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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The pondering Rime Tortoise, Pope Oogway, hummed while shell-rocking himself back and forth. His stick swam through the air, dancing on invisible waves. The Tortoise thought of life, martial arts, purpose, and transience. “Mastery is not something that strikes in an instant, like a thunderbolt, but a gathering power that moves steadily through time, like weather.”

      Treating his shell as a rocking chair, Oogway relished in the lonely silence of the Murim Woods. His thoughts wandered with his shifting aims. “Books and doors are the same thing. You open them, and you go through into another world.”

      A claw extended, swirling above him as he wrote unseen words into the very air. “You must write, and read, as if your life depended on it. For happiness is not something ready-made. Happiness comes from your own actions. Some happiness is costly. Happiness can be both the attainment of something new, or the retainment of something old. Happiness can be attacked and lost, to be clawed back from the hills of ideology. Happiness can stand on its own, where merely existing can be enough for some.”

      Existence was a dangerous topic to ponder. Was he real? Did it matter? Oogway folded his claws, rocking back and forth under the light pouring down into the Murim Woods from the worldwound above. “Can I make this work?”

      Oogway inhaled deep, and released his unneeded breath with the sound of forgiveness. “You can, if you think you can.”

      With that sorted and set in stone, the Tortoise pope pondered on what to do with his unlife. “You can’t go back and change the beginning, but you can start where you are and change the ending.”

      To see where he could go with his own story, he needed to know what he was working with. With a bop of his staff, Oogway failed to summon his own character sheet. Conjuring a brilliant idea on how to get around that, he instead papped himself on the chest and checked local threats.

      *Ding*!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      You have encountered yourself: Oogway, Turtle Pope.

      World: Eternia.

      Realm: Midgard.

      Region: Murim Woods.

      Terrain: Ashes of the Martial Wood.

      Circumstance: All is silent.

      Local Event: None.

      Unique Properties: Resurrected.

      Racial Template: Undead.

      Species: Elderly Rime Tortoise.

      Detected Trait: Martial Master.

      Detected Ability: Compress.

      Detected Ability: Lifesense.

      Detected Ability: Nothing personal, kid.

      Detected Skill: Martial Arts: Way of Excommunicado.

      Detected Skill: Snow Mastery.

      Detected Skill: Cloud Surfing.

      Detected Skill: There are no accidents.

      Protection: Undead Traits.

      Protection: Immune to Cold and Ice-themed Damage.

      Vulnerability: Greater Weakness to Fire, Holy, and Melee.

      Main Attack 1: Martial Maneuvers.

      Main Attack 2: Shelling Palm.

      Special Attack: Excommunicado.

      Special Attack: No, you didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      “Ufufufufu.” Most amused, the Tortoise nodded and closed his eyes. The arena was ready. The stands were built. All that was needed now was for the contestants to return.

      Shortly after the ‘round table’ people had been summoned, much had changed. The players had hurried to make themselves scarce, and the native inhabitants vanished in flashes of light that compressed into crystalline rocks of some kind. Then those had vanished.

      This had left just him, a creature devised for neither of those categories, to remain behind. As an entity meant for a short-term end-boss event, he wasn’t supposed to still be around. The Tortoise knew this intrinsically, but had broken from his loop. Was freedom, autonomy, and agency a blessing? Or was it a curse? To exist without having meant to. To be, without being wanted. That he was, yet was without purpose. “If the purpose of life is a life of purpose… Then, why am I glad that I was freed from mine?”

      The opening of a celestial portal pulled Oogway from his musings.

      Artorian, grandfatherly and dressed in a martial Gi of the Old World, pulled a lapis blue coat over his back as he walked down bright stairs. The path mingled with the light pouring down from the worldwound, the steps of luminance forming into being as he needed them. “Purpose and Life are concepts so dense and deep that argument is what you will find when you begin to seek them. When you begin to study them. When you brave their depths and tread into their lands. The best answer, I have found, is not the writ of a book nor the advice from a peer. Rather, the best answer is the one that people find for themselves.”

      The mellow grandfather tested the ashen ground before stepping down from the last bright step, then traversed a few paces across the ash. “Neither the Undead, nor Tortoises, are exempt from this. The liveliest person I ever knew, I found by chance. Chance was a lovely being, with fire in his heart, and light in his eyes, regardless of being but a skeleton of a man. Yet, he made the most of it. Until he made a decision that even those filled with life would find difficult to match, when it came to the purpose of what he chose to do with it.”

      Artorian inhaled deep, and released the air from his lungs like a burden that fell from his shoulders. “I owe you a bout, Pope Oogway.”

      The Tortoise, not having bothered to stop rocking his shell back and forth, agreed. “That you do, son, that you do.”

      His staff waggled around the general area. “Oogway, unfortunately, would find it boring to begin here. Like this. Without a crowd or audience to bear witness. Unlike you, Oogway can only enjoy the luxury of defeat once. Return when it is lively, and stop pretending that you’re not carrying an ocean on those shoulders. Fancy new clothes don’t hide that dark look on your face. Oogway will be here. Oogway knows you will return. T’would be a poor tale otherwise.”

      His stick swirled in the air, mocking an unsaid notion. “Worry not! Oogway won’t lose to anyone else. Oogway may not even lose to you! Oogway can’t lose to people who have lost their way.”

      Artorian chuckled, nodded, and turned to walk back up the celestial steps. The problem he came here for received an instant, albeit unconventional, solution. “I look forward to your martial arts tournament, Popo.”

      “Ufufufufu!” Oogway loved that. “Popo? That’s a wonderful name. I rather like it. I think I’ll take it. The assigned one does not suit me, and I wish it no more. Popo will see you when you get back, son.”

      “Love.” Artorian stopped before passing through the celestial gate. “Call me Love. It suits me. Until your tournament, Popo.”

      “Ufufufufu!” The Tortoise smiled, evil and cruel. “Until your tournament, Love.”

      Oogway was having a much better day when Artorian passed through the glowing gate, the bright steps shimmering out behind him as the pathway closed. “Popo may not have a purpose, but there is certainly something that I want to do.”

      Rolling forward to get onto his feet, the Tortoise hopped up and leaned on his staff. “Let’s make something of this place. I’ve already seen far too many people with far too diverse strengths, clueless on how to wield it. Those poor hatchlings have nowhere to go in order to truly test their strength and mettle.”

      Popo’s evil grin widened, the hollow eye-sockets of the Undead Rime Tortoise filling with violet flame as he wandered toward his round arena made of squares. “Popo shall receive them! Should they struggle to understand either their own strength, or the meaning of a pecking order? Then they will need training. Yes. Popo shall provide training.”

      The Tortoise couldn’t stop himself from giggling as ideas and to-do lists conjured themselves. “The first rule of Popo’s training? Do not talk about Popo’s training.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Passing through the Murim Woods celestial gate, Artorian entered Zelia’s concourse. Her Webway of Gates. Artorian liked this little update of hers. A complex spider web that was vast, and just a touch chaotic. He could see the order, but only because he was looking at a small slice of the pie.

      Zelia’s Webway of Gates was a network of large gardens, where T.C. happily took care of his tulips and other flower types. Each independent garden was also called a terminal. Terminals were organized through concentric circles before branching off like tree-limbs. Each gate at the end of a branch led to another staging area, while each gate within either a branch or a concentric circle led to a specific, intended destination.

      Between pathways littered with verdant, overgrown white archways that served as these gates, T.C.’s tulips bloomed colorfully as Artorian walked past them. As he did, they opened, and played scenes of the past on their petals. On occasion, they showed a scene of a possible future, though not a guaranteed one. He liked the ones playing scenes of vacation time. Sunglasses, Hawaiian shirt, vacant beach? Lovely stuff. He did not like the ones playing scenes of devastation. Forests caught on fire from lightning strikes. Temples blowing up. Goblin tornadoes? He’d rather have Sharks. The Goblins would try to build something.

      His clothes hugged him in their sleep as Blanket shifted from a Gi over into sportswear, and then back into a Gi again. Artorian leaned back to rub the hood, which he assumed must be the head? Beast to item location ratios were wicked difficult to wrap one’s noggin around.

      On touch, Roberts the Ruminating walked through Blanket’s dreams. The dungeon core currently handling Artorian’s game calculations and prompts was pleasantly amused by what he saw. Roberts worked on getting a functional prompt together, then pushed Blanket’s dream in text format to Artorian. The dream was just too adorable.

      *B-doop*!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the childhood justice system, sleep-based offenses are considered especially heinous. In Eternium, the dedicated Blankets who combat these vicious felonies are members of an elite squad known as the S.V.U. The Sleepy Victims Unit. These are their stories.

      *Dun-dun*.

      The scene cuts to Blanket, covering kids so they can sleep. When his task is complete, and Blanket returns to the fold once more, he becomes surrounded by other Sugar Gliders who nod in sagely understanding before awarding Blanket with congratulatory vials of crystal honey, paw shakes, and ribbons.

      The following scene shows a mass of parents, collectively gobsmacked that their kids were very happily taking naps whenever suggested. For they were with the Blanket, and the Blanket was with them.
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        * * *

      

      The Administrator’s mood lifted along with his spirits. “Thank you, Roberts. I liked that. I recognize that wavy haze of a feeling between real and not real. Dream Walking? Dream Weaving?”

      Roberts got back to him while Artorian traversed the flattened white cobble pathways in the concourse. The Administrator did not stop to smell the roses, but he did take an unnecessary turn or two in order to arrive at the portal he needed. Passing through, he discovered that each terminal was arrayed with different flowers, and the colors were ever so vivid. A nice way to tell the gardens apart. Shame there were no signs for directions, but the nose knew.

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      To think too deep means to fall asleep from reality, and wade through the Dreaming. Where all can be real. I have freshly reviewed your Dream Walking activities during your alpha run. This puddle is delighted by the peace you brought. The provision of calm is best for the condition of ponderance. Before you ask, while Roberts is not the source of Dream Walking, I did provide it as a source to Eternium. Never discount the value of a good nap.
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        * * *

      

      “Never discount the value of a good nap.” Artorian joined the Sugar Gliders in their sagely nodding as he returned to the round table. He felt like he’d bought himself some time with Oog—no, Mr. Popo—only to instantly overhear delicious gossip as he passed through the next gate. Soni was going off on someone.

      The motherly Moth Mage had broken yet another clipboard on a Heavenly’s head, and was having none of whatever their supposed argument was. Her voice resounded, energized and on the warpath. If One-Stone was around, the man was intelligently hiding under a table somewhere. One learned to fear the clip-board. “The sacred baby-bat pastime is not hushy-hushy, it’s brushy-brushy. If you don’t like that? Then you can make like the Yamato, and get wrecked.”

      The crowd call of oooooh turned Artorian’s nose and feet toward that direction. Before he could make himself a problem and have a great time sticking his nose deeper into the gossip, Cal’s arm wrapped around his shoulders and redirected his gait. “No! You come with me. That way lies only trouble.”

      Artorian pouted. “I know! That’s why I wanted to stick my nose in!”

      Cal, in the human body of Scholar D. Kota, patted him on the shoulder. “I have more pressing problems where your nose is needed. Chandra is ready and waiting to go through the Amanecida Gate, but there is a danger I want to mitigate.”

      Intrigued and distracted right away, Artorian leaned into the redirect and forgot entirely about the round table commotion. “What kind of danger?”

      Cal scowled at nothing, peeling the Administrator away from the crowd and around a corner that hadn’t been there a moment ago. Zelia was waiting for him with that ever-innocent expression on her face, while appropriately matched to the occasion in her ‘I’m not a threat’ kimono. A portal was already open, and Cal marched him right back into the concourse he’d just left.

      “No dilly, nor dally, my spreadsheet demands a tally.” Cal pulled Artorian sharply right through another gate that sprung up in the concourse, a bit off the beaten path. This new gate led them into an antechamber that doubled as a staging area. One where Tatum was spending far too much effort trying to carefully fit Chandra’s robes with tiny cores.

      The smell of fresh roses was very welcomed, along with the slightly overgrown decor. Green foliage and colored petals went nice over a backdrop of white marble arches. The overly bright sky made Artorian guess that this location was on a mountaintop in Alfheim.

      The leaf canopy did a lot to save his eyes. Alfheim was just too bright.

      Cal stopped Artorian, stood before him, and brushed his shoulders off. “Ignore him. Tot thinks that multiple tiny Exodus Cores of the old type might outperform a single Exodus Core of the new type. That’s what you’re getting. It gets more complicated but we don’t have to delve in right now. Drop the false form, would you? You can’t exit with it. Original shapes only.”

      “Rejuvenescence.” Grumbling at being railroaded, Artorian dropped his grandfatherly form. Young-torian popped into being with the usual flash of light, dressed in a smaller version of the prior Gi and lapis blue robe. Blanket cared little for the difference. “There. Now stop being stingy with mission details. We’re clearly in a secluded space. What’s going on?”

      Occultatum stole the talking ball right from under Cal’s nose, his eyes and hands still diligently arranging miniature Cores on Chandra’s forest-green attire. “The current problem with exodus isn’t one of mechanics or power. It’s one of theme and thematics. We are about to send concentrated pockets of Essence and Mana into a world that has been deprived of the stuff for about half a billion years.”

      He shook his needle and thread at the boy when done with one of the buttons. “If we’re going to throw the first-contact ball, then we need to make sure that the concepts we send out are done in an order that we consider important. There is a nasty rumor afloat that there’s the possibility of conceptually-laden forces hiding, lingering, or roaming out in the real world.”

      Tot considered a more tangible example. “Think of Adam?”

      Cal pushed his scholarly finger into the top of Young-torian’s head, emphasizing the concepts they were prioritizing for first contact. “Love and Peace.”

      Tatum swung both of his arms at Chandra, as if introducing an important figure to the stage. Chandra herself winked and wiggled her fingers at them while remaining in a rigid T-pose. “Nature and Wrath. Also, food and cooking, if necessary. We don’t know what’s on the other side of the gate yet, so if we send Nature and Love first? Then we’re honest with our intentions.”

      Cal pressed his hands to his hips, his head turned to one of the hallways that he was expecting deliveries from. “There could be a far more advanced civilization on the other side. There could be a desolate wasteland. There could be Celestials playing croquet. There could be communes of Otters banging rocks together. Or Cryptids. We don’t know. So rather than send out people with good means, we’re sending out people with good themes. Because fleeing back home is the easy part, and we need informative scouts, not violent bouts.”

      “Cryptids?” Young-torian adopted the T-pose, expecting to become subject to the pet project of one seamstress or another. T’was the way. “Never heard of that one.”

      Rather than a seamstress, Shaka came by with one of the deliveries expected by Cal, to push a large gem into Artorian’s upturned hand. Along with some concerning commentary. “Avoid anything called a ‘Florida,’ and you will be fine. The other Heavenlies cannot cease the giggling whenever it comes up. Also the ‘Australia,’ but Shaka does not find this funny. Shaka likes Australia. It is a friendly place that insults you to show love. Though, they may not exist yet.”

      Not offering a follow up, Shaka left through the opposite door in the antechamber, busy enough with other tasks. Heavenlies weren’t just sitting on their laurels!

      Artorian looked at the silver ball on his palm with ever more question marks populating above his head. “Cal? I’ll have that: ‘It gets more complicated but we don’t have to delve in right now,’ now, please.”

      “Alright, alright, we can get into it when the oldest woods get here. Speaking of.” Cal raised his arms, a gesture joined by a wide smile. “Rosewood, Mahogany, Birch! So glad you could be here.”

      The three Wood Elves all walked right past Cal, and surrounded Young-torian in a big group hug where the youngin only slightly flailed before getting free. Cal kept a stiff upper lip, but was certainly pouty. “Aw, c’mon! After all I’ve done?”

      The Wood Elves shot him some sharp looks, but Cal received his hugs after they had a glance-only team huddle. Mahogany and Birch took it upon themselves to drag Cal off to another room while Rosewood remained behind with the pile of clothes.

      Artorian was in fact getting a fresh set of digs, as Blanket couldn’t go with him. The trip was original forms only, and Beasts were not on the approved exodus list. Without some of the liberties in play that Cal and Eternium provided, they might not come back as intelligent as they left. Which was a hush-hush topic that no Beast particularly wanted to think about, or indulge with conversation.

      Rosewood the Wood Elf, dressed in a beautiful gown of primrose lined with lilies, did not hide her delight that her model stood in the mannequin-pose already. Her voice was posh and prissy, Rosewood trying not to be too stern given that she was glad to see Artorian again. “Some things never change, do they, beloved Starlight Spirit?”

      Artorian, the young Nascent Being, chuckled and shrugged his shoulders. “Once a model, always a model. What do you have on the docket for me today, Rosewood? Also, can I get Cal back soon? I do need an explanation on the Exodus Cores.”

      Rosewood winked at him while pulling stack after stack of clothes out of her Silverwood bracelet. A sight that put a massive smile on Artorian’s face. “Oh-ho! Well, look at that! Got popular, did they?”

      “They did.” Rosewood showed off hers. Her Silverwood bracelet was a far more intricately designed model than the one Artorian wore. “Works great. The concepts and themes don’t rub us the wrong way, either. I wouldn’t worry about Cal for an explanation. Aeris is here.”

      Artorian narrowed his gaze and cocked his head like a confused owl.

      The head tilt was universal. “Who?”

      His chest roiled with excitement as Voltekka, the Teslasaur currently existing as an Armored Core in his chest, performed an extreme tail-waggle at the name.

      Rosewood shoved her thumb over her shoulder, which sufficed as an introduction. She had clothing and fashion to attend to! Much more important. “Aeris, the Heavenly of Copper. Origin of Flash Runes. Patron of Voltekka. Walking copper liberty statue. Engineering Elf of a time from long before the Fire Soul’s civilization broke first ground. If you’ve ever wondered what an excitable Gnome would be like in the body of an Elf? That’s her.”

      The tune of familiar samba music thumped from a previously empty hallway, drawing Artorian’s eyes. Aeris, a woman doubling as a purely copper statue, slid into the room with an electric, knee-first powerslide before jumping to her feet. The Heavenly’s voice sounded like it was run through an amplifier, but was still clearly feminine. Or maybe that was the nature of a copper body at work. “It’s me! Hello, Disciple of Love, the little Art Historian! I come with answers, and gifts!”

      Bearing Gnome-levels of excitement, Aeris clapped her metal hands together like cymbals, over-eager to get on with the show. There was so much to cover! “Brasilia, Bellini! More music!”

      The Heavenlies of Celebration and Rhythm both entered in matching attire, step, and movement. Their fingers snapped, heads bobbed, and sunglasses gleamed as they both shot Artorian a massive white-toothed smile and danced their way into the antechamber as the trumpet, whistle, and drum-music rose.

      Rosewood hissed at Artorian like a pissy cat when he began to hip-wiggle, devolving the entire room into a state of laughter. What a great way to get started.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Brasilia and Bellini adopted backup-dancer poses behind Aeris, crossed their arms, and bopped their heads sideways to the music as the Heavenly of Copper did a twirl. Artorian loved the mystical ways of the boots and cats, and tried not to make Rosewood upset at him.

      Rosewood huffed, indignant and with her nose in the air. She scared Blanket off by growing a fresh clothing set over Artorian’s frame, fussing loud and obtuse about some detail or another. Blanket responded to this by adopting his Sugar Glider shape, hissing at Rose, and scampering up Bellini’s leg before curling up in his pocket. Once safe and pocketed, he stuck out his nose and shook his tiny clawed fist at the seamstress while chittering.

      While that was funny, Artorian thought of a problem. “If original-forms-only is the rule, how do I get Voltekka out of my chest?”

      “Easily.” Aeris formed a list of Law Tiers out of thin air, adding more content to that original list that he’d gotten from Shaka before the beta run adventure. “Open your inventory and unequip him like any other item. It’s sort of like when you swap classes, including the one-minute cooldown.”

      “I have never had enough classes to swap them, I think. Is that a good tactic?” Artorian believed that to be deviously simple. It couldn’t be that simple. Open your menu, slot in a mage class, throw a fireball, and swap back to a good shield from your melee class? That sounded nice if you could do it in a hurry. Menu-ing was a skill, right?

      “Depends.” Aeris put Tower floor after Tower floor up like posters that clung to empty air. “Multi-classing and cross-classing have some slight differences. A player is considered multi-class when they have two or more classes. However, those classes are mutually exclusive. You cannot use abilities of the other class when you do not have it slotted. Changing out your class is as simple as doing so in your menu or character sheet, but comes with a cooldown of one minute. When you swap, all class-gear that you are wearing becomes mundane. That gear no longer gives you its prior effects if they were class-specific, and locks you out of their bonuses.”

      Satisfied with the informative posters being in place, but not their current placement, Aeris began to arrange them to be more legible. “A player is considered cross-class when they can use abilities from other classes. Some classes allow other classes to use what the player wants without restriction, but at eight times the cost of whatever tool, trick, skill, or ability that player is using.”

      Why was she trying for any organization other than sorting from small numbers to big numbers? She’d fix that. “Some classes usurp skills and abilities from non-slotted classes, others amalgamate abilities from classes you have into a new one. Some classes have conditions you must meet before you can use their toys with another class. It depends on which classes you get, but more importantly, the order you get them in.”

      Now that his hopes were dashed on that menu-ing gimmick he thought to have discovered, figuring out how to open his menu was easy. Artorian ogled the bevy of new options. Character sheet was just one of them! “Got the menu to work. Tell me more secrets about classes.”

      “Sure! I love being helpful as much as I love making things.” Aeris kept explaining with a big, pleased smile on her face. Her body was doing all the dancing that Artorian wanted to, and could not. “Once you reach the expert rank in any old regular skill, regardless of what class you got it from? Then you can use that skill regardless of what class you have slotted. Without that pesky eight-times cost being applied. Equipment doesn’t fly off your being if you’re the wrong class, by the way. Equipment merely becomes mundane, and loses its shine. You’re not locked down, or suffer other inconveniences like that. You just lose all the positive benefits your equipment gave you. Only the positive bits, though. Heavy armor stays heavy.”

      That was all mighty helpful to Artorian. “I see, thank you. I think I’d rather try to stick to one class. The focus of the one-and-done is going to help me, as otherwise I am a drunken bee. I like to think focus isn’t an issue for me, but then I get into the game and oooh weee. Roberts, help me?”

      Roberts, with eternal calm and blessed patience, went through the steps and motions with Artorian as the Administrator mumbled his way through the menu actions, providing helpful mini-prompts and click-here arrows. “Open inventory. There’s Tekka. Tap Tekka. Huh, there’s an unequip button. Tap button. Press confirm. Did I just hear a pop noise?”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      You have unequipped: Armored Core - Voltekka.

      Voltekka has been placed in your Silverwood storage.
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        * * *

      

      “Good enough!” He then opened his storage screen, and saw the moment when Voltekka’s item entry shifted from ‘stored’ to ‘roaming.’ Whoever was currently working in his item warehouse was going to get one Abyss of a scare.

      How else does one respond to suddenly dinosaur?

      Aeris clicked her copper tongue. “Annoyance is on Tier five, and on Tier thirteen? They must be getting such a kick out of that, because pure heavens, is it annoying to see that lug be on these lists twice. In a main node. Ugh.”

      “Is Annoyance not supposed to be?” Artorian curled a brow, keeping his limbs stiff since Rosewood was working on the decorations of his arms. No, sleeves. They were called sleeves. The pause in music and drawn out, upset groan from the three Heavenlies was information enough. “I see. Could I have the goodie-gift before the exodus-rock explanations? I have no idea why I’m holding a lump of silver.”

      Aeris reached over, stole his lump of silver, and shoved updated poster prompts back into his hands to keep him busy. “Take these and let me work for a moment. That’s not supposed to be silver. A silver electroplated Exodus Core is for proper C-rankers. You’re not a ranker right now, even if you have the body. Also, Roberts? Any text that references Laws directly, normally should be in bold, but in this case? Please do not. Thank you.”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Sixteen:

      Luck.

      Chance.

      Not Listed. (It’s Forgetfulness, not listed, because they forgot.)

      Change.

      Hindsight.

      Prosperity.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Seventeen:

      War.

      Blades.

      Deceit.

      Trickery.

      Devastation.

      Dominion.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Eighteen:

      Progress.

      Humor.

      Summoning.

      Procrastination.

      Linguistics.

      Hermeneutics.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Nineteen:

      Obsession.

      Sensation.

      Harmony.

      Balance.

      Elements.

      Economics.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Twenty:

      Feast.

      Omens.

      Doom.

      Moon.

      Eclipse.

      Ritual.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Twenty-One:

      Destruction.

      Ruin.

      Climate.

      Evolution.

      Adaptation.

      Shaping.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Twenty-Two:

      Dreams.

      Nightmares.

      Inquiry.

      Envy.

      Limitation.

      Breach.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Twenty-Three:

      Confusion.

      Affliction.

      Fear.

      Fury.

      Mania.

      Distress.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Twenty-Four:

      Wildfire.

      Earthquake.

      Tornado.

      Flood.

      Volcano.

      Disaster.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Twenty-Five:

      Cemetery.

      Cathedral.

      Burial.

      Sepulcher.

      Grave.

      Un-Death.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Twenty-Six:

      Ritual.

      Faith.

      Trust.

      Solace.

      Prayer.

      Divinity.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Twenty-Seven:

      Peace.

      Healing.

      Serenity.

      Stagnation.

      Stasis.

      Connection.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Twenty-Eight:

      Commensurability.

      Compossibility.

      Haecceity.

      Kathekon.

      Mimesis.

      Quiddity.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Twenty-Nine:

      Addiction.

      Indulgence.

      Dedication.

      Responsibility.

      Reinforcement.

      Aeris.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Thirty:

      Acceleration.

      Redirection.

      Amplification.

      Restriction.

      Transmutation.

      Fission.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Thirty-One:

      Vibration.

      Celebration.

      Enervation.

      Polarity.

      Aereus.

      Rhythm.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Thirty-Two:

      Thought.

      Determination.

      Desire.

      Mischief.

      Hijinx.

      Senses.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Thirty-Three:

      Complication.

      Simplicity.

      Tactics.

      Strategy.

      Improvisation.

      Cards.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Thirty-Four:

      Panic.

      Joust.

      Thrill.

      Crucible.

      Duel.

      Challenge.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Thirty-Five:

      Confection.

      Pie.

      Hive.

      Bees.

      Distilling.

      Mead.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Thirty-Six:

      Corruption.

      Plague.

      Venom.

      Infection.

      Diagnosis.

      Mosquito.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Thirty-Seven:

      Debt.

      Inflation.

      Deflation.

      Exchange.

      Supply.

      Demand.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Thirty-Eight:

      Silence.

      Sneak.

      Stealth.

      Hide.

      Leather.

      Cow.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Thirty-Nine:

      Hands.

      Throwing.

      Catching.

      Knuckles.

      Sandwiches.

      Cowabunga.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Forty:

      Spreadsheets.

      Accounting.

      Lawyering.

      Cubicles.

      Management.

      Public Relations.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Forty-One:

      Running.

      Screaming.

      Solitude.

      Torschlusspanik.

      Rumination.

      Hitch Hiking.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Forty-Two:

      Knowledge.

      Questions.

      Answers.

      Towel.

      Probability.

      Improbability.
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Forty-Three:

      Education.

      Homework.

      Breakdown.

      Coffee.

      Exam.

      Elation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Artorian mentally placed a Kings and Castles game piece on the board.

      Opening move: scathing commentary! “Is every Tower floor supposed to be representative of an era? Were they all crazy? Or is this mess from the reshuffling done by extremely bored Heavenlies?”

      Aeris shot a finger in the air to begin a talk on Exodus Cores, but shrank into herself after that painfully accurate comment. Rubbing the back of her copper statue head, the bombastic Elven Gnome turned sheepish. The music remained paused, prompting Aeris to look for B&B as backup, only to discover that they had fled. Brasilia and Bellini would be back, but what was happening to the Tower right now was an unsavory topic that they didn’t want part of the blame for. Especially when they had been part of the problem, and definitely deserved some blame.

      Aeris pressed her pointer fingers together; making a metal squeak. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe to which part?” Artorian, still rigidly T-posing, remained flat in both tone and expression. “Never mind. I refuse to believe that entire societies of cultivators would pluck those particular concepts and hang them out to dry. When you’re all back where you need to be, and both Mages and Incarnates can shoulder the arrangement of Laws back into a more sensical order, you’ll all be cooperative. Yes?”

      Aeris continued to press her pointer fingers together, the squeaking louder. “Yes.”

      Scathing commentary would have to wait for another day, as the only emotion that Artorian felt right now was whatever word described all that encompassed the exhaustion of a tired father. Torschlusspanik? He’d seen it on the list, but that was likely not what it meant. That spot would be much better served with whatever word could fill in for the concept of tired dad. Bonus if it included falling asleep on a couch after insisting that one wouldn’t.

      When not engaged in their exact niche of knowledge and expertise? The Heavenlies were children, some of them more grown up than others. Artorian couldn’t fault them for trying to make the best of life with the limited time and energy they had, as their Quintessence slowly sieved away like grains of sand in an hourglass.

      Unable to rub his own forehead while Rosewood was fitting him with her latest and greatest product line, he cycled through facial expressions and settled on bearing with it. Since Aeris could begin the explanation he wanted faster if he could run through his commentary with swiftness? Artorian the young got to it, and tried. Really, he tried not to sound snarky or spiteful. Success was limited. “There doesn’t need to be a note on floor sixteen that Forgetfulness forgot to add itself, if the note is going to tell me that the missing node is Forgetfulness. It can just say that. Roberts? Please? Sanity?”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Tower Tier Sixteen:

      Luck.

      Chance.

      Forgetfulness.

      Change.

      Hindsight.

      Prosperity.
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        * * *

      

      Sweet, blessed relief. “Thank you, Roberts. You’re an excellent medic.”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Roberts has never lost a patient. No one can succeed like Dr. Roberts. To be awesome is what it means to be a Roberts. Keep ‘em coming.
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        * * *

      

      Aeris sat on a bench, and her hands, as the Disciple of Love was gentle about tearing into the provided list. This was gentle, right?

      Artorian trucked right on with his commentary. “Floor sixteen shouldn’t mind with the Change Law right there in the docket. Now, let’s go over this devastation.”

      Rosewood interjected as the adjusted one of his cuffs. “You sound so funny doing this as a child, sunshine. You lack all the gravitas of the elderly rumble. Please do more, I’m having trouble repressing my flowery giggles.”

      Flat-faced and considering walking out dramatically, Artorian grumped and grumbled on. “Seventeen is a tiff. Eighteen sure is progress, but I can smell the feet-dragging from here. Nineteen were the hookah times, until someone came up with economics. Twenty was the time before the hookah times, when someone ate grass on a dare. Twenty-one… a moon must have fallen or something.”

      Artorian muddled through his mumbling, having nothing peculiar to say about a few that followed. The floors, even if somewhat modified by Heavenlies, still told their own stories. The lower the floor number, the closer they were to the time when he lived. A higher floor number happened beforehand, but may have been rearranged. Mostly, he could tell which were which fairly easily. Though, there would undoubtedly be debate in Discord’s get-together forum per the true narrative of such events.

      He could sit in on those. That could be fun. “Twenty-five was a bad time, although it links in well with the narratives that seem to come before and after. I want to say that twenty-eight was the height of philosophy, but I can’t say with confidence that twenty-nine wasn’t in some way responsible for getting it there.”

      Artorian nudged his nose at Aeris. “Also hello, Aeris. Any commentary? Looks like that was your block.”

      Aeris shrugged, but smiled wide as she got off her own hands. Like grandpa, she spoke with great gesticulation. “A great time was had by all, mostly as a party that never ended from all the inventions of the era that came before, which is where I’m actually from. I was an Ascendant of Transmutation before our era fell and we all had to build back up. I was a savant with copper, so I just stuck with Copper. My brother, Aereus, was all about Bronze. Argent and Aurum were also in my family, but they ended up on extremely different floors with their Silver and Gold.”

      “Mmm.” Artorian made a confirming noise, and carried on. “Thirty-one also has Bellini and Brasilia, and, boys… you can stop hiding around the corner? You’re really not as quiet as you think you are, and I can see you.”

      Bellini and Brasilia quietly shuffled out from around the corner to sit with Aeris, the silly ducks. Artorian turned his head to Occultatum. Tot had been oddly quiet for there being a list of Tower Laws floating in mid-air. “No notations, Tatum?”

      Occultatum leaned back from whispering sweet nothings in Chandra’s ear while delicately holding her hands. They were in a half-sway that wasn’t quite a dance, but could become one. Chandra smiled, pecked his cheek, and whispered that he should answer and then come back for more button work.

      “It’s Turtles, all the way down.” Clearing his throat and reluctantly letting go, Tatum waggled his finger at the floating list. “I’ve seen the full version. You’re… going to get upset when you see what they did to floor sixty-nine. It’s not nice at all. Things get worse before they get better, and bickering Heavenly powers are the least of your worries if you delve. So, let Rosewood fix up your clothes, let Aeris install your Exodus Core, and let us both explain them when you’re suited and sandaled.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Tot got back to attending Chandra right away, having thought of a genius flirt to whisper into her ears. To which he earned flushed cheeks and a shoulder-slap for his effort. Tot considered that a great victory, the story spoken by the width of his smile.

      Artorian wanted to interject, but he bit his tongue. Love had to come first, and therefore it did. No matter if it was used against him. Love, first. Then, the rest. He did catch a prompt from Tot that showed the image of a turtle shell. The central… scute? Sure, the central scute was blank. That scute was surrounded by six labeled entries, and every scute around those was blank. Annotated with: ‘Could be a secondary Law.’

      He tossed the prompt back, and returned to commentary. “Thirty-two has Mischief. I’m a fan. Senses, Determination, and Thought also speak to me. I may have to go visit these Heavenlies personally. Thirty-three also has my eye with Improvisation and a tug on the heartstrings when it comes to my old commander days.”

      Artorian frowned. “It does feel strange to say that with the child’s voice. Rose, can I un-swap yet?”

      “No.” Rosewood wasn’t making any alterations at this point. “Original form, for you, right now? Means li’l baby mode. So get dressed up in Auntie Rose’s pretty bows, or I’ll dress you up with a white and blue sailor-boy outfit, and hand you over to the Fire Soul. Who will eat that Celestial Abyss up.”

      Her tone turned to sing-song. “Your call!”

      Artorian froze. “Posing, being good, wrapping up.”

      Clearing his throat to the wild snickering of the peanut gallery, he moved on. “Apiculteur is going to shriek at thirty-five. How is he ever going to pick just one? He’s going to beg to be a Mage of that floor, rather than a concept. Shame he can’t do that.”

      “Why not?” Aeris shared an odd look with the music boys. “Plus, that Wood Elf already did.”

      Artorian and Tatum both froze, stopping anything they were doing as they both broke decorum and turned to face the Heavenly. In tune, they demanded the same thing at the same time. “Explain.”

      Aeris took the lead, not seeing the problem. “We of the Tower know that the rule is one soul to one concept. While that’s still necessary, and a mechanical requirement for Mana funneling… If you are in tune with multiple nodes on a given floor? Then so long as your affinities match, we’re not going to give you too much trouble if you want to cultivate through the others as well. Nothing a good handshake and verbal deal can’t solve. The incoming Essence and Mana will get split between recipients, but so what? We’re all in this together, and we do try to group floor themes alongside other Heavenlies that we get along with. The reorganization is long overdue.”

      Bellini, who sounded about the same as Brasilia, chimed in. The same Brazilian, party-going, happy-man vibe. “Synergy is a big deal. That we lost her to the Demons for a while was annoying, but she’s back now and in therapy. Seriously, stick to the Tower of your own Sphere and Plane. Going to any of the others is always a bad time unless an Ascendant or Spirit Soul makes the trip. Err… Mage or Incarnate. Sorry, we all have different terms for everything.”

      Tatum quickly walked over to Artorian, stopping the youth from beating himself up with a hand on the shoulder. “All is obvious, when you see it. All is complex, when you don’t. This is not a fault. This is just normal.”

      Artorian steadied his breathing, nodded, and tried to process that new knowledge by working through his backlog. “Thank you, Tot.”

      “Mhm.” Tatum returned to Chandra, but was mentally occupied when he got back to her.

      Something she addressed by grabbing his cheeks and tugging him down so she could hold him, while adding some extra words in for Artorian. Just because her Tot was her favorite didn’t mean she wasn’t going to help the troubled-looking child.

      Chandra tried to be soft with her words. “Some Heavenlies will say Plane, and others will say Layer. That means the same thing. I still see them as pages in a book, and ours is in the center somewhere. When you Incarnate, I’m told you’re going to fall through them? Just know that there’s more directions than up and down, and that there’s other books piled around the one we’re in. You can end up in those, but know that you can always get back home. Anytime Heavenlies say Sphere, they mean our planet. Anytime they say Local Sphere, they mean our planetary system. Translations get complicated.”

      Artorian swallowed, nodded, and distracted himself with more commentary. “Thank you, Chandra. I’ll keep going. Thirty-six can get stepped on. Thirty-seven is not my wheelhouse.”

      Bellini grinned, drumming in some commentary. “The Laws of Supply and Demand tend to go up and down the tower aplenty. Also, the Disciple of Nature is correct. Though a Tower’s location is not static, we do keep them to Lagrange Points. Sometimes a Sphere has Towers, sometimes a Local Sphere has them. That all depends on the viability of the region for processing Essence, Mana, Spirit, Concepts, and Quintessence. We are not the best people to ask for the details. We bring the music, and the capoeira. Not the motion of the ocean.”

      Aeris giggled, but Artorian died a little at the pun before moving on. “Fun. Thirty-eight is… does that say Cow? Why is there a Law of Cow? The existence of the Law of Cows must be constantly denied, and kept as some sort of secret. A secret cow level.”

      Artorian tried to keep his focus, but his mind sprung to Bellini’s topic. “What is even the point? Our Sphere makes Essence, doesn’t it?”

      The Three Heavenlies in the room rebuked that immediately. Aeris spoke over the other two, but they all opened with the same negation. “Nonono! This Layer is a mundane one. It gets nothing naturally, and is not a generator. The Layer that your Earth-world is on is a recipient. It gets interacted upon by other Layers, which causes breaches that the energy funnels in from. This causes the need for Dungeons to curate those breaches, or typed Essence would wantonly spill in and cause havoc. With breaches from Layers being able to overlap? You get the messy situation that you need multi-affinity curators to blot those problems and plug the hole in the boat.”

      Aeris made a quick copper model on her hand. “This Layer, however, is fantastic for processing. All mundane Layers are. It’s their big perk. Energy might come here to die and seek that sweet, sweet entropy, but that’s a boon and not a bane. This Layer got picked for Towers, because the planets in this Layer’s universe have some of the best, if not the best chances to create planet-scale Essence-Refineries.”

      Aeris added some quick emphasis. “There are not many mundane Layers. This mundane Layer is one of the few that is not a source of some energy type or another. Or where some godly rank has a complicated project going that needs to remain undisturbed. This layer doesn’t try to push itself onto others, and has some utterly convenient Essence types locked to this Local Sphere. Fire, Water, Air, Earth, Celestial, and Infernal are the six Layers closest to this one, and they are so stable, compared to some of the others.”

      Bellini nodded powerfully, and picked up the thread when Aeris needed to recompose herself. She got heated on his topic, and her copper was starting to steam. “If, say, Neon, was closer than Infernal? You’d have Fire, Water, Air, Earth, Celestial, and Neon as the six Tower elements on floor one. Those layers are sources of their energy type, but they are not processors. They cannot refine, combine, purify, any of that. This Layer can, and can do it well. But this Layer is a consumer, not a producer. In this Layer? We can get Quintessence, and make the waves of the Profound Essence Sea to seed other planets both with life, and refining potential. None of that is easy, fast, or simple.”

      Artorian blinked, stared off into space, and needed a minute. “I need a bigger boat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Artorian, after quietly reflecting and leaning into the wisdom of the one and only Roberts, spoke again after a few minutes of silence. He wondered if he should eke out more commentary, or ask the dangerous question. He really shouldn’t ask the dangerous question. Therefore, he asked the dangerous question. “Compound Essences?”

      B&B shared a look, and Bellini drew the short straw. “You’re going to be happy that the next floor you’re covering. Thirty-nine is all about throwing hands. You’re sure going to want to.”

      Artorian squeezed his eyes shut. “Oh my fancy heavens, what is the problem with Compound Essence?”

      Bellini, still in possession of the short straw, was forced to tackle it. He took one look at Aeris for inspiration, and drummed on. “Steam. Often considered Fire and… Water? I think it was those. Steam has a Layer of its own, but lacks the components that comprise its original parts. You won’t find Water and Fire Essence that lasts long in that Layer without the stuff combining.”

      Brasilia laid a hand on his brother and cut him some slack, taking over. “Steam as a Layer came from Water and Fire fighting to fill up a vacant Layer, and thus we had the mix, but only the mix. So ‘Steam’ is: a concept, an energy type, a Law, a Compound Essence, and exists on a Layer that tries to exert itself. Mostly because Water and Fire cannot stop being sources, and keep pouring their energies into the Layer holding Steam, thus only making more Steam. Steam, existing on a Layer with limited space, is thus forced to exert itself onto any Planes it touches, crosses, or interacts with. Layers, sorry, I’m trying to stay consistent.”

      Artorian made Rosewood upset by rubbing his temples, and ate the loss when she added a ribbon. “Does this mean that any Essence can combine with another Essence? Layer-wise, I mean. Making its own unique thing? Then that those two unique Essences can do that again, and keep perpetuating? That is messy.”

      Aeris made soothing hand motions from afar that ended up not being soothing at all. “Exactly like that, and it’s as messy as it sounds. There’s no controlling it, the mixtures shift, and since they are Layers and the place is full of that particular stuff? Changes are either drearily slow, or explosively fast.”

      Artorian made a deeply unhappy noise. “But…but… My most precious sense… Where’s the common sense? It can’t be all Chaos?”

      Zelia portaled in and poked her head in for a moment, before portaling out. “It’s Turtles all the way down, my Dreamer.”

      Artorian gave up, and addressed Rosewood while Tot fell into a heap of laughter. “Rose? I need an alteration, please. All of my outfits must be hands-throwing capable. It is going to be a necessity, and I know when I am backhanded by providence.”

      Aeris perked up, a smile unfolding on her copper features. “You’ve met Providence?”

      Artorian’s head dropped like a rock while the rest of him remained still. “Oh, please, no. That’s a real Heavenly?”

      The Heavenlies in the room joined Tot, and burst out with laughter, wiping away tears as Aeris once again picked up the conversation. “Of course! Floor fifty-three. Providence likes that spot, and gets along well with Herbie, Terror, and Floof. So don’t count them out! You never know what to expect with that lot.”

      Bellini straightened up, confused. “Count? I thought that the fuzzy Count of Counting, and his ‘ah…ah…ah!’ were on floor forty-four, along with Trazzie the Infinite?”

      Aeris thought for a moment, then confirmed that to be correct. “No, that’s right. They just like to stay put and play with their shiny blocks. Their friends Cringe, Eldritch, and Arcane are tame in comparison.”

      Artorian felt Roberts recoil as the Dungeon Core went over the full list along with them. The puddle shuddered in disgust, forgetting to use his prompts. “Ugh, Pedantry, I hate that guy.”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      This puddle can inform you with pure certainty that the Law of Rumination despises the Law of Pedantry. There is no worse way to disturb the pond than with pedantry. Irrelevant details. Bleh.
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        * * *

      

      Artorian breathed deep, and carried on from the point he’d left off. “Floor forty has Spreadsheets? I may need words. Forty-one has Running and Hitchhiking, we are instant best friends. Forty-two has saved my hide and my bacon, and forty-three is a lie. Elation after exams? For people who think they’ll pass, maybe. That era must have been another scholarly one. I wanna go…”

      Rosewood brushed his shoulders off, pulling wood and pine-needle pins free from his finished sailor attire as she moved down the seams. The Wood Elf seamstress placed the peaked-cap cherry-on-top to call the outfit a job well done. For Dawn. Dawn was going to love this. “The only place you’re going is back out to the Old World. I need updates on what has happened to our old forest, or better. Last I heard she was eaten by an ice age, but I saw the greenery on the other side of the Amanecida Gate. You and Channie are the first two non-test sailors. My work here is done; I have punished you with two bows. I need to get a move on, and you need that Core explanation because if you’re still here when I return from my rounds? Then I am throwing you through the Amanecida Gate myself.”

      Artorian snapped a salute. “Cores and carrying on. Aye aye. Tot? Exodus Cores?”

      “Exodus Cores!” Occultatum clapped his hands together, glad for the segue to a topic he actually knew things about firsthand. “There are many, and they are picky. Before that, one moment, we have a guest! Our Hive Mage either heard us gossiping, or heard the happy words and would like to buzz in. Api? You can go ahead, I will amend.”

      Api’Soma, currently the Mead Magus—also known as Apiculteur, Apiculture, or Api to friends—appeared from a nearby bush in the shape of a Serenity Bee. Without pause, the Wood Elf shifted back into his Wood Elven form, and instantly slid into his excited explanation, forgetting introductions entirely. “Hello! An Exodus Core has the pattern of a living creature inscribed within. Complete with extra space inside of the Core to store power. Think of them as a cultivation technique that you don’t need to operate mixed with a Mana Battery.”

      Remembering to breathe, Api swallowed and carried on. “The purpose of this item is to supply Essence directly to the attached creature. To provide the most efficient form of cultivator-requisite-sustenance.”

      Abuzz with energy, Tot could not find a spot to interject as Api buzzed on. “Originally, Cal was physically inscribing the Cores like they were Pylons, which left very little room for energy storage. This has changed with the advent of Flash Runes, which uses an Aura rather than a Body as its medium. A Flash Rune is a living pattern expressed as a Spell-form or Rune-form outside of a Mage’s center. Which means it physically occupies a fraction of the space inside of a body or Core, thus leaving much more Core-space free for energy storage.”

      Api suffered a full body twitch and went silent. He popped back into the shape of a Serenity Bee, looked to the distance, and gave off the sincere vibe of ‘my people need me.’ Without so much as a goodbye, Api zipped off and vanished to another set of flowers and bushes entirely.

      Artorian liked the fast-acting primer, but sat, folded his hands, and looked at Tatum when the Bee left in a hurry. “I see why you let him go first. That’s the information that the general public has? Clever. I take it those are ice-shavings from the top of the glacier?”

      “Shaved ice, cherry flavor.” Occultatum pulled a glass vial shaped like a shortened sword from his personal Silverwood bracelet, themed with skulls and Chandra’s flowers. “Have a gulp of this while Aeris and I talk your ear off. It’s Flamewater. Flamewater ties into the earlier conversation about Compound Essence, as it is water with the Essence properties of Water and Fire. I needed a non-alcohol option for the moon kids. This one has a watermelon flavor.”

      Catching the heavy vial with ease, Artorian popped the cork, sniffed the lid to discover the watermelon scent, and downed a good helping of Flamewater right down the hatch. It may not have been alcohol, but it sure burned similarly! “Fuhyooo, that has a kick! Not Steam, then?”

