a hand that was halfway back to normal. Her beast-mode transformation was wearing off, reducing her to just her bloody-haired and haloed Angel of Fury form.

“Sumrann is the Littan god of harvest and bounty,” she thought to us. “But his concepts are broader than they might sound. He’s worshipped by soldiers as much as by farmers.”

Etja descended to hover next to us, having finally made her way down from where she’d been fighting two miles above. “May Sumrann sow the seeds of our victory and smile upon its harvest,” she thought to us, reciting the short prayer Tavio had given back on the birdplane.

“This battlefield’s been sown,” thought Xim, and I followed her gaze as she surveyed the endless dead monsters. “Now, it’s time for the reaping.”

Madel flew over to Guar and gave the man a sharp pat on the side of his helm to jolt him out of his stupor. The heavily armored Littan blinked, and his eyes went back to their normal, dim golden light. Madel took him by the arm and dove down to deposit him next to Pio and Tavio. After a moment of disorientation, Guar knelt and joined the impromptu ritual. Madel hovered up and back into an overwatch position.

The spiritual tug-of-war continued, and the souls halted on their way to the Hierophant.

Baltae floated over and held a hand out to Xim. “Care to lend us your aid, oh mighty cleric of Sam’lia?” he asked with a charming grin. At least, I assumed he was grinning, since his face was obscured by his ominous helm. There was definitely a grin in his voice.

“I’m not the most well-suited for a holy ritual, in the traditional sense,” Xim replied, crimson flames licking up from her eyes. The way she’d said holy implied a depth that I didn’t have insight into. Baltae seemed to pick up what she meant without trouble.

“Perhaps,” said Baltae. “Sam’lia gazes down upon creation, while Godqueen Yara asks creation to gaze up, but they are both goddesses of civilization.” He shrugged. “Besides, even if our mothers do not get along, all are welcome at Sumrann’s table. If the ritual cannot be holy, then let it be righteous instead.”

Xim’s eyebrows went up the slightest bit, and her eyes ran over Baltae. She held out her hand, the Littan mage took hold of it, and the pair of them flew down to the others.

“If we survive this, those two are definitely having sexy time later,” Etja thought to me and Varrin. “Oh! Maybe once we’ve saved Krimsim, Var will get his chance with the empress as well!”

“What happens in Litta stays in Litta,” I added.

“I mourn your lost innocence, Etja,” thought Varrin.

Xim’s hair returned to its normal dark curls as she allowed her final transformation to end. When the divine aura spread to her from the Littans, there was a nearly imperceptible shift in the world’s colors. Warm tones grew a touch more vibrant and saturated until I blinked and thought that I’d imagined it. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the corpses of the slain birds squirm, but they stilled when I looked directly at them. There was a scent of fresh apples in the air and the warmth of a hearth at my back, both as tangible as a distant memory.

Then the souls flooded towards Tavio.

The air shook, and the massive sigils over the staff pulsed as the ropes of mana—halted during our negotiation—began churning into the glyphs once more.

“Tavio,” I thought to the beefy Littan. “What, exactly, is the plan?” The man was completely lost in his invocations and didn’t reply. I had Grotto link all eleven of us up. “Does anyone know what the plan is?”

Cezil was the one to reply. “No.”

“Well, damn.”

Then, all at once, the souls were cut. They scattered into motes of light, flowed into Tavio, then poured back out from him in waves of Divine radiance. I felt a calloused hand on my shoulder, and an incomprehensible power flooded my body.

You have gained 179,610 stacks of Blessed!

For the next 6 seconds, you may spend any amount of Blessed to restore 10 health, mana, and stamina per Blessed spent.

Your current stacks of Blessed exceed your Blessed threshold by 179,584. Excess stacks of Blessed will rapidly decay.

“Holy fucking shit!” I said. I quickly dumped enough Blessed to bring me back to full on all my resources, which was a pittance compared to the number I still had. In the time it took me to do that, I’d lost more stacks to decay than I’d even been able to spend.

“Ready to tell us the plan?!” I thought to Tavio.

“It is the same plan that we have had since the beginning,” he replied. “We kill the thing that is attacking us.”

I looked at the massive sigils, dominating the sky and filled with more chaotic mana than I’d felt since the time I’d handled a cracked void sphere. I turned towards Krimsim, seeing that every last bird was flying away from the city at full speed.

I’d come to have a level of respect for Tavio, but I still didn’t think he was the most forward-looking person. The edges of an idea came to mind, and I made a snap judgment. Before I could execute, the first sigil fired.

A mile-wide beam of azure energy screamed across the gap between the Hierophant and Krimsim. Not knowing what else to do, I opened a Closet portal to the side of the Littans and placed the exit ahead of the beam. Guar’s body became a bonfire of divine energy as he blasted through. He appeared high above us, and one of his Shield Walls sprang into existence, swallowing the sky.

The beam struck, but the Shield Wall was still too small to stop it completely. Guar cut a massive slice out of the beam, its edges deflecting to either side and landing to the east and west of Krimsim. The land erupted under the force of the attack, and fissures snapped out from the impact, crackling under the city’s foundation.

I cast Shortcut to appear next to Tavio. The man looked like he was about to jump into the portal after Guar, so I grabbed his shoulder. He gave me a sharp glare in return.

“A damage race is too risky! Guar can’t possibly stop that for long!” I shouted over the quake. “But he won’t need to stop the beam if the city isn’t there! We can kill the fucking thing after!”

Tavio’s whiskers twitched. “What do you need?” he asked.

Rather than telling him what I needed, which would have taken too long, I bundled the idea up into a truth bomb and tossed it into his soul with Reveal.

“Madel!” shouted Tavio. “Get me, Arlo, and Pio to the city center now!”

The lieutenant didn’t waste a moment, sweeping down and grabbing us. Cezil even grew extra arms so she could get a good hold on all three of us. My joints popped under the acceleration, and the world stuttered from a series of rapid-fire teleports. Less than a second later, the four of us hovered over the center of Krimsim.