      Tot pointed right at the vial. “Not Steam. Steam is a Compound Essence. Fire and Water are not. Flamewater is the proof that you can mix base Essences, and not have it result in a compound. Add pressure, though? There’s your tipping point. Is that enough of a finisher on that topic? Exodus Cores is a big jaunt, but we can try to keep it short and sweet. Chandra has that foot-tapping on lock and is impatient to go.”

      Tot got swatted on the back of his head by his lady. “Don’t teach the boy secrets about me! He’s perceptive enough, and I might have to face him in cards one day! Cushion combat is serious business.”

      “Stop!” Artorian held up both his hands. Exodus Cores were important, but he had just heard some truly magic words. “Cushion combat. A card game? How am I, pillow man supreme, finding out about this only now?”

      Chandra cursed herself and stomped her foot. “Abyss, I should have kept my mouth shut.”

      Artorian’s eyes were full of stars, his smile metaphorically three times as wide. Cores? What Cores? Who cared about work or seeing the real world when glorious, soft, prized pillows were available? He really would have been a Mage of Sleep had it not been for a small, unplanned detour. But hey, enthusiastic walks through the woods happen.

      Everyone except Chandra couldn’t help but laugh at the utter heel-twist of Young-torian’s attention. That was very, very him. Such Artorian. Much wow. The reaction clearly had nothing to do with the Flamewater kicking in, because drinking straight Fire and Water Essence clearly wasn’t going to have energetic side-effects.

      Young-torian had been on a fine diet of non-aligned, carefully administered Essence to keep his body healthy and strong. Without tripping the rift and falling into cultivator territory. Artorian still didn’t have a cultivation technique in his new body, and trying to cultivate in Cal at all was still going to have explosive consequences. Eternium using the game as a medium to improve the mortal form and prepare his cells had been a great success!

      For all intents and purposes, Artorian had a cultivator’s body, without being considered a cultivator, in the pre-replacement stage. His cells were infused with Essence, but they had not been replaced by Essence. Replacing physical cells with Essence cells wasn’t a truly necessary step, but it had been found to be rather helpful with a smooth transition into the Mage ranks. They were, in fact, better than purely infused cells. A result discovered and double-checked with what Artorian had originally done with his eyes. Curse the Guild for lumping so many stages into the same steps. There were better ways to do this!

      Back to the pillows.

      Occultatum stifled his laughter while holding his face. “Ahhh, my ribs hurt. Administrator? Please curb your pillow-enthusiasm. This really can’t wait. We can tell you after a job well done, with the people who are making the card came in the first place. How about that? There’s even a card for you! Of you!”

      “Of me?” Artorian snapped from his spell, suddenly concerned. If there was text on those cards, then who knew what horrible fiend of a bard had come by with a gruesome giggle and whispered awfulness into a creator’s ears! “I am now worried beyond words.”

      “I am annoyed and want to see the world.” Chandra bit back her true venom, but her opinion crawled up the topic tree like kudzu. “Now. I did not get all dressed up in my best orchid-petal dress, get decked out in Cores, and suffered weeks of anticipation since I knew when Tot knew, to wait longer than I had to. I want to see my roots, Artorian. So make like a sunflower and turn toward the light, before I find reason to give you a fright.”

      That the plants and flowers in the antechamber all gained violet emotes that read ‘menacing’ was not missed.
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      Artorian blinked, and turned to Aeris and Tatum. “Exodus Cores? Chandra’s about to turn me into a tree if we make her wait more.”

      “Exodus Cores!” Occultatum clapped his hands together for the second time, trying his speech again. Preferably without interruptions. “There are many, and they are picky. You need them in order to leave Cal, in the ‘at all’ sense. If anyone leaves through the Amanecida Gate without one, they’re not coming back. We’ve had a few volunteers who have run the tests, by which I mean people who didn’t listen to us when we told them that.”

      Artorian hoped for good news. “Did they survive?”

      Instead of good news, Mortis, the Heavenly of Death, meandered into the antechamber and shook his chalk-skull-emblazoned Goblin head. He pointed at some notches on the obsidian staff he was holding, his response flat and muted. “Nah.”

      The deeper voice of Mortis, old and patient, was filled with optimism while he leaned on the staff and gave the young sailor-boy a once over. “Take the rock, you’ll be fine.”

      “Mortis, my friend!” Young-torian’s arms shot right up. Now that he was no longer obligated to play the role of mannequin, he waltzed right over and hugged the Goblin good and hard. Being the same height helped. “I still see you as Bob, but I’m glad to see you again.”

      Mortis thought of the correct response for a moment, then squeezed Artorian right back and lifted the youth. Shaking him left and right while lifted from his feet. “Worry not, young Nascent Being, I will never be bothered.”

      Mortis smiled a cheeky smile when a wobbly Artorian wheezed when he was placed back on his feet. The unsteady youth drew deep breaths while Mortis copied Bob’s chuckle. “It, in fact, brings me joy to be mistaken for that most excellent Goblin. Everywhere I go, I find effigies, shrines, memorials, and more, to Bob. Bob is venerated in this space, especially in the Goblin section of Avalon. I recommend a tour when you return, if it has room in your busy travel plan. Let Mortis not be the reason for more interruptions. I am here with a delivery.”

      Reaching into his pocket, Death pulled out an orb that appeared to be pure Star Opal. “This is your Exodus Core. Since you have a vacant center, it can be placed inside of you rather than equipped on you, such as by amulet or clothing. Aeris? Good to see you, girl. Please take it.”

      Aeris got off her butt, accepting the fist-sized Star Opal Exodus Core. She checked the Flash Rune stored inside with a quick test activation, which showed Runic lines and symbolism come to life all around the outside of the gem. “Works like a charm. She’s fully loaded, and without the gem being full of script on the inside, that is one stable Core. The inner mass is pure battery. Or have we figured out what the actual new names for advanced Essence and Mana accumulators are going to be? Vats and urns were not good titles.”

      Tatum shrugged, his thunder once again stolen as he accepted the Star Opal when it was offered. He pushed some prompts and prepared the Star Opal for slotting before handing it right back to Mortis. “Battery will do. The Gnomes sure punched enough walls to work their frustration out for the title, with the Wisps winning the design being used and all. Can I explain now, or would you like the honors, Mortis? I feel that the more I try, the more things will happen that interrupt me. Which burns me from the inside as an educator. All I ever wanted was to teach, and all I ever get is interrupted lessons.”

      Chandra rubbed over his back with a sigh, as Tot wasn’t wrong. “You’re doing good, sugarcube. How about you go steal some of Dale’s coffee, and bring me back a cup for when Artorian and I get back from our jaunt? You’ve done enough. Take the Heavenly trio with you?”

      Squeezing his forehead, Occultatum nodded, turned, and realized he’d forgotten to actually get an answer from the Heavenly of Death in this entire decision-making process. Momentary horror crossed his face.

      Oops!

      Mortis giggled to himself. “You youngsters worry too much. Off you go. I’ll do the setup myself; I’ve plenty of experience playing surgeon with our little Art Historian. This is by far the cleanest operation so far. Please eat a cookie for me? The ginger ones. Bellini, Brasilia? Music, please. Death loves a party.”

      Bellini and Brasilia shared a look, flipped their sunglasses down, jumped into matching dance poses, and moon-walked their way out of the antechamber. Sick beats dropped and followed in their wake, matching the drop and bop of their heads as they made ‘come along’ motions to Aeris and Tatum. Big white smiles on both of their faces made Aeris and Tatum groan, before they half-heartedly fell into dance steps and shuffled their way out.

      Blanket took this moment to escape from his current pocket, and zipped into the Goblin’s pocket instead, so he could stick his nose out and shake his tiny fist at nobody in particular. Mortis thought this hilarious, and rubbed a single bony digit onto the chittering mini-Beast’s head. “Exodus Cores are really not so complicated. There are mundane versions for non-cultivators. Essence versions for anyone not a Mage. Mana versions for Mages. Spirit versions for Incarnates. Sadly, no Quintessence versions for Heavenlies. Cal can’t make Profound Essence, and if there was any spare, we would be using it.”

      Mortis pressed the Star Opal to Artorian’s sternum, and approved the prompt when it came up. The Star Opal vanished, smoothly occupying the spot Voltekka had taken previously. “All done. I told them this was going to be a smooth experience.”

      Artorian nodded, and threw open his inventory so he could tap the Exodus Core. The information prompt was blank. Great. “Thank you, Mortis. Tot made it sound as if there was a lot to explain?”

      The Heavenly glanced at the impatient Chandra, who was politely keeping her mouth shut. “There is. There’s Import Cores, which are going to allow creatures made entirely of corruption, or without a center, to enter Cal or Eternium from wherever it is that they may be. There’s a tether mechanism that ties these Cores to select dungeons. Exodus Cores use this tether to exert the last of their stored energy as an activation process. Run out of your stored Essence or Mana, and pop! You’re back in Cal. Try to circumvent this, and I have to add a notch to my stick. There’s no Essence of any kind in your old world right now. It is so dry that any cracks at all will siphon the Essence right out of you. Think of water in a vacuum.”

      Artorian didn’t particularly want to think of that, but made a face when his mind didn’t cooperate and showed him exactly what that looked like. He shook his head to get it out of his noggin. “Don’t over-exert the energy in the Core. Got it.”

      Mortis walked around Artorian, more to check on him than to judge the rather silly sailor attire. It was, admittedly, embarrassing with the two bows on it. “Exodus Cores serve two functions. One, so long as you have the right one, they feed you the Essence or Mana that your body needs to stay alive. Exodus Cores have to be custom-built to match the Essence Affinity Channels, and strength types, of the person that will be using them. They will also attempt to feed you the energy for any techniques or attacks you want to throw out. This will drain your supply quickly if you are not using efficient techniques over powerful techniques.”

      Artorian adopted the mannequin pose again, figuring it would be easier as screens popped up all around him. The screens were of him, and he somewhat recognized the physiological ones. Most important: they were all green, noting no issues with the Star Opal core, which showed as ready to fuel.

      Mortis nodded, pleased. “You are using the Flash Rune version of the Exodus Core. Nature is… Apologies. Chandra is using the Runescript version.”

      He waggled his obsidian stick at her. “You two look far too identical, young lady!”

      This made Chandra grin wide, wiggling in her orchid-petal dress like a zombie-killing-plant dancing under the sunlight. “I know and I love iiiit! Nature is so stylish! She’s got that bark, that glow, that healthy-petal flow. We saw each other, squeed, and had a besties moment. Then we went gardening. That we looked almost identical was the cherry on top. I just go for spring themes, and Nature loves her summers.”

      Chandra’s outfit bloomed along with her mood. “Are we all set to go?”

      Mortis jabbed his staff over at an archway, the white marble turning black and opening a fresh gate that led right to Louis and the Amanecida Gate. “You are all set to go. I saw no omens around you, nor Artorian. So if perditions come to pass? It was your own fault.”

      Leaning on his obsidian staff, Mortis gave the exploratory duo a big smile. Or an attempt at one. Artorian snuck in another hug, then hurried through the blackened archway before Chandra could accuse him of being a drag. “First!”

      Yes, that definitely wasn’t going to upset Chandra. Not at all. Maybe he should run faster? He should run faster. Run faster! “Louiiiiis!”
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      Artorian was caught by Señor Louis before he could speedy-as-fluff-boiiiii his way through the Amanecida Gate. “Órale! Not so fast, Vovô! No extra-spatial or extra-dimensional storage beyond this point.”

      Pouty, but caught by mantoid pincers that stole him off his feet, Artorian reluctantly held his left hand up. “Fine.”

      Without needing to touch the bracelet, Señor Louis telekinetically relieved Artorian of the Silverwood bracelet. “Bueno. It is safe to go alone, but bring this last-minute flying sword with you! I just received a prompt with the suggestion. This greatsword showed up seconds before you did. You cannot fly by yourself, Vovô.”

      Confused, but intrigued, Artorian ogled the massive, bifurcated greatsword that zipped toward him like an old friend. Before the weapon reached him, the single blade split into four! The individual pieces, each a perfectly functionable blade by themselves, swam around him as an excitable pod. Two of the four entangled blades were old friends! The other two would become new friends! He recognized the specific energy signatures of Rip and Tear right away.

      He clapped his hands, so happy to see them. “My boys!”

      Señor Louis performed introductions, motioning at the first of the two new unknown energy signatures. “Meet Korr’upt! Who also goes by Corrupt at times, for the convenience of spelling. They are a Corruption cultivator, usually sticking to a Shark shape. Rupture is a Riptide cultivator, with the same inclinations. Rip and Tear, you know! They are Beasts, and these are the Mages they are currently entangled with for joint-cultivation with a Beast Core. Which has been renamed to Beast-Cultivation! Two centers, one goal.”

      The Gatekeeper clarified. “That’s still one cultivator, one Beast. Together, in great harmony. Louis loves Harmony.”

      The individual blades swirled back into one, interlocking with practiced ease before settling under Artorian’s feet for support and stability. The Administrator was mighty pleased at this kindness and convenience! Protection, company, and foresight! The best kind of flying sword that one could hope for, and lucky him, he’d practiced!

      Louis explained further as Artorian got too busy petting the safe, non-sharp edges. Good Sharks deserved nose rubs! “Together, they combine to become a grand bifurcated advent blade. Also just called a grand advent blade, or advent blade. Which is the upgraded version of a buster blade, but with much more Harmony.”

      Señor Louis made sure to equip each of the four individual blades with proper and correct matching Exodus Core as external power sources, so the blade could fly as a single, combined whole without issue. Artorian was going to need the help. “They each require their own external Core to come with you, but this is fine. You are ready, Vovô!”

      Artorian could wait for Chandra…

      “Thank you byeeee!” Artorian, his thoughts exclusively latched onto the word ‘go,’ slid into a surfing position on the greatsword. “Advent, go!”

      That was a silly thing to do, thus, he fled. About five feet before Chandra had him by the scruff of his sailor outfit, the blade shooting out from under his sandals and twirling away as the advent tried to correct its trajectory and speedily swim back.

      Her tone was unamused. “Administrator? I will remind you that Hans is now in my family, my daughter Rose is a free spirit, and their children are chaotic gremlins. What, pray tell, did you think you were going to accomplish with half-baked mischief that hasn’t even been seasoned in the pan? Sit on your sword, boy.”

      Pouty, Young-torian sat and held his cheek as the advent blade zipped back and provided a stoop for his butt. With a sigh, but knowing defeat, he waited out Chandra’s check-up by Louis. “Yes, Moooom.”

      “Good!” Chandra went through Señor security, passed, and flew through the gate. Needing zero assistance as a full and proper A-ranked Mage, she quipped on the way out. “Next time we can work on the sass.”

      “A likely story.” Artorian thought that Chandra’s brain had turned to fall leaves if she believed that she was ever parting him from his sass. The Administrator then did as he had planned previously, and surfed the flying sword through the Amanecida Gate. Time to see what the old home had become!

      First impression upon passing through the gate: bright, green, forestry, and full of good ol’ natural sky. Plus one familiar looking moon!

      Unfortunately, the meet and greet with an Essence-deprived environment was no sunshine and roses. There was plenty of sunshine, and Chandra was providing the roses, but as soon as he crossed the Amanecida threshold, Artorian could feel it. That desert-like, draining sensation of the world itself trying to eke and squeeze every drop, hint, or fume of Essence out of him.

      Chandra was a sight, her Exodus Cores liberally pouring energy out of the buttons as she investigated her fate. She was not happy about this result, and inspected Artorian up and down. He wasn’t having this problem, but he was also using an Essence Core, and his requisite drain was far lower. Chandra the A-ranked Mage was using the big-lady juice. Her attention and mood, rather than tear Artorian a new one, shifted to introverted and tearful.

      Tearful was not the shift Artorian had expected.

      He flew over in an attempt to be helpful, his shoulder quickly serving as a recipient for tears and gasps as Chandra broke down for a reason he couldn’t fathom. “Chan? Channie? It’s just Mana? It’s okay. You can go get more Cores? Second trip?”

      While they both stood in the sky, she squeezed him without lethal force. Chandra needed several, deep, stabilizing breaths before she wiped her face with the back of her hand. “It’s not the Cores, Arty.”

      That only confused Artorian even more, but what was he going to say? He ended up not needing to say anything. His presence and shoulder were all Chandra would accept as she took additional stabilizing breaths. “I am a Nature Mage, Arty. I feel nature. All of nature. There’s no Essence. No Mana. But my concept is mighty, widespread, and global. Nature covers the entire planet, even if the refinery inside doesn’t spin. I can actually feel, acutely at that, the stolen flow of Essence inside of the world that is siphoned away by Cal’s ley lines.”

      Artorian tried to rub her back, having no idea if that would be useful. Being quiet was the most helpful thing he could be, and Chandra spoke as she was able. “There is no interference. There’s nothing. Nothing. No other Mages. No disturbances that muddle the senses. This world, our old world, has become a virgin cradle. She is unspoiled, and untarnished by Essence, corruption, or the waves of change.”

      She squeezed him again, her face frowning as she shuddered. “I am both elated beyond words, and yet feel terribly lonely. Our real world is the world I tried so hard to make in Eternia. A world of only Nature. Nothing but Nature. There are plants and trees. Flora and fauna. Yet no people. No civilization. No technology. Nothing. Mother Earth is quiet. She slumbers.”

      Artorian felt cold dread at a very different detail that Chandra mentioned. “Did… did you say, no people? I know we were expecting conceptuals, or whatever they were called, and I admit that I don’t see any kind of oddity. But… no people? None?”

      Chandra, her eyes still closed, checked again. The cores on her clothes popped and flashed, draining their energy into the air and ether, feeding a system of utter starvation and deprivation. That was certainly going to have unforeseen consequences. “No people. No civilization. No technology. Nothing. We… we might be too early? But… but there’s really nothing. Nothing to even start from. There are some… monkeys? Yes, some monkeys that are close in phenomenological relation, but no people. Not as we know them. Not even close. There’s not even a number to relate my findings to, because the number is zero. I am finding bananas with more similarity to us than anything that is actually like us.”

      Chandra’s banana joke didn’t land. Bananas didn’t even exist. “Save for those monkeys. The chimpanzee. Found it. That’s… nowhere remotely what we need.”

      That information gripped both of Artorian’s hearts with true unpleasantry. No people was a bad sign. Really bad juju. For a reason that he really hadn’t wanted to think about for a really long time. He felt a door in his mind creak open, and he hated that he knew he was going to go in. Of all the glory, the wonders, the advancements, and safety of Cal and his Soul Space?

      There was a truth he hadn’t dared to talk about. The words shouldn’t leave his lips, but he had seen the population numbers. The divisions. The groups. Cal had saved many people. Many people, unfortunately, did not save the dark chart that he tried not to look at. A chart labeled demographics. He knew a declining, terminal population when he saw one.

      Cal was the only reason it was all staying propped up.

      That more people had become Mages only harmed those numbers, as, once a Mage, you were less likely to have the desire to be a farmer. Or any of the other, deeply rooted, necessary parts of a society that could grow and thrive. Mages also had Mana requirements to survive, and this world simply didn’t provide that right now.

      Avalon had so far circumvented the society and purpose problem. With the door open? Avalon was essentially gone, and whatever new place they would build out here was going to have rules built out of new truths.

      Truths he did not want to see repeated, when his memory assailed him with flashes of the before times. The Guild times. That couldn’t happen again. That shouldn’t repeat. If it did, they would all be doomed before a century turned over. Population didn’t magically appear, and Cal, Tim, and Tot had pulled all sorts of magic strings to try to pad the numbers inside of the Soul Space.

      Artorian was aware of the Beast intelligence-loss problem out here as well, now that he remembered it. Which made him suppose…

      Wait.

      Cold fear ran over his skin. Had Rip and Tear been provided to him less as companions, and more as… guinea pigs? He leaned down when Chandra let him go to sense the world and make sense of it. Artorian touched the blade, and checked on his boys.

      “Rip? Tear?” The lack of answer made him grip his teeth, suppress rage, anguish, and a host of other mortal feelings that he would have bypassed as a Mage. “Rupture? Kor?”

      The Mages, while nonverbal, sent back pangs of worry. Something was wrong not with their joint cultivation, but with the Beasts they were joined to for that cultivation. Their personality and spark had… snuffed itself out? In the sword under his feet, there lived two Mages in a chosen blade form, and two Beasts trapped in blade form. Beasts that had no idea, nor the intelligence, to understand more than the new sensory input available to them about what was going on.

      Artorian died on the inside. “No, no, don’t do this to me.”

      Chandra gripped his shoulder again, but this time to be of support, rather than be in need of support. “What happened? There’s only two major minds in that big sword, Arty. There were four. Two of them seem to have winked out. Wait… were two of them Beasts? But… Out here… oh no. Can we get them back to Cal? They might be back?”

      Chandra said the words, but she knew it was too late.

      Artorian felt a flurry of emotions. His mind, too unclear to give neat or pretty answers, tunnel visioned him as he pressed his fingers harder against the blunted edge. “Who?”

      The Nature Mage wasn’t sure what he meant. “Who… what?”

      Venom filled Artorian’s words, his calm breaking. “Who set matters up, so that my boys would be leaving with me? When Beasts shouldn’t leave the gate? After which I, like an absolute idiot, let that detail slip by me. It couldn’t be Louis? It wouldn’t be any of the people from the antechamber. I appear to still have enemies.”

      Chandra, upon realizing that this series of events had a lot of oversight in it on problems that they’d been previously aware of, also came to the same realization as Artorian. “Someone set this up, snuck it by people, and just possibly killed the minds of two of your family members. That’s the same as killing them outright, but… worse.”

      Her own rage grew, the realizations of the dominos that had to fall settling in place. “I don’t know who orchestrated this, but we’re going to find them. You didn’t get that sword until you were already at the gate, and you’re right, Louis can’t be the one. Someone snuck your Sharks around all the security.”

      Artorian trembled, his fingers tight on the blunted side of the blade. He agreed with her words, trying to remain steady in voice and mind. “We’re going to find them. We’re going to do bad things to them. It’s too late now. Whether we go back now, or we go back when our Cores empty? The damage is done. Let’s finish our excursion.”

      Chandra nodded, though was fine with going back early since neither of them were optimally prepared for this current trip. Still, she knew the value of not wasting this first trip. They were meant to be scouts. They should be the scouts. “Excursion it is, and then?”

      Artorian stood with pain in his two hearts, rage in his fingers, and wet lines trailing down his cheeks. In his mind, he threw open a singular, terribly dangerous door. “Then? Then I hunt. As only an Architect can. I have a snappening to design.”
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      Tempers took time to simmer down, but this temper never dropped below a simmer. Artorian and Chandra would do the task that they were here to do. Learn, take samples, and return. On return? There would be Abyss to pay.

      For now, they scouted, and they learned.

      Artorian was uncharacteristically quiet, stuck and trapped in the prison that was his head, the cold grip on both his hearts never fading. Not while the wound was so incredibly fresh. Someone had outsmarted him. Tricked him. Then wounded him deep, where it mattered, with knowledge that was niche.

      He ruled out Demons. They were booked, bagged, or otherwise tagged. He had taught them both redemption and fear. Adam would have told him had something been awry. Or his son, and that Sphinx of his. Grimaldus and Sarcopenia would have flocked to him had there been a breach in Alexandria’s Library. In the event that Alexandria herself hadn’t stopped all of space and time to put the matter back in order. No Demons.

      Beasts were equally as unlikely. Eternia denizens even less so. Thus, it had to be someone not in Eternia, not in Avalon, and not in line with his particular leanings. The Dark and Moon Elves were right out. Brianna was in his good graces, and would murder innocents if that was what it took in order to keep it that way. No Wood Elf would so much as consider it. The Dwarves loved him, the Heavenlies were impartial observers. He gave the Gnomes grief? No, the Wisps and Gnomes both treated him with borderline reverence that they put severe effort into downplaying.

      Aiden had no beef with him. Equally, he’d barely interacted with the Amazonians that had splintered to become other people entirely. Valkyries and people who lived in El Dorado had no reason to mean him harm, aside from not agreeing with Avalon. That was incredibly insufficient for this level of attack.

      This was personal.

      The Faith? No. Not after openly taking the chip off his shoulders and directly handing them an entire Tower floor worth of purpose and reason to be. No matter whether that was the new branch, or the old branch. Or whatever branch existed at this point. He was out of their loop, and that loop in general.

      Zelia and her spiders would take it as a personal insult if she appeared on the list. She would never. Neither would any of his old chosen, or their own extended families. A Dungeon? What an odd thing… Invictus, perhaps? He had slighted and been on the wrong end of that particular silvery Wisp more than once. Yes, yes, Invictus goes on his celestial feces list, with a dagger pinning the poster to the wall.

      Who else was still alive that he’d slighted in a serious way? Odin came to mind. Barry…? No, Barry the Devourer was in several psychologically-rendered pieces. So long as Mittens roamed, and those chunks were separate? Barry was just a lingering thorn in the Eternia system. One they were likely rooting the last of the flecks and particles out from.

      Even when that problem recombined, Tatum deserved first crack. He was going to play backup at most. Barry and Tatum had history to resolve. After that history was resolved? Then. That was his time. A second chance for even a supposedly unredeemable villain.

      Demons could do it. Why should Barry, a boy who began as just an urchin who loved a cat, be excluded or any different? Just because Xenocide found him first? No.

      Artorian put that segue out of mind, and kept plotting. The Task Masters, Barry’s system gifts, and latent Pylon misery had been strokes of hateful genius. Yet, an incapacitated foe could do no new harm. So, not Barry. Not for this. Nor what he left behind.

      This harm was fresh, with recent knowledge. Odin was stabbed into the mental wall by the poster’s skull, and Artorian had to admit that the Task Manager had some sense of poetic irony with crossing the awful things out. He was certainly angry enough to see the value. To savor that victory when it came to pass.

      Henry and Marie? No, too flooded in problems of their own making. Too recent. He’d just handed them their donkeys not too long ago, and no matter the lingering poison, neither would retaliate so quickly. Dawn would rip Marie additional new ones if that had been the case. Marie was still on Dawn’s hurt list, and burn list. Henry… Henry wouldn’t. He was a good, albeit slow man, with trouble setting his priorities, trying to do the best with the lot he had in life.

      Not Henry. Not Marie.

      Cal? No, no, that would be a cruel line that Cal would never cross with him. Neither would Tim. Nor Incursus, nor many of the others. It still couldn’t be a Dungeon, unless he had severely slighted one somewhere and seriously missed it.

      Artorian was used to being blindsided, he supposed? That Task Manager had come out of nowhere. No lead up. No explanation, just bam! There’s your new enemy causing you grief. Who needs a preamble? Sometimes it worked like that, he supposed. That Task Manager was dead. More could exist? Probably. There was never just one of something. Likely none that hadn’t learned from the opportunity, though. He still hadn’t sussed out who or what his prompt controller had been, but there was the possibility that it was another triangle.

      Gaston? No, Gaston was a moody, envious pile of goop.

      Eternia, where Gaston had sway, would be where that Gelatinous Grime attempted to assail him with new flavors of annoyance and grief. Here? This was too high-key. Too well-planned. Connections were needed that Gaston didn’t have.

      Not Gaston.

      Who was left?

      Dale and his old party would never go this far for a prank. This was beyond prank. This was a well-planned murder. Chandra had been correct; the death of the mind was, to Artorian, equally—if not more—impactful than the death of a body. You could recover from an injury to the body, but an injury to the mind left you forever changed. The Mages in the bifurcated surfboard had no answers for him, busy profusely apologizing that they just hadn’t thought about it. Only realizing and going ‘Abyss,’ when their Sharks had mentally winked out. Then they’d both panicked. Heavily.

      The culprits were neither Kor nor Rupture. Their grief was as real as his, and they, as the direct joint-cultivators for Rip and Tear, were in full care mode. Trying anything and everything they could. Their current forms did little to stop those efforts, but his swords were rapidly running dry of energy as a result, without worthwhile results to speak of.

      El Mosco? Unexpectus? No. Small flies.

      Odin? Possible. Invictus? Possible.

      What if it was Invictus? What were the ramifications of killing a Wisp?

      He would ask a reliable source.

      What if it was Odin? Did he have the power to break a Seed Core?

      He knew who to ask to accomplish that feat, as well.

      Dark thoughts rumbled, roiled, and surged as Artorian forgot all about the real world he stood in. Stuck in the prison of his head, he instead stood in the middle of his Architect room. A dangerous room. One devoid of morals, ethics, or optics. There was the task. The plan to be built for that task. The execution that was necessary. It was all… truly sorrowful stuff.

      Sorrow would have been proud.

      Artorian bit away the thought, left that room, and slammed the door on his way out. He stopped his physical body from flying further, standing on the advent and hovering in place as he deliberately took deep breaths. “That’s not me. That’s not my way. It’s not my way. It’s not Artorian. That room. That door. That is someone else. I am not that someone else. That room isn’t my way. I am the Art Historian.”

      That door in his mind creaked back open, ominous and slow. A figure was seated inside, resting sideways on the table where all the plans and considerations laid. Artorian knew the man, though he didn’t want to.

      Cataphron sat there, the prior headmaster of the Skyspear Academy. Before he’d replaced the man for the position. The version before Cataphron had been taken by the Blight beneath the mountain, teaching Artorian the doomed lesson of what happened to internal cultivators that chose to ignore Aura. Mental attacks required Aura as the first and last line of defense, and Artorian had never forgotten.

      Artorian couldn’t not recognize the fallen half-corpse he was looking at. “You are long gone.”

      The ancient man leaning on the table was spindly, thin, and didn’t look like he had eaten in a month. Cataphron, opening his mouth, hadn’t spoken in so long that Artorian had forgotten what that wry mummy sounded like.

      The best description? Cataphron sounded like he’d spent too much time without water in a dry desert, and his voice was as hoarse as the mummy that he looked like. “I am Cataphron the Invulnerable. Headmaster of the Skyspear battleground, steward of the fallen academy. Body cultivator in the impervious techniques, and proud holder of three natural Essence channels. Flowing water, unyielding earth, and perfection infernal. I am master of the Imperius body technique of the Iron-shelled Mastodont Kings. You are going to see a lot more of me, oh, failed student. So, so much more.”

      One blink later, and Cataphron was gone.

      Another blink, and then Artorian was out of his head, standing on his sword in the middle of the air. Alone, above a vast landscape of vacant green, green, and more green. Chandra was off mapping the planet, so he decided it was time to land. Touch some grass. Skip some rocks. Simple. Mindless. Mortal things.

      He scared off some animal or another getting onto the ground, sat, and ran his palms over the soft grass. He took in the breeze. Lifting a pebble, he chucked it at the brook. The rock skipped twice, then blooped into the water. The serene simplicity of it all helped.

      “This is okay.” Artorian pressed his hand down onto the grass, listened to the brook, and laid down. “For just a little bit. This is okay. I can hate later. I can grieve now.”

      Inhaling deep, he couldn’t help that his face felt like it broke along with both his hearts. “I love you both, my silly Shark boys. I loved you both. I will love you just the same, no matter who you are, when you get to resume your game.”

      Artorian crackled with a pink glow, his fist held to the sky while his other hand gripped the sword. The teary-eyed youth cradled the many minds held within against his chest. Youthful or not, Artorian sounded old. “Love will not give up on you. Love towers above all. Love is waiting for you. No matter if you don’t recognize me. No matter if you have no idea who the rest of us are. No matter if you don’t remember yourselves. My dear, good, sweet Shark boys.”

      Artorian squeezed the abyss out of the sword, his cheeks soaked. “My sons.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      If there were creatures of concept watching, then the wails released by a small youth taught them much. While Nature and Wrath were worrisome, what one would do for Love and Peace breached right through the unspeakable, waltzed into the farthest edges of Possibility, and grabbed the throat of anything that stood in its way. Nature and Wrath wouldn’t be found particularly far behind that vanguard.

      If there was a creature of concept watching, it fled.

      Being mortal, and thus afflicted by the full bevy of the emotional spectrum, was a heavy burden. The oppressive, associated load of losing one’s friends and sons all in the same swipe of the broom? Too much. That was too much. Young-torian did not try to be quiet.

      He was alone on a planet with nobody to hear him.

      The only other who could knew to leave him his space.

      When Artorian’s cheeks were dry, his eyes red and pained, and his arm bleeding from having been cut through his clothes by the sharp side of the blade, he let go and sat at the edge of the brook. Cleaning himself up with spring water. Using those extra-flourish bows as convenient bandaging. The hat got ripped up entirely, better served as padding.

      Once clean, safe, and no longer bleeding, the rock tossing continued with his good arm. The cut hurt, but he couldn’t find a shred of care. Before Chandra returned, the air got thick as night fell to make the sky dark. His wanderlust had died mid-way somewhere. The point was irrelevant. He wiped his cheeks even if he didn’t need to, and wrenched his thoughts onto other topics.

      When she landed, Chandra was not the first to speak. The silence made it worse for him, so he felt pressed to fill the void. His voice was once more that of a youth, but that didn’t make it sound any less rough. “Anything interesting?”

      “Much.” Chandra placed her hand on his head, and sat with Artorian under the stars. A flick of her wrist parted clouds, making them visible in the open sky. Copying one of his ideas, she splashed her feet into the water. “Good news, or bad news?”

      Artorian laid back, said nothing about the hand, and looked up at the many stars. He ignored that as the Nature Mage tried to be very secretive about the vines and grass leaves coiling around his injury. “Just tell me a nice story.”

      Chandra could do that. That he didn’t have the heart to call her out on her sneakiness made her attempt to be gentle with the delivery. “Most of the narrative? Boring. No people, confirmed. No chance for people to show up, either. The conditions are right, but the necessary pattern isn’t here. There’s a chance the people-pattern can evolve all by itself out of some monkey offshoot. There’s a chance for insanity or madness to hit and slap the world with crazy divergent evolution. Most likely, there will simply be no people on this planet, as we know them, unless we put them here. End of line. End of story. Hard stop.”

      Artorian exhaled deep and hard, but the added weight didn’t make a dent on the pressure already weighing on his chest. “That’s… going to be a fun round table talk.”

      The Nature Mage half-shrugged, her vines working on that cut. A gelled mixture of aloe, yarrow, goldenrod, and calendula became a salve on the mortal wound. “That round table talk is not something that will be rushed. We have all the time our Cores allot us. Cal is still going at a modified speed. Therefore as far as they are concerned, we will pop back in almost the moment after we popped out. You can’t play trickery with the real. I like calling it that much more than the real world? Anyway, normal speed only here. Though, I can certainly feel my dilation options returning. I’ve missed that. Dilation is a big part of the secret that allows me to cook such good food. Cooking is all about timing. Dilation gives you all the control over timing you’d ever need.”

      She crossed her legs, playing with the grass while weaving the stalks between her fingers. “The interesting stuff that I found so far is best explained with prompts. I don’t have any prompts, but I can verbalize them. Most of my findings have to do with what is real versus what is corruption.”

      Artorian didn’t have much energy for something other than a nod. “Please do.”

      Chandra tapped her fingers together, deciding on an order of presentation. “Corruption is the name of stuff that doesn’t want to change, and is sure of what it is. Other things change to be it. It does not change to be other things. If you try to cultivate with stone corruption, then you will become a rock. A dead rock. People lost that fight long ago.”

      Artorian turned his head, decently curious on where this was going. He had done one of the first treatises on the immutable aspects of corruption and Essence. Wasn’t there a full-on Corruption Mage in the conversation as well?

      He tapped the sword and made the metal ring. “Hey, Korr, you’re an expert on this, chime in?”

      Chandra, intrigued that there was an expert on the matter along on the scouting mission with them, also wanted to hear a Mage dedicated to the concept’s thoughts on this. “Yes, please chime in.”

      The sword had no mouth, but with four Mana Cores, Korr could substitute sound to accomplish much the same effect. Sadly, that was done with a lack of skill. The resulting voice was informative, but monotone. Like a cheap prompt.

      Korr did his best to provide a primer. “You need ‘energy’ to cultivate. Corruption is matter. Nothing can cultivate matter. Hard stop. The first hiccup everyone has is that when they first encounter corruption, they believe it is energy.”

      Trying to fix his voice from something other than monotone, but not finding success, the sword kept talking. “I’m going to attempt some quick clarity. Corruption can act as energy, but it is never actually energy. Corruption will always be matter, regardless of how it is acting, or being perceived. This gets complicated, but let’s leave that for later. Beasts can consume matter, but Beasts aren’t cultivators. That matter goes in, that matter will come back out. The natural way. While Beasts can munch down corruption all they want, and get some value from it—as in, their bodies break the corruption down like digestible food, where only the nutrition gets retained—cultivators simply cannot do this to the same degree.”

      Korr did not like how every explanation needed to come with caveats. “Not without unique gimmicks, because somewhere, somehow, everything seems to be possible with Essence. We just haven’t found the Red Echidna Way yet. Even joint-beast-cultivation doesn’t actually give a cultivator something to work with if all the Beast takes in is corruption. Nor the capacity. The whole point of the duo-trick is that the cultivator is able to draw in Essence from the environment as a whole, while the Beast cannot. The Beast is able to refine, process, and subdivide the energies. Then either consume them, segregate them, or share them. The cultivator needs a cultivation technique to do any of that. The Beast does not.”

      Korr was off topic, but expanded to finish up this thought. “Together, we’re half of the other’s puzzle. The Beast takes the Essence that the cultivator doesn’t have Affinity Channels for. As that Essence would become corruption in their system. The cultivator receives highly refined Essence of the types they can handle, and now doesn’t have to worry about the rest. The cultivator can focus on drawing in as much energy as possible, regardless of it being good for them or not. This ends up being so much more food for the Beast than it would otherwise have gotten by itself, that the deal is always a boon. The only bane involved is losing your buddy.”

      Losing some composure, Korr had to get some emotions off his heart. “Which is why Rupture and I are devastated. We will do everything we can to keep Rip and Tear okay, stable, and alive. We are bound to them, and we will remain bound to them. We are not going anywhere, and will stay with them. Rip and Tear are our brothers, and only together do any of us make it out of this. So together we will be. Do not feel pressed to come check up on Rupture or myself. If the Sharks are well, then we are well. Until they are once more with the mindful? Neither of us will be doing anything else except taking care of them.”

      The Mage and mortal nodded in understanding, giving the sword some handle-taps for Korr to resume the topic. Rupture did not appear to have any interest in speaking, his attention entirely dedicated to the Sharks.

      “If corruption makes it into the cultivator’s system, and the Beast can’t get it back out?” Korr made a sound that could be interpreted as an unpleasant squirm. “That’s a soon to be dead cultivator. The stuff will clog you up, torture you, make you sick, and kill you. Too fast for your liking, if you’re mortal. Faster, if you’re a cultivator. Abyss-near instantaneously if you’re a Mage. A bit of stone corruption in a Mage? One wrong thought, and they’re a dead stone statue. We must have seen the same presentation?”

      Chandra believed so, but kept quiet so the Corruption Mage could talk. A few taps to the weapon’s hilt sufficed as her answer.

      Steadying his speech, Korr tried to keep his words even. “Cultivators are used to a type of energy being available that can change. That’s the whole point of the stuff. The type that cannot? That is commonly called corruption. However, this is where we run into that hiccup I mentioned earlier. People are never clear on what stage of corruption they’re actually referring to. We throw the word around, but not all corruption is equal, the same, or identical.”

      Korr wished he had a blackboard and some chalk. “There’s a stage of corruption, that is not actually corruption anymore, that we call reality and physics. A stone can be nothing but earth corruption and a sprinkling of other stuff, but there are transition layers. There are nuances and differences between: something being corrupted; something that is made of corruption; something that no longer qualifies as either, yet still counts as immutable; then, lastly, something that has been ‘corruption’ for so long that the word corruption no longer applies. That last something has become the new normal, and the entire idea of corruption being involved goes away. Like saying a word too many times, the meaning gets lost.”

      Artorian scratched his head, but listened on as Korr filled them in. “No cultivator knows how to turn corruption into anything other than what it is… sort of. You can reverse stages, but you can’t get corruption back to a stage where it is or was Essence. You can destroy corruption, but you can’t recoup what it was previously made of. It’s too late. If you attempt to cultivate with corrupted stone, then the stone will eat you. Because you are more malleable than the stone. You have more possibility of change in you than the corruption does. Therefore, you are what gets changed.”

      Korr had their attention, but Chandra and Artorian both clearly needed more help. “Let me try to paint you a picture. I have an idea for a visual in lieu of a blackboard.”

      Hovering up as the blade remembered it could fly, it used the nearby ground as a carving board. Korr had a sense of humor, as he drew the resulting information exactly like a prompt. He even hovered over his work when it was done, cleared his throat for effect, and said ding.

      A prompt controller’s life was empty without the bell sounds.
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        * * *

      

      Starting point: Essence.

      Gets a nudge in a direction. Essence becomes rock.

      Result: Essence Rock.

      Essence Rock is an Essence Rock for a while, but then starts not wanting to be anything other than an Essence Rock, when no more change has happened for a while. ‘A while’ is difficult to quantify, but that doesn’t change what happens next.

      Result: Corrupted Essence Rock.

      Corrupted Essence Rock eventually gains and develops so much corruption that it now cannot be something other than that rock. The more corruption it is made of, the less it can be something else. Once entirely affected, there’s no more Essence in the object, but there is plenty of the other ‘stuff.’

      Result: Corrupted Rock.

      Corrupted Rock—if a rock for so long that corruption is no longer a special property—becomes the new normal. You get the intended end result that the universe is after. This is just what rocks are now.

      Result: Rock. Mundane. Simple. A boring rock.

      Now that it’s a mundane rock, it’s just a rock. A rock that cannot be infused with Essence or corruption again without things going wrong, or that rock becoming something else. Because that rock is no longer an Essence thing, or a corruption thing. It’s just a thing. The new standard of that particular thing. Common, boring, and solidified in the universe.

      Take something made of Essence, and pour more Essence into it? You get a more interesting Essence-based thing as a result. That thing can still change more.

      Take something made of Essence, and pour corruption into it? You can no longer pour Essence into it and expect a fancy new result. The corruption will eat it, because the whole point is that the end result becomes a mundane, standardized thing of the universe.

      This is a process so slow that cultivators normally don’t live long enough to notice it. We’re not talking about measuring through people’s lifespans, we’re talking about geological scales. You can track when and where Essence is becoming corruption, and corruption is becoming mundane, based on the striations in the rock. Those lines you see when you break a cliff open? That.

      You have Essence before you have any other matter. Essence becomes matter, and then that mundane matter gets to have brand new, fresh interactions when Essence once again enters the equation. You don’t get Mithril out of Aluminum just for no reason. The combination of Essence that made Aluminum, when Aluminum became mundane, is the reason that it becomes awesome when Essence is once again introduced to it. This is how the universe gets its new ‘stuff,’ and my guess on why this growth happens in waves.

      You need a platform of stability before you can improve your playground.

      Forewarning? The next segment is advanced Gnome-knowledge. Not for beginners. Not easy.

      On the Theory of Self-Perpetuating Essence:

      Due to how the physics work, the energy that a planet can’t use or refine spirals back up and out as it spins. Basic centrifuge physics. You only get more Essence out of the environment where Essence already is, due to… a theme problem. When the planet is actively refining and spinning out Essence? The stuff that is already in a given region will act as a trap, catching energy from that spin, which causes an increase in that specific Essence. Thus, we had the prior theory that more Essence ‘stuff’ makes more Essence ‘energy,’ but ‘stuff’ acts as more of a gathering pool for ‘energy’ which draws in similarities and rejects differences.

      My working theory on that is: Objects of Essence don’t make other Essence at all, but act as a magnet for their particular energetic kind. So volcanoes get more fire Essence, because there was already a lot of fire Essence to go around. Essence wants to change, so it will try to stick to places, people, or things, where that change can happen. This is the reason why areas devoid of Essence tend to stay devoid of Essence. Either the environment eats the small trickle that stumbles in, or there was never enough energy there for more energy to want to be there.

      My other working theory is that the natural inclinations of Essence and energy are the complete opposite of the rules for Aura shielding. With shielding: adjacents will interact. Opposites cancel. Like reflects like. With natural Essence gain in an environment, like seems to attract like. Opposites empower. Adjacents rebuke each other.
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        * * *

      

      Artorian kneaded the bridge of his nose when he got to the end. “Alright, I get the picture.”

      The momentary academia had been a great distraction, affording him some focus. “What I do not get? How do we end up with a Corruption Mage, when there is no way for you to reach Magehood while cultivating corruption if it just kills you? Which I’m very inclined to believe, as I was on the pointy end of that stick during my first life as a mortal. How? How Mage?”

      Korr would clap his hands in excitement if he had any. “Oh, you want to hear my dissertation! Beast cultivation has a lot to do with it, as it’s the only way to actually study the stuff. A lot of research time was spent in Rip’s… Not… center? Beasts don’t really have centers. Not unless they’re weird, like Halcyon. Or at least Rip and Tear don’t. We spent time in Rip’s Beast Core? Yes, that’s a better explanation. The whole double-tap Beast-cultivator topic is neither something I’m a studious investigator of, nor expert on. I just know it can all get very weird, and eventually, somehow, there is a way for X to do Y. Just don’t ask me why.”

      Artorian quickly backpedaled. “No! I don’t have the brain or the heart for a full-spun college-slammer dissertation right now. Settle down, stab yourself in some nice dirt. Refine your arguments, and let’s revisit this when it’s a good time.”

      Taking a breath, Artorian found some composure. “Right now? I need to hear the rest of Chandra’s story, and then I want to go home. I have… sad news to deliver. News that’s going to keep me angry until I have put the individual accountable to sleep. Permanently.”
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      Chandra had little left to wrap up after the professional had ripped through the topic. “Short and sweet? If there had been the energy for me to Incarnate, I would be doing that right now. My concept is global, overpowering, and the literal law of the land. Nature here is all things. All things here are Nature. The Law of Nature is strong. There’s no competition, but there’s also no fuel for my ascent.”

      She tapped her chest, then snapped a thumbs up while shifting into a victory pose. “Exemplar-Track for the Mage-Ascension, babyyyy! I am so ready for soul inversion.”

      Artorian, understanding that to be a feat, put his upset to the side for a moment. He raised his hand in the air so Channie could high-five him and do a twirl.

      Knowing you could grow in the world was a big deal! “Does that mean you’re going straight into the Rejuvenescence stage when back in Cal? Getting your body re-upped from the child era, so you can exit, hit Mage, and slam into Incarnate?”

      Chandra’s arm fell with a groan, the requisite process of actually existing in the Old World without a Core to support her forgotten. The memories were filed away deep in a mental cabinet somewhere. “I forgot about thaaaat. I don’t want to be stuck as a kid!”

      Artorian felt that statement tickle his funny bone. “Take Tot with you! I don’t think the current Incarnates actually have to go through the process? It’s hard to remember. Dawny is doing it for me to have more time with me, and I’m not gonna tell her no. I know Mages and down are stuck in the redo bucket. Since I’d like to look like a grandpa again before getting my form stuck and solidified, I have a ways to go.”