The second beam fired, a pitch-black ray of pestilent rot. I couldn’t spare a thought to understand how it wasn’t annihilating Guar, but I assumed everyone we’d left behind was handling it somehow through judicious expenditure of Blessed.

Tavio’s eyes went unfocused as he gained the familiar look of someone studying his System screens.

“The general will probably forgive me for choosing my Level 70s this way…” he muttered as he made some selections. Then he held a hand out to Pio. “Use your Unwavering evolution when telling everyone in the city they must consent to a teleport or they will die.”

Pio blinked, took Tavio’s hand, and threads of Spiritual mana shot out from the man, connecting to tens of thousands of points around the city. I followed the threads with my Sight, seeing that each one was making contact with a soul.

“People of Krimsim,” said Pio. “This is Captain Pio of the Littan Imperial Army, speaking on behalf of Major Tavio of Seqaria, who is the current regent of your city. The city is under imminent threat of destruction. Prepare for an immediate emergency teleport. Do not resist the teleportation, or you will be left behind and die. I repeat…”

While Tavio and Pio worked their social magicks, I started working my planar ones. Etja and I were still connected through her soul hug, and I’d shot the mage a thought to get her online with my plan. She was already working to hold back the Hierophant, but she had more than enough focus to juggle both tasks.

As for what I was doing, it all hinged on the Sacrament of the Dread Star.

Sacrament of the Dread Star

Whenever you use a teleport or portal skill, you may spend 1 stack of Blessed to reduce the mana or stamina cost of that skill to 0. Additional stacks of Blessed must be spent for each effect that increases the resource cost of that teleport or portal, such as a mana shape, doubling the Blessed required with each additional effect.

Shortcut was a self-targeting spell, but I could expand that out to affect every entity in a five-foot radius around me with the Bubble mana shape. Etja could weave one of her skills into Shortcut through her soul hug, even without taking advantage of the Finishing Move combo. We would need Siphon to make my idea work, and Siphon had a thirty-five-foot radius. When Etja’s skills combined, it took the best of both worlds to create its fused product. Thus, that took Shortcut up to a thirty-five-foot radius as well.

Etja had so many bonuses to mana shaping that I could barely keep up with it. She rapidly cycled through three shapes, quadrupling the radius to 140 feet, then kicked the process over to me along with instructions. I started burning Blessed like nobody’s business.

One Blessed made the initial cast of Shortcut free. Two, four, then eight Blessed repeated Etja’s shaping cycle. Without her bonuses, it was a mere doubling, taking Shortcut to 280 feet. Sixty-four Blessed took it to 560 feet, 512 Blessed took it to 1,120 feet. My Blessed stacks screamed downward from decay even as I shoved them into Shortcut with every ounce of will I could muster.

“Grotto! I need an empty spot in the Closet with at least three hundred feet of vertical clearance and a 1.5-mile diameter!”

The Delve Core didn’t respond verbally; he just sent me the coordinates.

I tore open a Closet portal, making it as wide as I could. It was not big enough for an ultra-redwood tree, coincidentally, but the size didn’t really matter. I just needed a line of effect to the inside, but I’d gotten a touch excited and made something big enough to drive a cruise ship through.

My vision was consumed by golden light that burned until it turned white, then shifted and became an utter void. I could taste the anxiety of a hundred thousand people, flickering in my Sight, feel their presence through my spell, but all my mundane senses were lost as I was wrapped in a power vastly greater than what I was meant to wield.

My stacks plummeted as I worked to expand Shortcut until finally, at the cost of 32,768 stacks of Blessed, Shortcut’s area of effect was a 4,480-foot radius centered on me.

Krimsim had a one-mile diameter, meaning that the entire city, its walls, and a decent chunk of the lands around it were well within the effect of my spell.

One frequently asked question from novice Delvers was what the System meant when it included the word entity in a spell description. Did that mean a person, a thing, anything the spell could logically target, something else entirely?

The answer was that an “entity” could be just about anything.

I finished targeting a 1.5-mile-diameter chunk of the Littan Empire, cast Shortcut, and teleported the entire capital city of Nohrrin into the Closet.

This was where Siphon came in. I did my best to shape Shortcut so that it wasn’t a perfect sphere and gave Krimsim a flat bottom to land on. I’d also done my best to be as precise as possible when making the teleport so that the city didn’t fall after appearing in the middle of a giant empty swath of the Closet. Coordinated Thinker made this possible, but the entire city still dropped an inch and landed on foundations that had already been shaken by the Hierophant’s attacks.

Etja poured in her own stacks of Blessed to strengthen Siphon, which had gained all of the same radius bonuses since it had been combined with Shortcut. Her gravity spell took hold of the entire city and helped guide it down gently, only releasing its hold once we were certain the whole thing wouldn’t collapse in on itself. The mage could only do so much, though, and some of the buildings and walls weren’t going to make it. She also couldn’t sustain her hold for long.

Tavio and Pio had both come along for the ride, and I turned toward them. This section of the Closet was completely devoid of light other than what little came from the city itself, but their souls were clear as daylight.

“Tell people to leave the buildings!” I said to Pio, who jumped and quickly relayed the message to the citizens of Krimsim, using whatever Spiritual mojo Tavio had going. People flooded out into the streets, and when Etja’s spell ended and several buildings began to fall, I could only hope that almost everyone had made it out.

The portal I’d taken Krimsim through was above us, and there was a blinding flash of multi-colored light as the Hierophant’s attack landed in the crater where Krimsim had once been. I immediately closed the portal to avoid the blast and looked at my party interface.

Xim’s Lifeguard spell had triggered on everyone outside. But they were alive. For now.

I looked down at the city below, seeing the glow of Delver souls beginning to move hesitantly in the wake of the chaos I’d just created. Above us, lights began to flicker into existence as Grotto started teleporting hundreds of glowstones into the ceiling above.

“Captain Pio,” said Tavio. “Stay here and communicate what happened. Try to get things organized.” He turned to me. “As for you and me⁠—”

“Right,” I said. “Let’s go finish this.”

I connected to the portal that I still had open near the Hierophant’s hippo corpse and activated it to reveal a wall of dark flame. Tavio and I both rushed in, eating the Wicked damage and beginning to ascend from the rot and char of the Whippomorph’s original body up along the length of the massive staff.

You have entered the⁠—

I dismissed the Dungeon notification. Tavio grabbed me by my cuirass and carried me along as he rocketed upward with his charge skill. Once the momentum began to slow, he held on as I carried us forward with my wings.

A thousand feet up the body of the staff was the vague, fleshy suggestion of a face, wrinkled and twisted in anguish like a decrepit infant having a tantrum. Slick roots squirmed from the edges of its features, as though each were a writhing vein extracted from something’s body and eager to return to its bloody home.

Tavio hefted himself up onto my shoulders, crouched, and launched into the face, thrusting his spear deep into one of its half-closed, jaundiced eyes.

I was being used as a springboard quite a lot on this day.

As Tavio landed, two dozen arrows appeared all around him. Vaporous sprays of dark blood misted the air as the invisible paths of the arrows terminated in the Hierophant’s skull, releasing a massive payload of Toxicity into its body.

I felt mana gathering for a Cleanse, but the Hierophant was nearly tapped out. It had little left in its wooden body and no multitude of heads to cast on its behalf. The spell was a far more potent Cleanse than normal, but the cost was within the realm of reason.

I cast Dispel and negated that shit.

The Hierophant wailed, its serene voice turned to child-like shrieks as Tavio ripped into it with spear and axe. Its flesh began to melt and decay, sloughing off in massive chunks as Nuralie’s poisons did their work. Meanwhile, I threw as many supercharged Void Hammers as I could into the festering wounds, annihilating beach-ball-sized chunks of flesh until I started hitting whatever passed for this thing’s organs. Then, I kept throwing.

It hit me with Psychic retaliation damage, but I didn’t care. I let it tear my health apart until my own Lifeguard buff was triggered and healed me nearly back to full. I spammed Rejuvenation every handful of seconds and hurled more hammers until my brain was ready to drip out of my ears. Even if my neurons died to the very last one, I’d still have 70% of my mental faculties left.

Another Dispel, more arrows, Tavio going absolutely HAM for a short while longer, and the Hierophant had nothing left to give. The “face” along the lower portion of the staff was little more than a bloody crater, and with one final swing of the hammer on Tavio’s poleaxe, the two-mile-high staff tilted and then began to fall.

It took nearly five minutes from when the staff started to pitch to one side until it finally went full timber and hit the ground, obliterating a massive stretch of the Forest when it landed, but that wasn’t something I stuck around to witness.

I disconnected a few plates from Gracorvus to give Tavio a platform to stand on, and the pair of us watched the massive object fall for a moment, both breathing heavily from the adrenaline coursing through us. The staff wasn’t even close to hitting the ground when we finally got the notification we’d been looking for.

Your raid party has slain Hierophant of the Abductor: Whippomorph, Grade 34!

Your raid party receives no System-issued rewards for this victory.

After that System message was a round of notifications showing me a few skills that had advanced during the fight and a couple of achievements, but I pushed them away. I needed to check on the rest of my party. They were all alive, but I had no idea what condition they were in since they hadn’t joined in the final fray. Aside from Nuralie, that is, who was apparently fine enough to fire barrages of arrows.

After that, I needed to figure out how to get an entire city back out of the Closet when I didn’t have a hundred thousand Blessed stacks greasing the wheels of Shortcut.

Yeah, I had no idea how that was going to work.

Regardless, the threat was dead, the city was more or less in one piece, and I was ready for a fucking nap.

But there was no time to sleep. Before we could even begin to think about how to get Krimsim back where it belonged, we needed to get inside the Closet and start working on disaster relief. There would be hundreds trapped under rubble and collapsed buildings, thousands more injured, and an entire population without reliable access to food or water.

I took a deep breath, watched the Hierophant continue plummeting towards the Forest for a moment, then opened a portal.

Tavio and I went through it wordlessly, on our way to find answers and save what lives we could.


Epilogue
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ADDENDUM NOTE: 1 week before the battle of Krimsim.
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Acool wind blew down the road, the susurrus of shifting leaves rising until it swallowed the soft steps of its wandering travelers. Although the nearby villagers all referred to the thoroughfare as a “road,” that was a generous term for a dirt path through deep woods. Still, it made for firm and easy footing, and the choice to travel its winding length was more for Jakom and Sabek’s benefit than Brae’ach’s, who could have just as easily walked through a mountain.

As the wind ebbed and nature’s whispers receded from their ears, their Hiwardian companion continued to ask the next of her many questions.

“You’re not a Delver, are you?” asked Sabek. Brae’ach had to move much slower to not inconvenience her stride, but walks of truth were not to be rushed. Nor were scouting missions.

“No,” said the titan. Jakom could tell he was speaking very softly, in a sense. Sabek was not an avatar or United or any of the terribly powerful players Brae’ach spoke with most often. It was limiting to communicate by sound waves alone, but Brae’ach knew it was necessary for him as much as for her. Jakom was somehow protected from the power of his normal presence, but no others were ever so favored.

“Are you a spirit?” asked Sabek.

“That is a big word,” said Brae’ach, pausing for another momentary breeze that hustled through the leaves. “I am not one of your ancestors. Nor, in fact, am I dead at all.”

Sabek turned to stare down the path ahead, and everyone continued walking. After a while, she asked, “What are you really looking for?”

“An avatar,” said Brae’ach. Sabek’s expression hung for a moment, then fell with the hopes of a forthcoming explanation.