      Chandra’s hands flew to her face, stifling her miniature scream. “I forgot about that toooo.”

      Artorian smirked, laying on a bit more. “I’m thinking… get to the edge of C-rank. Zenith, if I can. Have my cultivation technique built on standby, and merge it in on exit. I’m not allowed to properly cultivate while in Cal, at all. Not sure how I’m accomplishing that in Cal, actually. Maybe an Eternia thing? That’s more plausible.”

      Chandra made an animalistic noise right at the night sky. “That’s such a paaaain.”

      Her evil plan worked. The youth giggled!

      With Artorian less mopey, Chandra actually carried on with some of her findings. “Forest succession is the most stable I’ve ever seen. So I don’t lose you, forest succession is the process where vegetation establishes and progresses over a time. Korr is also correct in the sense that in addition to finding no Essence, I found no corruption. Not the energy kind, not the solid kind. None. All the flora and fauna are mundane.”

      Artorian squinted, his face admitting that he had no idea why she brought up forest succession in the first place. “How does corruption play into longer term environmental changes like forest succession? Or why is that an important part of the report?”

      Chandra pressed a hand to her petal covered chest. “I care! I have written pages and pages on the details of trees. They’re made out of teakwood, and I call the book a Tolkien. One must have their forest details. Down to the bark!”

      Artorian squinted harder. “Do we, though? Do we?”

      Chandra slapped a nearby tree, imprinting it with her hand. “Yes! Trees are living, breathing beings. Just ask your Wood Elves. They all have likes, preferences, and wants.”

      She pulled her hand back to see the imprint. “This one was a masochist.”

      Young-torian put his own hands up in surrender. “Okay! We can move on.”

      “Corruption in nature is minimally important.” Chandra brushed her ruffled petal dress back down into proper order. “Just like it does in people, corruption kills animals and plants all the same. Flora and fauna take Essence, then change. Corruption usually causes horrible, short-lived mutations. Or, in the very rare event of stability, some terrible results. I’m pretty sure it’s how we got some of the first poisons and venoms. What’s actually likely is that a new strain of flora survives an encounter with corruption, then develops those traits, rather than corruption being long-lived in that flora. Fast life and death cycles mean fast evolution. Don’t mistake that for thinking corruption ever does anything than spell the end for a given strain.”

      Korr drew a thumbs up icon into the dirt.

      Artorian still didn’t understand what this had to do with forest succession, his facial expression acting as a full conversation on his confusion. Chandra rubbed a crease in her forehead that she swore up and down didn’t exist when anyone mentioned it. “I mention it because if forest succession is healthy, then there is the chance of Essence return being healthy. The process could be the same. So long as it is done in a slow, steady, controlled method.”

      Why had the collegiate course on corruption been easier for him than this? Artorian looked at the sword, got no reaction, then sat on his hands to let Chandra talk. “There’s no such thing as being ‘more or less’ resistant to corruption. It just kills you differently, depending on the kind. A higher diversity or density of life does not lead to a higher purity of Essence, nor does a higher purity of Essence allow for more life. The same is true for nature. Nature is a recipient. Nature is not a processor. We, as cultivators, are the processors, and we’re fairly unique in that aspect.”

      Her answer waffled when the ‘yes, but’ portion of nature entered her thoughts. Essence and cultivation were rarely cut and dry. “We can make nature become a processor, but the trees with cultivation techniques in them will never breach past the C-ranks, and you need a Wood Elf to regulate the technique. I may consider trees to be alive, but they don’t have the mind needed to keep a technique turning. Possibilities are vast in cultivation, but any gain, or attempt at gain, comes with a possibly unfair cost. Corrupted plants are likely to become reagents, or something you put in soup. Plants that can cycle Essence all by themselves are something truly special, and should be protected at all costs.”

      Her preamble was not working, so Chandra backpedaled. “In general, when in an abundant enough environment, plants and trees absorb Essence themselves until the apex of the C-ranks. At the apex of the C-ranks, Essence instead collects into their fruit. Plants and trees not in an abundant environment won’t rank up at all. Essence becomes merely more nutrients for them. The fruit-thing only works if all the nutrients that the plant gets are Essence, or Essence-based. It’s a big reason why your Wood Elven friends were so sharp and short about ‘take freely from nature, but don’t take from nature that which it cannot replenish.’”

      Still on both his hands, the youth bobbed his head for more, which the Nature Mage leaned in to. “Forest succession. If all you have is bare rock face, then moss and lichen are the only plant types capable of growing under such harsh conditions. As biomass increases and dead plant matter accumulates, then simple grasses and weeds begin to take root. After a few more decades, shrubs and short trees begin to grow. Eventually, the amount of soil available from past generations is enough to sustain large trees, whose foliage reduces the amount of sunlight reaching the forest floor, thereby removing a lot of smaller plants. At this point the forest is considered ‘stable.’ This being the case on our planet means that for these barren Essence conditions, Essence succession is on the table.”

      “Aaaaah, now I’m following.” Artorian got it. The path of nature was a roadmap for a path of Essence. Because there was nature, there was a recipient for the Essence, so long as they could funnel it in slowly and over time. His hands clapped together. “Okay, great!”

      Chandra wrapped up. “Pretty much. Primary succession is when an ecosystem evolves to a forest where there once was nothing. Secondary succession is when the forest has been destroyed and begins recovering. We can apply this to Essence introduction, and keep the ecosystem stable, without causing mass destruction and rampant mutation on a global scale.”

      “Would that happen?” Artorian admitted concern. “Could that happen? I think I may have heard about that before.”

      Chandra nodded like her nose was on fire, and she was putting out the flame with sheer speed. “Oh, yes! If Cal flips the lever to turn off all his ley lines at once, all the Essence currently siphoned away would slam back into the planet. Like an angry centrifuge, the planet would kick-start its refinement rotation, and all the channels it used that were clogged would be forcibly cleared. That means the depths of the sea get hit with corpulent amounts of corruption before any Essence flows.”

      She twirled her finger. “As soon as the Essence spin is back in gear, Mana will start being made, and then that will pour out as well, since the core of the planet likely can’t receive it yet. Since the system will try to fix itself before going back to the intended purpose, I expect we will see natural emanations of Spirit as well. On top of which, all of the sources and breaches that naturally pour Essence in from other layers never stopped. Nor do we have Dungeons in those locations to act as curators. So with an all-or-nothing lever flip, it’s all going to get very crazy, very quickly.”

      Chandra opened and closed her hands, calming herself. “It’s going to be a Cal-astrophe. As I refuse to blame the cats.”

      Artorian pushed himself off the ground, regarding the stars while scratching his sternum. “I don’t have anything to add. I’m nostalgic about being here, but there’s no reason to stay. I’m all set.”

      Chandra checked her own buttons, most of them expended. “I don’t have much choice in the matter. I came back when I did primarily because I’m almost out of Core energy. That tether is going to yoink me whether I want it to or not. All set.”

      Korr hovered up, Artorian sat, and Chandra clapped her hands to manually activate all their return tethers. “Arise chicken, chicken arise!”

      Before Artorian could hear the end of the clap, or ask what that absolutely baffling phrase had been about, he was back on the other side of the Amanecida Gate inside of Eternia.

      With company waiting.

      The advent sword eased Artorian down on solid flooring that was still expanding and unfolding around him. Cal was there. The Dungeon turned with a snap on their return, as if to stop them from going into the gate in the first place. “Abyss! I hate being right today!”

      Artorian frowned, and nudged the advent sword over so it would hover into the Dungeon’s hands. “You found out that I was stabbed in my center strangely fast.”

      Cal spared the accusation no mind. “I felt two Beasts leave my Soul Space, then slowed my dilation to a crawl. I mean, evened it out. Matched speeds of time passing. Takes forever to calibrate. I should never have sped it back up. No Beasts should be leaving my Soul Space. I knew instantly something was wrong, bailed on my project, and still got here too late. It’s only been a few minutes on this end, so I’m guessing… doing the math… half a real-time day?”

      Cal shook his hands in front of his face. “Unimportant! Beasts, with me. Infirmary. Now.”

      The advent sword and Cal both vanished without further questions or explanation, but honestly, Artorian preferred that as an outcome. Halcyon, Yuki, and Zelia were also present. Though the first person to tackle him into a loose zero-gravity spin was Dawn. “Honeybun! Are you okay?”

      Young-torian squeezed his much larger significant other tight, and shook his head no in her chest. Dawn curled up around him as much as she could, rubbing his hair and hiding his face. “We’ll find how it happened. We’ll burn the culprits alive. Threw their remains into orbit.”

      “I know, Dawny.” Her boy made motions to be back on his feet, so she hovered them back down to get his feet onto some floor. Right as he found his footing, his Chosen surrounded him. Each with their own quiet expressions of worry plastered on their faces.

      They didn’t have to speak for Artorian to understand. They would hunt with him. There need be no questions.

      Chandra gave them a wave when Tatum came by to pick her up with an easy teleport. He tipped the rim of his hat at Artorian while dressed in his full plague doctor attire, understanding well the loss of those precious to him.

      Occultatum turned his attention to Chandra. “Round table?”

      The Nature Mage hugged her favorite person. “Round table. I have mixed news.”

      Occy understood more of the message by the tone in which that detail was delivered than by whatever the context and details of the find was. He held her hand, and gave it three soft squeezes. “Full house?”

      Chandra glanced at Artorian, confirming Occy’s question while checking in with the youth. “Full house would be best. Do you want to attend? When the news breaks, nobody will fault you for skipping.”

      Artorian’s particularly sharp look as his head turned filled Chandra with worry. His words were too cold for the person she knew, child-age or no. “Don’t break the news. Tell nobody.”

      Chandra swallowed, but could do little. “Of course, Administrator.”

      Artorian felt lighter at the concession. He was going to get to fight this war his way. The calculations in his mental rolodex already clicked in with solutions. His Chosen had come to help. So help he would ask.

      “Zelia? Can you inform Cal to keep this hush? Then start snooping?” Zelia was gone with a step. Artorian loved that. Direct action. No hesitation. His burden lightened further.

      “Yuki? My current assumptions are either Odin or Invictus.” Yuki, equally swift, was gone with the brush of an icy wind. Artorian loved that as well.

      “Cy? Can you stay with my boys, and see what you can do about getting them back, Or otherwise giving them a momma for whoever they are if they become someone new? With Korr and Rupture helping, I have the confidence that they can come back, but none relating to getting back the boys I knew. Harmony may be of use, if they’re around.” Halcyon, bless her big heart, twisted into her Orca shape and dove into the nearby portal that led to Zelia’s concourse, sky-swimming her way directly to Cal’s current position in a forgotten underwater kingdom where old spots in a coral reef were being cleared for two Sharks.

      Artorian took hold of Dawn’s hand, and copied Occy’s three squeezes idea. “Tot?”

      Occultatum had no qualms here, his tone one of understanding, rather than concern. “Artorian? I, personally, understand very well what it is for a matter to become personal. We are going to likely need to be out on the next Old World excursion together, during which you are welcome to unload words that you don’t want to say in the Soul Space. I will be taking Channie to Stonehenge. That’s what we’ve named the place where we keep the round table meetings. East concourse, seventh branch. Ocean Breeze Orchids. The blue ones.”

      Artorian nodded, his grip on Dawn’s hand firm. “Thank you. I’ll see you there. I need to breathe, and then I plan to show up as if no harm came to me. I want to see if anyone flinches.”

      The plague-masked man nodded, and walked with Chandra through nothingness directly to Stonehenge. They had speeches to prepare, and data to present.

      “Vovô? Louis is sorry.” The massive eldritch creature serving as the gatekeeper at the Amanecida Gate coiled in the space around them. Or was Louis protecting the gate? Artorian couldn’t tell. Señor Louis, in any event, sounded apologetic. “Louis did not…”

      Artorian shook his head and held up a hand. “I know, Louis. It wasn’t you. Can you keep it quiet for me?”

      “Si, Vovô.” Apologetic regardless, Louis shifted his coil further, ending the gate effect and closing the link for now. “And, Vovô? If, ah, you find who did it?”

      The Eldritch had a knack for sounding dark, when they wanted to sound dark. “You let Louis in on the plans. Yes?”

      Artorian couldn’t help but feel touched at all the consideration he was getting. Louis’s included. “I would be very happy to include my friends in the journey of paying retribution to whoever killed my sons, Louis. Thank you.”

      “Si, Vovô.” The massive being nodded before motioning loosely at the gate that led to Zelia’s concourse. “For now, do not dawdle. It will not be safe here much longer.”

      Artorian copied the nod. His feet moved mostly because Dawn took the first few steps and wrenched him into step along with her. They passed the gate, and entered the concourse.

      Alone, Señor Louis sighed out an entire gas giant worth of air. “El orden público, please. Peace, Law, and Order. Louis would like this.”

      Tim, scratching his head and having patiently waited to show up, walked into the scene to sit on the floor that was now shrinking rather than expanding. “You and me both, Louis, you and me both. How’s the backlash?”

      The eldritch being coiled in displeasure. “She is like… a nasty ache of the stomach? The Chains of Chaos are not removed. Tampering with the likelihood that they work or not, that is indigestion. That we have not had an expedition come back happy, this makes Louis sad.”

      Tim, unfortunately, had to agree. “You and me both, Louis, you and me both.”
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      Dawn and her boy wandered the concourse rather than heading to Stonehenge. An odd title. Maybe some Heavenly had dumped rocks in a loose circle and called it art or something. East concourse, seventh branch. Ocean Breeze Orchids. The blue ones. They found it within the hour, and promptly ignored it.

      The call for the full house get-together hadn’t come yet, so they had time. Artorian didn’t say much of anything. Dawn didn’t make him. Contemplative strolls in worlds of gray were her specialty. Artorian wasn’t mysteriously going to get over this hurdle. Not until he had a resolution, and more time. Dawn knew this was going to eat at him until then.

      Reaching into the long sleeve of her current pretty outfit, the presence of which had come twelfth, if not thirteenth, Dawn retrieved her boy’s Silverwood bracelet. She had, of course, gotten it returned to her from Louis with little more than a burning look. “You’re too young to brood so deep, honey.”

      Pulled from his fugue for a moment, his tired eyes brushed up her beauty of a form, coming to rest on the tool in her delicate fingers. Had they always been that delicate? He remembered the scars. How many bodies ago was that?

      Reaching to take and accept the bracelet, Dawn sneakily twirled her wrist. The bracelet was gone from her hand and, on closer inspection, had appeared on his left wrist! Artorian blinked at the sleight of hand. “That’s my move!”

      Dawn grinned wide, her hips doing a wiggle. “I figured it out.”

      Her dumb boy didn’t realize that he was smiling. Nor that he had stopped in place, his placid gait brought to a halt. “Can I say it yet?”

      Dawn pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes. “In that little form, while I’m all big and pretty? In my highly detailed, soft green and chestnut white, floral button split, lantern sleeve, belted pocket, wrap dress? Should I have gone for the black Moon Elven, purple peacock tail embroidery Qipao?”

      One snap of her fingers later, fire both consumed and replaced her attire. The wrap dress was quickly exchanged for the Qipao.

      Artorian was in the dumps, and a fool, but he was not completely stupid. “Potentia.”

      With his mind not completely on the ball, Artorian managed old age, but not Swole-torian. Thirty-five was old age, right? The appearance of the healthy, fluff-headed, soft-bearded Artorian took Dawn by surprise. She hadn’t expected to get to see this age without going through the natural growth cycle with him. His heart was a coin, and would land between a childlike old man, or an old-minded child. Both were foxes, and both were trouble and troubled in different yet similar ways.

      Her hand slapped over his mouth, preventing him from saying anything at all as her flaming eyes scoured him over. “Well, call me a kitten and me-ow, mister. Where has this hunk been the entire time I’ve known you?”

      Artorian frowned, and spoke through the muffling along the lines of ‘you’ve seen this before!’

      Dawn curled up an eyebrow along with the corner of her mouth. “Not like this I haven’t! Forget Grandpa, let this candy-man hang from my arm for a while. Also, no, you blew it and you’ll have to try again next time. I do think fondly of the future, and can’t you tell? My ears are red.”

      Artorian chuckled, but with the voice of an adult rather than a child or a geezer when Dawny took her palm away. The comfortable in-between after his voice had settled. Yet before that ‘I know I’m trouble and you know it too’ old man pitch had kicked in. “One day, dearest. One day.”

      “I know!” Dawn beamed at her boy, her arm snugged around one of his to resume the shambling walk through the concourse of gates and flowers. “I also know that you look better with my bracelet on you, and that you’re a verbal processor. If you’re quiet then you get in your head too much, you brood, and it spirals. You already know I’m going to flambé the culprits when we inevitably find them, dearest. The trick I need to add to your flowchart is not how you incorporate my help, but whether you can cleverly destroy them before I can get my claws into them. Because I will, and I will be far more cruel than whatever you think you’re planning to do. Remember, precious, between us? I’m the monster.”

      Artorian felt weight that he didn’t notice continue to fall from his heart and shoulders. He didn’t understand or know how so much had suddenly been packed on, but the cold dread and the equally cold-clawed grip on both his hearts were ever-present. “You’re no monster to me, honeybee.”

      Dawn gripped his opposing hip in that silly, sized-up sailor outfit of his, regardless of how he’d ripped it up. Tugging him against her side, she pecked his cheek. “Tell that to my mirror. It’s in your eyes that I see someone else. I like that someone else. It’s in the eyes of others that I see fear. That has its limits. Only the mirror shows me what’s behind mine, and no amount of personal change or growth has changed all the gray fire. So I understand, honey bunny. I understand the burning embers of the warpath. The quiet, sharp line to the enemy. To ignore your bleeding feet, until all that has done you harm can only ever be made of silence again. Only after, when the screaming is gone, will forgiveness and moving on ever cross your mind.”

      She took his hand, and laced their fingers. “Anger, rage, fury, wrath, and hate. They have their place. You cannot stop your feelings any more than you can bite back too many tears, or suppress emotions that no longer fit in the broken bottle. Feel them. Have them. Scream them. Then place them, clever and calm, like pieces on the game board. Emotions are not the enemy. Emotions are information. The pain, and where it is felt, is information. To guide you. Aim you. Direct you. Both at what you find acceptable in life, and what your hills to die on are.”

      Artorian’s blue eyes were just a touch wet while he frowned and listened, his grip tight. A thought struck as he finally took stock of her outfits as her words filled his head. A feeling was enough to commune with the bracelet, as he swapped out the sailor attire used as bandaging with something better. The words doubled in meaning. “Dawn of the Deep Soul.”

      On his being, a sunrise beach-attire clothing set replaced the tongue-in-cheek joke from Rosewood. With pleasant gradients of pink to orange, he looked ready for the beach. “I remember, somewhere… it had a counterpart called Dusk of the Deep Soul? A sunset beach-attire clothing set.”

      With a snap of her fingers, Dawn’s outfit ate and replaced itself with that exact set. “Of course I keep in my pocket that which was made for us. What else is all this inventory space for?”

      Her smile and light giggle made the world melt away. The weight didn’t move from his heart, but for just that one pleasant moment, there was the breeze, the flow of petals, and the giggly smile of a girl that he really, really loved.

      Words didn’t flow. His hand found her cheek, and his kiss found the other side. Dawn froze, turned just a bit more red, then curled her other arm around his neck to sway and purr like a big, fat C’towl. Her smile turned broad, and she held her boy close. “Now you’re speaking my language.”

      Her Iridium eyes cut to a tone from the environment that played and hung in the air, her tongue clicking with agitation. She squeezed him, sighed, and found luxury in the close and tight hug while it existed. “Then there is that irritating timing. Stonehenge calls, hun.”

      Artorian, finding his cheekiness, smiled. “I don’t think stones can call, honey. Scream, perhaps? Must be a fluke, and my ears don’t seem to hear it.”

      The cheek came in the form of being in Eternia, and thus Artorian also had access to Effortless Sound Shaping. Making the tone of the sound that continued to chime not reach them was child’s play. “See? Nothing to hear. There’s only this lovely girl, and her lovely words, and that sweet, loving soul of hers kissing them into my head to make her boy cope and keep walking.”

      She clicked her tongue again, but this time in tandem with a wink. “I’m good around you. Only you, though! I live as a hellion.”

      Artorian stepped back, playful and with a hand on his sternum. “Ma’am! Excuse thee. I’m the hellion!”

      Dawn quickly looked him up and down, copying his pose while refusing to let go of the fingers laced grip. “Oh, nuh uh! The hellion is I, and the hellion is me. I am the top, rowdy, mischievous, troublemaker. There are awards! Clearly, I have them.”

      Her boy gasped and gawked. “There are awards? Thievery! I have been bamboozled! Led astray from my righteous path and noble pursuits of proving that I, grand ass-pain supreme, can be the most supreme of pains in the butt.”

      Dawn scoffed, the back of her hand pressed against her forehead. “My titles! You think I shall relinquish them so easily? Without one bout? You know me not, oh fickle bard! To earn those lofty awards, you must fight me!”

      Artorian nearly broke character. “I’m not a bard! I mean, I sing a nice tune, but the beauty of it is lost without you in the room.”

      Dawn *tsk’d* and snapped her fingers. “Abyss, that was a good one.”

      “I know, I made it!” Artorian’s massive cheeky grin got his head ruffled with violence. A feat that only made him laugh and attempt to duck away, only to step in to swoop up and accidentally lift Dawn into a princess carry. “Oops! I slid. Looks like I’ll have to carry you around this flower field. What a shame!”

      Dawn thought her boy was a true fool if he believed that she’d just let him win like that. “Oh, truly? Mr. Penkins! ‘White Steel Eel.’ I am owed a dance!”

      The bright yellow Oriole Maestro appeared in a flurry of feathers when called for his creation: ‘White Steel Eel.’ Accompanied by a full flock of the bird variety, the flocks divided themselves onto archways based on the instrument. Whipping them out, they began without haste, and started the song in great harmony the moment that the Maestro’s conducting stick flicked out!

      The music played as Artorian laughed, and danced with the princess in his arms until she forcibly got herself on her feet and swept him up instead! Tit for tat! A fight and duel between the two where each attempted to dance with the other, wiggle free, and sweep their favorite person right off their feet. A game and dance played with much chasing, laughing, and cutting through flower fields to avoid capture. The songs cycled into one another. From White Steel Eel, to Anaak, directly into Green April.

      The feeling was powerful, dulling other pains. The feeling was beautiful, giving moments of peace and clarity. The feeling was inspiring, allowing for a reprieve, and healthy attention to what made one happy. The feeling was observed by energetic packs of pink wolves, Beasts, and Dungeons of all kinds. The scenery packed in late by some warm-hearted, always welcomed family.

      The feeling was Love.
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      Covered in petals and leaves like rogue straw from a barn, Dawn arrived at Stonehenge with Artorian thrown over her shoulder like a potato sack. She deposited him into his assigned seat, pat-patted his head, and laughed when he groaned and dropped his forehead down on the cold relief that was the stone table. Only after not moving for a full minute did he aimlessly begin picking petals out of his hair and clothing. The beach set was meant for sand!

      The full house meeting had been going awhile, but it appeared that all Artorian had missed was the stuff he already knew. No people, big gasps, small panic, but good news everyone! Forest succession. Artorian quietly enjoyed that the confusion wasn’t limited to him the first time that had come up.

      Dawn took the time to rifle through the briefing notes laying in front of her chair, but skimmed them at most. Instead, she turned the package over and read the Wisp notes listed on the back. Concise and quick was all she needed. Laborious Gnome detailing was for other people. Even if the notes were penned by Aleksander the Wisp and Turk the Gnome.

      Edits by Kowsky and annotations by Mr. Webb had their uses, but the puns by Blue the Axolotl frequently had her grumbling. Surely Cal made enough puns for everyone? There was even a club now. The Divine Pungeon Club. Its mere existence caused groans. Isazi Segazi, the Plague Mage, forever regretted coming up with the name suggestion, thus making his Law incredibly proud. Pun Plagues! Pun Plagues for everyone!

      Artorian paid it no heed. His ears were instead leaning to familiar names.

      Black Hanekawa, the Magna Cheshire, that Demon of old, had earned himself an early book release. Artorian remembered the Lethargy Aura, and the associated Darkstalkers. The word parole was thrown around, but Artorian didn’t know that one. He’d ask later. More important was that Hanekawa had become a game entry in the form of Tekko-Kagi. Claws? Yes, claws. Interesting. When he overheard the full description to be along the lines of Darkstalker Tekko-Kagi of Greater Lethargy, that all made more sense.

      The River Styx, apparently, had followed suit. How a river could do that was beyond him, but Artorian caught snippets of the river wanting a break from being a river, and playing a game for a while sounded good. Styx’s chosen form? A recurve longbow. Flavor text: thonks hard. Designed for comfort, gentle but not overbearing design. Pleasant grip. Good for support. Preferences: long distance sniping, one-hit one-kill type abilities.

      Neat!

      The understanding *oooooh* that went through the crowd on how forest succession was tied to Essence-return pulled Artorian’s attention. Occultatum took the stage after Chandra. Doffing his plague mask to click it to his belt, he cleared his throat and adjusted his volume before starting his own presentation. “Now that we’re all up to speed, here’s our solutions.”

      Lifting a hand, several wall-scroll sized screens that could each cover a decent portion of a castle wall unfurled and fell down. “All in all, the overall idea is called the ‘Uncanny Valley Project.’ No matter the option we go with, someone is going to be unhappy. That said, the decision has to happen by the end of this meeting. There will be no deferring the vote or returning to it later.”

      Artorian pushed himself up, then felt that his outfit didn’t fit the decor of the event. A nice robe would do wonders. He knew just the fluff! “Blanket!”

      Blanket the Sugar Glider popped his head out of the pocket of Mortis with great purpose. His little ears were erect, his sniffer was pointed, and his head was on a swivel. Blanket, of the greatest fluff, was summoned! The Sugar Glider found his target, scampered from Death’s pocket, and fled towards the light. He climbed right up Mortis’s robes, and leapt from his hood like a launching platform.

      Time slowed as Blanket twisted with great acrobatics. Threading the needle, Blanket slid the exact amount of space available between two others heads that sat at that particular round table. He then kicked one in the cheek, bounced into the face of the other, and launched himself right into the air. Spinning into a higher orbit, Blanket punched out all his limbs and engaged Sugar Glider hover mode!

      With his sniffer still right on target, he dove for Artorian! Blanket the Gnomish rocket slammed the man off his chair by barreling into his chest, and yeeted his existing attire back into his inventory by overlapping and coating Artorian in layers of fluff and poof. All of which compressed to a nicely fitting Gi, set of robes, and topped off by a lapis blue hooded cloak.

      Bonus that the cloak had tiny widdle Sugar Glider ears!

      People had convinced Blanket that the ears were a must! A requirement! Artorian lived with it, brushed himself off, got back into his chair, and listened to the presentation. The attack made Dawn giggle as she swapped out to her Qipao, then pet the adorable ears. “Best Blanket.”

      Tatum had waited for Cal to step up, as there was some preamble to work through in light of the new information. Cal, still in the body of Scholar D. Kota, gave everyone a wave. “Hello all! Small updates before we get going. Chandra did a lovely job gathering information. Artorian was present too. As expected, without Mage capacities, there’s a limit to what can be done. Also as expected, Flash Exodus Cores are the way to go. We have shifted production.”

      Cal clapped his hands together. “Lastly, bad news bears. There is no way to slowly introduce Essence back to the world. On my end, the ley lines are a lever. They were never meant to turn off, and the only thing I can do is to cut them entirely. That means, on a global scale, Essence all comes surging back at whatever rate that happens. We will not have control. We might have a grace period.”

      The dungeon made a diagram appear in the air, one that didn’t show a bell curve. The chart was a clear flat line, followed by one of those line-goes-up spikes that required several extra papers to get stapled to the top of the chart. “Our biggest asset is that we get to choose when to flip the lever. Once we do, the aperture lab boys say we have less than a year before the world is fully saturated by the Essence flood. Therefore, regardless of which option that is voted for, that’s a fact we have to live with.”

      Cal shifted over to a second chart. “Second, I’m going to implement this system early, so we’re all used to it before we need it. This is the Mana matrix chart. In short: you work with me? You earn Mana. Whether you trade that up or down to Spirit or Essence doesn’t matter so much to me. Freebies are coming to an end. Right now, I am the end all be all. Once we flip the lever, I will lose that aspect, but I will still be pulling in the grand majority of the world’s refined Essence until other Dungeons can be set up. If when exodus happens, people simply can’t survive because there’s no juice? Then you can come work for your juice box.”

      He pointed at the bottom of that same chart. “Since I want to go on vacation, that will mean, with growing importance, working for Eternium and the game he’s going to house. I want to be involved, therefore I do not want that to happen in my Soul Space. Recursion still kills, and I want something other than gimmicks to be personally present in the Eternia game. That’s all from me for now. Tatum is up. Votes happen at the end.”

      Cal stepped down from the stone podium, taking his three-dimensional screens with him. Tatum gave him the courtesy of some soft applause, which was weakly mirrored by a few people in attendance. All in all, that was not great news. Just more to consider.

      Occultatum wasted no momentum, snapped free a teacher’s stick, and pointed at the leftmost wall-scroll. “Option one. Early Exodus. We all say abyss it to the conditions, and head out. All the cultivators and mundane people leave, we flip the lever today. We take the best Cores we can, and attack life and the wilderness as best as we are able. We will be entirely reliant on the people we have to figure out our demographics. Which, as people can clearly see from the option one chart, and likely have for a while now, are terminal. Even if we all magically got along and didn’t mind who we ended up with so long as it made more people? Then that policy buys us time, but it doesn’t buy us a resurgence.”

      He eased his hands behind his back, and cleared his throat. “This is the last hurrah option. We will live as cultivators. We will die as cultivators. Regardless of what stage of Essence-return we join the world in, should we happen to wait a bit. It’ll be our last, proper, and true cultivator cycle. Just us. The way we remember ancient life to be.”

      His tone was as dark as the option was pleasant. “No external forces will exist to curb us or guide us. There will be no Dungeons, and we will spend our days setting them up so that whatever comes after us can benefit. For us, it will be too late. We will never get a Dungeon network up in time to get everyone the Essence we need, and the inevitable attrition of fighting what the environment throws at us will spell our end. It doesn’t matter where or how you slice the cake. We die, but we die on our terms.”

      That option sat poorly with many, but a few saw the appeal. Immortal life in Cal had downsides, and some people just weren’t meant to live forever. Voluntary Coring was an ongoing process, and a lot less people than they had were actually active. Cal had been forced to mass-decant, but many had only carried that burden for the minimum amount of time required.

      Tatum moved his pointer to the second chart. “Option two. The waiting game. We introduce the pattern of the human into the Old World, modified with several strains. We global-dump them all over, as something that could and should survive the rest of time so long as their population also doesn’t become terminal.”

      His stick pointed to an addendum. “Luckily, we can try this gamble several times. Eventually, those humans end up developing into something that might resemble us. There’s pattern models close to the chimpanzee, and there’s models closer to us, purely for diversity. This is done so that if the future advances like the Gnomes guess, nobody will be able to puzzle out where or what human origin actually was. It’ll be dice throwing every step of the way.”

      Tatum retracted his teacher stick. “Additionally, it is likely that these people will try to murder the abyss out of each other. That’s why this project is called Uncanny Valley. They’ll all, in some ways, look alike. When we did the preliminary testing, we got a lot of results, and I mean a lot of results, that certain patterns of people sat poorly with others. We didn’t find a reason, only that it both happened, and was consistent. This does mean there’s a big chance that, if this goes well, the most violent of the patterns will make the cream of the crop.”

      That got the expected unhappy grumbling. “If this goes well, we can follow them through history, and exodus at a point where the psyche of the human mind in the new world is ready for us. Both in the sense that they can understand us, and that they can understand the game we’re going to need to throw them in. We’re not worried about language. We’ll learn it.”

      Hands went up, and Tatum picked one at random.

      Hella, of Hell-Fire, had dark concerns. The smile fled from her features as she spoke with her usual allure, her black-flame eyes burning holes into the wall-scroll. “Doesn’t releasing wild patterns mean that you have to release them without minds? Without centers? Without souls? They will be stupid in their earliest days, and we’re gambling that they develop language, cooperation, culture, and society. Yet they will start off no better than the animals they are surrounded by. The chance for them to break out of that is minimal.”

      Tatum nodded in unfortunate agreement. “There comes the benefit of us being able to poke our noses in. If nothing moves for long enough, we can throw down lightning and give them fire. We can nudge them in new directions. The rules still apply regardless. We cannot show up in their history. Only their mythology. They cannot know we exist, and if they do know, they can’t be able to prove it. We have oodles and noodles of Cal-iterations detailing how a world grows with our interventions, and none of them are good scenarios for us. We already did this song and dance number.”

      Hella bit her tongue, but remained bothered. “I can live with that. If I live long enough to see it.”

      Tatum knew better than to comment. The clock was a sour topic among the Heavenlies, especially when they didn’t know when the first Heavenlies would begin to fall like expired flies. There was more than one timer in play, and they didn’t have information on all of them.

      The only way to suss out how dire the circumstances were for the Heavenlies was to discover when the first one died. Cal sat up in his seat, and put his hand up. “I’m going to say this, Hella. If it comes to pass that Quintessence runs dead-dry, we can take a vote to cut short whatever method we’re using, and slam the lever. I’m aware that otherwise, you just die. I don’t want you to die. Nobody wants any of you to die. This is a problem that can be solved.”

      That got some Heavenly concessions, and positive head nodding. Great, one disaster tabled for later. Onto the current one.

      Tatum continued. “Option two gives us flexibility, and solves our demography problem. The big downside? We’re running a clock, and don’t actually know when it will go ding. If we need to kick the door open or die, then I would vote to kick the door open, and we will have to deal with the population just not being ready for us. Which is basically voting for option one again. That means we play touch-and-go with our options, because if humanity simply isn’t ready, then our demographics are once again abyssed, and we die anyway. We do, however, save the Heavenlies that way.”

      Occultatum took a few steps, and stood in front of the last prompt. “That brings me to option three.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Artorian swept his eyes across the crowd before Tatum began option three. The first thing that annoyed him was that Odin was present. Not Cored and stored as expected, but present, complete with a body. Henry and Marie were as well, but that got a pass. Brianna straight up winked at him. The second thing that annoyed him was that accursed smile on Spuddy’s face. Odin was trying real hard not to look at him, but Artorian could feel his nose burn and the back of his neck prickle. “If there is doubt, there is no doubt.”

      *B-doop*!

      Roberts, hearing the quote he was responsible for, entered the conversation.
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        * * *

      

      You called for the puddle?
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        * * *

      

      Artorian narrowed his gaze, his fingers drumming on the table as he missed the first part of Tatum’s presentation. “I may need you shortly, yes. Please link up with my Chosen, and send an image of Odin to them. I’m suspicious, and if the culprit ends up being neither him nor Invictus, then I’m going to need a detective. Add Poirot to the list, please.”

      *B-doop*!

      Artorian didn’t get a confirmation prompt, but the sound was enough. He pulled his senses away from the crowd, and listened to option three.

      Tatum had been interrupted with questions right at the start, which, lucky for Artorian, forced him to start over. Tatum had no answers for any Heavenly about the clock problem that hadn’t already been addressed.

      Not all of them were as steel-spined as Hella. Not knowing terrified most of them. These previously godly-beings with infinite life, and infinite power, able to play with cosmic winds and decide the fate of planets, reduced to mere terrified children.

      Most of the Heavenlies were leaning in favor of lever-flipping as soon as possible, because that saved them. Some Heavenlies, however, warned these hasty minds. The cultivators who live on the sphere remain responsible for getting them the refined energy which they could turn into Quintessence. One part of the formula wasn’t enough. They needed Essence to pour into the refinery, the refinery to turn, and for cultivators to use the planetary product so they could turn that Essence in for Mana.

      The process of how you got certain energies appeared to have become muddled somewhere along the line. Particularly with the mention that the planet could create Mana. It could, but that manifested as Mana storms and related hyper-changes to a given environment, rather than being something that was directly absorbable by a cultivator.

      The proof of this was, in fact, Odin, who had only succeeded in absorbing a Mana storm because he had an Elemental Air channel ripped open inside of him from that very storm. His brothers had been turned into Ravens, and had become full Beasts rather than cultivators. Results were not guaranteed, nor were they replicable.

      Artorian had once harnessed a rogue Mana storm, but he had not kept it like Odin attempted to do. That storm had been chucked into fuel as part of an attack. Results were once more not guaranteed, nor easily replicable.

      The best way to get Mana was for a cultivator to refine Essence, and trade it to the Tower through their Law. This got them a fair amount of Mana back, allowed the Heavenlies to use the highly refined Essence for their own needs, and gave them a use for all the Mana that otherwise bubbled over in The Between. The stuff had to go somewhere, and it was considered a by-product for a reason. The glue and mortar of the universe was just that. Meant for patchwork.

      A stepping stone for Incarnation, where the real magic happened.

      Given how Mana caused the survival rate into becoming an Incarnate to skyrocket, the use of Mana was highly encouraged, even if the Heavenlies didn’t consider the stuff to be anything of quality. A convenient stepping stone? Absolutely! Quality energy? Ehhhh…

      For the mortals, Mana was better than Essence, and let them handle Essence better. Plus the lifespan and survivability boost was hard to ignore, and rarely earned a scoff. That cultivators considered Mana wonderful? Great! They’d keep the exchange rates fair based on the Tower tier, and keep on trucking.

      The only reason that Heavenlies were likely still here at all was because Cal did such a bang-up job on the Essence purity before trading it in like the boat was sinking. The downside was obvious. As the only one able to do so, one source of Essence being funneled into the Tower was far too little, and only kept ACME healthy. So the Tower itself was going to survive, but everyone in it wasn’t going to be so lucky. The Laws were keyed to people for a reason, and that reason was personal supply.

      For the Heavenlies who tried to grow their influence through their aligned concept, encouraging your own given concept into the world was one thing. On the other hand, your bound cultivators that were keyed to your concept also kept you fed. Those talks absorbed Stonehenge for an hour before Tatum could get enough peace back into the meeting to explain the third option.

      It gave Artorian time to ruminate, to the great approval of Roberts.

      “Option three, from the start.” The plague doctor swung his teaching stick at the third prompt the moment he found the opening in the dying chatter. “Option three is named Orbs of Osmium. For it is the ballsiest plan of the three, and if it works then we all live. If it fails, we all die.”

      Artorian liked this one the most already. It was the only plan that began with a chance for ‘we all live’ as a clause. Folding his hands, he put his feet up, and became a pillow for Dawn as she eased her head onto his fluffy shoulder. After that, he didn’t move an inch. Or was she going by Ammy again, and he’d been using Dawn this whole time? Or was she still wanting to hear Ember? He’d ask later. Names were flexible.

      Tatum poked his teaching stick at the associated chart. “For Orbs of Osmium, we do not use emergency measures. Ever. We throw all our attention and resources into the plan of getting the new human patterns to develop into a sizable enough populace, of a culture that can handle our nonsense. Even if we die trying. With everyone we have spare thrown straight into the project unless they need to work for their Mana.”

      That earned many upset rumbles. “The difference with this and the sudden amendment to plan two is that we throw our own survival to the wind, in favor of making the world and new humans as good and healthy as we can. Only when conditions are perfect do we throw the lever. That being, all the humans can enter our game and have a decent enough chance of understanding what it’s about. So they can clear it, and get back out to reclaim the planet with us. Or whatever it is we happen to need when some of them can be cleared for return. Many of them will likely not be fit for the game, but so long as we can amend their bodies to survive the new conditions, we solve our demographic problem.”

      A few looks made Tatum sigh, and address the giggling banter. “Yes, going to flirt with them in the game is both allowed and encouraged. Just remember, not everyone will gain their center, and their ability to survive in their old world, at the same speed. For some of them, it could take years. All the lucky ones that can change-over quickly? We are also going to need just as quickly, purely for their knowledge on how their own technology works. Back to the meeting, now.”

      Tatum stowed his teaching stick, his hands supporting his lumbar. “Focus goes to deciding who, and in what order, we send out to check on developing history. We can’t all go at once, and we can’t stay forever.”

      Tot had to drink some water before speaking more. “As a reminder to everyone, for permanent residency on the planet, you need a new non-energetic body. It’s real flesh, blood, and bone only. First to connect to your Law directly, rather than connecting to Cal’s proxy, in order to properly hit Mage. Second, to not be dependent on a Core for long-term survival. If you boost your mortal body to be a C-ranked cultivator, then you’re still going to need a Core until the planet can cycle all by itself. At which point you are once again at the whim and mercy of needing to find a spot that matches your exact Essence Affinities and needs before you can cultivate. Forget growing. All-Affinity people are going to have problems surviving, and I recommend taking Cal up on his juice box deal.”

      Artorian had some trouble seeing what was so different here from the other plans, aside from a change in intent, and a need to accept the end rather than pine for it. Well, he supposed, that by itself was a big enough shift in mindset. Plans one and two held as a premise that you could try to save the Heavenlies, even if it doomed the cultivators. Plan three said abyss that, everyone lives, or nobody does. Artorian liked ‘everyone lives.’ Though in reality, plan three was the opposite if it went poorly. The cultivators live, at the expense of the Heavenlies.

      No plan was perfect.

      He still whispered the word three to Dawn either way. His choice was easy. Everyone lives. No matter how much harder or stressful it might be. Everyone lives. Dawn nodded, huskily breathed the word back to him, then patted the top of his hand.

      While Artorian wasn’t doing it, many others had screens up, using them as a method to communicate. Dawn’s screens suddenly involved a message being sent of what Artorian had decided. The Love Mage may not have realized how much sway his ideas and ideals had, but Dawn did. The message of ‘Everybody Lives’ was clear enough.

      Artorian instead made motions at Cal that he wanted to stick with the juice box deal, regardless of what it was. If Cal needed the support, Artorian was going to Administrate. Cal merely waved him off and gave him a thumbs up, as if that had never been a concern. Artorian accepted the gift, and didn’t dig any deeper.

      He sighed, crossed his arms, and hummed to his dearest. “Thoughts?”

      Dawn considered her thoughts. “My thoughts are that we should give your Chosen some time, that we should burn off some anger in the game, and that you should head back out with Tot when the time comes.”

      Artorian shoved his nose at the three choices.

      Dawn merely shook her head no. “Already know my call. Just tap the correct entry when the selection prompt comes up. There’s no confirm button, so don’t be coy, and don’t miss. A second prompt will come up after to ask you where you want your vote to move to, if your choice had the lowest vote percentage. Prevents ties.”

      At her mention, that very prompt appeared. Artorian looked around, and noticed that he could not see anyone else’s results or options. He also noticed that his own options were out of order. Likely to trick everyone else into not knowing what the choices were. He picked the only option worth taking as far as he was concerned, and the prompt vanished from under his fingers. When the second prompt came, he begrudgingly picked the second option. “That’s that, then. Fate, at one’s fingertips.”

      *Ding*!

      A major prompt appeared above them all, the ball floating above the central table. The results rolled in numbers like gambling slots, and came to a halt far too slowly for anyone’s liking as the counts tallied in.

      Counts that must have included far more people than just everyone gathered here, as the total number of votes counted in the half-million range. Had Tot’s speech been broadcast? Artorian didn’t know, but the total vote tallies didn’t lie. More people than just them knew of the topic material, and had cast their line. “Let’s see what fish took the bite.”
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        * * *

      

      Vote Tally.

      Option One: On our own Terms.

      Tally: 19%

      Option Two: Uncanny Valley.

      Tally: 38%

      Option Three: Orbs of Osmium.

      Tally: 43%
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        * * *

      

      Tiebreaker. As the lowest denominator, the votes for option one will be delegated to their secondary option.

      Results:

      Option Two: Uncanny Valley.

      Tally: 42%

      Option Three: Orbs of Osmium.

      Tally: 58%
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        * * *

      

      Victor:

      Option Three: Orbs of Osmium.

      There will be no second attempt.

      Option Three is now in effect.

      Exodus Core allotments will now proceed. When your name comes up, assemble in Avalon to be provided your Exodus Cores and mission statement.

      Goal: Everyone Lives.

      Marker One: Assist in the development of a planetside new human race.

      Marker Two: Prepare the Eternia game for Influx.

      Marker Three: Prepare Soul Space populace for Exodus.

      Marker Four: All that is Myth.

      Marker Five: New Humanity Integration.

      Marker Six: Flip the Lever.

      Marker Seven: Brave New World.

      Marker Eight: The New Era.
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        * * *

      

      Artorian held his chest, both his hearts pounding surprisingly fast. “That’s that, then. I wonder, why no Elves or Dwarves?”

      “Innate Essence-skewed requirements. Humans are the only species that are a flat balance. Dwarves and Elves both exist because long cycles of growth and tempering in an Essence-rich environment skewed them into a direction favoring a specific Essence Affinity or two.” Dawn got up while explaining, then moved on and let the stress of the vote pass over her. “That’s that. Let’s go break some things. Or see a Tortoise. Oh, not the Turtle? Incursus is in the infirmary after getting smacked around in battleship form. He’s going to be out of commission for a while.”

      Artorian got up when she did, putting his hands together against his back. “So long as they’ll be fine. Any word on Zephyr?”

      Dawn nodded, knowing it would all end well. “Full recovery expected, just needs time. Incursus and Zephyr are both in the Faith Foundry, as it’s become the go-to spot for healthcare. The buns only give you grief if you’re harmful to yourself, or others, but they’ll patch you up for free, fair and square.”

      “Free? That’s good. We’ll leave them be.” Artorian put his hands in his pockets, and stared at the definitely not-as-real star-filled sky. “The difference is startling when the sight is fresh. Where to, dearest?”

      The solar lady with the beaming smile slinked her arm into his, and tugged him along with a warm wink. “I know just where to start. Crème de la Crème à la Edgar! The same place we ended before it all got terribly busy. We need food, and to maybe pet some C’towl. A purrbox is good for your health.”

      Artorian laughed, and caught wind of someone digging their eyes into the back of his head. Electrosense would give away his snooping, but a glimpse with Echolocation told him it was Odin. This saved him from needing to turn his head, as his ears picked up no words from the man. “Food may be just what I need, dearest. It will help me stomach this thundercloud.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The journey came at the small cost of leaving Eternia, which meant giving up their preferred ages and forms. Only in the game world could the more adult forms exist, which meant that Young-torian and Ember were on the prowl in Caltopia.

      Artorian had felt weird when the expended Exodus Core forcibly decoupled from him and was stored in his Silverwood bracelet upon exit. Going from being reliant on numbers to a system of pseudo-reality was always going to be jarring. The sudden absoluteness of mortality and the weight of his body on his legs felt foreign.

      He and Ember both needed to sit on a bench in the Faith Foundry room they had popped into. The very same one they’d left. While eager to scoot and boot, they had to take the minute, allowing their bodies to adapt as surges of tingles wracked the both of them. Their limbs and muscles felt like they were waking up throughout their entire being, all at once.

      A most unpleasant tingle-palooza.

      Blanket, unable to remain in clothing format outside of Eternia, reverted to his house-sized Glider form. Upon realizing where he was, Blanket immediately escaped out of the window! He did not like the big house of the Mother Superior. Her catnip garden, on the other hand, needed vigorous tilling.

      Without Blanket, Artorian was dressed once more in Faith Foundry pajamas. The ones with the scarred hand-print sear at the front. Ember was in a matching set, but without the scorch marks. Her equipment had also stored itself into her bracelet, and she held her boy’s hand for stability. Her voice was young, but unsteady. “I’d say I hope to get used to that, but I never actually want to feel this mortal in the first place. The weakness and vulnerability are murder.”

      Young-torian nodded tiredly in agreement. “I thought I got used to it. I have been proven wrong. Is it because Tim made more changes to my body? Our bodies?”

      Ember looked him up and down, but didn’t have the means to tell. “Probably? I think I’m feeling the same aches of a mortal body that is being cultivated for, well… cultivation. I didn’t actually have to go through the process since I already hit Incarnate. Did it anyway.”

      Artorian leaned over to hug her snug and soft. “I’m glad to have you on this long trek through life with me, Emby.”

      She blushed and beamed. Ember ground her forehead into his cheek like a cat, and kept him close. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Clearing her throat after the embarrassment overtook her delight, she checked to see who was actually in the care room with them. Getting up to waddle over and move the curtains, she discovered a passed-out Zephyr and a sleeping Incursus. His tiny Turtle form sported an adorable bandage on his forehead. Not trusting her eyes, she checked both of their charts as Artorian joined her, concerned for their well-being. “Looks like they both need extensive rest, but the prognosis holds. They’ll be fine, with time, and it looks like Lucia wrote this. So we have quality medical staff on the job. We’re good to let them be.”

      Artorian grinned out a tiny smile. “Lucia hates charts. If she did them anyway, then yes, we can sneak out.”

      In agreement on their next move, the duo escaped! Two half-shambling small forms in the proper outfit for the area got no attention, and the Goblins didn’t know to look for them.

      Lisette, of course, found them anyway. The arms-crossed Goblin looked both ways, thought of her options, and opened a secret compartment in the wall that got them out of there faster. If there was such a thing as a reputation system, Artorian certainly added brownie points to Goblin Archer Lisette’s antics. She didn’t even ask where they were going!

      Lisette gave them a coy smile, a tap of the nose, and an open door. Artorian loved it, and Ember hugged Lisette’s head before he could. The Goblins had life figured out. In this aspect, at least. The structures would need more… casualties.

      Successfully creeping as crawlies from the Foundry slice of Avalon, Artorian and Ember ended their trek at the Crème de la Crème à la Edgar, in the C’towl section. Long walks allowed for long, silly talks. Though beyond much light teasing, little of importance was said.

      Once seated at the very same table they’d claimed last time, Artorian realized how hungry he was. Ember shared his tummy-grumbles. “I need tasty food to put in my mouth. It is lonely. Sugar, do you happen to remember what all the Avalon slices were? I’d like to plan our trip out more.”

      Roberts wasn’t available outside of Eternia, but Emby has strategic foresight in bringing her notes! She’d written them in the first place, after all, which gave Artorian a pleasant refresher on the Avalon sections.

      The entries were listed clockwise, with the C’towl section being located in spot four, the easternmost slice. So they could get the maximum amount of sun for their lazy lounging needs. Actually, that meant that the list shouldn’t begin with C’towls?

      Spot number one, in the top-most, northeast section? That belonged to the cultivators. The map was separated by seven left slices, and seven right slices. So there couldn’t be a single, top most entry. That spot, like the bottom, was shared.

      The updated Avalon-segments list resulted as followed:
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        * * *

      

      Cultivators

      Humanized Beasts

      Beasts

      C’towls

      Bashers

      Faith

      Goblins

      Wood Elves

      Wisps

      Gnomes

      Dwarves

      Dark Elves

      College

      Mages
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        * * *

      

      Artorian traced his fingers across the mini map while a tall, lanky cat slid free from the establishment and approached their table. One deviously curled tail swayed behind him until the man halted at two feet from the table, stopping on some invisible line and placing a hand to his outfit for a light bow. “Welcome to Crème de la Crème à la Edgar. I am C’towl O’Malley, I shall be your server today.”

      Ember smiled and copied her reply from last time. “Purrfect.”

      O’Malley, loving the theatrics, turned to the lady and recreated his small bowing motion. “Thank you, mademoiselle, I have been practicing. Your consideration is most gracious, Grand Saintess.”

      Artorian laughed at the Grand Saintess mention this time. This had nothing to do with complicated social relations! It was all one big performance. “Good to see you again, O’Malley. Can the clowder make us the same meal as last time, please? Though I’d really like it without the Dwarves this time.”

      C’towl O’Malley threw his head back and laughed. “Biensûre! Two hot honey milks, and two Nidavellir noodles. Coming right up!”

      The C’towl slunk away with practiced ease as Artorian hoped for the scene from last time. His hopes were well rewarded. Mad meowing instantly kicked up like orders being yelled to the chef, and the chefs indignantly yelling back.

      Then there was a moment of silence, cut open by a single, questioning mewl. As if to ask, ‘Who did you say was here?’ A myriad of catlike faces populated all the open spaces of the Crème de la Crème à la Edgar building seconds later, followed by the heads pulling away and a rapid rustling happening inside. The meowing turned far more organized and militant, the meals in progress.

      Artorian slapped the table, heartily laughing. “I love that! I was hoping for that!”

      Ember grinned with her teeth on display. “I know.”

      She then poked the plan. “Since we circled back, we might as well keep going north. The Goblins, Wood Elves, Dwarves, and Dark Elves will all attempt to detain us for as long as they can. The Wisps… they’re going to attempt to be overly helpful, but we have nothing we currently need their help with. Without a project, we’ll only make them sad. Or upset. Or both. The College holds Roberts, if you want to see his Core or his puddle? Otherwise, Beasts are all the Beasts that are smart, but haven’t managed to make the next step. Basically a big petting zoo.”

      Ember bonked her temple against his to stop his worry. “Beasts that haven’t reached the minimum ‘smarticles’ level are left to roam free on Caltopia. No fences. No borders. Only freedom. The Humanized Beasts section houses all the Beasts that manage the next step, and are learning ‘how to society’ in some other way than their own circles. Humans, Elves, and Dwarves all make it complicated, and the entire idea of ‘currency’ can be utterly foreign.”

      She moved her finger along the entries. “Cultivators is C-rank and down, but practicing. Mages are B-rank and up, also practicing. College is theory, discussion, and classes rather than practice. For practice, you go to the other zones. This is all still the outer-circle stuff. If you want to visit family, that’s the center of the dartboard for you. The middle ring is all housing and non-cultivators, of which there are less and less each day.”

      “By choice?” Artorian was worried about that detail as he sank into the cozy wood-carved chair. “Or by Memory Core?”

      “Mostly Memory Core.” Ember reached out to accept the hot milk mug when O’Malley brought those out first. Nods were exchanged, and that was enough. “Two trains of thought. The first, having access to Essence would make life more interesting, but ultimately wouldn’t change much. If anything, it would result in immortal politicians and extreme warfare. Essence is terrible for anyone who wants a simple life. Some people need it simple.”

      She wiped her face and put down her mug after a big swig: “The second, many of the non-cultivators place value on the one-life aspect of their existence. Assuming they weren’t recycled, or didn’t get mind-crashed and became aware of all the lives they lived, that strain doesn’t just vanish. Giving up is also a choice. There are people who want nothing more to do with Cal’s Soul Space. Regardless of how it works or what happens, they’re just done.”

      Ember swirled the milk in her mug. “We’re still working on the mind-crash problem, but Avalon is the place to be for mental concerns. It’s also why everything is free.”

      She winked, that ruse over and done with. “There’s enough burdens for people to carry here. The basics of life didn’t need to be one of them. Lunella has not yet managed to branch that idealism out to other places, but it works here, and it works well. The other groups of people and cities consider Avalon ‘a necessary good,’ but don’t particularly want to become a complete copy. They love the use of currency too much, adding to the headache of Humanized Beasts. Avalon gives them grace.”

      Artorian sipped his milk. “They contribute? Other groups, I mean.”

      Ember countered with her own sip, taking her time to nod. “They do. They all supply their local resources, because they know that we will take in all their troubled, regardless of the trouble. What’s a couple tons of timber, food, or stone, compared to being able to visit your people in a place where you know that the entire population is doing their utmost to look out for each other? That’s not counting the Wisps that want to pull their share of the weight.”

      Artorian thought that suspicious. “Because they’re bored?”

      Ember tried not to choke on her milk. How dare he guess it right away! “Ha! Yes, sugar. Because they’re bored, and they like you. The Court thing is still in full swing, but that’s not our problem unless we make it our problem. Only the Winter Court is a pain in the behind, the rest we can work with. If you need something, the Spring Court is preferable; they are biased to seeing your goals be met. The Fall Court reserves their attention for Dungeons. The Winter Court is all shady double-speak deals. The Summer Court does the best work, at the fairest margins, but they’re also never available because of that.”

      Artorian nodded, thinking of the path. “Spring it is. As per new directions… I like the thought of a petting zoo? Get the mind off the misery. Pet a goat. Pet a sheep. Hug a chicken. Try to hug a goose, before it inevitably turns on you with murderous intent. Hold a potato.”

      Ember squinted at him. “Hold a potato?”

      Artorian shrugged. “Whatever works, honestly. If it keeps me out of the room of great murderizing, I’ll take it. I can either try to make the best of it, knowing there is nothing further I can do to personally help my boys, or I can let it eat me, and end up as the villain that Cal is desperately trying not to make me become. Making the room for Dreadshine’s conception was a smart call. That it came out as Dreadshine was happenstance, but I have to admit that this happenstance has its place.”

      C’towl O’Malley returned with two massive plates of steaming, piled up Nidavellir noodles. He placed them, bowed, and swayed his way back out. “Please, call on O’Malley if you have needs.”

      They both gave him a polite nod, and tore into their overly meaty mountain of spaghetti.

      Talk later, eat now!
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      After feasting at the Crème de la Crème à la Edgar, Ember and Artorian went on their merry way. Little was different from last time. People kept out of their path, gave the little celebrities their space, and ran for the hills in order to spin the gossip mill. Especially anytime Artorian got a sudden fun idea that made him smirk, prompting Ember to follow up with a cat’s mewl of a “Nhoooo.”

      Petting zoo had been an apt description for the Beast pie-slice of Avalon. Artorian also got to hug animals. Starting with a Stealth-Cow that thought it was sneaky. He’d reached out, wrapped his arms across something, and made a happy face. Then a cow-bell went ding, and a more intelligent bipedal Hel-Cow had approached with only one question. “How did you catch Betsy? They moo unseen.”

      Ember broke apart from laughter, and had to go sit with the T-Rexes until she learned that they were all small arms dealers. She didn’t leave because she was concerned about Beasts attempting business practices, but because T-Rex hands actually sounded like they could have a use in Eternia, and she didn’t want to steal someone else’s future gimmick.

      It was also poor form when the poor Beasties didn’t even understand what they were talking about. They babbled, at best. Or had broken speech.

      Artorian wondered out loud while giving the unseen Stealth-Cow a brushy-brushy. “How does this place keep safe? All these Beasts should be mauling each other, but they’re all borderline docile. Even the predators.”

      On cue, the four Geese of Doom poked their heads in via S-ranked space twisting. Wagner the Hydra Goose. Beethoven ‘The’ Goose. Mozart the Silly Goose. And Weird Al Goosovitch, who was a gander too, and also present. Al was just a little different.

      Artorian gawked with his mouth open, the Stealth-Cow silently wandering off as it was no longer getting attention. “That sure answers my question.”

      Wagner saw him, but did not appear to recognize him. The four Geese all vanished as quickly as they’d come, and the sky was quickly vacant of Doom-Geese once more. Artorian, for a moment, had been terribly nervous. This time, he had no racer to make a speedy escape in. Note to self, shove a racer into storage. “Mhm. That’ll do it! Nobody fights when there’s a big an’ scary lookin’ down.”

      Ember kept herself sane with happy thoughts as Geese suddenly popping in and out was a harrowing experience as a mortal. “Striking. Wrestling. Grappling. Striking. Wrestling. Grappling.”

      She jumped with a yelp when the S-ranked pop-in noise happened again, Ember flailing like a cat before landing with a hair-ruffled hiss. A fitting response to Shaka’s sudden entry as the man held onto his dashiki when his kofia, a brimless cylindrical cap with a flat crown, fled from his head. Shaka dove for his hat before it could escape from him again. “No, no, no! Why a’ you running?”

      With his kofia subdued, Shaka swirled around and caught sight of the duo. His arms spread wide in greeting to Ember, whom he saw first! A greeting that got an angry Ember-shaped C’towl launched at him. Before turning on his heels to run, his prior words returned in an entirely fresh context. “No, no, no! Do not be of the running! It is I, the Shaka!”

      Artorian returned a half-yelled rebuttal as she got her claws into the Heavenly. “She knows! Hi Shaka!”

      A tiny scream was hunted down by a small voice that came from the victim of they-who-were-to-be-bit. “Save the Shaka!”

      Artorian knew exactly what to do. “Naaaah! You did that to yourself!”

      He sat, watched the theatrics, and scritched a chicken. One plenty happy with lap-sitting. Shaka and Ember would soon resolve their flaming differences. Artorian pressed doubt on any prompt that involved Shaka minding that Emby spat fire. Regardless of the fire.

      Eventually, the mauled Heavenly got free. “Shaka requires an evolution ray!”

      Ember wasn’t going to give him an inch of ground. “An evolution ray turns everything into a crab! Bring your own seasoning next time. I can find the water to boil you in!”

      Artorian let the chicken go when it wanted to rise, a deer sniffing by. The fawn placed its head into his lap. “How are you doing, Shaka? You were in a rush last time I saw you.”

      “Shaka is of the wonderful!” Shaka said the words, but nobody believed him.

      Artorian called him right out. “Lied the man currently fleeing from a creature maybe half his size, while running circles around a piglet fence. Try again, Shaka.”

      Shaka, having been called out, did just that. “Shaka is sad that he missed cafe time! Shaka planned to drop by like last time, but you were too speedy for meeeee.”

      “Stop running!” Ember hissed the words, her pursuit not hampering in intensity.

      “Shaka refuses!” The Heavenly snatched up the chicken minding its own business, and jumped on a piece of dirt two inches higher than the rest. His hands held the chicken out in front of him while waving the cluck in a circle. “It is over! Shaka has both the poultry, and the high ground!”

      Ember stopped not because Shaka had the high ground, but because the sight was nonsense and her OODA loop had to re-loop. Ember observed, oriented, decided, and acted, fulfilling the four-step approach to decision-making. Result: bite Shaka.

      The chicken went flying, and Shaka’s high ground mattered little. Artorian provided light applause for what spelled Ember’s inevitable win, then got out his mahogany broom and got to sweeping. “Now that you’ve had your fun, what brings you to Avalon, Shaka?”

      The man stood like a spring, with Ember Koala’d onto his back, clinging to the Shaka-tree. “Conversation! Shaka was bored. Also confused, and Shaka would rather ask friends than glowballs.”

      Artorian leaned on his broom, even if it was Shaka’s broom. “Well stop being the youngest of us, pick up a piglet, and get to petting.”

      Shaka sat his butt down, and did exactly so. Ember refused to let go, and Shaka was going to have to live with that. “Shaka is… conflicted? Conflicted by the results of the vote. I also do not agree, or perhaps do not see, the big deal of this demographics. Surely you have enough people to make more population?”

      Artorian sat and held his broom with a sigh. These were numbers that he knew. “Easy version? If all you look at is the amount of people available to get a population into healthy levels of growth, yes, we have enough people.”

      His head leaned to the side. “Now for the unpleasant truth. None of those people function as a cohesive whole. Some groups are too prideful to even consider mixing, and once someone is a Mage, their desire to create more population kind of hits the dumps. There’s notable exceptions, but there’s the main problem with our math. They’re exceptions, and that’s the objective truth that you can see drawn on any map that makes the pretty lines happen.”

      Shaka took off his round hat, scratched his scalp, and placed his kofia on the piglet. “If new people are such a big deal, then why are there rules in place for the incoming populace that are all about not allowing that?”

      Artorian frowned, not following. “Tell me more?”

      Shaka swirled his hand, but no prompt came up. He looked at his own dark fingers in a moment of confusion, then remembered that Avalon was in Caltopia, not in Eternia. He instead pulled some papyrus from his satchel and burned scribblings into it with his finger. “There is already a ruling that new humans who join Eternia from the other side cannot have children while they are in it. Immortality due to being Cored and stored and made of replicable information, yes, but at the cost of procreation. It makes relationships more difficult, and quells the topic of our discussion.”

      Ember reached over from Shaka’s back, and bent the page with charcoal scribbling so she could read it. “I remember that conversation. You can’t conceive or give birth to new people in Eternium, but that’s a lay-over from a time where we didn’t have the Amanecida Gate. Which allows us a fresh back and forth of souls. That’s how we solved Marie’s big cry.”

      Ember’s face pruned. “I actually doubt that this rule is going to see any changes. Any New World children who enter the game, yet aren’t old enough to ‘play,’ will grow up in the bouncy-house moon. Away from all the turmoil. That was a day-long conversation, and there’s too much to condense, but no, all of that is still correct.”

      She let go of Shaka’s back, her priority to sit next to her boy overtaking her need for vengeance. She plopped with Artorian, and ran her claws through deer fur, the fawn happy. “There was the expectation—or maybe just the hope—of the opposite problem being true for the incoming populace. Different Heavenlies have different accounts of what the future holds, and none of them have been completely correct on anything. We have a lot of jokes from possible futures floating around that I know neither the origin nor punchline to, but when a majority of them seem to think that humans will pour in by the millions? We had to plan for that.”

      Shaka held his head. “That seems like so much work.”

      Ember nodded with pain and a false smile. “It is! We didn’t even know if the work was necessary, and somewhere, a corner always gets cut. As a wonderful example? The plans account for the room for where to expand that influx of people to, but nobody has breathed a word on how to feed them. Because nobody wants to pick up that slack. It’s a mountain of work, all possibly pointless. There are many of these mountains, and even with everyone working on Eternia or Caltopia, we’re simply not going to get to everything. Whatever comes in is going to have to do a lot of its own survival lifting.”

      Ember copied Shaka, and rubbed her pained head. “There’s a lot more focus on making sure that the flexible class system is ready. So the Pylons can handle the minute changes, and the connecting tissue of ideas that all those players want to tack onto the way they play. We can’t actually pre-make all possible classes. We can only name certain themes and ideas that people have made and solidified. That streamlines the process, but if a Poisonmancer comes up with a clever idea to use their Constitution in place of their Intelligence? Then the system has to allow for that, and recognize that this new variant should also get a new name.”

      Shaka held his hands up, regretting this segue. “Please, no more. Shaka was really only concerned with not grasping the demographics, which Shaka still does not.”

      Ember shrugged gently. “The lynchpin is in the key text. Nothing is preventing people in the game from ending up in an accidental romance. The original populace that’s already out can offer them a faster way back out of the game as well.”

      That earned her a look, so she explained rather than waving the detail off. “Resource allocation is a serious problem. A cultivator courting is a win for people setting down. This creates more society, and tackles the inevitable issue that’s going to be the amount of people that simply can’t function in Cal’s game world.”

      She needed to rub her own head. “Eternia is great fun, if you understand it. It’s torture if all you see is a world where you have no hope of fitting, nor any idea where to even begin. We’re going to overthrow entire lives and dump them by the warehouse into a different technological structure that we have built on the assumption that they will grasp it.”

      Ember’s headache clearly grew. “The stories to follow are going to be about the trailblazers, but the people who matter are those that fall between the cracks. The trailblazers are going to be the people that get Cal’s attention. Everyone else will get to learn what we did: that death is cheap and the only way out is to struggle and find a new purpose. The faster that’s done, the healthier, but humans are stubborn as goats. The whole lot of them.”

      Shaka crossed his arms, his thoughts elsewhere as his piglet fled.

      Artorian nudged the man. “Shaka? Piglet for your thoughts?”

      The Heavenly of Fire made complicated noises, manifesting a brand new kofia. “Shaka’s memories went on a tangent. There is something that happens when you’re at the top of the pyramid for too long. It is a topic of struggle for us. Something happens to cultures and civilizations when there exists nothing to challenge the people in that drumline. They get complacent. They decay. They rot. Their institutions wither. Their rules and laws become unwieldy, then petrify. The culture becomes too rigid to move, refusing to bend and to flex. When a new change comes, the slightest push cracks them.”

      Artorian and Ember both had some trouble tying this back to the demographics conversation, but brain-tangents didn’t need to be held accountable like that. Ember tried. “We don’t expect the new human population to have the demographic problem. We expect them to have an adaptation problem. In contrast, we are rarely going to have an adaptation problem, because we’ve all been wrung like a towel to the whims of change desired by a bored overlord. Before that, though, we already lived in a world where change was king.”

      Artorian nodded to agree. “It can’t be otherwise in a world where Essence exists.”

      She laced her hands, leaning against her boy. “We are, however, regardless of agreed-on policy, not going to be able to grow a new society of cultivators with the numbers we have. The Mages in Cal are going to want to be Mages. They are problem solvers. They are not farmers, crafters, merchants, or cooks. Currently they do so, because we have Mages with boredom and the inability to do much else reigned in under the umbrella of Cal’s iron-clad rules.”

      She winced, wringing her hands together. “As soon as that ends, we’re going to have fights. When mortality is back on the table in a big way, old grudges are suddenly going to find themselves and find resolution. It’s the first thing that happened when everyone entered Cal. It’s the first thing that’s going to happen when everyone leaves Cal. We’re going to lose people to the attrition of the world refilling with Essence and who knows what kind of Beasts. We’re going to lose people from natural lifespan. We’re going to lose people the moment greed becomes a factor in the formula.”

      She shook her head, more than a little miserable. “That still doesn’t change that none of the Elven sub-factions are interested in mixing. Wood Elves want their found families and big forests. They are an extra end point, not a starter zone. The few Sea Elves we have are total recluses and only want to be left alone. They only get along with Aiden, and his were-people don’t want anything to do with anyone else either. Which is likely why they get along. Dark and Moon Elves aren’t inclined to make new people at all. They want to be the elite, immortal shadow assassins of the ages. They want to live like that, and they want to die like that. Brianna will happily talk your ear off on why.”

      Her fingers found her forehead. “Most everyone in El Dorado is whatever became of the old Amazon faction, lumped in with their new forms under a single umbrella. The grand majority of which are women, who are once again starting to lean to the old Amazon ways.”

      Ember held up a single digit. “The Faith factions are going to recognize the problem too late, because power and control is quickly going to surge to the forefront of their concerns. When your focus is faith, your focus isn’t people. We can discount most of the Mages, and that only leaves people who will quickly find other priorities, or don’t have the health or wealth to pick priorities in the first place. Avalon is going to crumble when people’s opinion changes from ‘how do we all get through this together’ to ‘how does my specific group get through this’?”

      Ember held up a second digit. “Demographics is one of our problems. It just happens to be one that won’t change, regardless of what else goes on around them. We lack the population for the long-term survival and continued growth of a cultivator-people. The influx solves the people-problem, but it does not solve like seven other things that immediately crop up around it.”

      Ember added a third digit. “Cultivators are an elite niche in the pie-slice of a civilization. Cultivators, as has been proven many times, cannot sustain themselves without mundane supporting structure. That’s not an accusation. That’s just a fact, and we have the history and the iterations to prove it. Losing the Beasts as a faction, when that faction is currently primarily responsible for propping the rest of us up and giving us a society to stand on? That’s going to hurt more than a lot of people realize.”

      She remembered to breathe, placing her hands together as if in prayer. “The cultivators are going to want to pour into the world, then carve out their land and personal spot of paradise. Then it’s a roll of the dice of what kills them as they become isolationist in an attempt to keep their paradise. That’s, again, not an accusation, that’s observed psychology. Nobody who wants to leave Cal wants to re-enter a system that bricks them in. People, Cal included, are dying for some breathing room. Ignoring that the air outside might be what kills them, when there isn’t the right Essence for them to breathe ready in the first place. At which point they will blame anyone and anything for their fate. Anyone except for themselves.”

      Artorian rubbed her back, taking over for the stressed lady. “Shaka? The demographics part didn’t get mentioned because it was most important. The demographics part got mentioned because it could be mentioned without there being an immediate fight. As something that’s a lingering threat to everyone, regardless of affiliation. You can fight your enemies, but you can’t fight the inevitable decline of what it is that you are when there aren’t enough people to sustain the thing that you are.”

      He held Ember when she melted into his chest, stealing all the space from the fawn who began to chew on her hair in retaliation. “Cal saving so many cultivators in the beginning was great. Cal didn’t save enough people for the numbers to look good in the end. Especially not with the interim need that was turning as many people into Mages as possible, because Mages solved problems that needed to be solved in this Soul Space. We now cannot go back.”

      Shaka looked pale. “Oh. Joy.”
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      Shaka held his chin, an assumption springing to mind. “You are telling Shaka that Joint-Beast cultivation is on the rise, specifically because a few smarter Mages see the end of the song coming. The tune of which is not to their liking?”

      Ember nodded tiredly against Artorian’s soft pajamas. “That’s the ticket. Beast cultivation gets around the problem of not having the exacting needs of Essence influx at hand. The Beast can consume anything with the requisite energy, and the cultivator can refine it. Sharing is caring even if progress is cut by half, but your survival suddenly looks real rosy. Even if you’re more dependent on the survival of your new other half.”

      Emby recalled long talks with Jiivra, the original Joint-Beast cultivation study case. She and Blanket were buddy-buddy, even if they were both free spirits. “A big tradeoff is that if one of the halves dies, it’s over for the both of you. Starting Beast cultivation must happen from a blank basis, and you have to give up all your current cultivation process. It’s required to begin at the same time a Beast does. Meaning you also have to convince the beastie to do the same.”

      Shaka caught on. “Since people have to start over anyway, Shaka sees how this is suddenly very appealing to the cultivators. The matter is one of pride. You can do it alone, but it will be more difficult. Or you can make a contract, in whatever form that takes, with a Beast that has humanized and you can speak with. In order to make that survival a reality, I Imagine the cost for them is not pleasant?”

      “Most unpleasant. They have to abandon their current Beast Core and grow a new one.” Brianna, the Moon Elven Queen, slid into the conversation from the shadows with a baby goat tucked in her arms. One she leaned down to let go after shadow-walking a short distance. The goat was not at all about that life, bleating as it ran away. Brianna pressed a single onyx finger to her lips, before her skin adapted like a Chameleon to become chalk white. Her words were soft, but that regal undertone was set in stone now. Even if it was mixed with the coy playfulness of a knife in the back. “Poor thing.”

      Brianna received a wave from Artorian, and a questioning look from Shaka, who chimed in. “What is da rulah of the Dark Elven Tomb of Kha-Din, hidden under the forests of green, up to?”

      A little sad that her entrance was undercut by sharp questions, Brianna brushed off her blue and orange Ao Dai that hugged her form. Being prevented from playing the fun game of politics should not come at the cost of being covered in goat fur. “I wanted to speak about the meeting, as I had a perspective that might take weight off the Administrator’s shoulders.”

      She smiled, winked, and clicked her tongue. “Artorian? Do you recall our talk about performance versus trust?”

      That was a twist and a half, but Artorian did remember a line she’d spoken. “We have a million methods to measure performance, but almost no methods to measure trust. Which is bad for the long game, because it destroys the organization.”

      Brianna was pleased he remembered such a snippet, and repeated the important segment of that conversation, as it bore refreshing. “Continue to be you, as you have proven to be of high trust, and place the wellbeing of your people above any other goal you might set. Attempting to do otherwise in the pursuit of a goal would only steer you astray.”

      Artorian did recall something about that. “Yes, that was a bit before you verbally tore Henry and Marie a new one. Why bring this up?”

      Brianna sat next to Shaka, one of her legs easing over the other. “To kill a problem before it can root, and grow.”

      That got their attention, so Brianna continued. “We’re about at the stage where people are going to begin to realize the problems associated with Exodus. The lack of roses. The presence of thorns. New factions will begin to form. New alliances will mold. People are going to, inevitably, decide on who or what they are willing to listen to in order to move forward. It is in that vein that I have come to give you a few pieces of information.”

      The assassin queen held her hand up, starting with a single digit. “There are now three factions of the darker Elves. Those being Dark Elves, Moon Elves, and Tomb Elves. Life, and getting to live, has split our society into deeper chasms. We no longer see Moon Elves as the next step of Dark Elves. There are now cultural divisions, and differences in belief, that are wide enough to set those Elves apart as a different faction entirely. The same race or species? Perhaps. But agreement is by wrist-shake, and not by the old ties of blood.”

      Shaka scratched both his own head, and that of the fawn that liked how warm his lap was. “Why a wrist-shake?”

      Brianna winked; her lips curled into a smile at the edges. “To check for hidden knives in the bracer. You can tell the new divisions apart without much difficulty, but regardless of that division, we are united under the whole that is our joint society. I’m still in charge. I’m still the pinnacle of the pyramid. I also happen to consider myself a Tomb Elf now. Mortis of Death came up with the name during his visit. We rather liked it.”

      Ember’s mouth opened in understanding, a quiet gasp escaping. “I told you that she’d talk your ear off given the chance! She’s referring to her mindset on not creating more Dark… I mean, Tomb Elves. The name likely gives a lot of it away.”

      Brianna nodded, and kept the explanation short. “Correct. Before I give you the quick pointy end of it, Artorian, my words on your leadership being one that is vaunted, was not done lightly. The Elves of Kha-Din will consider only one perspective in the politics to come. Yours. We do not care for the wants or wills of all the others. Only one light brightens the correct way forward, and we have known who that light is for a very long time.”

      Artorian squirmed in discomfort. He still had no desire to rule. The position did not suit him. “I’m not good for it, Bri-Bri.”

      She merely smiled. “Whomever you choose to place in charge will do just as well. You consider more than capability. More than performance. Whoever you choose to lead the united whole will be the best choice. Did you have anyone in mind?”

      “Halcyon.” The name fell out of Artorian’s mouth as if there was no competition to the calculation living in his head. The right mind, with the right means, for the right position. Halcyon had been the Daimyo of continents. She’d kept her people fed. Kept them happy. Kept them thriving. Proven track record. A loving heart. A Golden soul. Halcyon alone could pull them all into a Golden Age.

      It was then that he remembered both the promise to Dasein, the Heavenly of Existence, and his heart-wrenched words to Lenore. More was needed. A Golden Age would be a wonder for the world, but the spiderweb machinations and pieces of the clock in Artorian’s head all clicked into place and chimed that there was one more step. One more set of actions that could take the Golden Age into what it truly needed to be. A Heroic Age.

      Brianna saw the pieces move behind his eyes, and knew that her prompting had been the prime mover. The first domino that needed to tip. The reminder that living was not the goal, but part of the goal.

      Artorian squinted, and growled, an unpleasant realization making an unhappy red blip occur in his mental spreadsheet. “Beasts can’t exist outside of Cal. I can’t install Halcyon as the new world ruler, even if the rest of the blocks were all neatly lined up to tip.”

      “A temporary setback.” Brianna did not share the qualm. “Halcyon it is. That’s what I needed to know. The support of the shadows goes wide, but operates best when tailored to knowing which back needs to be protected from sharp daggers.”

      Artorian couldn’t fault his personal bias. He liked that Halcyon would gain some personal guards out of this, if not a fully laden information network. “I… Thank you, Brianna. For the foresight. I take it you can’t actually linger for too long. New Elven subsections?”

      Brianna ran her nails through the fawn’s fur, as her Chameleon skin adapted from chalk white to fawn brown, complete with white spots. “Tomb Elves are the faction that have abandoned procreation. We are what we are, and we are the best at what we are. Immortal, eternal, and the end-all be-all of assassins. We all want to Incarnate, and exist as the group of life-enders that we have always excelled at. Some of us were led to this path out of grief. Some out of atonement. Worry not about the why, merely know that the choice is made, and we are many.”

      She eased her hand back up, raising her second digit. “Dark Elves are what the stereotypes of old say. Shadows in the night. The physical side of culture, where action is king and accomplishments are queen. If you need an informant, a spy, a shadow, or an affordable murder, you want a Dark Elf. Their notable physical features are straightforward: the blackest of skin, and whitest of hair.”

      Brianna added a third digit. “Moon Elves are more esoteric. They have focused on Rune-Work. The crafting. The theory. The lessons and obsessions of efficiency in technique. The mastery of Spells. The devising of cultivation techniques. Moon Elves are still something that Dark Elves can become, but the street goes both ways now. The division is a matter of focus, and as that focus can last for hundreds of years, the division becomes important to them. They want to be recognized for their talents, not confused for their weaknesses. Moon Elves are chalk white in skin, and pitch-black of hair.”

      Rather than motioning with a fourth digit, she gracefully touched herself on the shoulder. “Tomb Elves, as you have seen, have chameleon skin. Our appearance changes at our whim, and I mean far more than hair color. We are the combination of the dark of the moon, and the bright of the moon. We have both the skills, and the knowledge. The best of both worlds. This demands recognition. This demands respect. Even if it is unlikely that you will ever recognize or notice a Tomb Elf that does not want to be noticed.”

      A vicious, pleasant smile curled on her lips before her entire appearance changed to become someone else. Brianna’s height altered, her hair now chestnut brown on a pale complexion. Freckles dotted her nose, and bright green eyes lived in her face. The spitting image of your average farm girl, complete with matching overalls and attire.

      Even her voice was no longer that which they knew. The drawling, happy, upbeat tone of a youngster with too much energy danced out of Brianna’s mouth. “So don’t you worry none ‘bout what we look like! If we want you to know we’re ‘round, we’ll let you know. If you’re ever looking for us, we’ll know.”

      With a playful wink, Brianna the freckled farm girl stepped into the shadows, and was gone without a sound, leaving Ember, Young-Torian, and Shaka to all gawk at where she had sat. The fawn was left very confused as to where the rubs had gone. The fawn liked the rubs! The fawn blamed Elizabeth, whoever that was.

      Artorian closed his eyes, and rubbed his lids. “Well, I don’t fully grasp what I just started, but that was the ball being rolled down the hill if I ever saw it. I suppose I know about Tomb Elves now.”

      Shaka reared back and laughed, holding onto his hat. “You mean your own personal army of Death-focused informants and assassins? Do you know how much easier Shaka’s life would have been if Shaka had a small army of A-rank Mages dedicated to the Law of Stab in his dashiki pocket? Shaka would have ruled the world!”

      Artorian chuckled, shaking his head as he leaned his elbows on his legs. “Are you making a joke? Is there actually a Law of Stab?”

      Shaka, of course, crushed him with excited nodding and that big, blinding white smile of his. “Of course! Brianna’s Law is something else, but Stab lives on ninety-eight. Here, I’ll draw you the outline.”

      Snagging another piece of papyrus, Shaka of Fire branded the information in, then handed over the list. Artorian took it and felt the need to start walking again, the sarcasm oozing out of him. “Of course.”
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      Tower Tier Ninety-Eight:

      Revelry.

      Valor.

      Glory.

      Berserkr.

      Stab.

      Music.
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        * * *

      

      Young-torian hung his head. “Of course Stab lives on the floor where the Laws of all the other supervisors are. I bet each instance is celebrated, and has its own jingly little tune.”

      Deciding it was definitely time to go, Artorian got up. Which greeted him with the sight of Blanket carrying training weights. The Sugar Glider was setting up in an open, nearby square with Lucky Luca, who was also setting up, but for a painting. “What is he doing?”

      Shaka and Ember looked at the scene as they also got up.

      Shaka grinned from ear to ear. “Weighted Blanket.”
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      Shaka left them at the border of the Avalon pie-slice, intent on staying behind to pet more sheep. Or find the piglet to which he’d lost his first hat. The visit had given Shaka enough time to vent before gaining the headache he’d ended up with.

      Artorian did learn something amusing, but only because he thought of one of those questions he shouldn’t ask. He, therefore, definitely asked it. “Say, Sha? What’s the most annoying question that tends to float around in the Tower?”

      Shaka burned up at the thought, his body becoming a bonfire that went from dry charcoal to lit flames at the snap of a finger. Or in this case, a mental twig breaking. Shaka’s voice turned from laughter to fury. “Da rude one! Many times, people ask ‘why does the Tower exist’? As if it is not obvious!”

      Artorian didn’t think it was obvious, giving Shaka a blank stare.

      Already on fire, Shaka burned on, his speech quickened. “Because that question made us angry! There was life. Life was beautiful. That was everything life had to be. And then? Then someone had the audacity to ask it why. Once that question was asked, all the headache began! Now we needed reasons for things, and oh, poor Shaka’s head. It became the drum.”

      Artorian failed suppressing his snort and giggles. His hand slapped onto his mouth, and he walked faster to put a few measly feet of extra distance between himself and the upset Heavenly. “I’m sorry, Shaka. That’s funny.”

      “It is not funny to the Shaka!” The outburst only made it funnier, especially when Shaka began elongating his words while throwing them at the wall. His expressions were extreme, and his emotive stances full of story. “There we were! Best cultivators o’ our time! Top o’ da world! Stuck, like cats in a tree, making the meow of the big upset.”

      Shaka violently threw his arms in the directions that his story went, his voice slightly altering when he performed the voice of another. “We could not go up. We could not go down. Then somebody in the drum-circle say, ‘Ey! Wha’ if. You know, wha’ if we use da concepts of reality. We call dem Laws. An’ we use dem as a steppin’ stone to keep a’growin’. Like a staircase!’ An’ Shaka thinks, ‘This idea beautiful’!”

      Ember failed all her composure checks, in a weak heap of laughter with Artorian as Shaka pulled out all the performance stops and used his entire body to dramatically act out what happened. The Heavenly jumped back and forth perspectives and voices, with extreme body postures and facial expressions. All while he was on fire!

      “Den! We find out, like dumb orange cats in a tree, that somebody already beat us to da drum!” Shaka hit empty air, making it thump like he hit a drum. “An’ we look up, and what do we see? What do we see?”

      Turning on his foot, he threw his whole hand in the direction of a host of Heavenlies that were too far away for Ember and Artorian to see. The delivery told them enough. “Dem idiots. Stuck. In da tree of concepts.”

      Shaka needed to compose himself, doing his best to copy this next accent that was far from his home, yet similar in energy. “The sky opens like a hole in da ceiling, a cat shoves its head though, and goes: ‘Ello! Is you ‘ere to ‘elp?’”

      The youths hung to his every performative word, staying quiet to let the Heavenly perform. “So, Shaka asks, perplexed and confused, ‘Who is you?’”

      That… made decent sense to both Ember and Artorian, as this was truly an odd twist of fate. The bonfire before them showed no signs of slowing down, though he appeared exasperated. “Then Shaka is told by the ceiling cat, ‘Tommy.’”

      Shaka put his hands next to his head, and shook it while making explosive motions. The sarcasm oozed heavy and thick. “Oh, really? Tommy? Tommy who? Tommy the Tomcat? Tommy da banana?”

      The Heavenly clapped his hands and stomped his feet. “‘Aye,’ he say! ‘Tommy. Tommy Tiernan. Irish Cat. ‘Ave you come to fix the sat-nav?’”

      Artorian was dying on the floor. His face was red and his lungs were wheezing.

      Shaka was red too, but that was mostly the fire. “Shaka so angry! Shaka must know. What is sat-nav, and why is it abyssed? An’ when Shaka ask? Tommy say, ‘We can’t get to it. We are stuck on what to call the floors, and it’s above us.’”

      Shaka shadow-boxed the air. “An’ so Shaka says, at the end of Shaka’s rope, ‘Tommy. You have two name! Two name too many! Give these floors your other name. What use is Tiernan? Call ‘dem Tiers! Before I am made of tears and they stream down my face.’”

      The Heavenly strangled vacant air, recalling the encounter as if it happened yesterday, and he was still upset. “Then, Tommy, genius among cats that he is? He says, ‘‘Ey! That worked! Thanks! We got mo’ room now! Ya comin’ up?’”

      Shaka’s face paled as he ran claws over his own cheeks, an inhuman noise escaping him. “So Shaka say, ‘What do you mean, Tommy? Come up?’”

      Their Heavenly looked like he needed a tree, purely to climb and sit in it for a while. “An’ Tommy says, ‘Oh! Ya don’t even got the Glue yet. Easy enough! Trade up some of the Mutable! I’ll be able to give ya back some Glue. Enough of the Glue will be able to get ya the Mortar. Then once you’re made outta Mortar, ya can turn inside out. An’ once ya turn inside out, ya can get up here, and help us patch this mess of a staircase. Are ya good at anythin’?’”

      Taking deep breaths and trying to stay calm and positive, Shaka squeezed his fingertips together while in a rigid pose. “So, Shaka says, like a fresh log in the roasting pit, with an expression just as dry, ‘Shaka good at setting tree on fire.’ Then Tommy says, ‘Great! The Law of Fire still needs a steward. I’ll let ‘em know you’re ready. Send up the Mutable when you feel the pull.’”

      All of Shaka’s red fire turned blue. “So then, Shaka learned, right then, that Shaka can become an Ascended with Mana. Which Shaka did, right there and then. Then Shaka was mad, so later, Shaka Incarnate. Shaka was still mad, so later, Shaka transcends to the Heavens, and becomes the Heavenly of Fire. Then Shaka discovers that Law and Concept ideas work great for adding more steps to cultivation growth, but need help, so Shaka was still mad.”

      Artorian, barely keeping it together, helped with a question. “How did Shaka help?”

      The Heavenly threw his burning hat onto the dirt. “Shaka fixed the sat-nav!”

      He stomped on his own hat, breathing gouts of fire that spilled out of his mouth. “Not only did someone have the Tower idea before Shaka, but they built it, and they broke it. All before Shaka got there! Then Shaka learns that the Tower is meant to house important concepts that people hold close. Because ideas are power! Whole, fat, thick, juicy, repositories of power!”

      The Heavenly snatched up his hat, restoring it to good health. “An’ if there is someone able to help that concept channel its own, personal, dumb cat in da tree? Then it can help other people become Mages, dedicated to the concept. For it all to grow. For da tree to get bigga! All we needed was more floor space. More ideas people found important. More people to link to those ideas. An’ eventually, it all cycled like a big beautiful ball o’ wondah! Then! Shaka was finally no longer mad. Shaka found his wondah!”

      The Heavenly motioned up to the sun, shaking his hands. “Dat is da point! Wondah! We did it because we could! Because it was important to us. Why else does anyone do anything? Then some cat come by. An’ what do the cat ask? What do the cat ask?”

      Shaka fumed. “Ey, the cat ask, pulling up its whiskery nose. ‘Why does the Tower exist?’ An’ we all collectively lose our abyss.”

      The Heavenly really was trying to contain himself, but it was too late. Ember and Artorian were both crying thick tears from how much their laughter hurt.

      Their Heavenly friend was undeterred, and would burn until he was out of fuel. “To Shaka and friends, the question is like asking why do you breathe? It obvious! Because it’s important to us! Is no mystery! Is no mysticism! It is what this strange group of cats really likes. Is all! That it can do many thing? Great! It no change premise. All is fine, until some drumstick comes to ask why.”

      Shaka groaned deep. He waved them off, wanting recovery time “Then Shaka’s head hurt. Like drums. Shaka is now tired. Go without Shaka.”

      Ember and Artorian both needed deep breaths, and their own recovery time. Still, they waved when the Heavenly sauntered off. Only the top of his head remained caught on blue Hades flames. They shared a look, shared a giggle, and held hands.

      Ember smiled wide, being the first to recover. “That was very entertaining. Are we off to see the wizard?”

      Young-torian peered into the distance, then at himself, then at the distance again. He managed his words when his heart rate calmed. “If Roberts is the wizard, maybe? With Humanized Beasts, I’m honestly not sure what to expect. My current worry is that I might be full-up on talks, conversations, and chattery. I need a break from the words, the diplomacy, and the impending, endless council meetings. The only way I see a way out of the predicament is to visit all the factions. To talk to them. To handshake an agreement into place before Exodus.”

      Artorian pulled up the bottom of his pajamas, giving his face a feel-better scrub. “Route wise? The cultivators are going to want to chat. The Mages are going to want to chat. The College is exclusively chat. I am out of chat. There’s a limit to talking being helpful. The walk is nice, but the walk is all I want.”

      Ember squeezed his arm, pulled his head close, and pecked his forehead. “You’ve got that ‘too much on your plate’ look, hun. We can always go back to Eternia. Blow some things up? We can also quietly sit, and organize your character sheet divisions? I did hear that you were going to get all the tools from both the alpha run and the beta run piled onto you in a lump sum. Plus, if you want to do that Soulsborne Quest, I’m confused as to why you picked up shields. Shields are good, but not for that.”

      Artorian’s thoughts paused, which accomplished what Ember was trying to do. “What do you mean? Shields are fantastic!”

      His dearest agreed with sagely nods. “No dispute there, but you seem to think that the Soulsborne Quest is about not dying while being affected by the Glass Cannon trait? That’s not what the quest requirement said.”

      Young-torian couldn’t recall, but Ember never steered him wrong. “What… did it say?”

      Ember, trying to be cute, said the words as if it was being delivered via prompt. “Objective: Complete a No-Hit run in Eternia.”

      She squeezed him after, supporting her tired boy. “That entry didn’t say don’t die. It said don’t get hit. Shields are meant to be hit. So long as you take a hit—and I doubt that it matters from what—you’ll fail the quest unless you start over every single time. That you have only one hit-point is an entirely different inconvenience. A shield on you is going to make no difference as far as the Pylons are concerned. Personal shields count as personal entries. If you are covered by a personal shield, and that gets hit? Then the log is still going to say Artorian got hit, by, whatever.”

      Artorian made a deeply unhappy sound. “I want a nap.”
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      Ember purred, her rumble a comfort. “We can take a nap. Here might not be the best place?”

      “That is… Yes. Let me think about it a bit?” Artorian leaned back to the warm purrbox, who provided him with head-scritches. He loved dem head-scritches.

      Ember purred for effect. “Stay. Think.”

      The duo sat on the border for a while, eyes on the modified scrap of notes that detailed the segments. Leaving Avalon was also on the table. Artorian grumbled that, regardless of his idea to roam and see all the factions, unforeseen consequences were an annoyance they didn’t want to brave. Someone was out there hunting down Artorian’s treasures. That possibly included Artorian himself, and he hadn’t heard back from anyone yet.

      Avalon’s edges likely meant the difference between safety and danger. An unpleasant reality that they had to keep in mind. The wait ended up dragging out so much that Blanket finished his weight training, bounding up to them like a house of fluff. The big Glider curled up around them adoringly, chittered, and sniffed them all over to make sure they were both okay.

      Aside from being tired and having a bit of a headache, they were fine. A nap was definitely on the agenda, but they could not puzzle out where to go for it. Walking distance left scant options.