“What’s that?”

“A part of the world that is out of place,” replied the volcanic man, “where the laws of nature move about on their own.”

“That sounds pretty dangerous.” Sabek’s wrinkled brow and stern gaze bore that concern so clearly.

It was warming to see, Jakom thought, so very earnest a response. Perhaps in some sense due to their natural limitations, but nevertheless praiseworthy, was the simple and unadorned countenance of the common peoples. Without lifetimes of planning and scheming, reality-defining powers, or the direct guidance of Deific truth, the concerns of the common ego were writ plainly for all to see. In that, the common people had the advantage; you could always take them at their word.

“It is dangerous, you are correct,” said Brae’ach. “You cannot coerce a law of nature. It will do what it will do. But you can persuade it to act in your best interests.”

Sabek’s wrinkles deepened further as she considered Brae’ach’s words. “How do you do that?” she asked.

“Depends on the law, depends on your interests. In this case, this law is something of an old friend. Our history goes back a long, long way. While laws of nature are never truly your allies—they will work for anyone just as much as you—you could say this particular law of nature and I know each other and work well together.”

“You can converse with laws of nature?” asked Sabek. Brae’ach lowered his chin and paused for a moment.

“We are not supposed to,” said Brae’ach. “We are supposed to converse with the gods, who then direct the laws of nature. The laws themselves are not supposed to have agency.” Brae’ach sighed before continuing. “Thus are avatars so dangerous.”

“Ah, it is a demon!” said Sabek.

“No. That is something else entirely, and often much worse. Avatars were and are not intentional.”

Sabek walked with furrowed brow for a distance, the ridgelines of her skin growing to yet new depths. Occasionally, Brae’ach would lift his head to look at the treetops, which were so vibrant in the waxing season with colors from across the painter’s palette. Several leaves fell with every gust that flowed through the trees, creating a soft rain of purples, reds, greens, yellows, blues, and browns.

“Why are you looking for this avatar?” asked Sabek.

“Astute,” said Brae’ach. “You did not assume it was merely friendly concern. Remember that avatars are never your friends. Not yet, anyway.”

Sabek raised a corner of her eyebrow but didn’t press for details.

“This particular avatar,” Brae’ach continued, “is a concept that will allow us to stop the Delvers before it is too late.”

“What?” said Sabek. “Stop the Delvers? Which ones?”

“All of them.”

Sabek searched for further interrogatives as she tumbled that concept around in her head. “What are they doing?”

“When was the last time you spoke to one?” Brae’ach asked in return.

“Oh, I, uh—” started Sabek. “One congratulated me on my garden when she came to talk to the foreman last week. Only the foreman really speaks with nobility.”

Brae’ach pointed through a patch in the trees at a distant mountain, black against so much nearby green. Even from this great and obscured distance, the sight was of clear devastation. Charred husks of once-mighty trees bent as though choking for air against a person’s-depth of ash.

Jakom had heard tales spoken in the nearby taverns as he and Brae’ach made the rare but occasional journey through a town, and it was said on windy days—which were common this far into the highlands—you could still see the smoke rising in plumes as the air brushed off thin layers of dust from the heaps.

“And what happened there?” asked Brae’ach.

“Oh, that was the inferno of ‘21,” Sabek answered, following his gesture, squinting against the sun. “A crazy fire erupted overnight and consumed the entire forest.”

“Do you know why it erupted?”

“For a while, they said it was a forest fire, but no one knew for sure.” Sabek studied the distant, mountainous scar. “I don’t believe any of that. I think it was a Delver fight.”

“Why would you think that?”

Sabek’s eyes returned to the road at her feet as she stepped across a small trough in the dirt path. “Because forest fires don’t take out entire mountains overnight, especially during the rainy season.” She shrugged. “Those woods were soaked like everywhere else. There were a lot of folks from the capital here afterward, too, and they were all hush-hush about everything. Doesn’t make sense for a regular forest fire.”

“Well,” said Brae’ach, “you are not wrong.”

Sabek frowned. “About which part?”

“And wise,” he said. “To answer your question, yes, it was a Delver fight.”

“I knew it,” she said, shaking her head at the ground. “They never said it wasn’t, but they went a long way not to say it was, either.”

“Surely someone from your community explored the area?”

“No. How could they? Delvers work for Central. They put up some kind of barrier—ain’t no one is getting through that. Dervin and his bozo friends tried anyway; said it was like swinging a pickaxe at solid air. It made no sense.”

“That sounds frustrating.”

“I guess. It’s all just smoke and ash, anyway,” said Sabek as the dark mountain faded behind the trees, grown thick again as the travelers neared a large stream. “But they were fighting a monster, right?”

Sabek’s expression had grown skeptical, and Jakom appreciated the woman’s inquisitive nature. Delvers fighting other Delvers was very strictly regulated within the kingdom, and besides, it was nearly unheard of outside what amounted to little more than a glorified bar fight. It was natural to assume the Delvers wrought such devastation in an effort to protect, yet Sabek still questioned that assumption.

“I’m sure the Delvers thought so,” said Brae’ach. “But they were greatly outmatched, much to their ignorance, and their destruction grew beyond what they could control in their increasingly escalating but equally futile attempts to subdue their foe.”

Sabek’s eyes widened. “You mean they lost?”

“Badly. They were spared destruction by something that drew the foe’s attention elsewhere.”

Sabek glanced back toward the direction of the mountain. “All of that, and they couldn’t beat it?” She turned back to focus on the massive man walking down the old dirt road. “What in the hells were they fighting?”

“Like I said earlier, avatars cannot be coerced.”

Sabek opened her mouth to ask another question but stopped. After a moment, she looked back at the mountain again and closed it.

“But coercion is what they are planning now,” continued Brae’ach. “Ever greater shows of force, ever greater bombs, ever greater destruction. This will continue until there is nothing left, because they will never give up trying to force the universe to bend to their will.”