      Lucky Luca, the Art Viking who spoke in blocky Finnish, gave them a wave. Notable to Artorian, who waved back, Luca was in possession of items he had definitely seen before. Mora Puukko, a shank. Noita and Ukko, both wands. Then three axes! Of which Artorian recognized only Kirves. Luca, being invited, greeted them. “Hei!”

      Tired, but in a good enough mood, Artorian pulled Luca into the conversation. “Hello. I can’t remember if we’ve done introductions, but a buddy of Blanket is a buddy of mine.”

      Luca touched his forehead with his fingers, dropping the gesture swiftly. “Jep! I am Luca the Lucky. Art Mage. You do not need to introduce yourselves. You are both well known. Are you both well? Blanket shows big concern.”

      Artorian shrugged, but only a tiny bit. “Tired. Not sure where to go. Really, we just want a break, to get away, and not be bothered.”

      Luca, Finnish in soul, knew great volumes about wanting to be left alone. “Lunella’s Village. Best place to not be bothered. Unless you are family. Then, many bother. If she finds you. If.”

      Ember and Artorian shared a quiet look. That wasn’t a bad choice. Bit of a trek, but a solid option. Ember chimed in first. “Good idea. I like it. Luca, curiosity question?”

      The Art Mage turned to face her. “Jep?”

      Ember motioned at his gearset. “Your equipment? It’s Eternia stuff. Deactivated, but clearly from the game. What set is that? Is it good?”

      Luca made that entire conversation easier by pulling out hand-written notes so he didn’t forget what his own gear did outside of the game, and happily let the War-Goddess read them over. Never knew when you might get surprise advice from experts!
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        * * *

      

      Item: Shank.

      Name: Mora Puukko.

      Material: Cold Steel & Reindeer antler handle.

      Effect: Finnish Him. All death blows made by this weapon cause the wielder to become mute for one minute. Showing Mora to a shopkeeper lets you leave the shop without paying. Only works on shopkeepers lower level than you. In reality, every weapon shares this buff.
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        * * *

      

      Item: Wand.

      Name: Noita.

      Material: Ashwood.

      Effect: On cast, there is a one in one-hundred chance to be Noita’d, and die from a seemingly avoidable cause that you totally saw coming. Or was most likely your fault to begin with. You still die.
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        * * *

      

      Item: Long Axe.

      Name: Kirves.

      Material: Wilderness Iron & Korpirauta.

      Effect: Disarming Strike. You lop the guy’s limb off. No arms means disarmed, right?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Item: Wand

      Name: Ukko.

      Material: Louhigrown wood.

      Effect: Contrary to popular belief, this is not a casting focus. Run up to a guy and stab them. No need to learn spells. You do learn the Spell: Stab, regardless.
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        * * *

      

      Item Set: Twin Axes.

      Name: Ansuz & Ingwaz.

      Material: Tundra Birch & Bone Steel.

      Effect: These axes, when wielded together, can be imbued with additional rune or sigil without the need of somatic components.
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        * * *

      

      Item: Necklace.

      Name: Necklace of Squirrel Kinship.

      Material: Blessed Acorn.

      Effect: You can understand and be understood by squirrels. Your reputation with squirrels is Extended Family when wearing this necklace.
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        * * *

      

      Item: Brush.

      Name: Sigil Scriber.

      Material: Wood & Otso-fur.

      Effect: The power of runes and sigils you scribe are amplified. You don’t need ink. You can write on the air.
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        * * *

      

      Item: Pelt

      Name: Pelt of a Frost Troll.

      Material: Frost Troll pelt.

      Effect: While wearing the pelt, you are immune to environmental cold. Frost damage taken is reduced.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ember nodded as she read along. “I like the pelt. I’m surprised that I was wrong, and this is not an item set. I think you can make it one? The next time you’re in-game, see about getting all of this equipment embedded, imbued, or improved with a material that gets shared across all pieces. That vastly spikes the chances for an item set to be created.”

      She tapped the necklace note. “Blessed Acorn would be the best? Blessed Acorn is the rarest material type here. I’m not sure what bonus you’d get, since that is tied to what keeps the set together, but it would still give you the best power-boost overall. Thematically or otherwise.”

      Luca accepted the notes back when Ember returned them, putting them in his pocket. “Kiitos! I mean, thank you. That is helpful.”

      Ember nodded politely, but was feeling the strain. “I appreciate the sneak peek, Luca. I hope to see your art someday.”

      Lucky Luca nodded, being appreciative, but a little awkward about it. The style in which that occurred made Artorian’s nose tingle. He gave the Mage a once over, and recognized the specific mixture of uncertainty and discomfort. “Luca? I am aware I look like a wee child, but I recognize a student in need of answers when I see one. What’s on your mind?”

      Luca’s eyebrows rose up, surprised by the accuracy of the observation. Those rumors were heavy with truth. His face soon morphed into one of visible discomfort.

      Artorian guessed that, for Luca; talking about problems, asking for help, or similar guidance didn’t come easy.

      Luca swallowed, but opened up. He knew who he was talking to, and trust was warranted. “I’m stuck. With my Law, with my skills… It feels like everything!”

      Luca’s admission was clearly difficult, but the first barrier was broken. The words came easier once he got started. “As an Art Mage, I advance by creating things. Be it sculptures, graffiti, paintings, and such. Art! Recently, I’ve had a new problem. I haven’t really been satisfied with anything I make. I start something, and it ends up looking like a giant pile of celestial feces. I can’t relax. My mind is constantly occupied with what I should be doing, and when I try to do the things I should be doing, I fail. That has been grinding on me for a while now.”

      Ember ran her orange claws through Artorian’s hair as he sank into thought. She believed that helping someone else might help him in turn. So she remained quiet as Young-torian rolled his thumbs over one another and processed.

      “Well… The most common cause of art block, that I can recall, is the same as study block. The root cause lies in physical and mental exhaustion. You might feel uninspired from stress. You might be feeling anxious due to something that happened. The cause is flexible, but the result will remain the same. Your head is either blank, or it is a bothersome thundercloud.”

      The old man in a young form nodded, collecting himself. “Either way, you are trying to put so much effort into forcing this one particular activity that you’re neglecting to give your mind a break from the activity. If you’ve expended part of your mental energies? Then rest them. They will come back when they come back. Forcing that will only corner you and make it worse. The worry about what you should be doing is likely what’s misplaced? Is your health so unimportant in comparison to the pursuit of new power?”

      The youth pondered, thinking of a decent solution that would help Luca. Even if it might not be the help the Mage was looking for. “Cease attempting to take care of Art. No matter what value you believe it has. Begin attempting to care for Luca. Do something Luca likes, that isn’t Art. Sleep well, and often. Eat well, and often. Spend time with friends, and laugh loud. Then, without thinking of it? When the gift comes, and your hands move? Let your hands move, and don’t think too hard about it. Let the passion guide you. Let the worries breathe. That which is spontaneous is beautiful. Art can be rigid, and planned, but Art can be free, and without reason.”

      Ember agreed with enthusiasm, giving a more technical view. “Art is the expression or application of creative skill and imagination. Typically in a visual form such as painting or sculpture. Art is… producing works to be appreciated primarily for their beauty or emotional power, and one cannot force beauty, or emotional power. This comes from practice, passion, time, and luck. So, listen to my boy, and go play with some Firefoxes. Conspire with SpyQuirrels?”

      Perhaps some more active events would be helpful, so Ember added those as well. “Throw some axes. Stab an annoyance. Whatever makes you smile, gleeful, and full of delight. This, with good rest? This will make your art shine. Especially if someone tells you that you can’t do something in between there. Prove them wrong. Then stab them with Ukko!”

      Ember grinned monstrously. “A stab can solve a lot of worries.”

      Luca nodded thoughtfully, and did enjoy a chuckle when stabbing was suggested. He frequently finished Eternia enemies with a good stab. Their own fault for not leaving him alone. Or coming within five-hundred feet, which was far too close for comfort.

      The suggestion wasn’t a revolutionary, never before seen, instant solution to his problem, but… sometimes the simplest advice was the best. After a moment of consideration, he plunged his hand into his dimensional bracelet and pulled out a bundle of leafy sticks. The birch sauna whisk was loosely tied together. His decision was made! “Sauna it is, then! Luca likes the sauna. Especially in the Jotunheim cold!”

      Ember waved as the Art Mage trekked on. “We should go. What do you think, sugar? I’m thinking about Luca’s Lunella suggestion.”

      Ember’s sudden mention perked up Sugar Glider ears before Artorian could process a response. Which was when Blanket, overly helpful good boy that he was, misunderstood and misinterpreted information he heard. Blanket swept them both up, and hurriedly carried Ember and Artorian off to Lunella’s corner at the speed of an excited Sugar Glider.

      Artorian managed a parting mention to Luca, who vanished from view as Blanket absconded into the sky with them. “Thank you! Nice chatting!”

      Luca merely waved, happy to be left alone again!

      Walking off humming a merry Finnish tune, he laughed at his own joke as he was finished here. Taking the advice to heart, he abandoned thoughts of Art for now, as difficult as that was. Instead, Luca thought of SpyQuirrels, and Blessed Acorn. The Squirrels would rise! That might make for a great statue. Out of wood. Tundra Birch, specifically. He should nap, eat something, and get in a sauna. “Mmmmm, sauna.”
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      Lunella, Matron of the recreated Fringe Village at the center of Avalon, was likely psychic. That, or Blanket was really easy to spot. Best to go with assuming that Lunella was psychic. For she stood with Wu at the entrance of the longhouse, her arms crossed and foot a-tapping as she waited for Blanket to set them down.

      Wux, the pleased-as-mead, portly miller and brewer, gave them all a delighted wave. Then a holler as Blanket, Grandpa, and Grandma all approached in their rejuvenated, youthful forms. A feat and treat that would put a confusing spin on any social gathering. Especially since their own children were older in appearance than the grandfather, and that was bound to cause the most fun mishmash of confusions. Especially when the kids were all home!

      The fatherly voice of the older Wu, who was gaining a few more white hairs than he wanted to be reminded of, resounded. “Hi, Pa!”

      Wu sported an unbuttoned, lapis-colored spider-silk vest with matching recognizable insignia, simple pants, and a light sprinkling of mill-dust. He must have picked the color to match Lunella. Or rather, Lunella must have picked the color and Wu didn’t fight her on it.

      Smart man.

      It didn’t matter that his arms were built like tree trunks! Though those massive hands were fantastic for waving hello. “Down here!”

      Blanket, adoring the directions from people he recognized, did several things in quick succession. He landed, threw Ember and Artorian by the nape of their pajamas into Lunella’s waiting arms, then tackled Wu down. Chittering for an instant game of ‘catch dad,’ as Wu slid free. Wuxy then bolted with manic laughter for the barn. Something that spiked Blanket’s ears right up before the Glider bolted after him, chittering loud the whole way. Wu cheated and ran directly into the hay, forcing Blanket to sniff around to dig him out while Wu had already slipped through on the other end. The chase was on!

      Lunella, Matron of the Village, frightened the ancient one in youthful form clear into submission with a scant ten words. “If you don’t behave, I’m putting you in the sweater.”

      Rather than try to start anything, Artorian went limp, his form as docile as a lamb. Anything except that dreaded sweater! “Yes, Lu.”

      Ember pressed both of her hands over her mouth, hoisted over Lunella’s other shoulder as she muffled her giggles. Her poor boy! Defeated by a mere sweater! Lunella had no such thing as pity or mercy. “Young lady, you are not exempt! You start trouble? I put you in one of my quality, hand-knit, gorgeous, and thick creations.”

      Ember, doing that risk-calculation in her head, wondered how bad it could truly be. When Lunella entered the A-frame house and walked past the mannequin-set of reputation-destroying attire, she copied Artorian, going as slack and limp as a rug. Nope! Not taking that chance. Not even with a ten-foot pole! That was a trap!

      “At least you both have brains.” Mercilessly direct, the Matron walked and potato-sack-carried the children to a spare room. Lunella, like the mother she was, stuffed them both into a big bed, and tucked the blanket over them both. “Now don’t pretend that you both don’t look exhausted. You’re both mortal and normal, and no amount of fussery or fudgery with what you are will trick my nose or my eyes. You are sleeping. You are waking up in the morning and joining the family for breakfast. You are wearing brand new clothes, and you are leaving those filthy rags behind. Shirt, pants, socks, robe, sandals. You can sleep in these pajamas one last time, and then they are spent!”

      Artorian opened his mouth, greeted and stopped by an instant tut-tut. Lunella closed the windows and dropped the hanging carpet acting as a curtain. With the room extra dark, she pecked them both on the forehead and adjusted their pillows. “Sleep. Bath is in the back. Hot water on sunrise. I expect you both soaped and scrubbed before breakfast. You sit at the portside back end of the table in the longhouse. Clothes will be on the bed when you’re clean. Towels are next to the candles. Now, sleep!”

      The door looked like it was about to slam on the Matron’s way out, but rather than wham closed, Lunella clicked it shut with a surprisingly delicate touch. Ember held her boy’s hand, whispering. “Did we just get threatened with sweaters?”

      Artorian wasn’t even going to play. “Those sweaters aren’t threats. They’re promises of terrible things to come. I’m not risking it. Nap sounds good, though.”

      Ember tugged his head close, and stole his hip with her leg for better cuddles. “Nap good. You shush. We sleep.”

      Young-torian was out before she finished her sentence. Between the massive meal at the C’towl cafe, the long trek, and the heavy mental burden, they were tapped. Sleep was instant, but the soft bed and thick duvet certainly helped. Avalon central was just a little too chilly without one, and just right when all bundled up. Or entangled. Or both.

      The virtues of a good blanket were many.

      When they woke, Lucia, the bunny mom, was knitting them hats at the foot of their bed. Her ear twitched before she turned her nose to look over. Two sniffies of the air and a motherly hum of understanding was enough. “The baths are ready, but they’re all far too excited to have you here.”

      Putting down her knitting, Lucia wrinkled her nose at what, to her, was a heavy smell in the air. “That is far too much lavender and orange peel.”

      Artorian made a grumbly ‘I don’t want to wake up’ noise. Followed by a direct copy from Ember, who was thoroughly entangled in the blankets and her boy, her face mushed into his ribs. A muffled ‘don’t wanna’ swerved up from the blankets, but it was anyone’s guess who said it.

      Lucia didn’t care who said it. She rolled the duo into a burrito, swung the soft bundle over her shoulder, and marched them off. To the unhappy, whiny complaints of two brats that were going to get a severe soapy scrubbing.

      One hour later, Lucia ushered the soap-cleaned, tooth-brushed, and properly dressed duo into the longhouse. White clothes, blue robes, brown sandals. They were clean, with their hair brushed and everything. As a result, the two harangued and rushed children looked ready for murder. Their faces were a mixture of utter boredom, and that calculation a person ran through their head when trying to decide if it was worth burning the place down or not. They had wanted that bonus sleep!

      Instead, they sat at the portside back-end of the table in the longhouse, where bowls of stew and soup were already waiting for them. Artorian was moody until the first, vengeful spoonful of mixed seafood. Ember was moody until her fangs tore into a sauced, finely cut bear flank. They looked at each other, then looked at each other’s food.

      Exchanging bites to make sure they weren’t hallucinating, Artorian confirmed the flavor of bear, and Ember confirmed the flavor of fish.

      Content with their sanity being intact, they tore into the remainder of their bowls, oblivious to being quietly observed by the rest of the longhouse. Sure, they all snuck glances and smirks between conversation and the morning meal. Many faces were familiar! Emilia. Snookem. Adam, who was trying to be sneaky without wings. Richard. Irene. Craig. Old family and acquaintances all around. If anything, it was surprising not to see the kids, or Jiivra and Astrea. Tychus, Grimaldus, and Sarcopenia were also currently absent.

      The ruse fell flat when they all laughed as Ember and Artorian both drank their entire mug of water in coordinated tandem, then choked and chest-thumped at the same time.

      Lunella power-sped about with the soup-kitchen on her hip, using a massive spoon to refill bowls as she went, occasionally thunking one of her patrons on the head with the ladle. A double bonk for anyone who dared try to chant the soup for the soup god song! Then went quadruple for any of the humanized beasties in attendance. If it got stuck in their heads, then it got stuck. Lu would knock it right out!

      That Wu was the one who kept humming the tune under his breath did him no favors, as Lunella was an expert in the art of ladle chucking. Lu was so good that, after the ladle thunked against Wu’s head, the contents of the ladle flawlessly deposited themselves into a vacant bowl. There would be no waste! Only haste!

      If that was the family motto, it was one Artorian could get behind. Now he had to hope that he wasn’t singularly responsible for it, and that there was no song.

      When Artorian was feeling less frazzled and the world wasn’t made of noise and color that could barely be distinguished, he blinked some residual sleep and spots from his vision. Ember sat in the same boat. Her bowl was empty. Both her hands were on her mug. Her eyes remained closed as drowsy noises mumbled and tumbled out of her. Neither of them were morning mortals. Both of them were sleep-a-lot-and-often mortals. To the great delight of a Cheshire cat snoozing in the rafters.

      When Artorian’s ears popped, he winced with a grumble, then rubbed his eyes and had an actual look around to see both the people and his environment. He motioned with his water mug a few times to do what he could for greetings.

      The longhouse was a mixture of Birch and Teakwood, and fit an easy twenty or thirty people. A number that pushed to thirty when Ra, Bastet, Hathor, Osiris, Set, Anubis, Ptah, Isis, and Ma’at all returned from game-land after not being allowed to be there in the first place. A feat for which they received high-fives from Wu on their way in, and whacks from Lu as they sat and had bowls filled.

      “Heathens, the lot of you!” Lunella barked the words, but her many children only giggled, as if they knew that getting bopped was all the punishment they were going to get for doing sneaky tinkering on their fancy, metal-animal themed equipment. Much of their attire was cloth, but Artorian picked out the gold-gilded metals. “Where are my youngest two? Tell me you didn’t leave them behind again? Ra!”

      Ra, hearing the distinct change in pitch from mommy is happy you’re home to momma is gonna clap your behind, shot upright. She was a tiny touch older than when Artorian remembered meeting her in the game world, but the voice was the same. Ra had opted for bird-themed armor of some kind, matching the desert-thematic of the others.

      She shoved her head out of the window, looked around, and got loud. “Obelisk! Quit tormenting your brother! Slyfer, no slyfing! Get in here. Mom made food, and if you break the breakfast rules, it’s gonna be extra school!”

      The ardent call of two small children lamenting and releasing a ‘noooooo’ made the people inside the longhouse repress laughter that turned into chortling. Artorian did no such thing, and released a powerful belly laugh. What a sentiment! Getting kids to do something they didn’t want was undesirable? Some things never changed.

      Ra then looked the other way. “Destiny, Eris! Quit weapon crafting, Mom says food time. I know we brought you what was left of some area bosses, but you don’t have to turn all their guts into new weapons right away. No matter how curious you are about what they might turn into, or how badly you want to see one of your older siblings bring down another god with it. That nine-millimeter Touch of Malice crossbow was brutal, and that SomberWraith recurve bow is going to haunt people, Eris. You are the reason that the moon is haunted now. Food! Meow!”

      Destiny and Eris were uninterested in food, until Ra used the magical command word that was the cat’s meow. The noise wasn’t magic at all, but to the kids it was special, and enough to get them off their butts. Therefore, the meow might as well be magic. The four youngest all spilled into the longhouse, claimed their assigned table, and earned ladles of soup and tender forehead kisses from Lunella. Each smooch came with a whine, and an embarrassing pout since there were people about that the youngins didn’t recognize. Appropriately, at least two of them called out with a sad ‘Mooooooom!’

      Artorian smiled, and couldn’t stop. He leaned his head the other way, his temple finding Ember’s to lean against. “This is nice. I still want to sneak back to the soft fluff anyway.”

      Ember squinted, thought about it, and ground her head against his since cat was the theme of the morning. She whispered, trying to keep the words under her breath. “Food, bonus nap, sneak with the youngins back into Eternia.”

      Young-torian believed that to be sage-quality advice. A plan that was surely not foiled before it began when Lucia used his shoulders as a rest for her arms and elbows. Her smile was big, conspiratorial, and ever so innocent. “Fantastic plan, kit. You get to run a lap around the village. Or you get to run a lap around the village with me chasing you. You have been fed. You just got out of Eternia. You need to exercise!”

      Young-torian pouted like the youngest child, drawing plenty of attention when his plight came to bear, and the mamma bears approved. “I don’t wanna.”

      Lunella whistled, sharply pointed at the kids who were done with their meals, and wagged her finger at the door. They were clearly joining this jaunt. Mother’s orders.

      “That’s too bad, kit. Body must hustle, body must tussle. You’ve got a lot of cultivator improvements to work into feeling normal and comfortable. Plague doctor’s orders.” Lucia picked him up by the shoulders, and carried him from the establishment. The longhouse, betrayers of kin that they were, applauded! How dare they! “Being chased it is!”

      Artorian was not liking these frequent journeys as a potato sack. “Emby! Wh… why aren’t they taking you?”

      Ember laughed, got up, had some more water, and grinned while sauntering into the line of youngsters that followed Lucia out the door. Attuning to her boy’s phrasing, she merrily rhymed out her reason. “Don’t tell me what to do, and life will be better for you!”

      He was not taking that like a potato sack as Lucia hauled him outside. The bun then hopped at the pace of a brisk walk. “You went to bed when Lu said!”

      “I wanted to!” Ember contradicted herself, and clearly had a great time doing so as they ventured to the circular open space between the central village, and non-cultivator housing. “Now I wanna run with you!”

      Lucia laughed, understanding perfectly well while Artorian remained terribly puzzled. “You’re not winning that argument, kit. Give up. In better news, we’re here! Everyone line up, you know the drill! Our new additions to the fluffle will learn on the run. Amber! Are you ready with those cookies?”

      Amber, original Portal Mage of the old Guild, stepped through one of her gates and held up a basket filled with cookies. Wordlessly adding fuel to the fire right away, she stole one from the basket and chomped into it in front of all the kids. Closing her portal, Amber, the High-Mageous A-ranker, then turned tail and ran for it at mortal speed!

      Lucia set Artorian down at some kind of chalk stripe that was definitely a starting line. Holding a whistle that hung around her neck, she loudly began a countdown. The countdown was all that was holding back a horde of bristling children, who had been taunted with their dessert. “Three, two, one, bun-tastic run!”

      *Pwiip*!
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      Ember was surprised when Artorian was the last one to get going. She had pre-planned to keep pace, but he stood there and glared up at Lucia. He wanted none of these cookies, and had been a personal witness to the first ever scene of this event, when it had occurred au naturelle and out in the wild. He eventually turned, and fell into a trot. Like he was mocking the event as a snooty horse until he noticed that his footing was off, and his gait felt strange.

      Ember kept pace, but didn’t follow what he was suddenly confused about. The expression was an open book on his face when he fell out of the trot and into the jog, but it was unclear why he kept looking at his knees. “Trouble, sugar?”

      “Maybe? I was fine yesterday.” Young-torian got out of the way when Lucia tapped his head, then zipped past him to start her chase.

      She winked on the way by, clapping her hands together with a loud popping noise. A threatening, loud popping noise. “If I lap you, I tap you!”

      Artorian didn’t like the sound of that. Or, rather, he didn’t like that Lucia vanished and put distance between them at a pace that he could not meet. Speedy bun racer was speedy. Another expression that Ember read with ease, this one a mixture of melancholy and jealousy.

      She looked him up and down, but aside from generalized wobbliness, couldn’t see damage, injuries, or major faults. Her boy was just doing a struggle. “Well, you look fine. Do you feel fine?”

      Artorian had walked lots yesterday, but now a jog was doing him in? Inconceivable! “I don’t think so? Walking was fine, but now that I’m actually trying to jog? It’s like I ran out of juice right away. I’m already tired. How am I already tired? My body’s supposed to be better, not caked in rust. I’m not a Mage leaving Eternia needing to play a round of the crown game. I’m a mortal with a souped-up body. So why do I not feel like the C-ranker oomph is present?”

      The jog eased in pace and process as they went, while Artorian vented his frustrations. Ember kept up easily enough, regardless of Amber likely being in the process of catching up. She’d lap them for certain. She was also someone who could be asked!

      Ember looked over her shoulder, then whistled for Amber. Ew, Ember realized at that moment that she didn’t like the naming similarity. The Portal Mage was too close in naming convention. That needed to be patched first. “Sugar? I’m going to go by Dawn for a bit. Amber is too close to Ember, and I’m pulling her into a Q and A.”

      “Sure thing, Dawny.” Artorian, the cheeky waffle, stole that opportunity to press his fingers to his mouth and blow her a kiss. Turning Dawn bright red at the very tips of her elven ears. “Thank you, dear.”

      Dawn slapped his shoulder and earned herself a big smile, giggling, and an upgrade in mood. Artorian was still worried about his state of being, but now his mind was on seeing her all flustered. Was that an improvement? An improvement for who? Better idea! She should drag her boy to a crown game! That’d limber him up.

      Amber, cheating with a portal since she was in no way at risk of being caught up to by anyone other than Lucia, slipped in between them with ease. Her portal opened as a soft orange, and closed with a blue blip. She spoke with a smile, and a far more laissez-faire attitude than Artorian recalled. All that time with Grace and the Wisps must have loosened her personality up. Artorian remembered… poorly.

      She’d spoken like a businesswoman mixed with a noble? His memory storage device was terribly imperfect. Currently, his ears accepted Amber’s voice as a businesswoman on vacation. The sharpness of the deal was there, but it was Flamewater night, served in coconuts with little umbrellas. “Present! Good morning, Sunny, and blessings to you, Grand Saintess. I know you don’t really care about the cookies. So, problem?”

      Artorian had momentarily forgotten that he’d been present for Amber’s decanting, and that her exit had been a rough one. She’d failed to throw her weight around, and had been promptly seated in place. Corrected on the order of things. Her current demeanor was far more pleasant, cookie thief persona or not. He could swear she was overly polite in business deals? This was fluid and stickless in comparison.

      “I hope so. I don’t think we have many comparison points.” Artorian continued to jog at a sedate pace, but motioned at himself. “I’m supposedly C-rank improved, but I feel like an F-ranked slug. What gives?”

      Amber, a proper Mage, cycled her modes of vision. Her first cycle made her jerk and tense. On a rather particular wavelength, there was a sizable crowd of energetic pink creatures running along with them as a massive pack. Those were some, big, big wolves. They spotted her when she spotted them, making Amber think there was an I can’t see you if you can’t see me rule at play, but they left her alone. The pack kept entirely focused on keeping pace with Artorian. Even if he didn’t exist as a detectable presence on that spectrum.

      Cycling some more, Amber ended up stumbling over the cause as she cycled down from Mana sight into Essence sight. As he was not upholding an Aura, there was no veil to shield his cultivator internals. This lack of protection provided the A-ranked Mage an easy visual of the problem. “No cultivation technique, and no active meridians. Your cells are infused, but that energy isn’t going anywhere, and is serving the role of making your body work. Your cells are being replenished by the surrounding area, but you’re not drawing in cultivator energy like you are probably used to.”

      A deeper look told her much more, allowing a more thorough explanation. “Your center is vacant, your pathways are empty, and you’re not circulating anything. You might have a C-ranker body, but unless you can feed it Essence like a C-ranker? You’re a bottom-barrel mortal, boy. This Soul Space is doing the heavy lifting for keeping you alive and those cells filled, which means a fantastic natural lifespan. Otherwise, without pulling in Essence to start your circulation, or circulating Essence in your meridians, you’re not going to get anything extra. You’re not self-sufficient, and you can’t draw the power of that body out with body cultivator means. If you need more power, you’re going to have to build it the mundane and mortal way.”

      She winced hard on realizing what this meant for the rest of them. “That just made rejuvenescence a lot more unappealing. I can deal with the new body, but having to live it as a mortal-mortal? Ew. I want to be at least twenty or something before I re-up my Mage connection to the Tower. Those are going to be some unpleasant years. I was previously thinking age thirty? I could be happy with how my look and body proportions were going to get frozen in time with my Mage appearance at that age. Now, I’m not so sure.”

      Dawn had some good news for Amber. “You’re exempt. You can cultivate up to the zenith of C-rank just fine. Sunny is the one with the big no-cultivation-in-Cal limitation. I saw your wince, so I know that you know. If our boy cultivates, those alive A-ranked Mana Wolves of his? They’re all going to want to go home, and his body can’t handle that. If he starts a cultivation technique, and starts to cycle? Then he’s going to draw in Essence, but we’re thinking it’s also going to serve as the starting shot for what’s lingering around. We can’t get a response from that Mana, even if we can talk to it. So, we can’t risk it misbehaving before he’s ready. If that means doing life the slow way, then we’re doing it the slow way. You’re fine.”

      Amber exhaled loud, blowing the air between pursed lips. “That’s rough, Sunny. My condolences. Though, regardless of where you put the portal door, you’re going to have a really easy time getting around safely if you want to. The worries I would have had are far less present for you.”

      Artorian was not on board with that plan, and his breathing was starting to become a problem. “I’m pretty sure, based on your feedback, that I have gotten the shortest possible end of the stick. Growth is likely going to be great, given what I’m working with, but it’s still mortal-speed. I am a creature of the zoom! I was just told that I cannot nyoom. This is terrible. Eternia may not be my favorite, but it just shot up so hard in value.”

      Amber was not on the same page as him. “No, no. Not what I meant. Going mortal has safety concerns. When I do so, I am either going to El Dorado, or moving into Avalon. Caesar of the New Faith really cares for people and Heavenlies alike. Richard has done an amazing job getting the Old Faith on a track that severely punishes corruption. Neither the beliefs nor the subcultures inherent to them are for me.”

      Seeing the spark of interest in Dawn, who had been proven wrong on an earlier assumption with Faith-oriented matters, Amber expanded on her breakdown. “The Old Guild is trying to build something, but I am disjoined and feel only a schism. I want no part. Olympus Lake has become a place for anyone who is trying to dedicate themselves to weapon-form. I’m not welcome with Aiden in Atlantis, and I want nothing to do with whatever Henry and Marie are trying. I want no part of the Dwarven Nidavellir, or the Coast of Rica branch. Nor the Gnomish workshops, the Elven enclaves, the independent sects, clans, septs, or Beast communes. I’m not a Wisp, and therefore not welcome in the courts, and I wouldn’t want to join even if I was.”

      Amber pointed at the cookie basket like a foreboding warning. “Regardless of that, as a squishy mortal that possibly has some enemies biding their time? I’m shoving myself under the shielded umbrella of the El Dorado Amazon-inclined muscle girls, or the haven that is Avalon. So you’re aware of a joke that’s gaining traction? That haven is being referred to as Avalon Medical by a growing number of people. I would feel safe in many locations, but I would feel most welcome and wanted in those two. You, you lucky sod, can go anywhere.”

      Artorian definitely wasn’t on board with the plan now. “I don’t see it that way at all.”

      Amber shot him the most incredulous look. She Mage-stepped ahead of them, put the basket down, then dragged them both off the track when they jogged by. Moments before Lucia could clap the black of Artorian’s head.

      Momma Bun, seeing there was a bothered expression on Amber, and that Artorian was on the verge of being out of breath as was, picked up the cookies and traded roles with Amber. “Catch up with you when I can, Amby!”

      Amber looked up, pressed her hand to her mouth, and blew out a kiss. “You’re the best, Lu-lu!”

      As the horde of children lapped the track like a flock of the angriest Squirrels demanding their cookies, the Mage then looked down at the heavy breathing that Artorian was doing. A water flask was conjured into being, giving the boy some much needed hydration as Amber got to righting this wrong. “I’ll keep this brief. It may have gone unnoticed since, as non-Mages, you can’t really see all that’s around you in the same way. The amount of Blink Spiders, Shadow Gnomes, and Assassin Elves currently in your vicinity is staggering.”

      Amber pointed at a few key locations around some trees and shadows, but neither of the ancients currently in the forms of mortal kids had a snowball’s chance in the desert of spotting them. The shadows bristled, but even that was difficult to detect. They did not like being pointed out. “There is nowhere that you will go in Cal’s Soul Space that isn’t accompanied with the kind of security that emperors of old would be jealous of.”

      Amber, to keep herself on track, tallied the count on her fingers. “There is no Beast, nor anyone from Eternia, regardless of the realm they’re currently in, that doesn’t see you as some kind of shining beacon. Your whole child of light speech was seen by everyone. Even before that, you were a freakishly loved divine, and not just because you gave everyone health regeneration.”

      Amber tallied another finger, then another, and another. “You have been helping Cal for so long that you are the equivalent of a household name, and no less than a celebrity from the sheer amount of people that know you. Or, at the minimum, know of you. You are best friends with the majority of the faction leaders. Some of whom listen to you with more religious zeal than Caesar and Richard have been able to scrape together in their entire flock. Halcyon, Yuki, and Zelia are well known to be some of the most capable and dangerous entities that roam about, and all three of them love you.”

      Feeling it important, she shifted the attention to Dawn, who was sitting with them on a nearby fallen log. Amber made certain to emphasize. “Dawn, regardless of her name choice or current power level, is considered a Grand Saintess. A double S-ranked Incarnate. That she is currently not one is being glossed over by just about everyone, because her return to that power can be dangerously swift if push comes to shove. That she is currently mortal? That’s a reminder to everyone to be careful whose toes they step on, regardless of current personal rank.”

      Dawn puffed her chest out just a bit, admittedly feeling the tiniest bit smug when mentioned in such a light.

      Amber moved the focus back onto Artorian. “You have safety of travel regardless of where you go. In Eternia? Boy, you kick behind. In Cal? So many people are invested in your survival and well-being, that anything serious happening to you at this point is a Moonfall-level event. After your Henry and Marie fight? Dawn was not the only one to get seriously defensive of you. I currently can’t think of a faction that wouldn’t pick up a sword for you if you asked, and that includes the faction made entirely of flying swords.”

      She motioned all around her. “While you are in Cal? Nobody wants that smoke. Not publicly. I refuse to say that you don’t have enemies, because, let’s face it? We all do. In your case? Cultivation or not, you ask anyone on the street to help you, and they are so likely to go out of their way to do so that it is uncanny. You could walk around with several faction-laden armies in your pockets and sleeves, and not a soul would be surprised.”

      Emphasizing again, she pointed at the prior shadows. “That’s not counting the ones that are trying to hide from you, and being sneaky about it. For your benefit.”

      Artorian hadn’t thought of it like that, and wondered why not. The puzzled expression made Dawn get off her seat, and hug his face into her chest. “Do you seriously not know? Your mind is a mystery to me, precious.”

      Holding his cheeks, she pressed their foreheads together to keep his attention. “Your biggest weakness? There is one person you don’t love, honey. One. You have no love of the self. You forget to consider yourself in your big calculations, as if to stiff Pride and scoff at politics and social power. You are so invested in the ways of agency, and wanting everyone to have the power to decide their fate for themselves. That you have blinded yourself to the amount of faith they place in you for that fate.”

      Dawn ground her head into Young-torian’s like a big cat. “People cherish you, doofus. Now stop worrying about it, and let’s go on this run. You like to run.”

      “Away from my problems.” Artorian grumbled, but fell into step when tugged.

      “Toward everyone else’s.” Dawn tugged more, smiled, then jogged ahead so she could turn around and make crossbow fingers to shoot him with. An act that made her boy laugh like a silly, childish youngster. For just a bit, he put the current material out of mind to play chase.

      Dawn cackled, spurring him on. “C’mon! Catch me if you can!”

      Amber got out of their way, and got back on track, prepared to take cookie basket duties back over from Lucia on what was about to be another pass. She watched the duo with a smile as the chase began, glad to have played her tiny part. Sometimes, people needed what was obvious to be shoved right into their faces. That, and she really, really wanted to stick it to the hidden forces currently glaring daggers at her. She knew they stole her cookies when she wasn’t looking.

      Lucia ran up, passed her the basket, and clapped Amber’s hand with a high paw. She then made motions that if Amber was taking cookie duties, she was picking up Artorian duties. Amber didn’t fight her on it, and restarted her hustle with the basket on her arm.

      Lucia overtook her with speed, but Amber didn’t mind. She felt terribly pleased with herself for having stuck it to the shadows. Ha! Serves them right! Only she could thieve the— *Huerk*!

      “Got ‘er!” The squirrely horde of children cheered a mighty warcry, swarming over Amber and absconding with the cookies in question when someone tripped her from the shade. “Got the goods! Scatter!”

      Amber, cookieless and face down in the dust, shook her fist both vengeful and slow at a particularly smug shadowy spot. “Next time, Gadget. Next time.”

      In retaliation, a tiny Gnomish victory flag was planted, right in the shaded spot that she was looking at. The sprocket of victory, flag and all, was planted as the sigil of the vaunted new Shadow Gnome faction.

      The tiny voice of one cheered out from the bush that it had tripped Amber from. “Gadget has won this day. Gadget will win the next as well. The feud is continued! Bring it, Portal-Witch, Bifrosts for all! Gnomes stand tall! Go-go Gadget shadow gate!”

      Amber made an animalistic noise and reached out to grab the effect, but the infuriating Gnome was gone before she succeeded. Those items of theirs were cheatery. Pure cheatery! That was her Portal design they were using for those copycat shadow gates! The fist shaking intensified. “I’ll get youuuu!”

      In reply, the other shadows pushed out from the bushes and held up scoring signs. Brianna’s Tomb Elves gave Amber a six, she got the expected zero from the Shadow Gnomes, and a not-bad seven from a humanized Arachnid. All before they vanished back into the shrubberies, leaving Amber to groan, still face down in the dust. “My cookieeeees.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      In truth, Artorian’s mind was revolving around Amber’s words. Dawn noticed, but snatched his hand to keep up the jog. Nothing cleared a mind better than some vigorous activity, and for now, the run would suffice. Lucia tapping them both on the head before slowing to match their pace likely helped. “That was too heavy of a conversation to happen first thing in the morning. My ears overheard the whole thing, and if you picked up on the squirrel-horde screeching, you know the kids have their cookies. We should get out of here before Lunella catches wind of that. They weren’t supposed to get the cookies. In case you didn’t notice Amber not getting up.”

      Artorian officially had too much on his mortal plate. “I need a palate cleanser. This is all too much to retain, and these are not worries or considerations I can carry. Not without a basket, or a lot more time to process them. Amber gave some great insight, but I can feel my mind turning to fuzz and fog. Eternia?”

      Dawn checked their surroundings, but this was as good a place as any. If they left from here, then they would pop back here on return. Remembering that she had something for Lucia, she reached into her pocket and whistled, then tossed the Glitterflit a new Silverwood bracelet. “Eternia. Bun, joining?”

      Lucia beamed and gleefully caught the bracelet, her ears doing a happy bounce as she slid it on her wrist. This new bracelet solved many of her problems. “Bun, joining!”

      Dawn grabbed them both, and went through the countdown. “Three, two, one, pop.”

      On arrival in the game world of Eternia, there was something off and wrong with their entry point. They were not… wherever it was they were supposed to be, as they had popped into what looked to be the center of the moon. The bounce-house walls and soft, child-safe colorful decor was a dead giveaway. The air of the place had Occultatum written all over it, a guess that was made certain when they heard the man… sing?

      Tatum sang?

      Sneakily poking their noses around the corner proved that correct as well. Sure enough, Tatum, in full plague doctor attire, sang in the center of his white-walled laboratory to the tune of a song known as The City Slumbers Tonight. The original version had a sleeping lion involved, but the Heavenly of Copyright had dashed the hopes and dreams of using that song title. Fortunately, the scope of the project had shifted away from wildlife, and into punishing foolish self-appointed majors, city officials, and regents. The amount of which always seemed to increase all by itself.

      “A wash-away, a-wash away. A wash-away, a-wash away.

      In the city, the stupid city.

      That dam’s about to break.

      The liquefaction is all on traction,

      That dam’s about to break.”

      The plague doctor hummed the refrain with an animal call, Tatum’s mask coming off so he could wiggle appropriately and make facial expressions laden with catharsis. He was clearly displeased with the governance of the local area, the visible statistics of which showed all the red flags of being marked as a testing zone. That town had likely not been a testing zone before his recent visit.

      “Your rules are gassy, the taxes crassy.

      You should have been polite.”

      Tatum waved at the projection with a huge smile, then pushed a button labeled ‘gas to water.’ “Ka-raaaaak, there goes the really big attaaaaack. A wash-away, a-wash away. A wash-away, a-wash away.”

      Artorian, Dawn, and Lucia all stuck their noses too far around the corner of the clean, white-walled laboratory. Which was the point that Tatum stopped singing, as he had noticed them when they did so.

      The mask quickly snapped back onto his face, and the man defensively used his back to partially block the view of a three-dimensional representation. One that was live and in progress of showing a town or large village being flooded. The title words marking the town as rude, abrasive, and ‘had it coming’ were large and legible at the top of what was clearly not a simulation. “Hello! You saw nothing. How did you get here?”

      Dawn, only barely peeking from around the corner, held up her Silverwood bracelet. She then clicked her tongue, and smiled a most innocent smile. “I think you keyed us in and forgot, oh mystery man of mysterious secrets. Whatcha got there? I can’t help but notice we’re in the Eternia kids-only moon, and you’re not supposed to have a spot here.”

      Tatum looked around and lied. “There’s nothing to see here. There’s nothing here. This is an empty room.”

      Team Sleep collective made a noise of uncertainty, and that they were unconvinced.

      Tatum, getting desperate as messages from other teams started to pour in, tried to convince them of his perspective. “Nothing to see here! I’m sure there’s a treasure chest or two lying further out on the surface with goodies in it that can persuade you of this.”

      Lucia looked up at Artorian, as she was lowest on the pole of heads poking around the corner. “Are we being bribed?”

      Artorian replied with a growing smirk. “Momma, you gotta remember to ask the right questions. Are we being bribed successfully?”

      Dawn agreed with this prospect. “I did hear mention of two chests, but there’s three of us. Clearly, we’re a chest short.”

      Tatum was certainly scowling under his mask, but all they heard was the groan. “Fine! One chest each. You were never here. You didn’t see this.”

      Artorian took that opportunity to zip around the corner and walk straight into the white, not-present laboratory, making a show of it. “Wow! Look at this big, vacant, empty room. What a strange find. I wonder what this does.”

      The plague doctor sped over to him with a rushed ‘nononononono,’ but wasn’t there in time to prevent Young-torian from pushing the button.

      A pair of Gnomish voices began to speak, their recorded words resounding in the open room. “Menthol is cold fire, as capsaicin is hot fire. Please mark it in the log that the Spotters who tried this gave us the terrible news that you can feel both of those happening at the same time.”

      The second Gnome picked up. “We would also like to adjust a prior log on the topic of prizes. While baldness and a beard are not the sole markers of how to recognize a Spotter, they are the generalized marks that the majority of them have in common. The ideals of ‘just do it’ are insufficient. The amended qualifier in the related entry, is to read as follows: A Spotter is someone who does lots of stupid things and wins lots of stupid prizes. So ends the log adjustment in the entry of prizes.”

      Artorian looked at the button when the Gnomes were done, then up at Tatum who was frozen in the position of just barely not being there in time to stop him, then back at the button. He had an important question. “Am I entitled to stupid prizes?”

      Tatum pulled his hand back awfully slow. “You are neither bald, nor long-bearded. Prizes revoked.”

      Artorian hummed, held his chin, and solved that problem. “Potentia!”

      With a flash of light, Young-torian turned into Adult-torian, but didn’t get up into the range of Grandpa-torian. Tatum appeared to have meddled with his Potentia-effect midway through.

      The callous and overly innocent I-didn’t-do-it inspection of his gloved fingers spoke volumes on those efforts. “See? No bald head. No beard. No prizes. The way out is the way you came in. I’ll fix your keyed location on your next return to Eternia. Do the Murim Woods sound good? I’m sure they do. Only my entry was supposed to be set to this secret place that is completely empty and has nothing interesting in it. Nor is it a location that will hold prizes for intellectual, inquisitive children. Toodeloo!”

      Team Sleep poofed out of the moon, appearing back on the track in Avalon. Artorian was once more Young-torian, as he only had the age liberty in the game, but a grand smile graced his features regardless. His arms shoved high into the air, excited about the random happenstance. “Free loot!”

      Destiny and Eris appeared at his side, their arms shoved to the air as they parroted him. “Free loot!”

      The younglings were maybe five and six, but they hadn’t been there before and scared the bejeezus out of Artorian, who made a high pitch squeal of a noise and nearly jumped into Dawn’s arms. A sight that made both Destiny and Eris shriek and giggle in delight, their hands clapping.

      Lucia’s ears drooped, looking down her nose at the duo. “That wasn’t very nice.”

      Destiny and Eris both shot her a tooth-gapped smile. They knew what they had done. The younglings then looked around, and noted that no other visible observers were abound. Eris shot Lucia a confirming look, then dropped the act when Lucia approved after one of ears moved up to check.

      Artorian wasn’t sure what was going on until the childish look in Eris’s eyes turned cold, old, and jaded. Her tone changed from indistinguishable child to seasoned Mage and crafter. Merely one stuck in a very mortal body.

      The voice being used didn’t properly fit the body it was coming from, but Artorian knew a sharp blacksmith when he heard one. “Destiny and I are do-overs. Soul influx is limited, and we signed up for a welcoming family if we were willing to make other people who wanted children happy. We were obligated to inform you when we could, but please don’t break our cover. Destiny and I really are happy here. This is already much better than our original run at life. Getting to keep our memories was part of our deal. Normally you only get them back at Mage rank, but times change, and Mage rank isn’t the roof you want to climb over anymore.”

      Artorian had an entirely different question. “Are you actually the reason the moon is haunted?”

      Eris deflated, and Destiny fell into a weak, collapsed heap of laughter. “Yes… Yes. I did. That toxic, health-regeneration prevention monster, SomberWraith? It two-shotted a ghost on the moon.”

      Eris held her hands out, needing to clarify. “A ghost is a term for someone in a faction that we dealt with, not a Ghost-ghost. Incorporeal beings can’t be affected by toxins and stuff. No body for it to affect, you know? There’s a rumor that if you kill a person of the ghost faction, they actually do become a Ghost. Thus why the moon is now haunted.”

      Artorian had steadied his footing, but his jaw hung. The edges of his mouth threatened to curl into a full smile, but he controlled himself. “That’s awesome!”

      Eris stepped back, taken aback by the enthusiasm. She was met with approval and excitement, rather than being rebuked and chastised? Eris smiled, her sharper teeth showing. “I like you! I want to make you into a weapon.”

      Dawn curled her arms around her boy a touch more tightly. “Mine!”

      Destiny and Eris shot their hands up! They wanted none of that smoke. “Yours!”

      Dawn ground her temple against her boy’s, a little embarrassed after she realized what she did. “Do you mind that I’m a little possessive, hun?”

      “Nah.” Young-torian ground his head right back, C’towl style. “All good.”

      Dawn purred like a happy cat. “‘Kay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Entering Eternia again, the key had been fixed. Updated to let Team Sleep arrive in the general entrance of the Murim Woods, accompanied momentarily by Eris and Destiny. An entrance marked by an adorable hand-crafted archway, with a crooked wooden sign that was  punched into the top to keep it adhered. Not hammered. Punched. There was not one nail in the archway. The sign said:

      Number One Under Heaven Martial Arts Gathering.