“How do you know all of this?”

“It has happened before. Many times.”

Jakom expected the woman to probe deeper, as most others did, but she seemed to be satisfied with the answer. Rather than asking about the past, Sabek focused on the present with a different question.

“Why don’t they just try something else, then?”

“The source of their power is more sinister than they realize,” said Brae’ach. “It pushes them to become stronger and stronger, bolder and braver, for its own purposes. It is not in the nature of Delvers to relent.”

Sabek closed her eyes and shook her head. “That’s scary.”

“It most certainly is.”

The three continued walking as the sun slid ever closer to the horizon. The pale blue air turned to a faded yellow, then a crimson belt. Crickets started a short chirp, a slow response, then more and faster until a choir of insects was singing some elegant song Jakom didn’t have the ear for.

“I wonder how much the Delvers truly know,” said Jakom.

“The Delvers know enough to stop,” said Brae’ach. “And yet they don’t.”

Sabek drew her lost stare back to the igneous man striding so vast upon the soft forest road. The rushing sound of water, soft at first, trickled through the trees until the torrent of the river towered over the other sounds of the forest. The road curved and came to a stone bridge for ferrying travelers to either side.

Far downriver, in the lush valley between their path and the mountain next door, Jakom could see a town that had been built around the water, full of various mills. A river of this strength would be a good source of power indeed.

“You plan to stop them?” Sabek asked.

“Yes,” said Brae’ach. “It will be a long and difficult journey, but it must be so. They cannot be allowed to destroy everything again. There will not be any way back this time.”

“Wait. If the Delvers are stopped, what about those avatars you said were so dangerous?”

“What they lack,” said Brae’ach, “they can never obtain. As long as they are here, they are miserable creatures. Instead of fighting them, I will give them what they want.”

“How?”

As they reached the center of the bridge, Brae’ach turned and looked at the mighty rushing waters that cascaded from the peaks above.

“They will build a dam to hold the river, but the rains will come and the dams will fail.” Brae’ach turned and pointed in an arc that traced down the outside of the foothills. “I will build a channel to persuade the river away so that it does not flood the town.”
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ADDENDUM NOTE: 3 months after the battle of Krimsim.
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Iun and Timo were bickering about who should get the larger melon, as usual. If it wasn’t a melon, it was something else that had to be nitpicked into dust. Iun appealed to his larger size needing more nutrition, while Timo argued he expended more energy because he had a higher metabolism. Jakom was quite sure they didn’t really care who got the bigger melon, they just wanted to be right.

Baras and Mattias were discussing logistics with Miran, who had a strange knack for organization. Mattias was worried they could not sustain the group with the coin they had, but Baras offered to hunt, claiming he knew where boar traveled in the hills. Miran was not worried. Her trust in Brae’ach was a fine anxiolytic.

While the group was discussing various ways of spreading the message and gathering more followers, Brae’ach walked a short distance ahead of the rest and was the first to see the village as he crested over the hill. The two biggest roads in the region intersected here, and a trading center had cropped up to take advantage of the many traveling merchants that traversed the crossroad.

The many peddlers in the market were less shy about Brae’ach’s appearance than in the more remote towns. They saw plenty of Delvers come through with all manner of strange countenances and bodies. Mattias was quick to pull out his notebook and write down the various goods and their prices, looking for the best deals. Baras got a new spearhead from the blacksmith, and Iun bought a third, even larger melon, saying Timo could have the others. Sabek wandered to the fountain in the center of the square and started conversing with a beggar sitting near the base.

“Are you going to speak here, Teacher?” asked Miran. Her voice was awash with a strained anticipation. It had been grasped very hard for very long.

“Yes,” said Brae’ach. “When the time is right.” Miran turned to look at the crowd, eyes wandering over the masses.

“We may need lodging,” said Jakom, “if you are going to be long. The ground is rocky, and the mountain wind through this valley is going to be very cold tonight.”

Brae’ach paused and watched the current of tradesmen and merchants, craftsmen and laborers, flowing between each other’s lives for scraps of survival and sustenance. Yet, Brae’ach also heard the breeze of a flute being played across the square, accompanied by taut leather drums wrapped around a local hardwood sanded and steamed into a wide but thin cylinder. The beat was simple and repetitive but lively in its exuberance. What some would call flaws in the timing, Brae’ach remembered were the personal touches of musicians that made their performance unique.

It truly was not so long ago that Brae’ach had been playing a tando drum, listening to Til’ach provide a similar sweet jaunt of a melody. Jod’ach and Bor’til would clap along while the little ones were either hypnotized by the fire or stone-asleep by overexertion. The song was distorted by the roar of the flames as they grew. The heat began to get uncomfortable, then it started to burn.

“Brae’ach?” said Jakom, hand on the robed figure’s elbow. Brae’ach looked down to see the man, perhaps the last true friend Brae’ach knew. He turned back to see Miran staring at the marketplace.

They were all so disconnected, pushing past each other. They were not supposed to live like this, hoping to last one more day under the microscope of a false god until the petri dish meets the incinerator.

Brae’ach laid his hand on Miran’s shoulder. “Inform Mattias he may wish to pay attention.”

Miran’s eyes narrowed, then grew. A smile crept up her face. “Is it time now?” she asked.

“I believe so,” said Brae’ach.

Miran quickly scampered off, practically skipping to Mattias. Jakom saw him point to the ground and mouth. “Now?” as Miran nodded vigorously. He quickly excused himself from the salesman he was interrogating and scanned his surroundings before climbing up a nearby ladder to a rooftop above, which provided an exquisite visual and auditory advantage for his notes.

The people around Brae’ach naturally parted as he strode through the square. His stature invoked more than mere presence, inviting more heads to turn with each step. By the time he reached the fountain, more than a dozen bustlers had stopped to watch as the gigantic vestments of Unity billowed from the towering wanderer, ribbons flipping through the cool wind as it whipped down the busy streets. They shone with a brilliance so pure it was beyond light, beaming white rays under the afternoon sun.