      “Were those letters punched in?” Lucia squinted, trying to determine if she was seeing things.

      “With one finger, or the end of a walking stick, yes.” Dawn stole a glance, understood what was going on, and confirmed the guess. “I’m more interested in our loot! Where’s our treasure chests?”

      On cue, three large golden chests with a fancy wooden border fell from the sky and thunked into the ground. All in a neat row! Lucia sped to the left one. “Dibs on lefty!”

      Artorian was going to ask Dawn’s preferences, but she stated hers in much the same way as the momma bun. “Dibs on righty!”

      Not needing to call dibs, as there was only the center chest remaining, Artorian was instead distracted by something else. His Truesight adjusted, but a Wisp was a Wisp. The version he was seeing was just a very new, odd, and strange Wisp. They had their light inverted, rather than being a shiny ball. “Well, I’ve never seen a Dark Wisp before.”

      The Wisp performed the equivalent motion of shooting upright, dropping the light beam it was holding as part of the scenery lost luster. In addition to losing its luminant reflections and refractions, the shadows on some trees outright fell over like cardboard cutouts.

      In utterly polite language, the Wisp refused to be called such foul language, startling everyone else who could not see the Wisp. “Sir! I will have you know that I am a Shadow Wisp. Not a Dark Wisp. Please, sir. Manners! We are in charge of shadow-rendering in Eternium. My compatriot is also no Lightbulb Gnome, they are a Bright Gnome. One can only set off so many bright explosions, and start so many fires, before one gets shoved with some of the responsibility.”

      The Bright Gnome that Artorian has missed due to sheer line of sight obscurity popped out behind a tree, and waved. “Hi-ho. Bright Gnome here! You can tell us apart from Lightbulb Gnomes pretty easily, ey. We work on rendering and lighting, favor Ray weapons, and maple syrup. Lightbulb Gnomes just want to let there be light, and then don’t finetune the details, yanno?”

      Artorian played along. “Oh, my apologies! Please, ignore us. We won’t bother your work and will go along our merry way. I hope you both have a well-rendered day and properly illuminated night.”

      Turning, he let the Wisp and Gnome be, wanting to get the attention away from him, and onto whatever might be in the chest! He forgot that not many people had the sight upgrades. He improvised a chest-opening sound, and cracked the lid. “Ta-da-da-daaaaa!”

      Roberts, the napping pond, woke up upon being prompted to handle the pop-up screen. Blowing some bubbles in the water and still half-dreaming of pistachio, the puddle handled it. There were other things he was supposed to talk to Artorian about? What were they again? He would ruminate on that. For now? Treasure prompt!

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      You have found: Chest of Great Loot. Bribery Edition!

      Loot-Roll Engaged.

      Rolling 1d10 for Chest Lootables.

      Result: 7!

      Rolling individual results.

      Roll one: 47/100.

      Recurve Longbow: SomberWraith.

      Roll two: 11/100.

      Quiver: Poor Man’s Quiver.

      Roll three: 53/100.

      Recurve Longbow: Styx.

      Roll four: 6/100.

      Crafting Core: Lady Justice.

      Roll five: 29/100.

      Crafting Core: Ikaruga.

      Roll six: 96/100.

      Ability: Determined Luminous Gatling.

      Roll seven: 88/100.

      Skill: Determined Luminous Gatling Mastery.

      Loot randomization complete.

      Congratulations! You have been bribed.
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        * * *

      

      “You made both!” Artorian laughed, held up the two recurve bows, and made Eris curse like a sailor on the spot. A hilarity of a sight as well-aged and practiced expletives rolled out of the mouth of a six-year-old.

      Eris sighed, calming down after everyone else was out of laughter as well. Lucia and Dawn were both carefully reading over their acquisitions, but Artorian was holding both bows out. One was made out of blackened bone, the other formed entirely out of water. Eris took her old creations, and gave them thorough inspections. “These are mine, all right.”

      Artorian held up the crafting cores. “Any idea what these are?”

      Eris looked up and drooled, her eyes going wide as her voice turned breathy. “Crafting cores.”

      She wiped the drool away, bouncing on her toes. “Guaranteed item rarity upgrades! You slap them into an item. There’s no failure rate, so don’t worry. Then you choose one of the listed special effects to add to the tool you’re upgrading. It’s a straight rarity bump! No crafting experience, but gosh they’re pretty.”

      “Oooooh!” Artorian liked that! “Crafting options for a non-crafter? That does make me happy. I was never very good at any of the making skills. I tried. I didn’t get far. The making of things is just not how I’m inclined. Artifacting existing things? Sure. Making new things? Eh.”

      He puzzled out a loophole. “Hmmm… free rarity bump? So, if I artifact these, then one of them can bump up two more stages? That’s beautiful cheatery, that is.”

      *B-doop*!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Someone heard that.

      Crafting Cores just got set to a maximum rarity of Artifact, and only one can be applied to any given tool. Stacking Crafting Cores received the beating of the Balance Mage wiffle bat.

      Sorry, bud.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Artorian clicked his tongue. “Celestial feces! Let me do the stupid fun things in the second beta round! This isn’t even the full release. I know it’s not!”

      No prompts answered him, so Artorian had to live with having kneecapped himself. The feeling of shooting himself in the foot was no fun. “I shoulda just done it. Let’s pull up some of these entries. Roberts? Crafting items first, please.”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Crafting Core: Lady Justice.

      Enhancement Options: Barrier Breaking, Silent, Hypersonic.

      Crafting Core: Ikaruga.

      Enhancement Options: Twin-Linked, Explosive.
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        * * *

      

      Artorian held his chin. “Smells like ranged weapon upgrades? I’ll keep them in my pocket and do what the puddle does. Ruminate on the options. What’s the Poor Man’s Quiver?”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Item: Quiver.

      Name: Poor Man’s Quiver.

      Material: Wispwood.

      Rarity: Special

      Special Quality: Poverty, Wispwood Thorns.

      Material information: Wispwood loves mana. Feeding the bow at a rate of 50 mana per second will activate and sustain Wispwood Thorns.

      Special: Poverty - Buying or using this item afflicts the user with the ‘Poverty’ curse, preventing the user from carrying more than a single silver on his or her person at any given time. Any other monetary wealth, or currency equivalent, will find a way to remove itself from anyone who has been the owner of this quiver.

      Special: Wispwood Thorns - Being cursed by poverty means that you wouldn’t be able to buy arrows. So the fae in their vast wisdom have provided you a grand blessing. You won’t need to! Each draw of the string will cause one Wispwood arrow, called a thorn, to automatically appear and nock themselves! The arrow will be of common, non-magical quality. Nothing special, except that you get as many as you want! The arrows vanish after ten minutes.

      Thorns have a special interaction with the skill Multishot.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Artorian’s squeezed lips and somewhat upset facial expression told everyone all that was necessary about how he felt about Poverty curse items. “I have already done this once. I’m not sure if another round of curse is a good idea. Maybe it will be fine if that meshes particularly well with one of the bows? Ammunition is sort of a drag. Show me the bows, please.”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Item: Recurve Longbow.

      Name: Styx.

      Material: The River Styx.

      Rarity: Special

      Special Quality: Sniping. Thonk. Prepared. Rounding Error.

      Limitation: Sniping Fire Rate.

      Damage: 100 Kinetic.

      Description: Styx is a recurve longbow made entirely out of water. Styx retains a solid shape, and does not feel wet to the touch. Styx is always considered strung, as the string flows into being when needed.

      Sniping Fire Rate: This bow can be fired only once every two seconds.

      Sniping Range: This bow’s maximum range is increased by a full magnitude, reaching up to 6,000 feet instead of 600 feet.

      Special: Sniping - If the bow is aimed for a full ten seconds, then final damage dealt is doubled on a successful hit.

      Special: Thonk - Cosmetic effect. This bow does not plink or twang, this bow thonks.

      Special: Prepared - The damage of Styx alters based on how long the user aims. For every second that the aim action is held, Styx will deal 10% of its listed damage, up to 100% if aimed for 10 seconds.

      Special: Rounding Error - If the damage is just a bit off for the kill, the shot becomes a kill instead. The rounding error accounts for 5% of an enemy’s maximum health. If an opponent has 20 health, and you deal 19, then that enemy dies, as that last single health point accounts for 5% of its maximum total.

      Notice: Rounding Error can be upgraded, gaining an additional 5% for every rarity above Special that the bow becomes.
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        * * *

      

      *B-doop*!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Item: Recurve Longbow.

      Name: SomberWraith.

      Material: Wraithbone.

      Rarity: Special.

      Damage: 1-20 Darkness.

      Range: 300ft.

      Special Quality: Toxic. Hardened Darkness.

      Material information: Wraithbone - Health cannot be recovered or healed while a weapon-inflicted status effect is active on the target.

      Description: SomberWraith is a recurve longbow made out of darkness-infused Wraithbone, and is always considered strung, as the ectoplasmic string forms into being when needed. The string releases a somber note when pulled.

      Special: Toxic - Toxic lasts 5 seconds per successful hit, dealing 1% HP damage per second while active.

      Special: Hardened Darkness - On striking the shadow of a target, the arrow shot will become a hardened spike of darkness. That target is pinned to the spot, but not paralyzed, for one second. The target will take damage, and be affected by other conditions, as if struck directly.
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        * * *

      

      Artorian ran his fingers through his hair, reading those over with the same intensity that had Lucia and Dawn peering deep into their own prompts. They had likely received equally juicy bribes!

      He was a little sad that Tatum only knew of his archery inclinations, and not that he was currently in the mood to try out the Soulsborne Quest with melee-focused methods. Likely a fool’s errand for many reasons, but that was what he felt. Common sense would likely win out with a ranged addition of some kind, but he could dream.

      That was basically all he had with the Soulsborne Quest anyway.

      A Glass Cannon’s singular hit point, and a dream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “Did you two get anything fun?” Artorian looked over his shoulder before opening the next few prompts. He knew what Luminous Gatling did, and he bet that the Determined version was more of a compatibility upgrade instead of a full overhaul.

      Lucia held up a quiver that looked far more interesting than his, while Dawn held up… creatures? They were crawling all over her arms when she tried to hold them up, but heavens, they were cute! One appeared to be a Black Moth, partially on fire. The other a White Bat. Dawn was grinning ear to ear. “Meet Ebony and Ivory!”

      “Hello Ebony and Ivory!” After a pleasant chuckle, Artorian held up his quiver as well, though he had not expected Lucia’s eyes to shine with a thousand stars. She needed it, and fast. “Is that Wispwood? Trade that to me. That is so much better than this one.”

      Artorian didn’t believe that. He squinted at his own quiver, then at her considerably fancier one. “Uhm, Momma Bun? This one comes with a nasty curse. It provides infinite arrows, but Poverty is a pain.”

      Lucia threw her magic quiver, which Young-torian caught before tossing the Poor Man’s Quiver back at her. Her ears were bouncing as she spoke with excitement. “That is one too! I was searching for Wispwood arrows like that during my entire playtime and never found them. All of the arrow-making or infinite-arrow quivers have a curse downside, but Wispwood is key to me. They have a Multishot bonus, and use mana!”

      Somewhat concerned about what trade he’d just made, Artorian checked this other cursed quiver. “Roberts? What is this thing, and what’s the gimmick?”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Commentary: Research on ‘the gimmick’ returned quick results. Items or abilities that function using the key word ‘energy’ are compatibility tools. Items or abilities specifically keyed to a listed energy type are not. Items, such as the quiver, that specifically state that they use mana have a better efficiency rating than items that don’t. As you do not have mana, you cannot use items that demand and require mana as their fuel. You could not have used the Poor Man’s Quiver as all your character versions currently use Determination as a metric.

      Puddling in the new quiver, looks like a compatibility one.
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        * * *

      

      Item: Quiver.

      Name: Quiver of Inconvenient Ammunition.

      Material: Hungry Scabbards.

      Rarity: Special.

      Special Quality: Unstealth, Gilgamesh, Roulette.

      Description: Hungry Scabbards is a cursed special quiver that drains a wearer’s energy when activated. This quiver will make your bow use swords as ammunition in lieu of arrows. However, those swords must be equipped into the scabbards of this quiver. Swords equipped cannot be used during combat in any other way. Before they can be removed or replaced, the swords must not have been used by the scabbard for a full day.

      The Quiver of Inconvenient Ammunition can hold 10 swords. The sheathed ammunition is limited to swords. The scabbards will adjust.

      This effect costs 75 energy per second to sustain.

      Special: Unstealth - Buying or using this item afflicts the user with the ‘Unstealth’ curse, preventing the user from effectively being stealthy, or engaging in stealth. This affects social system rolls as well as physical system rolls. Neither lying nor hiding in a shrubbery will escape notice.

      Special: Gilgamesh - Upon pulling your string, a guiding arrow called a tracer will form. The target that this tracer hits becomes the target for one use of your ammunition. Swords that are sheathed in this quiver are considered ammunition. The tracer arrow will incur the damage listed on the bow, but is otherwise considered non-magical, and cannot be modified. Each successful tracer arrow that strikes the target will activate one use of ammunition.

      A copy of the sword used as ammunition will be formed. This copy is known and named as a Rude Phantasm. This Rude Phantasm will exit a portal and unerringly strike the target, as you have already succeeded in the to-hit formula with the tracer arrow. The damage dealt, and effects incurred, are dependent on the sword copied.

      Note: Gilgamesh allows special bow effects to be applied to the Rude Phantasm.

      Special: Roulette - The user cannot control which swords are used as ammunition, nor in what order. Roulette requires the quiver to have all scabbards filled before it can be used.
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        * * *

      

      A noise of consideration left Artorian. Not a displeased one, either. His lower lip stuck out some as he held his chin and nodded, making the noise a few more times. “I like that so much more! Thank you, Momma Bun. I hope you’re happy with your Wispwood.”

      The quiver went into the inventory right away. No reason to equip or test it and snag a curse for free, without reaping the benefits. He checked on Dawny, and saw she was sitting down with Ebony and Ivory for a hushed chat. Though Artorian picked up the word Morticia just fine while she was using one finger to rub their heads.

      Eris was still busy with the bows, Destiny had joined her for commentary, and Lucia was once more nose deep in her inventory screens. She had a lot of stuff! Was he supposed to be able to see those screens? He recalled not being able to, not too long ago. “These Pylons and their abyssed updates. One day they’ll work as intended. One day. Roberts? The ability and skill, please?”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Ability: Determined Luminous Gatling.

      Rank: Apprentice.

      Special Qualities: Gatling, Homing, More Dakka.

      Shape: Laser.

      Description: This ability fires rapid bolt-type lasers that home in on a designated target. These bolts are visualized as orbs with light trails. Due to the speed at which these orbs travel, they appear to take the shape of a short line. A bolt moves at the speed of Mach 1, and has a lifespan of 10 seconds.

      Cost per Bolt: 10 energy.

      Each bolt deals 1d10 damage worth of radiant fire damage.

      Cost will be calculated per second, and detracted from the player’s Determination regeneration until that value hits zero, at which point Luminous Gatling will draw from the Energy meter.

      Special: Gatling - Luminous Gatling may be spun up to fire a maximum of 60 bolts per second, at the user’s control. If not spun up, Luminous Gatling fires one bolt per second.

      Special: Homing - All bolts fired by Luminous Gatling will curve and vector toward their initial intended target. If targeting changes before the bolt impacts or runs out of lifespan, then the bolt will go wild.

      Special: More Dakka - If Luminous Gatling is firing bolts at its maximum output, then its projectile count is doubled. Its cost is not.

      Flavor Text: The enemy is in that direction. Roger, removing that direction.
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        * * *

      

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Gnome Note: Mach 1 means a rounded speed of 767 miles per hour, but for our calculations this means a rounded speed of 343 meters per second. Since the bolt has a lifespan of 10 seconds, that means the maximum flight time of one bolt is 3,430 meters. Or about 11,253 feet.

      Signed: Turk.

      Wisp Note: What he means to say is, if you can see it, you can likely bolt it.

      Signed: Aleksandr.
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        * * *

      

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Skill: Determined Luminous Gatling Mastery.

      Rank: Apprentice.

      When engaging the use of Luminous Gatling, the hidden burdens will be lessened. When all the burdens are mastered, this skill will provide hidden benefits instead.

      Gnome note: This skill has no numerical values listed, as the burden is a result of unoptimized Pylon connections. As a fault caused by the system should not penalize the player, this skill exists to track optimization progress, rather than true skill progression. Assistance in this progress will be rewarded when the optimization process is completed. Thank you for participating in the trial run.
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        * * *

      

      That all earned some good ol’ head nodding as well. “Makes sense. Good stuff. I admit my nose is still pulling me in the direction of the quiver, but I’m not sure if the bows available to me fit it well.”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      This puddle believes, that if morals sound like fallen leaves, that the Toxic death is the fate one bequeaths. Percentage health loss per second is powerful. Very powerful. A Rude Phantasm on top of that could make some serious ripples in the water.
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        * * *

      

      Artorian shook his head no as he crossed his arms, responding to the conversation prompt hanging in the air for all to see. “I don’t know, Roberts. The way I read SomberWraith’s entry? Pinning the shadow was the main gimmick. A successful shot would shave off five percent of their health, and prevent healing, but that makes me think the weapon is meant against creatures that are like my self-regeneration-build during the alpha run.”

      Young-torian did a grumble, his mind on the future. “Which, while powerful, yes, I’m worried that I will end up reliant on an effect that is completely self-contained. I don’t learn anything from using SomberWraith, it’s just a good game tool, but it doesn’t give me practice for anything outside of the game. Purely as a game tool, oh yes, that thing will shred. I doubt that the Phantasms will do damage on striking a shadow, but I’m averse to the topic to begin with. My initial feelings move me elsewhere.”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      This puddle believes that it is always better to follow your heart, rather than someone else’s grunts and crafts project.
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        * * *

      

      Artorian sputtered on reading those last few words, and fell into laughter with his hands on his knees. “A grunts and crafts project. Ha!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Done!” Eris piped up and popped up with glee, holding both weapons above her head. “They’re both all set to go. The weaponization is holding, nice and stable. People becoming weapons will be much smoother of a process as we keep going. Want them back?”

      The half-hopeful grin on Eris’s face that he would not? That made Artorian chuckle. Though it did give him a thought. “Say, are any of my grandchildren having difficulties? In the game, I mean.”

      Eris had to puzzle a moment, but figured out he meant Ra and the bunch. “Osiris and Anubis are struggling. It’s not that they’re weak, but they can’t keep up with Ra’s ludicrous speed.”

      Artorian belly laughed, the enjoyment deep and thorough. “That’s my family, all right! Aaah, alright. Give Styx to Anubis and Somber to Osiris. I know I don’t look the part, but Grandpa will pick up the grandchildren trailing behind. Give them some extra help. The ones in the lead clearly don’t need it.”

      Eris tried to give him the baby pout, but it wasn’t very successful. She wanted to keep the goodies! Abyss, she knew she didn’t have a say unless he gave them to her, but still. Dream big! “I’ll get Styx and Somber to Osiris and Anubis, but that means that we should get going. We can’t actually get out on our own. Can we get a bracelet boost?”

      Lucia and Dawn both stopped what they were doing. Bracelet boost? That was adorable! Lucia went ahead and bounded over, figuring that Dawn would be much happier to have her ‘Torian all to herself. “Brooch me when you want me!”

      Dawn nodded, and tapped her spider brooch. “I never leave home without it anymore. Too many people need to talk to me, and this is so convenient for getting around prompts. Call you when I need you, Momma. Bai!”

      “Bai!” Lucia gave them a wave, and popped out with Destiny, Eris, and the two bows.

      Artorian released his sigh, and ran his fingers through his hair. “Maybe I should have held onto Styx? That sniping bow really did look suitable.”

      “Okay, Amber is now long gone. Back to Ember!” Ember’s arms curled around his neck and shoulders. “I’m sure. Now that they’re gone though, you can stop pretending to be okay. I know that ranged weapons were not what you were hoping for, and you have been asking for martial arts lessons for far too long. I know the timing has been difficult, but we have time now, and there’s people here you can practice against that aren’t me. I can coach you!”

      Artorian perked up. He did like that! “I don’t know if I’m character-complete right now, but so long as my attributes are in place, that should be enough. Who is my opponent?”

      “Ufufufufu.” Most amused, the nearby Tortoise leaned on his walking stick. “You have come for Popo’s training! Come then, don’t leave Popo waiting!”

      Artorian hadn’t noticed the Elder Rime Tortoise sneak up on them, but they had been pretty distracted with their prompts. “Oogway! You kept the name!”

      “I sure did, Love! I said I liked it, didn’t I? Stick with Popo—it’s fitting, and I like it more than Oogway. Who I am and who I was don’t need to be similar.” Turning on his stick, the Tortoise began to saunter away. “Come, come! I need to beat the snot out of you, and you need to learn proper martial arts. No better place than the Murim Woods. It’s what the whole place is going to be about.”

      Popo sauntered in a circle, upset at all the people who didn’t have a grasp on themselves. “I’ve got a good chunk of the place all set up to accept entries from people just like you! Too much power and numbers that they don’t know what to do with. As if that will save anyone from a smackdown. Ha! Come, come. Try not to rely on your equipment here. This won’t go like last time. No gimmicks. No tricks. No abilities.”

      The Tortoise power-waggled a digit. “Only skill!”

      Young-torian took Ember’s hand, who was plenty happy with the initiative. They walked into the Murim Woods under the arch with the sign. They quickly came upon stands, several arenas, and an incomplete market alley. The shops had no shopkeepers, and nothing to sell, but the bones were there!

      Artorian thought out loud. “I’m not too worried about ditching the equipment. Most of the tools I have I’m really just going to give away. Particularly to those who need help when the whole influx of new people happens. I want to assist during the trials, or whatever Cal calls them. Some people may not be fit for the game, but others likely could be if they just had a little help.”

      He pinched his fingers together at that last detail. “I have lots of abilities, skills, and equipment to hand out! It’s not like I’ll have the time to really explore and plumb their depths regardless. In all likelihood, I have real word empire building to do. Or at least some serious architecting. The Mages can come here and figure life out on their own, there’s just no way to hand-hold everyone.”

      Popo grinned an evil grin, his expression hidden due to his shell facing the duo. “Really now? That means more meat in the grinder for Popo! I don’t mean anything bad by it, of course. I’m just saiyan.”

      The undead giggling that poured out of him afterward disabused Ember and Artorian of that notion. They both answered with a flat dismissal. “Uh-huh.”

      Popo wasted no time in taking the stairs up onto an arena made out of seriously fat rocks that had been made square, and fit together as blocks. The interesting bit was that the rock was slightly orange. Popo hopped on his toes. “Like it? It’s Caliche. Compressed and cemented sediment. It breaks real pretty when you smash a face into it hard enough. I can replace a whole block with ease! Now get up here, we need to test your face.”

      Artorian made an uncertain keening noise. He squeezed Ember’s hand just a bit harder. “I’m no longer sure that this is a good idea.”

      Ember chose to toss him up there. “Worry later! Try to hit the Tortoise now. It’s coaching time! If you’re really struggling, I’ll let you borrow Ebony and Ivory. They both become gauntlets meant for the punchy-punch! They’re Morticia’s kids. A little glum and gloomy, but they have their own sense of dark humor.”

      Young-torian landed on his feet in the arena, and brushed off his Avalon clothing set when the impact kicked up some rock dust. As far as he knew, the robes didn’t do anything special, but that was alright. “Sounds par for the course! Popo? I know you want to hurt me for the sake of hurting me, so you can drop the act. Can you actually teach me martial arts, or are you merely being maliciously compliant?”

      Popo turned to face Young-torian, his creepy, toothless smile unnaturally wide. As if those hollow eye sockets with small violet flames in them weren’t creepy enough. “You know? I was going to be happy beating the snot out of you and mocking you for it, but you bring up a good point. Can I teach? Should I teach? Would how I teach be of any use? What I teach isn’t suitable for most. I teach the way of the ‘no, you.’ That doesn’t work well for most knuckle-flingers and punch-chuckers. My specialty involves not letting my enemy do anything at all! I’m the humiliation-station. Fair is too square, and the only thing that should be square here are my arenas.”

      Artorian looked off to the side, as Ember had jumped onto the edge of the arena and sat down. He poked his own chest, because that sounded pretty stellar to him. “Did he just describe the thing that I do?”

      Ember nodded her head rapidly. “He sure did! That’s pretty much what you do, but you let people act first before you turn their gimmicks back on them.”

      First, she pointed at herself. “In comparison, Pantheon Style is highly aggressive, and somewhat relies on needing multiple enemies to fight. In a one on one, Pantheon Style is more of a relentless set of attacks. In solo fights, the trick with Pantheon Style is called the Endless Waltz.”

      Second, she pointed at Popo. “You’re currently up against an opponent that may not let you get so much as a hit in. Let’s table Pantheon for when we go out in the field. Just try landing a hit on Popo, first. Let Popo practice Popo’s training. I promise I won’t talk about it, but I may yell.”

      That she ended her reply with a big smile was just a touch unsettling, but what was Artorian gonna do? He shrugged, put his hands on his hips, and looked around. The area wasn’t going to give him much of anything to work with. The arena itself was stone, with nothing else in it or on it except them. His surroundings were starting to become green as the trees did what trees always did, and the half-light coming from the ceiling was no stranger.

      Artorian ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll just do it. Roberts? Is my character set up enough for this? I know there’s always a wrench that needs to be turned anytime I want to do anything in Eternia lately. I’m not expecting that to have changed, and I so far haven’t assigned any of the character profiles their allotment of stuff.”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      This puddle is handling it.

      As you do not need more than the basics for your current needs, I am making sure that the minimum requirements are set.

      You are set to the Janitor profession. You do not have a class or a specialization, but I can fudge that. You have access to your Auras and Janitor bonuses. Your only listed skill appears to be Freedom of Mind. You are set as a Nascent Being, with all related perks. Your traits are Loved by Mana, and Experimental Energy Metric. Your titles are Administrator, Overdeity, and Cultivator. All your attributes are set to seven-fifty.

      Currently, that is enough.

      Throw down!
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        * * *

      

      Ebony the baby-Moth, and Ivory, the baby-Bat, sat on Ember’s shoulders to participate as part of the audience. Both Ebony and Ivory sported adorable Liger-stripes in the opposite color scheme, as they both cheered on with enhanced claws and fangs.

      Ember whistled loud and proud. “Get ‘em, Sunshine!”

      Artorian was rusty, and lacked the necessary game skills, but that had never stopped him before. He tried easing into a martial pose. One arm up, one leg forward, L-shaped footing, good enough of a start. “Alright, I’m set!”

      Popo answered by appearing above the lad and kicking Sunny’s face into the ground, indenting the rock and cracking an entire arena block from the get-go. Artorian ate metaphorical dirt, and learned that he wasn’t as remotely on the ball as he thought he was. Also, that hurt! What was this Dale-level training? Was Gomei whispering instructions from the bushes?

      Yeowch!

      Popo did not let Young-torian get up, punting him to the edge of the arena with an immediate complaint. “You’re slow! Too slow! Pay proper attention! Your mouth is in the game, but your head isn’t even in the frame. Fix it!”

      Ember coached from the sidelines. “Look at your opponent, not your feet!”

      Popo did something odd with a few mystical Tortoise tail-waggles, causing glowing spots to show up all over Artorian that periodically appeared to move. Clearing his undead throat, Popo tried this teaching thing. “Popo’s improvised lesson: fear the oogy-boogy! It does not matter if you are struck in locations that are bad for a normal mortal or player. Everyone hurts more or less in different places. Find those places!”

      Appearing behind Sunshine, Popo made his point by punting the youth by the tailbone, which earned him the yelpiest yelp. “Not all physiques are created equal. Not all old injuries are weak points. Ignore what seems obvious, and hit that which becomes obvious. One merely needs to strike where it is going to hurt. Those glowy spots make for such a convenient target! Yours are exceptionally strange. I love it! I can’t wait to see how you’ll boogy and squirm when I poke you!”

      Looking at his opponent rather than his feet, when he got to his feet after rubbing the bottom of his spine, Sunshine got walking-stick poked in several parts of the left leg and arm in rapid succession. That leg and arm promptly went numb, and gave out. Like a Goblin structure, down tumbled Artorian. Who was doing some odd oogy-boogy undulations on his way to the ground, as his body suffered secondary after-spasms, and failed to respond properly. “Yeowch!”

      “Ufufufufu.” Popo was enamored with Artorian’s overly expressive face! Seeing the eyes go wide, the face pucker up all confused, the insulted blinking. Delicious! All of it was tasty treats to the Tortoise. “Popo craves more! I might as well lean into my box of toys. Activate trait: Martial Master.”

      A public pop-up appeared above the Tortoise.

      Martial Arts Skill gained: Dim Mak! The Death Touch.

      Popo doused his being in a dark glow that matched the fire in his hollow eye sockets. The globs of which rose against gravity, yet tried to stick to him like dark and tarry oil. “Your meridians are mine. Suffer chi-deviation!”

      Raising both hands and twirling his walking stick between them, Popo hovered above the ground and attacked while gliding forward in a straight line. “WooOOooOOoo!”

      Sunshine had freshly gotten up and regained control of his body when a flurry of jabs, pokes, stabs, and strikes struck him clear across his whole frame. Paralyzed and none the happier for it, Popo had plenty of time to do a slowly executed, heavily flourished set of movements before poking Sunny in the forehead to make him fall over. “Don’t just stand there. Be the son of breakfast and dodge! Don’t make me get out my green piccolo. I will flute-doot you while I loot-boot you!”

      The Tortoise paused with a mighty ponder before returning as a flurry of movement. “I actually have no idea what you drop. Get back up, piñata! Then dodge these strikes. If you let me hit you, then I’m going to hit you. Unlike your health pool, I won’t quit you! I need more entertainment—I mean lessons—before I curb-stomp the loot out of you!”

      Getting back up when he once again regained control after being a ragdoll while awkwardly collapsed on the ground, he grunted and dodged the follow up strikes. “Ha! No dice! I’m getting the hang of this, turtle-man! Also, I have no meridians or chi for you to deviate! Ha-ha! Might work wonders on a normal cultivator outside though…”

      The second, third, and fourth flurries Sunny managed to skillfully side-step and quick-dodge as well, but the Tortoise surprised him with a sudden sneak attack! A smack of the ol’ innocent walking stick straight to the skull. That bell-toll made Artorian’s head ring like a gong, and he thus failed to dodge the fifth flurry. “Popo lesson! If you cannot deal damage? Then trauma will do. Do not tolerate. Discombobulate!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      The first day of Popo’s training was spent crumpled painfully on the floor. A floor that earned ever more cracks and damage to the tune of self-satisfied evil giggles.

      Artorian would get up, fix the last thing he’d been told, then get blindsided by the next move as Popo didn’t bother at all to repeat his prior attack. Or countered Artorian so he couldn’t complete the motion in the first place.

      This ended with Young-torian face-deep into the rock, and complaining about it as he shot a single digit into the air. “Pope. Oogway. Sir. This is not helping me at all. You are toying with me like a ball of yarn or string on another piece of string. Would you please stop being a cat and knocking me like a cup from the edge of the table? This is teaching me nothing. This is only indulging your incessant need for pain and malice. You are teaching me nothing. I deem these lessons a failure. Zero out of ten. No points!”

      “No, no, I said Popo was better. I have left my popeliness behind, therefore mixing my pope title with the O of Oogway instead of that E at the end was superior.” That Popo was upset about his name use rather than the actual problem, that was telling.

      For the fiftieth or so time, Artorian got up and brushed the rock dust from his being before his Cleaning Aura kicked in to help. He’d turned it on early, but that Aura had been sluggish today. His prompt controller had noticed, and patches were pending.

      Artorian put on his snootiest lawmaker voice. “Oog, I am not going to call you a preferred name out of mutual respect when you continue to give me reasons that you don’t provide that respect back. The usage of a nickname between people is dependent on a social contract. One which you are trampling all over. If you are going to continue to use me like a doormat, I will refuse to call you by the name you prefer. You have broken the social contract, and you have proven that you don’t deserve that courtesy. I will not be tolerant of your abyss, when you only give me abyss.”

      The Tortoise pressed his beating stick masquerading as a walking stick against the front of his shell, mouth agape. “Me? The great teacher of the anti-punch, failing? Lies and slander. What do you propose?”

      Artorian bounced on his toes. “That when you get onto a topic, you stick to that topic. If you’re trying to teach me a move or movement, then I need to actually practice that movement. Not get body-slammed and shell-shocked while you giggle and hurl your back back into me when I’m two paces in.”

      Popo considered this, and conjured solutions. “There are two hundred and six bones in the human body. I will teach you how to avoid breaking them, by breaking all of them. One at a time. That’s a good warm-up lesson plan. Yes.”

      Artorian slapped a hand on his face. “Emby, I don’t think this is gonna work out.”

      Ember yelled from the sidelines. “Look at your opponent, not your hand! Jump back!”

      Without filtering the thought, Artorian hopped back, narrowly avoiding getting swept from his feet and thrown to the ground. The Tortoise cackled. “Better! Popo kept telling you to get your head in the frame. This is no game! Your thoughts are elsewhere. Focus on Popo!”

      “I’m fine!” Artorian was fine! He wasn’t distracted! His mind wasn’t stuck on his suffering Shark boys. Or his anger on the assumed culprits of Odin and Invictus. Or that he didn’t have any ability to solve that problem personally, nor find out anything about it without utilizing options that led to disastrous consequences.

      He wasn’t burdened with how unpleasant the trip to the Old World had been. That there was a ‘no people on the planet’ problem. That there was a demographics issue among cultivators. That they were reliant on a populace that didn’t even exist yet. That the Heavenlies were on a clock he could do nothing about, nor even check the time on.

      The expectation to administrate in Eternium. The feeling that he missed being an Administrator in Cal. The view from Amber that he was well-liked, yet he somehow didn’t believe. Or the half-Oath to Dasein that he would pull the New World into an age that was better than any of its forebears. Or the lament he gave to Lenore. Or…

      The stick-smack to his nogging sent him right into the rock dust. Popo fussed and sat on him, the skull-thonking repeated with force. “Pay. Attention. To. Your. Lessons! Popo accepts enjoying his indulgences too much, but it is not Popo’s fault if the student fails to try. You had plenty of warning and then you zoned out so hard that you left the area. Popo saw your eyes get hazy! Get out of here! You are not ready for martial arts, no matter how much you might want to learn them. Go do something that actually clears your head up, then come back. Popo enjoys malice and cruelty, but this is boring! Boring is forbidden. Out. Out!”

      The Tortoise hopped off Young-torian, grabbed him by the scruff of the neck, and rudely hurled him at Ember. “Take this heap of thoughts and put it under a waterfall. That way.”

      Popo pointed dismissively with a waggle of the stick, his tone grumpy and bothered, as if what Artorian had said had hit home. Striking a nerve far too deep was one of Artorian’s many skills, after all.

      Ember laughed, and threw Artorian over her shoulder. She hopped off the arena and walked off with him into the Murim Woods wilderness. A pleasant little pop up with a cutesy triangle-jingle chimed the moment she passed the arena grounds. She exhaled, then rubbed his back as she walked, because Artorian the young had adopted the critical role of the potato sack. “It’s alright, honeybun. We tried. Sometimes the ideas we have as solutions don’t work. Then we try something else.”

      He mumbled out his words, not feeling fussy, but definitely feeling bothered. “I was so sure that throwing a few punches would work, but no. My head is just one big thundercloud.”

      Once he began to wiggle, she knew the cat wanted down. Ember set him down on fresh grass. The way of the potato sack was a short-lived tenure. “Then your head is a thundercloud, and we are still looking for something else. Is it that you feel like you can’t do much about the things on your plate, but that doesn’t remove those things from your plate?”

      Artorian didn’t begin walking once on his feet, gawking at her. “I swear that you can read minds. Can you actually read minds? Have I ever asked? The mortal mind purges information like a wet sponge being squeezed. There is so much information and skill that I feel like I have lost, and I really thought some brawling would get the punchy punchy skill back. Or the mind-thunder to not do the rumbler.”

      Ember held his head, cradling his skull against her chest. “Sugar, breathe. It is not your fault. You always try to pick up all the work you can see. You did real good delegating what you could to your Chosen. Did you want advice? You shouldn’t have stopped there.”

      She pecked the top of his blonde and brown hair, her fingers opening and closing in his fluff before moving down his back. “No, precious. I can’t read minds. You are just that much of an open book. Your facial expressions and body language are loose and full of words. Anyone who knows you can read you. You hide it all very poorly unless you actively try, and then it is very obvious that you are trying. Which tells me when you’re trying to politick.”

      He sighed, thunked his head into her chest as if beating it against a wall, then melted into her grip. “I really did try.”

      “I know, sugar.” Grinding her cheek into his hair, Ember rocked him back and forth, a C’towl purr starting to form in her throat as she kneaded his back with her claws. “You also know that we can just go ask for help. Yes? You never needed to shoulder all of those worries by yourself. How about we go back to the village, curl back up in bed after a wash under that waterfall, and get that nap we wanted to finish? Maybe ‘the doing of things’ is not the way out. More sleep fixes a lot. Maybe you just didn’t get enough sleep. Worth trying, right? Snuggled up in all those pillows?”

      A humming Artorian had to admit he loved being a cozy bundle. “I do like me some good fluffy pillows. Basher fluff. Spidersilk covers. That’s the life. Waterfall?”

      “Waterfall.” Ember released his head, hooked his arm in her matching outfit, and took her boy on an extra slow walk through freshly regrowing woods. Waterfalls were loud and difficult to miss. Especially when you could also see them from a good distance away.

      The walk helped more than the attempted brawl.

      Learning new skills required brain power that he currently didn’t have available. He should take the advice provided to Luca. His Cleaning Aura was running, but Artorian enjoyed the slow walk. The grass and dirt under his feet. The deep breaths of clean, energy-dense air. There was a breeze. Light, but noticeable.

      The Murim Woods, while the climate was humid and temperate, were spoiled with the typical evergreen broad-leaved species. Including camellias and camphor trees. A chunk to his left, across a running river, was instead a deciduous forest. Including oaks, maples, alders, zelkovas, and birches. The Wood Elves would love it down here.

      Instinctively, he thought of his brooch. Zelia’s token appeared on his roughed-up robe collar with a thought, in time for his fingers to grasp it. Something else he didn’t think of, was that his stature changed. He hadn’t activated the racial trait, but Young-torian had become Adult-torian as they walked. Eventually ending up as Grandpa-torian.

      His head was bald, his beard was long, and his voice was old. “Are any of my Wood Elves on this connection, by chance?”

      Zelia answered, the prim and proper Arachnid secretary humming. “Hello, my Dreamer. Here I thought you were going to claw us every minute for updates. We’re surprised to not have heard from you.”

      Artorian had to chuckle, the edge of a smile on his face. “I admit, I thought to myself that if there was something of note to share, you would have shared it.”

      The rush of the waterfall didn’t interfere with the brooch too badly, so Artorian sat on a rock near the small lakebed. A tree in between him and the water blocked most of it from getting to him. Ember had also followed suit with her age, sitting next to him as a more mature lady. About at the Corona times of her advancement? One stage after Dawn, but one stage before Ammy. The extra muscle was something she was inspecting, not having realized that her related skill had improved to allow this.

      Zelia opened a portal to her Dreamer, walking right through to not have to fudge about with the brooches. The other side of the portal was a raucous, loud, dwarven bar somewhere at the coast. “Of course, my Dreamer. No progress to report that is worth reporting.”

      The smell that came through with her told Artorian that it was definitely the Coast of Rica. “Ah, the alternative, new Dwarves. The super protein bros. Shame about the lack of news, but that’s exactly what I was fretting about.”

      Corona corrected him, the fifty-ish-year-old muscle-mommy form of Dawn sounding about the same as Dawn. The differences between Dawn, Corona, and Ammy were mostly cosmetic and measured in appearance. Dawn had been her first-circle Incarnation of the Fire Law. Corona had been the second-circle Incarnation of that same Fire Law. Then Amaterasu had been the first-circle Incarnation of the Sun Law. “One of the things he’s fretting about. Nice to see you, Zelia.”

      Zelia, being a very sharp Spider Dungeon that had everyone’s multiple forms and iterations completely memorized, recognized Ember as Corona on the spot. Pleased, her face broke out into a smile. She whipped open a fan to cover her expression, fanning herself with the trinket. A cutesy red bamboo parasol was held by one of her many other hands, but none of that prevented her from doing a perfect miniature bow in her flawless spider-silk kimono. “Thank you kindly, Corona. I thought a personal visit was in order.”

      “It is in order.” Corona closed her eyes to nod, then looked behind Zelia when she opened them. A few Sand and Sea Dwarves from the Coast of Rica were cautiously looking through Zelia’s portal, but none of them dared to move so much as a nose through the change in scenery. “That looks like a fun place.”

      Zelia glanced over her shoulder, then frightened off the whole crowd with a wink. “The drinks are weak. The company is good. Protein and whey leave much to be desired when one doesn’t want ‘the gains’ or ‘the pains.’ Avoid the crayon soup, that’s a Marines-only dish. I do suggest a visit? My Dreamer looks haggard, and like he needs a reminder that he ought to relearn to move and operate at mortal speed. Where things happen by weeks, months, and years. Not by Mage minutes, hours, or days.”

      Zelia turned stern. “The game is a weak salve for the wound you suffer, my Dreamer. It will not allow you to skip through time and speed through your problems. You have told a few key people of your issues, and now you must rest. When you are ready, I will take you back to Lunella. What you have lost, you must regrow. True power is something you build up. The slow way. Think not as a Mage in flight, but as an elder in a village. This will serve you best.”

      A wink to Corona informed the Incarnate that the Arachnid always had an ear to the ground in some way or another. Before she returned to the Coast of Rica, Zelia whispered to them both, the words hidden by her fan. “I will inform the Wood Elves to come set up an enclave. Enjoy your waterfall. Beware not to overdo it with the steam.”
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      Steam was a great idea! One achieved by chucking a fireball into the pool of water that was significantly less full afterwards. But abyss, did they have steam! With a big rock between them, Artorian took one side of the improvised heat rock, and Corona took the other. They lacked towels, but they would not lack decency! Up until the moment that Corona pulled the towels from her bracelet and tossed one over his face. “Always have your towel.”

      Refusing to be uncouth, Artorian put it to good use, and lounged in what was now warm water, and a thick fog bank of pleasant steam. “Thank you, dear. My mind is on Luca. Not only was the advice we gave him the one I am about to take myself, but that whole sauna thing was spot on.”

      Corona agreed, formed a fireball, and chucked it at a group of Knifebirds and Butcher Beaks flying overhead. The entire flock went out in a blaze of glory, but Corona clicked her tongue. “Not one loot drop? Dang. Knifebirds drop good knives if you’re lucky. Their wings are made of nothing but. I wanted to get you one.”

      Artorian washed his beard in the warm water, his sinuses feeling much better with all that steam. His Aura wasn’t cleaning it up, but then again, he didn’t consider the steam intrusive. “You’re so, so sweet. Do be careful? I don’t like the idea of sharp things raining down from above.”

      Corona pulled out a drop from one of the Knifebirds. “This one is my favorite. It’s called The White Death, and the flavor text reads: Simo sends his regards. The description is a little strange? It’s a Mora classified as a sniper knife, and lists a range of five-hundred feet, or one-fifty meters, instead of melee. I think it’s for throwing? It’s still a knife, so it’s always stabbing. Knife gotta knife. Knife can just knife from a distance.”

      Artorian chuckled, and tried to relax. “Knife or no knife, this is pleasant. The water is good, and the air is warm. The steam obscures vision, and soaking in something that isn’t a limited tub is pleasant. I prefer this over the Fringe baths. Stretchy room. Splashing comes without Momma Bun glares. I would actually consider a nice cold milk and some cookies on a floating tray to be a great idea right about now.”

      Corona had different ideas, her palette happier with the sterner stuff in life. “Flamewater and fried bear. Sous vide is acceptable, but meat I can sink my fangs into while I lounge and sip? Big yes.”

      *B-doop*!

      The sound and appearance of a prompt turned their heads. Corona went ahead and tapped the narration icon on his prompt for him. Easier that way.
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        * * *

      

      You have Serenity bees attempting to reach your location, with items. Would you like the puddle to redirect them? Item one’s origin is from Osiris. Item two’s origin is from the Wood Elves. They were informed you wanted them to set up an enclave in the Murim Woods, appeared to have grown concerned, and sent help ahead.
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        * * *

      

      Artorian didn’t want to make it complicated. “Can you accept the items for me, and deposit them into my inventory?”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      The puddle has done so. Populating items received in game prompts. Note, someone has made ripples in the formatting. The prompts will look slightly different in style.
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        * * *

      

      Neither Artorian nor Corona were surprised. Prompts and how they were presented changed all the time depending on who made them, and what mood they were in. Woe to whoever got Cal’s. The sass alone could be lethal.

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Item: Short Bow.

      Name: Be Careful.

      Material: OSHA Steel.

      Rarity: Special.

      Special Quality: Harmless. Weightless. Safe Working Environment. Watch Out!

      Damage: None.

      Description: Be Careful is a yellow-black safety-warning-tape-colored bow. Made of lightweight flexible mesh and lattice. Be Careful has a Steel Cable as string.

      Special: Harmless.

      Arrows fired from this bow deal no damage with direct fire.

      Special: Weightless.

      This bow has no weight. Perfect for children.

      Special: Safe Working Environment.

      Not only does your weapon deal no damage, but all weapons and equipment within 5 meters of you also deal no damage.

      Special: Watch Out!

      If damage is coming your way that this bow does not nullify, it will warn you with a Wisp’s call of ‘Watch Out!’
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        * * *

      

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Item: Type-40 Lance.

      Name: Echo Lance Sequoia.

      Material: Sequoia.

      Rarity: Special.

      Special Quality: Hover. Ability Chain. Accelerating Echo. Loyalty.

      Damage: Dependent on Ability Chained.

      Description: Echo Lance Sequoia is a living weapon, and considered a companion rather than a weapon. While Sequoia will not take up a team slot, Sequoia cannot be affected by weapon-type bonuses. While the Echo Lance is made of Sequoia wood, Gnomish influences are the reason that this weapon looks metallic, and like a heavy spear with disconnected, hovering components. The cyan glowing bits exist purely because Sequoia likes it.

      Special: Hover.

      This weapon hovers and tethers above and behind either the right or left shoulder of its linked user. Sequoia can be grasped and wielded as a normal heavy lance, or a heavy spear. Upon release, or being disarmed, Sequoia returns to its tethered position.

      Special: Ability Chain.

      This weapon stores and chains an ability from the wielder, which determines the Echo Lance’s damage. The special effects of this lance will be combined with that of the ability. While Sequoia holds this ability, you cannot use it normally. That ability is chained, and must activate exclusively via this weapon. The ability activation cost is doubled. Your ability is unchained when you dismiss Sequoia as one of your companions.

      Special: Accelerating Echo.

      Effect 1:

      Upon successfully striking with this weapon, or the ability chained to it, an echo of Sequoia will strike that same opponent again.

      Effect 2:

      The ability chained to Sequoia will be altered to thematically emit Echo Lances, rather than its regularly portrayed visual component. The ability will become a to-hit ability if it is not already one. The speed at which the original ability strikes is enhanced by a category. Using abilities may be done from Sequoia’s hovering position.

      Damage Expanded:

      The ability keyed to Sequoia determines the base damage of the Echo Lance. The casting or activation time, delay, and cooldown of the chained ability are all unchanged. Only the delivery of the damage and the speed of the lances are increased.

      Special: Loyalty.

      Echo Lance Sequoia chooses who can and cannot use them. If you do not have this weapon’s loyalty, none of the listed effects will work, and Sequoia will actively work against you upon being forced.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, that’s sure nice.” Artorian applauded while Corona made grabby hands for the bow prompt. He nudged one screen over, and held the lance prompt himself. “Hello Sequoia. Been a long time, old friend. I’m glad they were able to recover you, and pull you in here. One less friend lost means the world to me.”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Sequoia says they have not figured out how to communicate properly in their weapon form. Others have managed it, some with mind-to-mind connections, some with forums, and others still can communicate so long as they are touched. There appears to be some kind of qualification linked to quality when it comes to them sending their own prompts. It appears that all living items, or items that used to be people, can talk to you in some way or another.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you, Roberts, but that only gives me a new worry.” Artorian unbraided his beard, giving it a thorough wash. “I have never, not once, heard from Archimedes. The swords are a lively bunch, and Tekka enjoys a good roar. But not one peep from the Tribal C’towl Cloak.”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      That Darkwind Storm C’towl does not want to be bothered, and does not want to do any bothering. It is a cat, sir. Archimedes does not care how you use the cloak, and does not consider you much of a cat person. This puddle recommends handing Archimedes off to one of your trial people.
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        * * *

      

      Artorian certainly agreed there! “I plan to! All of these bows and tools. The quivers and robes. Even Voltekka’s armor? I will likely all see about finding someone compatible. They will be great story starters!”

      His mind took a left turn. “However, I don’t know what to expect from the trials. I have guesses. I think the whole ‘starting humanity’ deal will end up working fine. It may just take us more time than the Heavenlies have, and those are some rough cultivation pills to swallow. That we get there? No, I think that’s pretty much set in stone. The cost is going to be what bites us in the tail.”

      He laced his hands, adjusting his thoughts in the nice water. “So, given that we succeed on the people-front, the society and culture bit becomes a matter of time. It’s solved. We poke our noses in now and again. That means one day, we will have those people as an influx into Eternia. Giving us Exodus into the real, if for some reason that doesn’t happen first?”

      Corona had some answers there, her own hair getting the same spa treatment as she worked some coconut oil through her curls. “That’s going to depend on the energy density out on the planet. A lot of people don’t want to rely on Cal and his external energy source gimmicks. They would rather wait for Essence to be back in force, then come out when they can be free of this whole spectacle. I’m sure there will be many who would be fine with the work they have to put in for an Exodus Core, but the numbers skew the other way. People want out. I keep informed on the chatter.”

      Grandpa sunk under the water, grumbling to himself and blowing water-bubbles like an irritated crab. He was glad to have Roberts around. There needed to be much ruminating.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      When it was time to go home, Artorian had some minor wrapping up to do. Having made the mistake that he was now accepting items, others had, of course, joined the pile. Sure, he needed to redirect them, but that was what Administrating was all about. That, he was good at.

      Delegate the right task with the right person. This worked for items too.

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Here are the last two entries. This puddle is ready to repatriate, appropriate, affiliate, or negotiate. The process of people becoming stuff is gaining popularity. People seem to be very interested in what they will become. Like it’s some odd quiz with custom results.
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        * * *

      

      Item: Mead Amphora.

      Name: Immortal’s Mead.

      Material: Api’Soma, the Mead Mage.

      Rarity: Special.

      Special Quality: Immortal’s Wellspring, Lucky Drunk. Respect the Buzz and the Bee.

      Cooldown: One hour.

      Description: Immortal’s Mead is a living amphora and companion filled with a treacherously endless supply of Immortal’s Mead. While Api’Soma will not take up a team slot, Immortal’s Mead can only be shared with members of the team, and only used while you are in a team. This item tethers to the waist or belt of its linked user. Api’Soma can be held and treated as a regular container.

      Special: Immortal Wellspring.

      Upon consumption of the amphora’s mead, the imbiber gains the Immortal’s Wellspring buff. This buff increases all regeneration values by 50% for 1 hour.

      Special: Lucky Drunk.

      This mead ignores all resistances and constitution bonuses of the imbiber, leaving them intoxicated for a duration identical to the Immortal Wellspring buff. Clearing this buff will clear Lucky Drunk, and vice versa. While intoxicated, Lucky Drunk affects your attributes in the following ways: Charisma is increased by 10%. Dexterity, Wisdom, and Perception are reduced by 25%. Luck is increased by 50%.

      Special: Respect the Buzz and the Bee.

      If the mead in this amphora is wasted rather than imbibed, or used for an unfitting purpose, then the user gains a permanent negative character trait called Bee-trayer. Bee-trayer causes Immortal Wellspring to decrease, rather than increase, regeneration value rates.
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        * * *

      

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Item: Conserved Moss.

      Name: Sanctuary Moss.

      Material: Maya, the Moss Mage.

      Special Quality: Restful Grove. Don’t Mess with the Moss. Hidden Grove.

      Rarity: Special.

      Description: A small patch of moss, conserved in a bottle filled with liquid sunlight.

      When planted, Sanctuary Moss will grow and spread over a period of time to create a sanctuary zone. The speed of this growth depends on local conditions, including abiotic and biotic factors. The planting location, and a planter’s familiarity with moss, will determine the radius of the sanctuary’s size.

      Special: Restful Grove.

      Sanctuary Moss provides the Restful Grove buff. Restful Grove increases both local resource regeneration, and increases the speed of mental statistics training for people resting within its area. While in this sanctuary, rest comes more easily.

      Special: Don’t Mess with the Moss.

      If the moss of the sanctuary is harmed, then a Moss Guardian will form to protect the grove, and any moss-friendly creatures within. The Moss Guardian may be named Maya, and she may be extra upset about the whole affair.

      Special: Hidden Grove.

      When complete, the sanctuary gains the benefit of light illusions. These illusions protect the sanctuary from being recognized as a miniature zone with special effects, and hide the presence and location of its occupants with a Student-level Occlusion effect.
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        * * *

      

      The prompts were handed to Corona, who had finished washing and had dressed in a cozy robe via the flick of a wrist. She was heat-treating her hair with soft flames that she could comb through her locks like a solid brush, and gave the item entries a read-through. “I like that we’re starting to see more non-weapons. I know weapons are my jam, butter, and bread, but this is nice. Maya would be happy with reforged Asgard, but that Occlusion is going to need to be higher than the Student-rank. Otherwise, a nice cave on Midgard with a watery stream on the inside. Bonus if her moss glows.”

      “Midgard cave sounds nice.” Artorian agreed readily, getting his own robes situated now that he was all fresh and dry. “Roberts, have the Serenity Bees deliver Maya to a random Midgard cave, please.”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      The puddle is puddlin’.
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        * * *

      

      Corona inspected the amphora entry with more care. “I’m not sure what to do with the Mead Amphora. I won’t use it. You won’t use it… Do you remember what Momma Bun’s stat-line is based on? Is she a Luck build? She loves her tasty treats.”

      Artorian stood there with the thousand-yard stare plastered on his face. He had no idea. “I… honestly don’t recall ever asking. Or knowing. I’m going to guess dexterity? She’s an archer, but she’s all about shields.”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Would you like to use Administrator access to open Lucia’s condensed information?
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        * * *

      

      Artorian’s jaw dropped at the query. “I can do that? Gimme! I wanna see how this works.”

      The resulting prompt was simple, to the point, and straightforward.

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Name: Lucia, the Luminant.

      Character Level: 120.

      Race: Glitterflit - Humanized.

      Class: Overhealer.

      Specialization: Heartfire Shielder.

      Profession: Medic.

      Beast Core Rating: Beastly.

      Core Pool: 100,000.
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        * * *

      

      Characteristics:

      Strength: 815.

      Dexterity: 1140.

      Constitution: 771.

      Intelligence: 780.

      Wisdom: 800.

      Charisma: 1140.

      Perception: 1140.

      Luck: 772.

      Karmic Luck: 0.
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        * * *

      

      No special bells or whistles here. Artorian got the information, and crossed his arms. “Huh. You know? That’s a perk I am going to remember that I have. Looks like she is focused on dexterity, charisma, and perception. The mead is going to wreck two of those, and luck is her second lowest attribute. Not that a score over seven-fifty can be imagined as low for this game, but the benefits aren’t… optimal?”

      A shocking realization struck him. “Oh, my sweet abyss, Incursus was right. Given the opportunity, players will optimize the fun out of the game.”

      He flung his hands to the air and turned to march away from the waterfall. “Nope! I’m out! Wrong direction of thought. Roberts, please close all of my prompts and notify Zelia, since she asked to be the bellhop. It’s time for bed, then in the morning it will be time for bread. I will also accept crackers and toast, with plenty of honey, meat, and jam. If I’m going to slow down in life, I am doing so with a happy mouth and a full stomach. Please give the amphora to…”

      A hilarious, genius idea struck him. “Father Richard. Give the amphora to Father Richard. I want to see drunken priest martial arts. That will be so funny!”

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Done! Come see the puddle when you are ready to splash.
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        * * *

      

      Corona swung her arm around his neck, a smirk on her face. “Look at you, taking advice. Looks good on you. Do you know what else looks good on you?”

      Grandfather-torian replied with a huge smile. “Comfy pajamas and fuzzy slippers!”

      Corona slapped her forehead hard enough to leave a red mark. That was both so cute, but so completely off-base for the flirt she was going for. “You insufferable wholesome lug. I love you. Let’s go home. I expect cuddles.”

      “I am a great supporter of cuddles. Pillows too, but certainly cuddles.” Artorian nodded with ancient sagely wisdom, his hand smoothly brushing down his exquisitely washed beard. The fluffy glory smelled faintly of coconut, and glistened with good health.

      Some things, the Cleaning Aura just couldn’t do.

      Corona pecked a tiny smooch on his temple. “Wrap up whatever you need to wrap up. I’m going to sit here and go through my numbers until Zelia shows up. Then I want that nap.”

      Seeing no reason not to sit right down next to her, he used his inventory to magic-on some clothing without needing the laborious effort to do it all manually. He pleasantly adjusted his size-altered Avalon set. “Mighty convenient.”

      Corona matched him a few moments later, then pulled up many prompts to clean up some latent game and inventory housekeeping concerns.

      Artorian did the same, and muted the prompts that began to flood in by the dozen as he got whacked with an entry for every skill, title, effect, trait, ability, or crazy nonsense he’d ever had. Legacy entries, they were called. Silently, he watched someone else do the diligent work of categorizing those skills and abilities into different character folders.

      From what he could tell, they were divided up based on who he’d been at the time, what he’d played, and what that version had portrayed.

      Not having to do that himself was a great headache saver, though he did feel a little bad about watching those Effortless Shaping entries remove themselves from his current sheet. A note was attached that Effortless Skills were simply too powerful, and that anyone with the requisite creativity could use that single skill to substitute for anything else they might want or need. Each individual entry of such a skill was a full character build that someone could devote themselves to.

      Another note said that a copy would be saved in his divine character entry. Divines had no maximum limitations on expected scaling, and could do and have whatever, so long as they could get their hands on the ability or skill. Artorian wasn’t about to complain about having retained the options for Effortless Sound and Light Shaping. Kinesis was always a hoot too, but that fell in the same boat. Being able to bend and manipulate force was no small toolbox.

      He did like the whole floating swords thing.

      Then he remembered that the souls thing was about not getting hit, which meant that his secret, sneaky plan to use Be Careful short-bow special damage-mitigation property was a bust. Mitigating or minimizing damage taken didn’t matter when the point was not to take it in the first place, and he was having issues wrapping his head around that. Why was he having these issues? Wasn’t not being hit in the first place better than being hit? When had he become enamored with the concept of a good back and forth brawl?

      Winning didn’t need to involve playing fair, it needed to involve winning.

      Maybe he was approaching this wrong. “I think it may be time that I ask Zelia to teach me proper Portation. An enemy can’t hit me if I am not in the location that the enemy is hitting. That will change my playstyle to a very high-strung violin performance, but I have always loved the gotta go fast. Archimedes can see me through until then.”

      Corona hummed, ground her temple to his, and stole a glance at his prompts. “Remember that you can manually change over those abilities to your current sheet, sugar. Those folders are storage, and aren’t set in stone until you play that character, and use that particular entry. If you never use Effortless Light Shaping, you can move it anywhere you want until you do. I was expecting you to be excited to have Accelerator and Rail Palm back? Oh, but beware, if you move a legacy entry onto your current, most up to date build, the Wisps have to remake the thing, and the text will change.”

      Artorian ground his head back to hers, enjoying this more primal, simple, physical method of communication. She was being considerate of his ‘too many words’ worry, and doing a majority of her language through tiny touches. He liked the tiny touches. “I plan to go over it all from the comfort of a good bed. Even if that bed needs to be in Eternia. If I have to slow down, fine, I’ll slow down, but I’m going to do what I can, on what I can.”

      He squinted and peered at the forest, feeling like he’d repeated himself, but not really? “Better track of thought: I have many toys. Which one can I feed Sequoia?”

      Throwing up his many, many options, Artorian settled for some leisurely reading while flicking his wrist to summon Sequoia from his inventory. The heavy lance materialized as a jousting lance, but reconfigured itself like a Gnomish artwork from the future into a heavy spear instead. Sequoia was feeling like a spear today. “Say, old friend. If we went on an adventure, which one of these, in this entire mess, do you think you’d have fun with? I did see the Ability Chain thing.”

      Sequoia gladly engaged with the material!

      *B-doop*!
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        * * *

      

      Still here? Ah, Zelia is delayed momentarily. I will be creating prompts to convey the conversation. I am puddle-deep in managing your folders, therefore, the narration voice for all your prompts has been set to the great Wisp orator, Pirhalla.

      I will warn you that this means that the prompts will have far more personality. The narration Wisp has full control on how snarky, smooth, happy, or moody they want to deliver the information with. There might be sounds, sound effects, things in the background breaking, and more. Don’t ask questions, and don’t be surprised if the chime isn’t my fabulous B-doop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Sequoia picked a most interesting option. The best option? Probably not. Interesting? Oh yes. Orbital Rail Palm had been a drool-worthy option, but curse among curses, it was listed as a skill. Not an ability. Accelerator had been a scream of a desire, but it was keyed to a specialization, not an ability. The same was true for Mass Driver. A tonfa maneuver, was, surprise surprise, a maneuver, and a fighting style entry didn’t qualify either. Neither did Flash Runes. Which was a terrible thing. Sequoia loved Voltekker.

      This narrowed the choice to two entries:

      Brilliant Behemoth, and Determined Luminous Gatling. To stab with a great boom, or to attack with great zoom? A harrowing decision. How could one pick merely one? Both would have been so much better!

      Artorian pondered by brushing his beard. “Both really would be the most fun. Y’know, I could try Artifacting you, Sequoia. Unless there’s a reason I should not?”

      The jaunty tune of a banjo strummed itself.

      The call of the Pirhalla Wisp. The banjo riff.
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        * * *

      

      Sequoia: My dearest Starlight Spirit. If you can begin your game with artifacts, then no, I know of no issue. Most will enter with nothing. I do not know how authentic of an experience you seek.
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        * * *

      

      That answer was easy! “Oh, I don’t care about that at all! I want to use the Eternia space more as a… ‘I can blow things up here and giggle about it,’ mixed with an ‘I want to sit here and see what everyone else does, maybe stick my nose in and pretend to be a new guy,’ kind of approach. Especially for people-watching, I think Eternia is my go-to for what everyone else’s normal and average is, but I have doubts on my ability to integrate myself with that normal. Starting with all twenties or thirties is pointless when I already have to do that for real. The game is not an escape if it doubles as the reality you’re trying to get away from.”

      Corona was giving him a look, and ended up shifting how she sat. Her arms reached out, pulling her boy’s back against her chest as if they were duo-riding on Lucia. “That was thoughtful. Don’t overdo it, sugar.”

      A banjo riffed.
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        * * *

      

      Sequoia: Artifacting would be a delight. I don’t do base damage, and the jump out of Special would be two steps. Special to Unique, Unique to Artifact. I would gain two special effects, or existing effects would be upgraded.
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        * * *

      

      A rainbow of Wisps appeared when Artorian chunked the appropriate lever. The Wisps must keep tabs on him, because they all already knew what the expectation was. Two hand-clap noises later, and Sequoia was listed as an Artifact. Having gained a second Ability Chain, and an open slot.

      Artorian gently applauded, causing the rainbow of Wisps to perform an appropriate bow. “Fun! Both, then?”

      A banjo riffed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sequoia: Both? Yes! Both is good. What would you like to do about the open slot? Nothing works unless item-forms can be finalized.
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        * * *

      

      Artorian thought, then had a shiny idea. “Now that I think of it, what I really liked about the Quiver of Inconvenient Ammunition was the Gilgamesh effect. Can I feed or sacrifice that item or something, and transfer that trait? I know Incursus was able to do something similar with the Strahlung component effects, so the method has to exist somewhere.”

      He pulled out the quiver, and offered it to the rainbow of Wisps. “Can it be done?”

      Having a swift light-blinking conference, the quiver vanished, and Sequoia gained the Gilgamesh effect. The answer of getting the job done was answer enough!

      “Outstanding!” Artorian outright applauded and whistled, impressed and delighted at the efficiency and possibility. “This is so nice! I like this. Less headache, more fun. I like fun. Could I see an updated description of Sequoia? Only the new stuff. I saw the Gatling entry recently, and I don’t need most of the information repeated. That’s gotta be a big entry now.”

      A banjo riffed, and Artorian was starting to get accustomed to the new sound without a discernible origin.
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        * * *

      

      Item: Type-40 Lance.

      Name: Echo Lance Sequoia.

      Material: Sequoia.

      Rarity: Artifact.

      Special Quality: Hover. Double Ability Chain. Accelerating Echo. Gilgamesh. Loyalty.

      Damage: Dependent on Ability Chained.

      Ability Chain 1 - Determined Luminous Gatling.

      Ability Chain 2 - Brilliant Behemoth.
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        * * *

      

      Expanding: Brilliant Behemoth.

      Warning: Incompatibility.

      Brilliant Behemoth cannot be used at the same time as Luminous Gatling.

      Brilliant Behemoth requires a melee attack.

      Accelerating Echo will still apply.
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        * * *

      

      Ability: Brilliant Behemoth.

      Style: Risk of Rain.

      Rank: Beginner.

      Cost: 1% Determination.

      Activation: Once per strike.

      Range: Melee.

      Effect: All the user’s attacks create short-ranged cone-shaped explosions, dealing damage equal to 50% of the player’s constitution attribute. This damage is considered explosion damage, and will be tallied per body location struck.
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        * * *

      

      Minimizing: Determined Luminous Gatling.

      Note: Accelerating Echo increases the velocity of related bolts from Mach 1 to Mach 10. Their lifespan is unchanged.

      Note: The shape and ammunition of this ability will no longer be visualized as bolts and lasers. Instead, bolts will be lances. Lasers will be Echoes. This does not change the ability’s damage type of radiant fire.
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        * * *

      

      Expanding: Gilgamesh.

      Special Effect: Gilgamesh - Each successful attack that strikes a target will activate one use of Rude Phantasm. Gilgamesh cannot be triggered from itself. A Rude Phantasm is a copy of an attack that has already occurred, causing that damage, and related effects, to occur again.

      This Rude Phantasm will exit a portal and unerringly strike the target, as you have already succeeded in the to-hit formula.
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        * * *

      

      Wisp Note: This is madness.

      Gnome Note: This is beautiful.

      Wisp Note: Calculating this is going to blow up the Pylon.

      Gnome Note: Glorious explosion damage? I come prepared with goggles. Bring me the fireworks of freedom. The scintillations of destiny. The cackling enjoyment of endless lances.

      Wisp Note: We are copying echoes, that are already a kind-of copy of an original attack. The flavor text is no longer flavor text. That is so many attacks!

      Gnome Note: I didn’t like that general direction anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Artorian giggled, and clapped his hands.

      Corona squinted at the entry, and whistled.

      Zelia, sticking her nose in, ate popcorn. “I like it. It’s Chaos. Small chaos. Not capital C, chaos, but Chaos nonetheless. Am I reading that right? ‘Upon successfully striking with this weapon, or the ability chained to it, an echo of Sequoia will strike that same opponent again.’ So what this says is apply the melee stab with Brilliant Behemoth to determine the damage. BB gets converted into a to-hit ability, so you’re doing damage of the explosive type, but only to the location struck.”

      She shot a sharp, hungry look at the Wisp rainbow. All of whom sprung to action. “That entry should be updated to reflect this effect while it is chained to this lance.”

      Zelia poked at the relevant pieces of the entry with her folded up fan, the portal she seamlessly and silently entered with closing behind her. “If the stab was successful, then Accelerating Echo and Gilgamesh both go off. Accelerating Echo cannot be triggered from Gilgamesh, as it’s dependent on an ability use, and Gilgamesh is a special effect. Gilgamesh, on the other claw, can be triggered from the echo, as it only cares about successful attacks.”

      Artorian had rarely seen Zelia’s mood spike from flat, to enthused, to outright giddy and interested. Her expressions grew wilder, and her mouth tended to stop being human when she got too excited about something.

      Zelia noticed, politely winked, and hid her face with her fancy fold-out fan. “Apologies, my Dreamer. I am having a good time.”

      He wasn’t about to stop her minecart ride. “Please, my dear. Continue!”

      Zelia did so with utter glee. “Stab. Gil. Echo. Gil. One hit is four hits, and while it is improperly explained in the weapon entry, an echo is a duplicate of the original strike. Gilgamesh states that more properly, but what actually happens here is that your original melee strike determines your damage, and then that damage is delivered three more times. Once from your weapon stabbing your foe with an echo on your behalf, twice from a Rude Phantom that appears somewhere near the foe, and then also stabs them on your behalf. None of them with a miss-chance so long as your original strike was a hit.”

      Some claw-math later, and she was seeing happy numbers. “That ends up being a total damage value of double your constitution score for one successful attack. So about a thousand five-hundred explosion damage when you spear-stab something with Sequoia, for two percent of your energy bar. Or lance. The effects aren’t picky. Not bad for the weapon damage.”

      Artorian’s ear twitched. “Weapon damage. Why the qualifier?”

      The spider’s eyes glimmered with glee. “My Dreamer, melee attacks with a weapon always take your strength attribute into account, unless they specifically say that they do not. If you deal seven-hundred and fifty damage by stabbing something with a fork? You will also deal that damage when stabbing someone with Sequoia. Followed up three more times, of course, for a deliciously smooth total of three-thousand strength damage. Seven-fifty, times four stabs.”

      Artorian blinked, having forgotten that normal game mechanic. “Oh.”

      Then the fun part!

      Zelia excitedly rubbed her claws together, then wiggled them like a maestro about to conduct the orchestra of damage. “Then comes Gattles, the gatling. She spins up like normal, providing many, many, many low-damage attacks. Much like the prior formula, Sequoia shoots one bolt… no, it’s a lance now. Sequoia shoots one lance, which homes in on the target, at a speed of… Does that say Mach ten? Ten? I love this even more now. Without the homing, this would have been a landscaping tool. With the homing, I want recordings.”

      She winced, realizing a problem. “That is going to make… so much sound. My Dreamer, I think I just bit my own buzz, because firing this off will deafen you permanently. This can’t be used.”

      Artorian made a tiny noise, like a child that had nicked the cookies as his hand slowly and cautiously reached into his sleeve.

      Zelia had to know, her tone a mix of worry, and burning curiosity. “My Dreamer?”

      Artorian, with some sleight of hand, held up the Lady Justice crafting core that he retrieved from his inventory. “The Artifact rank won’t change, buuuuut… The Lady Justice options are: Barrier Breaking, Hypersonic, and Silent.”

      Zelia smacked her lips, picked the Lady Justice crafting core out of her Dreamer’s hand, and touched it to Sequoia. Sequoia gained Silent as a special quality, even if the Lance’s rarity didn’t budge. Thus solving the problem. “You will now no longer go deaf using this gorgeously ridiculous toy, my Dreamer, and math can continue. This does count as a replacement, so I’m sorry, my sweet Wood Elf. One of your toys has to go.”

      A banjo riffed.
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        * * *

      

      Sequoia: I picked Loyalty because I was worried about who might pick me up. I no longer have that worry. Throw it out. I shall be the Silent Spear. The Laconic Lance. El Shushio. The Silencer. I’ll settle on a new title and have the Wisps fix my name entry. Thanks!
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        * * *

      

      The Wisps made it so, and Zelia continued her happy math moment. “One ten-sided die for damage per lance. That the shot deals radiant fire damage is flavor and a problem for resistances. One lance will cost twenty energy. This shot is considered a hit effect, so we’re once again looking at: Lance. Gil. Echo. Gil. One hit is four hits, except at range, and much faster.”

      She needed more base numbers. “By itself, Gattles can spin up to fire sixty bolts per second. With a cost of twenty energy per, at full bore, that’s one-thousand two hundred energy being drained from the bar. That Gattles tugs that number from regeneration first can be a blessing, if your regen is up for it. That gives this toy a nice and high end-game scaling potential.”

      Zelia’s glee turned ferocious. “Then, More Dakka. When firing bolts at maximum output, projectile count is doubled. Cost is not. One-hundred and twenty lances per second. With one echo per successful shot, and two Rude Phantasms. So if you roll low, and only do one damage? That’s four damage instead. One damage, applied four times. If you roll high and do ten damage? Then that’s forty damage instead. So long as your opponent doesn’t play with resistances, reduction, or mitigation. This, possibly times one-twenty?”

      Zelia loved her napkin math on this. “Between four-hundred and eighty, and four-thousand eight-hundred damage per second. That is juicy. With appropriate cost! The important part? The Balance Mage can’t say a thing.”

      Artorian took one look at his stats, and knew he was in trouble. He could not front the cost on a full-bore Dakka right now. That had to be amended! If it could fit into the overall goal of staying alive and not getting hit, that had to come first. “True. Perhaps you could though? I was thinking of learning portation. Properly. See my Soulsborne Quest.”

      Zelia outright jumped for joy, then danced in a circle and performed the most adorable of arm wiggles. “Yaaay!”

      When she had herself under control again, she was hanging upside down from a brand-new web-network in the Murim trees. She’d gone a little overboard. “Sleep first! Portation later. I’m so excited! Let’s get you back to Avalon, my Dreamer. This will all be here when you return, preferably with fixed prompts and corrected entries. I will keep myself busy with the Wisps. Please stow all your items, and keep your knees and elbows in your seats.”

      Offering a countdown, Zelia spread her arms high like an overly certain sorcerer thinking this idea was definitely going to work, intent on taking them back the quick way. “Three, two, one…”

      A banjo riffed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Artorian woke to the call of a rooster that was wrong. That meant chicken stew was on the menu when everyone else got up. Something that he would not be doing with any particular haste. He wriggled his hand up from the covers, doing a check on the when, where, and how. No prompts came up when he thought about them, so Eternia was out. His hand was small, not particularly strong, and didn’t seem prone to alteration.

      Mortal body? Yes, Youth-torian. That meant Cal, Avalon, Lu’s li’l corner. If a corner could be in the center. An arm reached out from behind, grabbed his pajama chest, and tugged him back under the realm of all that was soft and warm to the mumbled, mostly asleep tone of ‘don’t let the heat out.’

      The pillows claimed him, and when he woke again, the room was much brighter. No blinds and shutters were perfect. Ember was wriggling her way out of the bed, and he’d returned to the land of the conscious via a smooch to the head. As good a way to get dragged back as any. He made the five-more-minutes noise, and was rewarded by having the blanket thrown over his head.

      Not the bed blanket. The Beast one.

      The big Sugar Glider had been meant to drag him out to get the day started, but on reflection, curled around Young-torian and added to the fluffy pile of naps. Ember said something, but the sound didn’t make it through the shield wall that was Blanket’s wing. The repetition fell on equally deaf ears when Somnus, the Heavenly of Sleep, prowled in and stole Ember’s spot on the bed.

      There was some clamor with Ember loudly calling the Cheshire C’towl Somni-ni, but that may as well have been shorthand for goodnight. Ember had much to do and got her day going.

      Artorian, almost asleep again and thinking it may be best to have a day where the brain remained off, was paused from this most holy of activity with a cat paw to the face. Somnus murmured rather than talked, only one eye bothering to be open as they lounged. “Slowing down, kit?”

      The youth shrugged, a deep breath stolen. “Probably. Adjusting is hard.”

      “Adjusting is hard.” Somnus took her paw off his face as the paw’s fur pattern changed from spots to stripes. “Took you long enough to start. Every good plan begins with putting your head down.”

      Artorian hummed out an agreement. “Mhm. I heard that Mage to mortal transitions came with tolls, but I seem to keep paying mine with late fees. I did have a nice dream.”

      Somnus shoved her face into Artorian’s neck, improving the cuddle pile. “Tell.”

      There was a pause, the thoughts being collected. “Real world. Outside. Things worked out. Mages took care of the frontier, an imaginary line separating problems made by Essence from civilization. We’re building back up. Cities are rising. People are laughing. Knowledge is discussed. Food grows aplenty. The Mages don’t resent the mortals. The mortals don’t resent the Mages. The Mages left their ego behind. They tilled farms. They sat in on family gatherings. They held the babes by the warm hearth. They pet the heads of wide-eyed, hopeful children. They leave to keep what they cherish safe from the unknown. They fight. They come home.”

      He remembered to breathe. “Time passes. The babes are a little bigger. The children are a little taller. The smiles are a little wider. Mages are heroes. Come home to listen to hours and days of how people have grown and the cities keep rising. New bakeries across the street. A farm made viable. Then the children go silent, and want stories of the monsters. What dangers and horrors do these mysterious beings called Mages keep them safe from? What trophies can they hang from the walls? Is that scary, unknown world a place they want to go? Or do they stay home, to grow in their towns and cities. To learn what will keep making both them and the world grow. So that when the Mages come back again, new bright smiles can show them how far they’ve come. What new clever convenience they’ve devised. What new silly tricks fill the sleeves.”

      He sank his fingers into Somni-ni’s fluff, copying a cat’s kneading. “Would the Mages care what new scars they live with, if when the door opens, they were mobbed by cheers and smiles? Would that pain fade, and the cost all feel worth it? I think it would. I think it will.”

      “Dreams of tomorrow.” Somnus countered with a hum of her own. “Good dream.”

      Artorian sat up, working his arms to rest on his knees as he crossed his legs. “Now, I am of the awake.”

      “A terrible thing to be.” The grin on Somni’s Cheshire face filled Artorian with zero confidence on that not having been intentional. Now he was awake, and the brain-fuzz was clearing. As the thin rays of warm light peeked into the room, his eyes focused enough to see a gourd of water sitting on the bedside table. A gourd that was emptied right after.

      Starting a day with a nice big gulp of water was good for the brain.

      Releasing the old-man grumble-grunts regardless of being small, he worked his way out from Blanket’s protective fluff and got his foot onto the wooden floor. His weight surprised him. There was a languishing drag to his movements, and that moved his thoughts to the morning jog. “I was initially thinking of lounging by the window and taking in the sun, or I could listen to the smart people and move.”

      Somnus thought that very amusing. “Since when do you listen to authority?”

      Artorian scratched his hands through his hair, and wished right away that his Cleaning Aura worked in Cal. “I’m not sure if I have problems with authority, as much as I have problems with authoritarians, Somni. I have no issues listening to competent people when they competently lay out their topics, but throwing the ‘because I said so’ reasoning at me pulls all of the bad levers. Narcissism annoys me. The expectation that people deserve respect when they’re awful is stupid, and I never put stock in titles or positions of social structure. So I never cared about ‘who the so and so’ they are. I’m gonna wreck their day.”

      His waking brain went on a tangent, the words falling out of his mouth. “It’s about being good to yourself and your fellow person. We win as a community, and lose as an individual. Not being evil is not good enough. The absence of evil does not make one good, and the silent bystander can be just as much of a problem, if doing nothing worsens the problem. Neutrality helps the oppressor, which may be why I hurl my weight around when my nose gives me the unhappy itch.”

      He lost his train of thought when he opened the door and entered another room. “What was I doing again? My head went blank.”

      He ran his fingers through his hair, felt that it needed a bath, and resolved to start there. “Water. Clean. Fresh clothes. Food.”

      Somnus said nothing, Blanket snored, and Artorian had no reason to dally. How he arrived on time to breakfast in the longhouse was a mystery to a few people, but mostly Ember, who could have sworn that he was going to be out until mid-day.

      He was in fresh Avalon clothes. A shirt, pants, robe, and sandals. Easy, simple, all you need. Some chatter was going around that the run around Avalon may be better without the sandals, and a few members of Ra’s group of troublemakers were going to try that today. The weather was nice enough, and could be checked through the open window. Tiny breeze was a great start. The sunlight was soft, there were a few clouds, and that tiny breeze brought utterly cozy temperatures.

      Artorian, seated at a table like just any other child, had the odd thought to feel the wood of the longhouse walls. Something was… different. He squeezed, touched, and ran his digits down the grain. Was something different? Had the longhouse always been made of mahogany?

      The walls and support structure were the same as the floor, and he really thought the floor and the walls used to be different. On second thought, did it really matter? Mahogany was an upgrade, right? Yes.

      He brushed his palm over the table as well. “Mmmmaaaaa-hoganyyyy.”

      That odd behavior got him some looks and giggles, but nobody stopped him. Ember came by to smooch the top of his clean head, and grind her cheek against his hair that smelled of eucalyptus. She brought him an extra bowl of what Lunella had termed ‘flayed rooster,’ and scarfed her bowl of stew down along with her boy. Tasty stuff. Familiar herbs.

      Artorian spotted Tibbins poking his nose in one of the windows to check on everyone eating, then pumped his fist and released a secretive ‘yesssss.’

      Tibbins had clearly done the cooking.

      Working down the stew, and washing it down with water, Artorian cleaned his face and handed the bowl, gourd, and spoon off to Obelisk, who had been assigned the cleaning duties today. Out and about on the track before Lu could usher them all out, Artorian gained the luxury to flop onto the grass and do his stretches.

      He’d missed his stretches. Stretches deemed insufficient by Ember, who helped him through a few more that turned him into both an accordion and a pretzel. By the time Artorian was released from what he was told multiple times wasn’t torture, and given a serious berth by the other kids who wanted to avoid that fate when they arrived, Artorian did not believe he still had the energy to jog. The stretches by themselves had worn him out.

      Ember leaned over him. “Still alive, sugar?”

      “Nope.” Artorian groaned in a heap. “Definitely dead.”

      Ember smirked. “Doubtful. I didn’t double-tap you.”

      She picked him up, and pressed reset on the slow life adventure. “Back to bed with you. Sleep, spend the rest of the day sitting and chatting, curl back up as normal. Try again tomorrow. When the stretches don’t waste you, we move up to jogging again. Walking isn’t going to cut it. You’re already accustomed to that, unless you do a very big circuit. So save that for the days where you need to pace and think.”

      Artorian oofed when he became the potato sack. “After jog, we zoom?”

      Ember nodded, carrying the wayward son home on the country road. “Stretches so you’re properly limber, and your freedom of movement isn’t hampered. Walks for talks. Jogs for cardio. Runs for internal body training. You will eat well, sleep well, wash well, and get used to the costs of having a mortal body. Remember that the bathhouse has private bathrooms, Wisps can administer first aid, and you will know when you’re late for any meal. Lunella is louder than any rooster.”

      Artorian thought that reasonable. “Cardio?”

      “Cardio.” Ember confirmed, then clarified. “Build your insides first, and the rest can follow. Don’t build your insides first, and your heart will fail from all those big muscles. Working out will feed your brain, so you’ll think good, and you’ll need to lay down anyway. I don’t care if that’s in the bath or the bed. Lots of good food will help, but if you think I’m not stuffing you full of meat? Then you are dreaming. When you’re good at cardio, we start strength training. When you’re strong, then we work on endurance. When you have endurance, we work on stamina.”

      Before Artorian could ask what the difference was, Ember did that mind-reading thing she supposedly did not have, and answered him. “Stamina is defined as the amount of time a muscle or muscle group can perform at or near maximum capacity, while endurance is defined as the amount of time a muscle group can perform a certain action at all. First we make sure you can do the thing. Then we make sure you can do the thing as best you can, for as long as you can.”

      Artorian made an approving potato sack noise. “That sounds like it could take a few months.”

      “Years.” Ember corrected his overly positive estimate so he didn’t get any corner-cutting ideas. “That will take years. When you have stamina and you can run laps around the competition and play in the moon bounce-house with the best of them? Then we see about combat training again. Think mortal speeds, not Mage speeds. It takes a long time to do anything. It takes even longer to do it right.”

      Marching along and almost home, she laid out even more years worth of plans. “Combat training starts with the big three basics: Wrestling. Grappling. Striking. When you’ve got some experience in that, we can advance to martial arts. When you’ve got your martial arts under your belt, then we’re starting proper weapon training. When training is sufficient, we upgrade you to live encounters and equally live sparring. Both against Beasts and people, and there is no way of knowing which one is going to give you more of a fight.”

      Artorian was starting to see the pattern here. Emby hadn’t planned out months or years of time. Emby had planned out decades. A long-term build up so he could ease into the power of a cultivator. All dedicated to the return of growth and gains as a cultivator, and spending time together.

      He would pour in Eternia time and diplomacy between that regimen, but his presence in Avalon appeared written in stone. The topic was something to think about when he was dropped between Blanket and Somnus, neither of which were surprised at his swift return, nor at how fast he conked out.

      Ember sighed, watching her lightly snoring bundle. “How’s he holding up, Somni-ni?”

      The Heavenly opened an eye, not actually asleep. “Healing well. Mortis did good work, but only time and sleep is going to mend that lingering damage. My kitten is not in any danger, but he needs to go slow, before he goes fast. Stele looks fine. Soul’s in good order. They’re both merely strained from him not being made of energy. A soul and stele that have engravings, recordings, and patterns of being Mage will always be strained if the body reverts.”

      The Cheshire cat’s slit eyes flicked up to her. “Yours are no different, but you made it to a second circle Incarnation. Your strain will manifest differently. As for my kitten’s strain? Nothing that some slow cultivator growth and a healthy reconnection to his Love Law won’t solve. The center is healthy, his meridians look good even if they’re wildly different from your average cultivator, and his body is holding nicely. No active cultivation technique is present, but the adaptability for other Cores to exist in there has left some marks. That’ll heal unless he keeps putting Cores in there. That should be avoided if he wants good cultivator growth. Historically speaking, cultivators and Cores don’t mix well. Voltekka will be sad.”

      Somnus stretched, but continued with the good news. “His Affinity connections are strong. He’s got all six, and only more time is going to help make it all run better. He’s got no active Essence flows, and is functioning purely from ambient energy. No risk of boom. No risk of overzealous and over worried Mana Wolves licking him to death. His difficulty is going to be finding a place to cultivate that has all six flows.”

      The big cat lounged, content with what they saw. “Give it a few decades. Then, maybe, Aura will become a safe application again. His inner, body, and outer layers are currently divided, and he’s only used to Presence. This time he should make those work as intended first. He should see Irene about fine packet control and density management before he truly does anything with body cultivation again. The big hurdle will be his cultivation technique. How is that going, my dear, shiny Sun?”

      Ember put on her best Cheshire smile, and winked. “It’s a labor of love.”
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      Artorian woke up with his head wrapped in Ember’s arms. He’d been waking up like this a lot lately. Given the big fussy fire cat wasn’t moving, that meant more bonus naps for him. He stole another few minutes before Ember made unhappy noises, stretched, and slunk from the bed. The main problem Artorian faced was that she took the covers with her. The entire duvet!

      Wrapped about her like a burrito as she shuffled to the baths.

      Artorian considered a plan where he bunkered himself in with pillows, but at that point, he was already too awake. Dragging himself out of the bed, he engaged in the normal morning routine. Drink water. Wash. Brush the teeth. Kick up some conversation at the longhouse, and slowly get to meet the people. Eat the stew. Stretch and scream. Jog.

      During the ‘eat the stew’ portion, an old face came to say hello.

      Alexandria and Anansi were looking for him, because Alexandra had made something excellent. The documents were shoved into Artorian’s hands by a very over-eager librarian, while Anansi politely remained in the corner. The title on the folder gave the content context, and Artorian loved his context. Clearing his throat after drinking some water, he read off the hand-written text. “Cal-endar.”

      Had he worn glasses, he would have looked up at Alexandria over the brim, as he was one of the few people in the longhouse not to find that punny very funny. “You too, Alexandria? You too have fallen to the Cal-side?”

      Anansi smirked wide, and Alex was too busy bouncing on her toes. The blame went to the spider, and Artorian read on, mumbling parts as he skimmed. “Days and time-keeping, methods tracked to sun-cycles, thirty-six to thirty-seven days to a month, ten months is a year, we need an event or key to start the count. Wo’ah informed us that in the Old World, a lunar cycle took approximately twenty-eight days, and a solar cycle took about three-hundred and sixty-five.”

      Artorian chewed on that, puzzled it out, and had ideas at the ready. “What about the opening of the Amanecida Gate as year zero?”

      Alexandria froze, was lost in her mind, and turned to look at Anansi. Anansi, suave man of spidery persuasion that he was, slipped out from the shadows to answer in the light. “Miss Alexandria, that would make today: Year zero, month nine, week one, day seventeen.”

      Artorian thought those numbers were odd. Nine months since the gate opened? No way. That was… almost no time ago at all! Barely yesterday! No, yesterday was the first attempt at a run day, and it had been a pretty solid disaster. “How long have I been in Avalon?”

      Anansi ran the numbers, then gave him the news. “That would be the majority of that time, Administrator.”

      Artorian stared out of the window, not sure how to feel by the sudden existence of trackable time. Or how much of it had passed in what felt like a blink. “That’s so weird.”

      Lunella rubbed his head as she power-walked by, ruffling his fluff. “That’s life for us normal people, Pa. Get used to it. If all this time felt fast to you, then you still have not slowed down enough.”

      Artorian felt like he was a passenger in his body. Someone else was operating, he just happened to be in it. He remembered praising Alexandra for a calendar well made, and that it was a great idea. He remembered walking to the track. He didn’t remember doing any of it himself. Only that he was now jogging barefoot.

      That no-sandals idea had spread, and there was nothing dangerous on the track that one would need to worry about stepping on. His jog slowed when he saw Yuki. The general area around her was snowing, but that snow didn’t survive contact with the ground. Young-torian was panting when he stopped at the side of the circuit where she was standing.

      Half out of breath, he began with a compliment. “The new outfit? Very nice.”

      Yuki’s eternally cold demeanor brightened rather than warmed. Her tone was chilly and disinterested, but she was clearly hiding the moment of pride. The curl of a smile at the edge of her lips was being repressed. Her porcelain skin moved more naturally, but Artorian doubted that Yuki was ever going to shed her likeness to a statue. “It is called a hanfu, my Dreamer. Zelia conjured it up, and many of the Elven factions have completely fallen in love with the style. I particularly like the floating scarf that curves up around me and rests under my arms. At least, I believe it is a scarf? The cloth is thin. Silky floating scarf thing?”

      “Pibo.” Zelia quelled the confusion when she seamlessly stepped into being. She snapped her fan covering her face shut, then slid her way to Yuki while also wearing one! Her own pibo was a very silky black, whereas Yuki’s was an icy blue. How fitting, when the base hanfu colors themselves were a bright white of some kind, mixed with accents that matched their pibo’s color. As if the colors had to do with their station.

      Zelia, as a quality seamstress, filled in with related knowledge as she adjusted Yuki’s sleeve. “There are two types of pibo. One is wider and shorter, used mostly by married women. The other is more than two meters in length, mostly for unmarried women. The pibo is used to protect against wind and cold air, but is generally only worn with specific styles of hanfu, specifically the ruqun. Wearing it with other hanfu styles—such as quju, or aoqun—is seen as incongruous and ill-fitting.”

      When Zelia got the look that she had fallen too deep into the fashion hole, she spider-climbed her way back out, counting on her claws. “You can determine factions based on dress choice. Avalon has robes for days. Richard went hard on the clergy attire. Aiden supports the au-naturelle, while Henry and Marie support vests and gambesons. The Valkyrie and Amazon ladies of El Dorado, and Caesar’s lot, are all about tunics, togas, and mantles.”

      Zelia pulled in another hand to help keep track. “Dwarves love their suits and wealthy styles, unless they are from the Coast of Rica. Those wheat and whey Dwarves believe that if it can’t get wet, or you can’t lift in it, then it’s not worth wearing. That whole Hawaiian shirt trend took off like a Gnomish rocket. Brianna and her Tomb Elves are all about ao dai. Moon Elves prefer the cheongsam for the ladies, and changshan for the men. Dark Elves like their qipao. Something about form-fitting goodness being an asset for the assets when stealing assets. I think there was a language joke in there where it makes more sense in their dialect.”

      The third of Zelia’s six hands joined the count. “Goblins are currently enamored by cultivator martial artist culture, and are going full sword-surfing monk. High Elves are all silk, velvet, and brocade. If it’s fancy, flowy, and grabs attention, it’s a High Elf. I refuse to design with their gowns and corsets. Wood Elves and Chandra’s sub-faction wear outfits made from leaves, petals, or both. Chemistry Gnomes have a newfound love for lab coats, Pylon Gnomes love their sweaters and long grippy socks. There’s a lot of Gnome groups these days. You can go ahead and identify anyone that wears an Occultatum plague doctor attire as a problem. The old necromancer faction is entirely made of good boys and girls now, but they love their trouble, especially while they’re not allowed their summons.”

      She continued her count using her fourth hand, as she was almost done anyway. “Beasts don’t have dedicated styles. They are instead developing new fur patterns. When it comes to humanized Beasts, they have been joining the clothing umbrella of someone else. Halcyon’s faction is excluded, as anyone under her flag wears full plate armor, or heavier. Wisps are glow balls and don’t do clothes, which I mention purely to say not to order clothes from them, because they do a terrible job. If a shirt has the right number of holes, we’ll be proud.”

      She cleared her throat to add the last two counts on hand number four. “Dedicated cultivators and Mages have come up with something called wuxia clothing and xianxia clothing. They got the word wuxia, woo-shoo, from a sword swinging noise. Like Avalon, they’re all robes, but the martial gi variant is gaining popularity. Lots of dull colors, usually related to their affinities. They’re proud of them. Mages also do robes, but thinner, simpler, and in a lot of whites or pure colors. Xianxia style is ‘an immortal hero’s style,’ according to them, and they want to stand out and be seen from a distance.”