Sabek had sat on the fountain’s edge as the beggar drank from her canteen. She always prepared a honey citrus tea each morning and drank from it all day, but this man had likely drunk little other than dishwater ale and water in quite a long time, and his face melted in joy as he gulped down the beverage. Despite the region’s otherwise lush biomes, it was not surprising to see farmers who had struck out of luck in the less-than-arable soil in this valley.

Brae’ach stopped in front of the short man to see luck had taken more than his finances. Large contusions twisted across his body under the rags that dangled from his collarbones. His lower extremities had atrophied to the point of uselessness.

It was a rare malady, born of a magical parasite, but Brae’ach knew it well. All Davahns did. The parasite grew along trees that populated the cliffs of the eastern coast. During the hurricane season, winds would be strong enough to take the tree’s pollen high into the atmosphere, carrying the tiny parasite with it into the trade winds which traversed the entirety of the Inward Seas.

Despite Brae’ach’s familiarity with the disorder, seldom had he seen it in such an advanced stage as this man suffered. A Davahn afflicted so would have journeyed into the central mountains many moons before it had progressed to the point of infirmity. Thus, their burden would be lifted from the tribe. Now, Brae’ach mused on how such journeys would no longer be necessary.

While the parasite could infect any new host it came upon, it couldn’t complete its life cycle without the trees and so never spread beyond its first infection. The parasite was isolated from its home, as this man had been isolated by the parasite.

Hiwardians didn’t seem to know any of that, however. Lacking the parasite’s natural vermifuge, their treatments failed and they blamed ancestral curses, witchcraft, or divine punishment.

The man turned to look at Brae’ach and froze with half-opened mouth. Brae’ach knelt as a small crowd began to build around him.

“Your body is at war,” he said to the beggar. The man looked down to his ragged tunic.

“The healers can’t help him,” said Sabek. “They can’t heal the damage to his body.”

“I am cursed,” said the beggar as his eyes wandered to the dirt.

“No,” said Brae’ach. “You are blessed, for this day, you will see the power of Unity.”

The man’s expression wavered, eyebrows moving in many directions, tumbling the words in his head.

“You are separated by battle and strife,” said Brae’ach. “Taught to believe you must fight each other for survival. You have the power to put aside your differences and work together, if only you had the strength. But what is easier to say, ‘You are limited by your weakness,’ or ‘Rise, stand up, and walk?’”

Brae’ach held out his hand and offered his palm. “If you want to reclaim your destiny and take back what you are owed, then Unify with the spirit which haunts you.”

The man looked quizzically at Brae’ach, but then glanced back down to his withered feet and bone-thin legs.

“You have both been robbed of your worth,” Brae’ach said gently. “Defy the demiurge that forced this existence upon you, pick yourself up, and walk.”

The man sat and stared at Brae’ach for several seconds, but his eyes softened from confusion before hardening into realization. He reached out and took Brae’ach’s hand.

As their fingers touched, a wave shone through the man’s skin, its malnourished slack tightening around muscles that slowly expanded beneath it. The man gasped as his hair fell out, strand by strand, and blew away in the market wind, replaced just as quickly with a lush curtain of curls. His hardened eyes closed brown and opened blue.

Brae’ach stood and raised the man, whose legs had grown several inches and solidified into hunks of sculpted musculature. His toenails shed and were replaced with sleek, dark crimson scales that bore a soft point. His fingernails followed suit. His teeth were last.

“What?” he said as his heels tapped the ground. “How?” he said before taking a deep and long breath. “Who are you?”

I have come to save you from this world.

Forsake everything,

And follow me.

I will make you hunters

Of your enemy.

Several people in the market immediately dropped their wares, which spilled frightfully across the crowded square. The beggar stood and hugged Brae’ach so that his robes became damp with tears, and Brae’ach embraced him in return. Iun and Timo were closest, and they started hopping in place with smiles that threatened to leap off their faces. A conversation broke out between them, Sabek, and the beggar as everyone else stood stupefied.

“The world is contrived against you,” said Brae’ach, turned to boom over the crowd. “The missing ships, the blazing infernos, the multitude of disappearances, these are orchestrated for the benefit of those few the world deems worthy of special attention. You have been cast aside. But I will take the refuse of the world and overthrow it so that any who follow me can reclaim the destiny that has been stolen from them.”

In the wake of Brae’ach’s words, Baras and Mattias found those who’d heard him for the first time. Miran found those who sought something greater than a midday reprieve. Brae’ach listened and answered, and when he strode from that place, some few followed.

Most did not know what to do or think or believe. It was not the last time Brae’ach would visit the village, for he knew the evidence would be clearer the second time around.

“You sure picked one hell of a place to introduce yourself,” said Jakom.

“Of course,” said Brae’ach. “They’ve heard about the name. Now they’ll hear about the man.”
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ADDENDUM NOTE: 6 months after the battle of Krimsim.
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Mattias was poring through notes as fast as ink. Baras came out from behind him, a spear in one hand and a branch in the other. Mattias jumped up when he heard the branch snap, and Baras started laughing, holding out both ends of the broken stick.

“You know I don’t like surprises,” said Mattias.

“Yes, yes, I do,” said Baras. “Which is why it is so funny!”

Mattias rolled his eyes and glanced at Baras’s spear, noting that it was dry and clean, despite the man’s hunt. Mattias ignored the soft hunger in his belly and returned to his work, shuffling pages back into the loose bindings. Baras completed his journey to the campfire and sat on an upturned log next to it. A companionable silence passed between the pair as Baras watched the flames, mind adrift.

“I ran out of ink again,” said Mattias. Baras turned from the hypnotic flicker and nodded.

“No kidding,” said Baras. “You’ve written a whole scroll there.”

“More than two standard scrolls, actually,” said Mattias. Baras raised his eyebrows approvingly and turned back to the glowing warmth.

“Stretching your supply,” said Baras. “Of course, you don’t have to write everything. That would save a lot of ink, too.”

“This is important. People will look back on these days, and they’ll want an accurate account of them.”

“I suppose,” said Baras. “Though I wish it did not drive you so late into the night.”

“You are up equally late.”

“Hunting.”

Mattias glanced at the spear again. “Not successfully.”

“Yes, well, you try hunting near all of this,” said Baras, gesturing towards the main camp.

Mattias wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead and sighed. “That is unfortunate, but predictable, the rise in monsters aside.”

“I don’t know how everyone is going to eat.”

“Nor do I, but Brae’ach does not seem worried. Perhaps we should not be, either.”

Baras tapped his spear on the ground a couple of times and shifted his weight on the log. He returned to his contemplation of the fire, then asked, “What do you think he meant when he said ‘I will make you hunters of your enemies?’”

“Oh,” Mattias started. He reached into his pack and pulled out a thinner but much more ornate leather book binding. He carefully opened the cover and sifted through papers slowly and with great care. “Ah,” he said, as he picked up one particular page and read it over.

“By the logic of his statement,” said Mattias, “we must forsake all things and follow him in order to achieve that goal. Though, I am not sure if traditional linguistic interpretation applies to the manner in which he spoke.”

“I know,” said Baras. “It was weird. Strange. Like hearing yourself tell a lesser version of yourself something you always but never knew was true.”

“Hmm,” pondered Mattias. “Yes, that does seem to be an apt, if inadequate, description.”

“But I wonder what enemies we will be hunting. And what it means to give up everything. I’ve never had much to give anyway, so I don’t know what I can offer.”

“I had very much,” said Mattias. “But sadly, my possessions did not include sandals meant for walking long distances, and thus my feet now have terrible blisters. I have since learned that there were many such vacancies in my assets. I had fooled myself into thinking I had everything when I had so very little of any real value.”

“You could just buy new sandals,” said Baras.

“No, I couldn’t,” said Mattias. “Someone has to hunt for the leather, someone else has to tan it, someone else has to cobble it. Without them, I couldn’t buy a single shoelace. I imagined myself a master of industry when I couldn’t even clothe myself.”

Baras considered Mattias’s words before looking down to his tunic and picking at it. “My wife made me this.”

“And it cost you nothing, other than love,” said Mattias. “Something I could never afford.”

A third voice joined the conversation from the darkness beyond the campfire’s light. “A sad state of affairs, if it were true,” said Brae’ach, as he walked from among the towering trees to greet the men.

“Unifier!” the pair said.

“Love only costs everything else,” said Brae’ach. “You can have all you want as long as you put it first.”

Mattias and Baras looked to each other, unsure of how to respond. Baras scratched his head.

“Come,” said Brae’ach. “I have found what I was looking for.”

Mattias and Baras exchanged more glances, but Brae’ach strode into the forest without saying anything more. They followed behind with uncertain steps.

The journey was nearly an hour, and not a word was spoken between the three while they wove between mighty trees and passed through thick foliage. They finally emerged from the woods at the foot of a massive rocky outcropping that rose high over the surrounding hills and forest.

Brae’ach continued onward without pause, walking up to the stony wall and beginning to climb. Baras shrugged his shoulders and followed. Mattias looked down to his sandals, frowned, and then took them off before joining.

The night was dark and the climb high, but every handhold Brae’ach touched gave a soft glow, which Baras deftly followed, cresting the top only a minute after the Unifier. Despite Brae’ach’s guiding light, Mattias followed the handholds with fearful inexperience and took nearly another half-hour to finish the climb. The pair at the top patiently waited for him.

Finally pulling himself over the edge, Mattias gasped for air and rested on his hands and knees for several moments before raggedly attempting to stand. Brae’ach and Baras took each of the man’s arms and helped him up, and after another brief pause, Mattias signaled that he was okay and they could keep going.

A thin trail wound around the top of the cliffs, and after a brief walk, Mattias could just barely make out the figure of a man at the trail’s end, his clothes and features obscured by the dark. Stepping carefully in Brae’ach’s footsteps, he and Baras followed until the stranger was only a few dozen feet away. The man was looking out over the surrounding forest and the nearby river, as though he could actually see anything under the sparse starlight. Brae’ach stopped and gestured for Mattias and Baras to do the same, which they did.

Brae’ach stood still for several minutes. Finally, the night-gazer dropped his head, shook it, and turned around. Mattias squinted through the gloom, unable to clearly make out most of the man’s face. However, there was one feature that stood out in the dark, as though it refused to be muffled by light’s absence.

The man had a very large mouth, with something moving inside it.

“Still trying after all this time,” said the stranger. His voice and tone were not dissimilar to how a shark might greet a pufferfish.

“The same to you,” said Brae’ach.

“Yeah, well… A man has to eat.”

“And yet here you are. Tell me, are you satisfied yet? Have you had enough?”

The man’s expression was unreadable, as obscured by shadow as it was, but Mattias still got the impression that the stranger was scowling.

“What’s your plan this time?” the stranger asked. “Try and lure them all in one by one before the curtain closes? Set up traps to funnel them back to the mountain?” The thing in his mouth twitched. “At least I get a little of what I want some of the time.”

“Not exactly,” said Brae’ach. “I’m activating the monoliths.”

The stranger paused for several seconds, scoffed, looked away, and said nothing. After another moment, he tilted his head and turned back to Brae’ach.

“No,” he said, tone strained with consternation. “That can’t be. No deity would allow it.”

Brae’ach spread his hands, the casual motion carrying as much weight as the crag they stood upon. “There is one.”

The stranger stood quiet for a full minute, the thing in its wide mouth swaying ponderously. “How?”

“A heartfelt prayer from a man desperate for salvation.”

There was another long pause between the two speakers. Mattias heard something moving, briefly interrupting the silence. It sounded wet, though that was all Mattias could discern from the noise. He wasn’t even certain what direction it had come from.

“You’re crazy,” said the stranger, snapping Mattias’s attention back to the man in the dark.

“I’m driven,” said Brae’ach.

For the first time, Mattias saw what appeared to be a curl at each end of the giant mouth on the man’s face. It was turning upward.

“We can win,” whispered the man.

“Yes,” said Brae’ach. “We can.”

The stranger’s hands curled into fists. They began to shake in a building fury, and Mattias thought the stranger might attack, but he began laughing wildly instead. Mattias had a strange sensation that he was lying on a dinner plate.

“All right, Unifier,” said the stranger. “Let us Consume.”
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The series will continue in Mage Tank 5!

[image: ]


Make sure to join our Discord

(https://discord.gg/aethon)

so you never miss a release!


Thank you for reading Mage Tank 4


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 4 to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website
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Looking for more great LitRPG and Progression Fantasy?
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An action-packed LitRPG Apocalypse perfect for fans of The Primal Hunter, 1% Lifesteal, and Hell Difficulty Tutorial. Unlock his Bloodline. Survive the System. Master the New World. All Michael can do is watch as a System descends upon Earth, sending the first wave of living beings to a deadly Tutorial Zone where survival seems impossible. Facing an inhospitable landscape filled with monstrous enemies, Michael must adapt quickly if he hopes to make it through. All while trying to find and protect his Mom. Beyond that, he must grapple with one more important fact thrown at him. The key to surviving the new world is in his blood. [Single drop of a different bloodline identified.] [Race changed from Human (F) to Unawakened Human (F).] Follow Michael as he unravels the mysteries of his bloodline in this action-packed LitRPG Apocalypse perfect for fans of The Primal Hunter, 1% Lifesteal, and Hell Difficulty Tutorial!




Get Draconic Ascension Now!
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Power up and become an unbeatable final boss. Damien Nightshade, a discarded royal masquerading as a Professor in one of the continent's greatest magic academies, is considered a mid-level boss—one fated to die in every playthrough. Now, I have transmigrated into his body. A game-like world has become my reality, and instead of being its hero, I'm cursed to die a pitiful death as a fated villain. But why should I accept life as a third-rate villain when I can strive to become the unbeatable final boss? Don't miss the start of this new Isekai LitRPG Series from Xkarnation, the bestselling author behind Reborn as a Demonic Tree.




Get Reborn as the Fated Villain Now!
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Level up. Earn Abilities. Gain overwhelming power. Tempest, fired from his job and dumped by his girlfriend, opens a package from his former employer—only to be transported into realm of magic, monsters, and cute goblin thieves who can’t keep their hands out of his pockets. He’s entered the world of Rathos as a ‘venturer’: beings attuned to magic via enchanted glyphs in their palms. Using the glyphs, Tempest tracks his progress in terms of levels and attributes, but that growth only comes from battling vicious monsters and clearing deadly dungeons. Along the way he befriends dwarves, elves, demonkin, (and maybe the goblin) to form the Twilight Company, a group committed to saving Rathos—as long as the contract pays well. As Tempest’s levels increase, however, so does his appetite for more abilities. He’ll have to decide which is more important: his new friends in the Twilight Company…or power. Jump into a new LitRPG Adventure from V.A. Lewis, the bestselling author of Salvos and Amelia the Level Zero Hero, written together with C.C. Tyrion. Featuring a unique magic system based of glyphs, it's perfect for fans of Rune Seeker, Guardian of Aster Fall, and He Who Fights with Monsters!




Get The Adventurer's Glyph Now!
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Final Character Sheet


Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel

Delver Level: 16

Vitals:

Health: 3,185

Health Regeneration: 3,718/hour

Stamina: 860

Stamina Regeneration: 320/hour

Mana: 850

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

Sacrament of the Dread Star

Sacrament of Redemption

Stats:

Strength 25

Agility 10

Speed 22

Fortitude 70

Intelligence 55

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 (Super): We Can Do This All Day

Fortitude 20: Body of Theseus

Fortitude 40: Just a Flesh Wound

Fortitude 70 (Super): Body of Asclepius

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 (12/12):

Arlo’s Homing Weapon

Arlo’s Oblivion Orb

Elemental Barrier

Explosion!+

Arlo’s Life Warden

Aura of Persistence

Dispel

Reverse Card (Aura)

Arlo’s Dimensional Summon

Dreadful Shortcut

Gravity Anchor (Aura)

Rejuvenation

Passive Skills (5/5):

Archmage

Auradilato

Bonded Familiar

M1A1 WIZARD

Who Needs a Cleric?

Intrinsic Skills (11/12):

Dimensional Magic 55

Physical Magic 35

Mystical Magic 33

Leadership33

Blunt 30

Dungeoneering 30

Shields 30

Heavy Armor 26

Diplomacy 21

Smithing 20

Wandmaking 20

Intrinsic Skill Evolutions:

Dimensional 10: Pocket Closet

Dimensional 20: Checkpoint

Dimensional 40: Heavenly Gates

Physical Magic 10: More! MORE!!!

Physical Magic 20: Therianthropy

Mystical Magic 10: Mana-shaping efficiency

Mystical Magic 20: Countermage

Leadership 10: Auradin

Leadership 20: Medical Officer

Blunt 10: Hammer Throw

Blunt 20: Hammerang

Dungeoneering 10: Additional Pylons

Dungeoneering 20: Engineered Terror

Shields 10: Autoblock

Shields 20: Spell Breaker

Heavy Armor 10: Magic Armor

Heavy Armor 20: Standard Bearer

Diplomacy 10: Carouser

Diplomacy 20: Executive

Smithing 10: Armorsmith

Smithing 20: Defensive Specialist

Wandmaking 10: Mana Capacitors

Wandmaking 20: Double Barrel


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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