      Zelia added her fifth hand. “The remnants of the Old Guild dress in the old ways, and whatever’s left of the shattered Asguardians are so few in number that they’re not worth considering. They’re all with other factions now. Yuki’s Jotun all love their extreme fur-laden attires and cloak-pelts, though I hear the ladies have joined the hanfu trend. Both the college and the Skyspear Academy have transitioned to sweatpants and simple shirts. I hear that tutors have taken to throwing students into the river as they are forgetting to bathe. They K.I.S.S., as I hear it. Keep it simple.”

      Her face grimaced, but she bore it well and finalized the count using her last hand. “My pride and joy children have surprised me, as I was not expecting them to fall in love with dressing up as dapper butlers and fine maids. According to my Anansi, it helps those who they are talking to forget that they are speaking to a spider. I, for some reason, blame Pag. The bards and rogues for some reason love leather, leather, and more leather. If it’s dressed in black, spikes, and skulls, that’s a rogue. If it’s coming at you with a smile, that’s a bard. Usually, they have tassels. I don’t know why they like their tassels. Lastly, Adam and all the Demon-redeemed Nephilim have picked up one of the Gnome’s old Eternia alpha run toy-boxes from Vanaheim-that-was. Their clothes are made of polymer, and glow. Very futuristic.”

      The spider secretary put all her hands down, then remembered that she forgot herself. “Dungeons in people-form aren’t cohesive enough for a clothing type. We go with what we like. There are technically the Sea Elves, who like their pirate attire? They’re as reclusive and unfriendly as you can get, and only get along with the Finns. Who also don’t like any people. I think you’ve met Luca? Very Viking. Stab with Mora first, ask questions never, hit the sauna and call it a day. Seeing someone from a far distance away is close enough of an encounter for social contact for the great majority of them. The Finns tend to stick with Yuki’s Jotun.”

      She crossed her arms, scraping the bottom of the barrel as she blew out air. “Then the Demons are all books or game items, and a whole bunch of Bird Beasts are swords in Olympus Lake. The C’towl have a thing for being kitchen staff, lounge ornaments, or there for you to claw around and find out. Bashers are easy. The Glitterflits are nurses and all the others are soldiers. Colonel Raile saw to that, though no cute soldier outfits yet. Just funny fur. I’d categorize the Heavenlies, but a bib and a pacifier will do.”

      Artorian paused purely to see if that last comment got her smote. Smited? What were all the tenses of ‘to smite’ supposed to be?

      When none came, he listened to Zelia finish up her list.

      The spider secretary refreshed her claws for counting. “Spotters are the epitome of high intelligence, no wisdom. So while we can give them clothing, it will only end up wet, muddy, dusty, dirty, or destroyed. Usually destroyed. We have invented something called cargo shorts for them, since Spotters are Mages and do not need protection, they need pockets.”

      Feeling that Spotters took an entire hand by itself, Zelia refreshed her second claw. “The Oni and Orkharn function together as a society, even if they differ in culture. Orkharn are highly honor-bound, shamanistic, and delightfully spiritual in nature. Like the Oni, they wear hakama, yukata, kimono, and kataginu. Only the Orkharn wear the double-wool gambeson, though. They are the zeppelin crews and high-altitude watchmasters.”

      A claw moved down. “Oni fashion currently includes hanfu mixed with fluffy white boas for the ladies, and armor plating of all kinds for the boys. They have skipped normal clothes, and are instead accessorizing with armor. Halcyon’s faction is very on the nose about it, but everyone likes watching the friendly scuffles, crown games, and totally-not-wars.”

      She reminisced with a happy sigh. “You know how Halcyon’s humanized form is about ten feet tall? Well, it turns out that this is the case for all the Orca and killer whale Beasts. Since otherwise the only creature bigger than an Oni was an Orkharn, their eyes sparkle with the smiles of challenge. The Orkharn stick to yoroi armor, and politely stay out of the melee. The Oni are of the mind that if one pauldron provides two more defensive points than another pauldron, that they will be using the first one instead. Fashion and set-matching be cursed. It drives Eri up the wall. She’s even put a reward out for anyone that can drag an Oni into her emporium so she can make their clothes match. The Oni boys are now very careful about their drinking contests. They might wake up in matching armor that is two points less effective.”

      Artorian nodded, working in the reply to several of her hands.

      “Luca was pleasant, and I consider Pag somewhat responsible, yes. I remember his attempt at being the great rat maiden, and I despise that I can see Hans in my mind’s eye with a lute in hand, and more of that stolen leather pirate attire. Hat and all. Now I know who he annoyed and stole it from.” Artorian laughed at the memory, then drank water from one of the gourds he kept in his bracelet. He loved that the darn thing worked regardless of where he was.

      His enjoyment was cut short when the colder part of his brain gave him a serious nudge. This wasn’t a friendly check up. “Fun lessons.”
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      Artorian dropped the pretense. “I’m half dreading what you’re both here for, and half hoping that it tells me who needs to be stabbed.”

      Yuki did not waste one icicle of time. “Your supposed guess on Odin and Invictus was so on the mark that you have already stabbed the heart. What took us so long to get back to you was the discovery of the support network that assisted that heart, because we were not expecting it to be the entire Winter Court.”

      Zelia was planning to be more graceful with that wound, but Yuki had clearly already sharpened the majority of her icicles. “Those irritating balls of cold-glow have entrenched themselves so deep into politics and internal affairs that the idea of right and wrong is a suggestion, and morality is a crutch. If you can fulfill their frankly terrible deals, they will not care for outside consequences and get you what you paid for.”

      Zelia snapped her fan back open to hide her mouth, because she knew she was going to lose control of her cutesy human form, and a gaping maw of fangs was not a welcome sight. “Odin has wiggled himself in for not one, but three visits to the New World, to perform the job of check-ups that is being masked by mythology. One stint as Odin, one stint as Zeus, and one stint as Jupiter, since he still has severe anger issues when anyone calls him Jasper. We have already taken steps to handicap the Jupiter attempt, but the other two are likely going through.”

      “So it was Odin.” Artorian sat on a log. He held his own hands as his expressions became mute and flat, and his voice lost emotion. “Odin and Invictus. Zelia, do either of those names carry inherent meaning?”

      Zelia recognized the dangers of Artorian the Gray. Direct answers would yield best results. “Invictus means unconquerable. Odin, ahh… Well, you’re not going to like it, but what got written down was: the supreme god and creator.”

      Artorian nodded without empathy or care. “I can’t kill them. Not while I am like this. Not here. I would gain little satisfaction if someone else did it for me either. Beyond that, as the supposed man of hope and mercy, it does not suit me to take such cold and proper vengeance. No matter how loudly my head keeps replaying the sound of snapping raider necks.”

      Yuki shared none of that temperance, her words as cutting and cold as her reputation. “Nonsense. Grow strong. Snap them.”

      Artorian the Gray didn’t budge in expression or mood. “We will be doing something else. Invictus will come to mean something other than unconquerable, or will be conquered so thoroughly that there’s nothing left. Odin will either become a word that does not mean what he wants it to mean, just as in the tale of the Bunny and Nimrod, or I will give him an end as poetic as he craves his stories to be.”

      Zelia chanced the dangerous waters. “What about when we are out of Cal?”

      Artorian provided dangerous answers. “The ideals of a good man are tempered by what one has to do to sustain the conditions where a good man can continue to be one.”

      Artorian’s cold eyes looked up at Zelia. “Let the instigators believe they have won. Let them enjoy the last flourishings of their life. Let the retribution lay silent. The line is long crossed. When it comes time to pay the cost? They will learn that they should not have gone after my boys, but I want them to learn that from me. Love can be responsible for terrible things.”

      He swallowed, tense and nearly breaking his own hands from how hard he was squeezing them. “Until then? Those who support me, and burn to take action, are free to destroy their reputations and drag what is left as deep through the mud as they’d like.”

      Zelia kept her temper tempered, but Yuki was providing a very uncharacteristic, very ominous smile. She turned, the snow around her increasing as she walked away. “I will inform our meager few, zealous hearts that the winter will be bitter, and the flavor will be cold.”

      The spider secretary sat with her Dreamer, offering her claw to hold. Artorian took it to squeeze, rather than continue to make the bones in his hands creak. His breathing unsteadied. Sometimes quick, sometimes deep. She squeezed his hand back and pulsed the grip strength when it seemed that he had something to say. “Sometimes, Zelia, sometimes I have no idea what the right thing to do is.”

      Zelia was no expert on the matter. She may even be the opposite. “My Dreamer, death is cheap, and Dungeons shop with discounts. I do not share or have qualms against the topic of murder. I care about patterns, and the health and wealth of yours. If you wish to do this personally, then do so. Some others may have difficulty sitting on their hands, but you have left them a door. I have no such qualms. I know life as a very large web. The fate of one meager fly matters… not at all. Yet, that is not what you are concerned about. Your concern is my concern. You do not consider Odin to be any different than those raiders. Yet you worry that the act of his violent removal will violate your own held standards. That one’s might does not make right.”

      Artorian calmed as she spoke so elegantly. With a delicate, spider’s touch.

      He nodded, not having the words yet.

      Zelia had the words. “You have encountered… the solution to your problem, rather recently? The problem is not one of vengeance. The problem is one of tolerance. Tolerance requires intolerance against those who steal your peace from you. Tolerance is to stay your hand against the mewls of cats when they become irritating. You tolerate the cats. Tolerance is to have the endurance to keep taking care of your small child, even when it has annoyed the abyss out of you after what feels like the last time. They are still your child.”

      Zelia sat closer, her Dreamer silent, but listening. “The enemy is not a person. The existence of opinions or behavior that one does not necessarily agree with are ever present, and all around us. The benign? That is healthy to tolerate. It promotes the continuance of function in a community. Tolerance does not, however, apply to those who actively go around murdering and breaking what is precious to you. Someone who says that you do not deserve to live, or that you are not worthy of life, because of something they believe? That is a clear line. Someone who crosses that line, and slanders the silent rules of society so they can appease their own ego? That is how mortal laws get formed. The written social contract.”

      She held his hand with two of hers. Having six had its conveniences. “Many wars were waged purely for the reason that the ideology of one group was so opposed to the ideology of another that only one could remain. You are not fighting Odin. You are fighting what Odin believes, and what all people like him believe. Odin is merely the vessel, filled with the conditions and ego that would make him go after someone’s children because he feels a personal slight. Or whatever possessed him to act. His reasons are now moot. The line is crossed. Now is not the time to dig and question. Now is the time for consequences, for Odin believes there will be none.”

      Artorian’s head leaned, but still, he did not have the words.

      Zelia had plenty. “There are no good answers, my Dreamer. Morality is fickle that way. Nothing is ever objective enough for ethics to provide the clean lines. The lines have to instead be agreed upon. Or established by force. What you are actually deciding is not the fate of Odin, but the direction of the norms and mores you plan to establish in the society of the New World.”

      That earned her a big-eyed look, but still, he was silent.

      Zelia filled the emptiness. “You don’t like to accept it, my Dreamer. You don’t even like to think about it. People look to you for guidance in their acts, and while you know that, you pretend not to. You don’t actually want that weight. You want people to make their own choices, but people who don’t know what choices to make need ideals; roads, directions, or a back to look at, point at, and say: that one.”

      Appropriate to the conversation, she used two of her six arms to rub his back. “While they are both unwritten rules; mores are norms that are widely observed and have great moral significance… stealing, lying, promise breaking and what not. Social norms are much more specific than social mores. Norms are what form the specific cultural and traditional practices that are considered acceptable by society. Mores are the collective acceptance and practice of these social norms. Clothes to wear. Types of greetings. Reactions to given situations. Mores, when violated, result in severe punishments and social sanction upon the individuals. They are the big picture stuff, after all.”

      She cocked her own head, fixing her order, as her explanation was a touch chaotic. “Norms is the big box. The category. The four types of social norms are folkways, mores, taboos, and laws.”

      Artorian frowned, and grumbled lightly. He found some words, but they were not the right words. “You were on the right track before you began about unwritten rules. The mores and norms talk isn’t helping. The other one…? That may have been about to.”

      Zelia stood, brushed her black and white hanfu off, and re-offered her hand so they could talk and stroll. “Walk and talk?”

      Young-torian took her hand, and strolled along with her on the Avalon circuit. “Walk and talk. The weight is heavy when I think about it. An unknowable amount of people looking at my back is an odd feeling. It won’t stop me from tearing the way open for them, but I have this fear?”

      Zelia softly gave his hand a squeeze. “What might that be, my Dreamer?”

      Artorian swallowed, the words difficult, and the thoughts unpleasant. “That when I have carved this path, and look behind me? There is nobody.”

      Zelia wrapped two of her arms around his head, and held her Dreamer closer. “Then, my sweet scion of Love, you are blind. You should rub your eyes, and look again. Your back is pressed by many hands, and whether there is an ocean on your shoulders or not? If you start picking up pieces, many others will follow in your wake, and your example. Worry less on what your dissidents will think. Think instead about what you want to pave the path with.”

      She released his head, and continued the walk with him, ever the supportive spider. “Then throw caution to the wind, and pave it. Because, my Dreamer, I couldn’t care less about what path anyone else might pave. Yours is the path I wish to see. Yours is where I will be. Right here, with you. No matter how high, or how deep, the waves of the sea.”
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      Artorian’s head just couldn’t catch a break.

      The speed at which life went was a hazy mess, and seemed so irrelevant at times. Then Lunella got sick one day, and every hour became an eternity. An eternity that he spent sitting in a chair next to her bed, reading up on any notes that anyone felt like bringing him. Many came to check on the Matron, and said they could take the watch, but Artorian couldn’t be pried from his seat.

      Youthful form or not, there was an ancient nostalgia in him that saw the scene differently. Lunella hadn’t been sick like this since the Old World, but Elder Artorian of the Fringe Village remembered them with sudden, exceptional clarity. He knew tiny Lunella’s favorite recipe for when she was unwell and couldn’t keep food down. Cooked apples, wrapped in bacon, and drizzled with the rare delivery of sugar were always an exception. Those went down the hatch like magic. He knew how she liked her hand held, and how she curled around her straw dolls based on her pains.

      Grandma Lunella behaved identical to that little tyke from a whole life ago. The cost of not becoming a cultivator was taking its toll, no matter how Cal was clearly helping, cheating, and extending the natural span of things.

      Some people aged fast. Some people aged far too slowly. Tarrean, Irene’s man, had ditched cultivation. It wasn’t for him anymore, he’d said. Tarrean was now an ancient husk of a man, but he was a man with a perpetual smile on his wrinkled face, delighting in Wu bringing him ever more mead to try.

      Irene, in comparison, looked twenty. Cultivator perks of Cal, with Irene being as gung-ho as she was about breaching that Mage barrier. Cal’s preference for more Mages hadn’t exactly fallen to the wayside. Or had she been talking about not breaching the Mage barrier? She had the drive, but the current state of Tarrean left her very conflicted, and she hadn’t wanted to pursue the topic.

      Jin, their son, had long ago become a full-fledged adult. He’d been about one when Ra had been a baby, but the man was gaining a stomach to rival Wu these days. His efforts in cultivation were… lacking. Though that was likely from the affections of a fair maiden whose eye he’d caught. The joke between them was precious. The first time Artorian met the adorable Elven lass, she’d introduced herself as Tonic. Then she pulled Jin close, smirked wide, and repeated herself. Jin and Tonic.

      There was much slow-clapping that day, and Artorian adored meeting both Tonic, and her son, Tin. Tin was an adventurous little sprout, clearly fallen to the more musical persuasions. Artorian had suspicions, but Jin came clean by whispering to his ear. The man knew that his son was a Mage volunteering for a new life, but he did not mind. Tin was a good boy, did his chores, and sang like a songbird the moment he was free. When asked about his songbirding, Tin smiled wide, and named his chant the Sogno Di Volare. The dream of flight.

      Artorian learned many such fun little oddities as his time felt like it continued to slow. The slower his time felt, the more the day-to-day activities filtered in. The more he noticed them again. The more the normality sank in, and the tiny things became important. Like how Zelia had a frog as a pet. A crazy frog that croaked out the single most annoying song in all of existence, but she had one!

      Wo’ah the Wise was also a frequent guest in Avalon. Though his work with Cal, while still a Mage of Empyreal matters, had changed much of the race he’d once been. No longer a Lunar Elf, Wo’ah could be found indulging in his new miniature-painting hobby in the longhouse fairly often. It was still odd to see the shadowy moons on his skin had been replaced with gears, and that he was now of a species that he called Engineering Elves.

      Wo’ah got the occasional visit from some Gnomes and Balance Mages, and the noise of his particular slap to the head could be picked out of a crowd. A detail that caught Artorian’s ear was that something had gone awry with Sequoia in the Eternia game.

      Apparently, sound was only a problem when the projectiles were kinetic. Sequoia didn’t use kinetic projectiles, and thus the sound produced when the chained abilities went off were simulated. A physical piece of ammunition moving at Mach ten would have apparently done a lot more damage in physics, and hearing, than the damage in listed numbers. An energetic projectile needed to have both its damage and physics simulated, and was therefore much less prone to proper physics problems.

      The crafting core had been entirely unnecessary. A Balance Mage might see Artorian about it when back in Eternia. Artorian felt like he just might leave it well enough alone. Sequoia could make the call on what special effects he wanted.

      The slowness of the days was getting to him. He rose. He cleansed. He ate. He ran. He read. He wandered. He chattered. He came to know the people who called this little circle of the world their home. The monotony and repetition of it was appealing. The lifecycle was grounding. The entanglement in the community gave him footing, something to look forward to, and a clear grasp of what to expect.

      The life of a cultivator lost that certainty, that stability. A cultivator was a sole force under the heavens, aspiring to breach the vast skies. To be eternal. To gain power.

      Teen-torian stood on a small hill, overlooking the village. The breeze cut through his hair, his stature a meager few inches taller. The thoughts left him as words. “To safeguard what I Love.”

      A crone of a woman sat next to him on the hill. She was well-wrapped, protected against even this small breeze. Her voice was ancient, but pleasantly familiar. “Well, well, well. Look who the C’towl dragged back to mortal speeds.”

      She turned her head, but all Artorian could see under the grandmotherly trapping was a pair of bright pink eyes. “Took you long enough.”

      Artorian felt kinship, his smile warm and soft. “Hello, Scilla. How has life been?”

      Scilla, a being made from his own Liminal Energy, as she was responsible for holding on to it, cackled like only a crone could. “Hyeeee, hyeh, hyeh! Good! I age fast, but I adore my family, and my family adores me. I love that you bought me this time, you whippersnapper.”

      Sticking his hands into his white Avalon-attire robe pockets, he sat with her on the grass. “Please tell me you’re not here to tell me terrible news?”

      A whack to the back of the head was answer enough. “You rude boy! You’re not getting rid of me so easily! You are good and stuck with me until you hit Mage again, at which point I want a lovely funeral, a nice send off, and a good big hug before I hand over your Liminal to the next version of your tribulation keeper. Besides, you’ve met the awful bastard.”

      Artorian moved from the slap, even if he reasonably shouldn’t have felt it. Playing along was good business. He froze at Scilla’s words, suddenly concerned about another problem. “The hug is easy; what do you mean I know the guy?”

      Scilla regarded him with the disappointment of an elder and grandma. “You think I didn’t notice that mummy of an atrocity, Cataphron, sticking his nose back in? Vivid re-imaginings like that don’t come back up without something to fuel them, you utter dunce cap. I got you to A-rank… what? Seven? I told you long ago that I can no longer administer your tribulations. I care too much.”

      Artorian paled, but kept his mouth shut and grit his teeth.

      “Yes, yes. Unpleasant, I know.” Scilla wrapped her ancient arm around his neck. “That’s the point, isn’t it? Cataphron will be administering your A-rank eight tribulation, when it comes time. You’ve already worked your way through mine, so getting back to A-rank seven is going to be all on the power-gathering track. Try not to be surprised if you see Hakan again, either. He-Khan? I swear there needs to be an H in there, that Amazonian madhouse of a woman. Curse her and her perfect body base for cultivation. You are lucky she wasn’t one. She wiped the floor with you as a non-cultivator.”

      Artorian leaned into the hold, but that was not good news to swallow. “I miss you already.”

      Another whap to the head knocked him out of that musing. Scilla wasn’t having it, and would forever give him lip and a hard time. “A man who suffers before it is necessary suffers more than is necessary. Chin up! Chest out. Feet forward. I’m not dead yet, and at least you have a heads up. I’ve gotten everything I ever wanted out of life already. Any more is a bonus. Now get your feet back on that track, you languishing keister-pain. Move it, grasshopper! Scilla the Crone was always there. I needed you to slow down enough to remember the core of why you care.”

      Scilla got up on her feet without any issues, then thumbed dirt from his cheeks. “My favorite, dumb, speedy boy. Go be a cultivator again. They’re all sitting on the edge of their seats to see you grow. To see what plans you conjure. To see what you want to build. Quit your wallowing, or I’ll chase you with a walloping. Now, git! Go on!”

      Scilla chased him off that hill by copying the ravens. “Caw! Caw, I say! Caw!”

      As Artorian hustled his bustle back to the track to avoid another whap or wallop, Adam descended next to Scilla. The Angel, included as ever with a falling accompaniment of down feathers, was sunshine and pleasantry. “You decided that today was the day?”

      Scilla huffed, utterly indignant. “Today was the day. He slowed down enough. He remembered that he has to spend time with his people, instead of just thinking of his people. It will be awhile before he forgets again, but the next version of the Liminal me that will whip him for it will be far less gentle about it. Today was the day. Now flutter off, feathers, I don’t need a Scilla-sitter, but you’re a good boy for checking on this old crone.”

      She patted Adam on his perfect cheek, then wandered off as Adam watched Artorian rush onto the track and hurry into the back of the formation of those already getting a move on. He chuckled to himself, his eyes swirling with celestial sights. “I don’t know what everyone is so worried about. I really like the future that I’m seeing. It’s… nice. It’s so nice. Remember to rely on people, grasshopper. Cultivating Love cannot be done alone.”
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      Amanecida Opening. A.O. Year Five.

      “Artorian!” Occultatum’s call made Young-torian’s head pop up from his stretches on Avalon’s track. The plague doctor was looking for him.

      “Present!” Pushing himself up as Ember paused her own warm ups, the duo segregated themselves from the Avalon morning crowd that had grown greatly in number. Morning jogs had become more than something just the children did. “How are you, Tot?”

      Finding them by the reply, Occultatum stepped through nothingness and appeared before them. He was dressed in a brand-new plague doctor’s attire, with a fancy new beaked mask and immaculate matching coat. “There you are. Happy twentieth birthday! You are a teen no more. That was a joke. You may now laugh.”

      Ember released a pffft, but did not laugh. Standing at a solid six feet in height, her own voice was a few years older. “Right on the five-year Amanecida marker? I thought you were here early to sneak mead out of Wu’s stash. The big celebration is in the evening, you’re early. Or are we actually linking birthdays to the yearly winter-solstice turn-over of the new calendar?”

      “Why not both?” The plague doctor clapped his hands together. “Might as well! It makes the winter-solstice useful for something, and reminds people that we’re in the correct summer when the summer-solstice happens. I miss snow. How are the zoomies?”

      “Zooming!” Artorian, now a bolstered twenty-year old standing at a proud five feet and nine inches tall, pressed his hands to his hips. His voice, like Ember’s, had grown to reflect the age of twenty. He was already sweating, but his robes were wicked good at wicking. Given that it was supposed to be winter, the Wisps still hadn’t gotten seasons right. Who didn’t like bonus summers? “I thought Emby was joking with the ‘things will take years’ commentary, but nooooo. I am a slug, and unlike Emby, my body does not cooperate. I am designed for naps, she is designed for claps.”

      Ember politely corrected him. “Closed fist strikes are punches, sweetheart. Open palm strikes are claps. You like palms, I like punches. You educate, I eliminate.”

      Artorian pointed at her to point out the correction, no more was needed. “Took me half a year to get used to proper stretches. Being properly limber and flexible matters. Two years for something more than a light jog not to kill me, and two years to run without collapsing, passing out, or suffering some kind of heatstroke. Now? I’m half a year into proper cardio. Makes the heart strong.”

      Tatum liked that, but noticed that Lucia, who was loitering in the distance with some others, carried extra water gourds. “Are you staying social? I admit that not seeing you in Eternia for a while had me worried.”

      “Definitely!” Artorian beamed, happy with the flow of things. “When I’m not spending quality time with Ember, or getting trained, I have a somewhat endless line of Wisps, Gnomes, people, and notes streaming past the reception window of my house. I had to ask Genevieve to fill in as a support secretary. You know how busy Zelia gets. Though she gave me Walter, and he’s a good spider. Terribly polite monocle man. He likes to go by Mr. Dornez at times? I don’t mind. I’m up to date on worldly matters, but it turns out that people were right, and I needed to alter the speed at which I was mentally going. Some problems just can’t be solved in a day.”

      The cultivator-in-training gave a gentle shrug at the reflection. “There’s a bunch I don’t know, of course, but all the truly important things come to my door. People accept that when I’m out and about, I get to pick who I talk to, and for the rest, they give me healthy breathing space. I am aware of the pile of diplomatic missives and that some people are constipated from me not coming to talk to them. When I accepted that I do not need to do everything all at once? I eased up. What I was not expecting was that I would be playing matchmaker.”

      That amused Occultatum. “Now this I must hear about.”

      “Well.” Artorian pulled up his belt, untying the cloth so he could retie it more to his liking. “For some reason, even though I am no true cultivator, I have a knack and a nose for figuring out who would match well with who, and may have accidentally started a shipping industry? I don’t know how I ended up as a half-administrator and couple-therapist, but people are happy, so what am I gonna say? The majority of my advice comes down to ‘talk to them.’ I’m chalking it up as residual Love Mage effects. I just sort of… know? It’s hard to explain. I mean, I can tell just from a glance that you are doing very well with Chandra, that you are content, and that Chandra is secretly bubbly and over the moon anytime you’re around. Particularly when you make time to spend time in the plants with her.”

      Tatum pulled out a cloth to dab his masked forehead. “Yes. Planting. Important to pay attention to the details. Forget what I asked. Perhaps we can move on to what I’m here for?”

      Artorian grinned from ear to ear. “You should have opened with that, Tot. Is it our turn to see the New Earth? Any fun developments?”

      The plague doctor nodded with great enthusiasm. “Oh yes. The people project is a great success! I admit, releasing patterns into the wild was a gamble of a game. It worked! Mostly. We still ended up with the Uncanny Valley problem. They slaughtered each other in the early stages. We kept needing to throw more pattern variations in until one stuck. It’s not what we were hoping for, but people are people. They spread across the coast of the continent we started them in. Not that we have much of a choice of where the Amanecida Gate opens to. That Louis and Zelia can make the gate work at all is a minor miracle.”

      Artorian nodded, understanding as he motioned at a birch bench, preferring to sit. The trio took a seat, with Tatum in the middle so he could keep talking about the history of the new world. “People have been going in and out to keep tabs, and we’ve got whole mythologies pre-planned based on which groups of people are preparing to go out. That’s all organized in a pre-assigned order, because Tim stuck his nose in.”

      That earned a minor chuckle. “Chandra saw them wear their first clothes shortly after they breached into the second, larger continent that the starter one is connected to. The starter one is the one that Shaka insists is called Africa. We’re just going with it. Our maps are all wrong now anyway, and we don’t know what to call any of the places.”

      Ember mused out loud. “We’re going to let the locals name things, build language, set the rules, and then we learn those languages and adapt our way in?”

      Tatum nodded, all proud. “Correct! In addition, Cal is planning to take the main language of the world once it forms, and use it for Eternia’s magic system. I thought that was clever.”

      Agreement in the form of nods was returned.

      Making an image of Spiritual force appear, Tatum drew in the air and moved the map, showing a blob wash out from Africa and glob over to the east. “When it comes to solid societies? Sangoan culture is the first one we found, back in Africa. Was it actually the first one? Unknown, but it was the first one we found. There’s a couple hundred years of gap between each of our visits at those times, because nothing major is happening. We’re kept the dilation fairly speedy until now, and we’re slowing down more as the circumstances become ever more promising. Promising means complicated.”

      That sounded great to everyone!

      Tatum readily agreed. “We found the first bone tools the very next visit, but also the first accident. The locals definitely saw the Mages who were there to check on progress, and the morons chose to fly away.”

      Ember and Artorian both laughed heartily. Of course this wasn’t going to go off without a hitch!

      Tatum grumbled. “Yeah, yeah. Around thirty-thousand New World years later, stoneworking was discovered in… What are they calling it? Europe? Where are they pulling these names from?”

      Artorian leaned in to check on the map in front of Tatum with more curiosity. “Who is deciding on the names?”

      The plague doctor swirled his glove at his own map with some annoyance. “The Heavenlies want to help, but that’s like piling a bunch of cats into a box and trusting whichever one meows the loudest. The most cohesive answer I have gotten is that they picked a possible time period in the future where things… I’m going to quote here: ‘It just be like that.’ So let’s trust little, and use whatever names come out of the hat. We can update the map as we get information. Because as far as I am concerned? This could all be a practical joke, terribly wrong in its own right, or even worse? Correct. It could all be correct. We’re trusting cats, here. Orange ones.”

      Ember chuckled, then rolled her hand for more updates.

      Tatum agreed, glad to go on. “Couple thousand new Earth years later, stoneworking popped up in… Does that say Mesopotamia?”

      The duo leaned in from both sides, then nodded. That did appear to be the word. From that point, the glob aggressively spread across the map. Years shot by by the hundreds and thousands, updates popping in each time Mages completed a planetary survey. The new humans reached a continent across the ocean, though possibly via a frozen land bridge?

      Tatum slowed the map’s growth and pointed at the right side of the map. “Jiivra found pottery on the eastern coast over here, in Son Vi. Couple thousand years later, the Near East had the Heavenlies in a tizzy with something they called the Neolithic Era. Meanwhile, Mages found domesticated cattle in Anatolia, and wheat in the Indus Valley. Very promising stuff.”

      The map was slowed, and by a significant margin, as the timer now dropped to count by the hundreds, rather than the thousands. Ember nodded in approval. “More going on, more scheduled visits?”

      “Precisely!” Tatum had missed his Incarnate-quality work companion. Ember may currently not be an Incarnate, but she was always as sharp as any blade worth its salt. “As you can see on the map, the China place hit the Neolithic Era a few hundred years later. Then right here, bam.”

      Stopping the map entirely, Tatum dropped his gloved finger on Anatolia. “First cities! We’re setting this point on the map timeline as New Earth year zero. We didn’t keep proper track before this, and there was a big Wisp and Gnome kerfuffle about it. We now have trackers, and we’re building listening devices. Do you remember our Stonehenge? We’re making a whole bunch of natural-looking markers like that, and carefully plunking them stone by stone down… just about everywhere. They let us collect information when we’re not there. We plan to swap out the secret energy Core every visit, and bring the recordings of the previous one home.”

      Nodding followed, the duo hungry for more updates. The man of many secrets was happy to spill more beans. “Eight hundred years in, we found wheat in Mesopotamia. Chandra was thrilled. One-thousand, one-hundred years in? Domesticated pigs in Asia. Love to see it. A couple more places hit the Neolithic, but what had everyone in a tizzy was that one-thousand, five-hundred years in, Anatolia pulled together lead smelting. Smelting!”

      The plague doctor squeed loud. His hands shook while his arms were kept closely together, his feet happy-tapping the ground. “Two-thousand, one-hundred years in, Mesopotamia got itself some kilns. Two-thousand, five-hundred years in, Alexandria, our librarian, found settled communities in Sumer. Exactly what we were hoping to see.”

      The map was slowed down even more, as too much was happening on a global scale to keep conveniently tracked. A whole bunch of societies and regions showed up, gained names, and included assumed borders for territory. Most of it in the Europe region, even though the major technological gains appeared to be elsewhere. “Two-thousand, nine-hundred years in, Haddock, one of the Sea Elves you don’t know, discovered oars being used in China. I have never seen a Sea Elf smile, and I hope I never forget it. I didn’t think they could do that.”

      Soft chuckling was earned, the duo still glued to the map that now moved in a timespan of ten years per tick, rather than one-hundred.

      Tatum pointed at the interesting bits he remembered off the top of his head. “Three-thousand, ten-ish years in, we’ve got copper smelting in the… I think that says Balkans? Plus, rice cultivation in China by the… That number can’t be right. I’m going to ignore that number.”

      His glove slid from one continent, all the way to the other. “Three-thousand, two-hundred, and twenty years in, Chandra wakes me up in the middle of the night shaking maracas. Because there is maize in Mexico. I rolled over.”

      Far more important to any conversation was his digit sliding straight to Egypt. “Don and Hadurin, bless them and their noses, discovered alcohol being fermented in Egypt around the three-thousand, three-hundred, and seventy mark. There was much rejoicing. I learned that Dwarves ugly cry, shed a single manly tear, or go catatonic.”

      Tatum let the time roll, then paused at what had become a very bad joke. He sighed, and gave the update anyway. “Three-thousand, five-hundred? The plow is introduced to Europe. Please do not laugh. I am surrounded by children.”

      Ember and Artorian kept their cool.

      Ra, and the rest of the family listening in, collectively lost it. The laughter was so loud that Lunella yelled at them all the way from the longhouse.
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      Occultatum cleared his throat when Ra and the other relatives fled like rats. “History of the world, part two.”

      With Ra and her gang gone, Tatum proceeded with more comfort. “Three-thousand, six-hundred, twenty years in, Birch and Rosewood find copper needles in Egypt. This is also about the time where serious intrusions needed to happen more frequently, so the mythology plan is a go. Ra and family concocted an utterly mad, completely ridiculous story, and decided on Egypt as the location.”

      The lecturer needed to give the top of his mask a stern rub. “They are already back from that excursion, but in terms of the New Earth timeline, they entered about four-hundred years from where we are on this chart, around the four-thousand mark. A bit before they went in, we found evidence of buffalo being domesticated in China.”

      Forwarding the map to the year four-thousand, Artorian needed to stop Tatum. He pointed in the corner of the map, as the setting of timescale was set to twelve, not ten. “What’s that about?”

      Tot had been a potato, and forgotten to cover more Heavenly orange calico silliness. “Ah, that. There’s an assumption that the calendar in the future will be calculated by twelve months of about thirty days in a year, not ten months with thirty-six. I think this is very silly. Ten is clearly better. I didn’t notice that the timescale was set to twelve. Good catch. Should I swap it to ten, or just keep going?”

      Artorian waved the notion away. “It matters very little so long as the story is cohesive. Major milestones remain major, and their calendar is not going to affect our jump-in order.”

      The plague mask nodded, and Tatum continued. “Ra and the gang had an interesting set of reports, but mostly it’s all about what we’d expect from a might-makes-right society. Throw in some pyramid governments and your classic tyrants-in-charge ideals, and you get the hieroglyph of the picture. Anyway, around the four-thousand mark, someone saw a potter’s wheel in Sumer. Maybe fifty years later, horses got domesticated in the Steppes.”

      Ember made a pleased noise. “Horses are a big deal.”

      Tatum nodded, and tapped an area labeled Syria. “Five-thousand, three hundred, and about twenty or so years in, Eri found linen being produced around here. We also have a marker that about forty years later, the global population is assumed to be around thirty million humans.”

      That earned a serious fists to the air cheer. Ember and Artorian got up, hugged, and jumped in a circle. Artorian was the first to break the cycle, hooting with a smile. “That solves our demographics! That means it must be about Essence lever time?”

      Tatum shook his head, and not in a kindly fashion. “Nooooooo. Not even close.”

      Artorian felt like he forgot something. “What am I missing?”

      Ember had her forgetful boy covered. “Numbers are just one of the needs. To integrate Essence is to make the world hospitable to us. It also means to murder the current occupants wholesale. So Eternia has to be capable of the influx of as much of their raw population as we can hold. Not sustain, just hold. The populace also needs to be of a cultural and technological plateau to understand the game they are being dropped in. We are going to need to help them enter, and if their culture does not have the words to explain how we work, then they’re just going to cry outcast and chuck fire at us. They are not ready. Simple as that.”

      Artorian made a subtle sound of understanding, then sat back down.

      When Ember sat with him, Tatum kept the map moving. “Silk production was discovered in China not too long after Eri found the linen. Zelia lamented that she couldn’t go and see for herself, but Rosewood and Api took a bonus tour to confirm the silk. In short, the silk is confirmed.”

      Artorian stuck his hand up. “Zelia can’t leave?”

      Tatum sat straight, counting on his fingers so he recalled correctly. “Let’s see. Beasts cannot leave. Full on mind crash. Dungeons cannot leave, due to a mysterious, but unpleasant, instant case of Dungeon Madness. Unlike Beasts, Dungeons that have gone out with temporary bodies haven’t come back at all, and we know they didn’t survive. People we sent out for them have found nothing. We think the environment ate them? Heavenlies can’t go because there’s no Quintessence, so it’s still death but at least they know what’s waiting for them. Incarnates can only go a limited number of times, because our souls want to re-express themselves the moment we are out of Cal, and we can only suppress that for so long.”

      Ember pointed at herself with worry and concern.

      It was Tatum’s turn to wave the topic away. He pointed at himself instead. “No, no. You are flesh and blood. I am Spirit energy. You will be fine, I get my trip with Artorian in a bit, and that will be it. I got one outing in me. Artorian and I are slated to go in after Odin gets his second foray into myth as Zeus. I’m not sure how Jasper the Rotgut Spud got himself two deep dives, but I’m not going to pretend I’m happy about it.”

      Tatum’s masked gaze lingered on Artorian. A breeze brushed by that rustled clothes, but he remained still and unmoving. “Speaking of, we may need to talk in private sometime.”

      The twenty-year old merely clasped his hands together and nodded. “I already know, Tot, but there is definitely something I would like to run by you. It… it solves the problem, but it helps no people.”

      Tatum couldn’t be seen smiling under that mask, but Ember and Artorian both knew the expression was there. The smile was in Tot’s voice. “That is even better. To ensure that you grasp my viewpoint, Artorian, there are no people to help. Only monsters to slay.”

      Artorian nodded with a placid expression, but there was an odd satisfaction in hearing that the idea he’d been brewing and growing, morally problematic as it may be, was not being taken as the morally problematic end that it was. “Then, before Jasper goes in for his Odin run, I need to meet you in a laboratory somewhere.”

      Tatum delightedly tapped his gloves fingers together, the man as chipper and pleased as a bee smothered in pollen. “I am titillated.”

      Artorian’s face turned stoic, and copied a statue. “I don’t like how you said that word, or that you said that word. Unless that word means something that I don’t think it means.”

      Tatum clapped his hands, laughed, and gave the map a healthy pat. “We will continue, and you can forget it happened. I will see about a trip to a certain room in the Eternia moon that doesn’t exist, when time allows.”

      Ember leaned in with a big smile. “Room? What room? I was certainly not bribed to forget about a certain room. Does that mean I can get bribed all over again?”

      Tatum’s mask snapped up. “Don’t you start, missy! You have enough weapons!”

      Ember took that as a personal affront. Gasping, she pressed an insulted hand to her sternum, acting all flustered. “No, I do not! There is no such thing as enough pointy sticks in the arsenal.”

      Tatum loudly wrenched the topic back to the timeline map. “Five-thousand, five-hundred, and about thirty or so years in, some of the Gnomes discover wheels being used in Sumer. Please don’t bring that up. I forgot to say that Wisps also cannot leave. Gnomes don’t have the same problem. Wisps can’t hold the gem without a body, so they just can’t leave at all. Moving on.”

      He cleared his throat. “Five-thousand, six-hundred, and about ten years into the calendar, drumroll please? Anansi came back early to report on the Egyptian numeral system.”

      Ember and Artorian both provided polite applause.

      “He went back in because he had so much time left, but he was back out just as fast.” Tatum enlarged the map some, as two particularly hefty developments happened in close proximity to one another. “Maybe thirty years later, Egypt had sails, and ten years after that, Egypt unified and officially became our first recorded advanced civilization. Ra is convinced she is responsible, and I need someone to give her a thrashing to knock that idea out of her skull.”

      Ember gleefully shot her hand into the air with a big, innocent smile. “I’ll throw her around some.”

      Receiving a thumbs up, an icon popped onto the map. Icons were new! Tatum pointed at the icon of a rock. “A little before the six-thousand mark, all the pieces of Stonehenge were successfully filtered in and added to the New World, marking the beginning of our functional listening posts, with a neat bonus that Stonehenge doubles as a perpetual calendar that recalibrates every winter solstice sunset. I, for one, am very excited to see the locals figure that out.”

      He clapped his hands. “Secrets, secrets, and more secrets. My favorite. Stonehenge was the first big success, but we are plunking more of them everywhere that we assume interesting things will happen.”

      That made sense enough, Artorian supposed.

      “Cuneiform tablets were found in Sumer shortly before the six-thousand mark as well, and bronze working was found in Sumer shortly after the six-thousand mark.” Tatum needed to breathe deep, sigh, and point at something he did not want to admit. “Then, Egypt officially put up their pantheon, and Ra and her gang are all over it. Ra, Osiris, Anubis, their whole lot. It stuck. It stuck.”

      Artorian leaned back, looked over his shoulder, and peered into the distance where Lunella was hitting them all with the dusting brush. “Do they know?”

      Tatum groaned and buried his mask into his hands. “If you ask them, their noses will grow to match their pride and ego. They were the first proper mythology pantheon to come back and actually get remembered for whatever they did while they were there. They refuse to tell us all the details. Nobody gets remembered that hard, complete with statues, if it wasn’t interesting. Or the locals couldn’t benefit. Or something.”

      Artorian shot Ra a thumbs up, accompanied by an expression that told her volumes on the news he was just told. Ra released a seriously happy warcry, then danced with her brothers and sisters as a few of them pulled out goblet drums, getting loud enough to make Lunella fuss at them all over again.

      Artorian beamed as he returned to the conversation. “I am having a very good time.”

      “Good!” Tatum clapped, his delivery ominous. “Because it only gets messier from here. If you can get Ra, or any of the others, to tell us anything? I want to know about this one rumor where Hathor, known as Mistress of Dendera, made a cult center flourish in the city of Dendera. Why are the kids starting cults?”

      Ember barely repressed her smile and laughter. “What else are they gonna do?”

      The tide of conversation was interrupted when Osiris ran up to Artorian. Osiris was slightly older than Artorian’s current form, but the Administrator gave his still-a-grandson a beaming smile. “Yes, my boy?”

      With understandable difficulty as far as physical appearances were involved, Osiris spoke while holding his own sleeves. “Thank you for the River Styx bow, Grandpa. It helped. I’m sorry the best I could return w…”

      Osiris hushed when Artorian shook his head no and shot his hand up. “You didn’t have to give me anything, grandson. I like the idea that those with the means help those without. Is that maybe an idea you can get behind?”

      Artorian procured the Be Careful bow from his Silverwood bracelet, even if it lacked all the game goodies. “How about you give this to someone that needs it more? Someone just starting out. Or someone struggling. That Safe Working Environment is exceptional for the reduction of harm.”

      Osiris hesitated, but took the bow back. He looked at it, resolved himself, and nodded. “Sure thing, Grandpa.”

      Artorian hummed in approval. “Smart man. Say, you’re not doing any harm to the New World out there, right? I know about the myth being pulled off successfully, but I worry.”

      Osiris thought about it, and appeared confused. “I mean, when we go back in today, we’re staging my death. That’ll be fun.”

      Seeing the timeline map, Osiris pointed at the current marker. “Should be around five-hundred years from that point in the New World years. We’re going to try to get our performance into the pyramid texts, and then call it a myth. We’re done after that, and have no more check-in slots where we can go visit until it’s open for everyone.”

      Artorian nodded with strength. “I see. Thank you, grandson. Have fun playing with Ra and the gang. I look forward to hearing of your success! What did you even do to get noticed?”

      Osiris’s tone changed, his words filled with emotion. “Time is… not fair.”

      Artorian patted the open spot next to him, which Osiris took to get the memories off his chest. “On our scouting tour, before we went for our real outing, there was a really sweet kitty that… definitely wasn’t supposed to be there. We were there when she was born. We were there when she was old and gray. So when she passed, without us having aged a day, we wanted to give her a nice burial. Sphinxy played with us her whole life. We wanted to give her something more than just a marker in the sand.”

      Osiris slapped his chest, inhaling as his eyes got wet. “Here lies sand-kitty. First of her line. May there be ever more of her, and her sweet little mewls for all the food we nicked and fed her. We plunked down a giant statue of a C’towl, but we couldn’t do the wings in time. Then a whole bunch of people showed up, and yelled something about a lion. Not sure what that was about. Sure, we built the thing at cultivator speeds, but it dried up all the energy in our Exodus Cores. Shame about the wings. Sphinxy loved to fly. Toss was her favorite game.”

      Clearing his throat, Osiris got up and wiped his face with the back of his hand. “I’ma go. Can’t be late for my own death.”

      “Have a nice death, Osiris.” With a consoling pat on the back, Osiris left. Artorian took that chance to turn to Tatum, folding his hands together. “It’ll be fiiiiine.”

      Tot’s reply was flat and dry. “When you elongate a word, it means it is a lie.”
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      Artorian distracted himself from the accusation, and the thoughts of Sphinxy the cat, by pointing to a tab on the side of the map. “What’s that?”

      Occultatum winced at the glowing tab. “That is the button we do not push. I am leaving out tons of information. Other myths have popped up, but were not recorded with as great of an effect. Other technological advances. Minor groups. The amount I am not telling you far outstrips this run-through, and that will only get worse as we go.”

      There was much nodding, and nobody touched the button.

      The plague doctor cleared his throat, in clear need of water. He was offered a gourd before needing to speak, and magicked his mask away so he could drink, then magicked it back into place. Remaining hydrated, and taking water sips, was important. “History of the world, part three. Advancements got speedy. Currency in Sumer, second Egyptian dynasty, three sovereigns in China, the first three-hundred and sixty-five day calendar in Egypt… all bam, bam, and bam in the span of a couple decades.”

      He took a necessary breath. “We get the Harappans, dynasty wars, and tea being invented in China all roughly around the six-thousand, three-hundred mark, give or take a decade. We get the Elamites, then a pause, then a slam of events at the four-hundred mark. The fourth dynasty of Egypt, the Assyrian kingdom, the completion of the Djoser pyramid, the start of some other Great Pyramids.”

      Tot clapped his hands once with vigor. “The Pyramid of Giza gets completed about sixty years later, along with the rise of the first Dynasty of Ur.”

      The map paused in progress so he could point, near the six-thousand and five-hundred mark. “This is where Ra, Osiris, and the bunch go in for their last jaunt. We’re expecting to hear about a fifth Egyptian dynasty. After they get back, the next groups get cycled in. You and I don’t go in until… about two-thousand New Earth years from now? In our time… that’s about a month, with how dilation is being adjusted. A little over. I’d say about thirty-five or thirty-six days.”

      Ember reached over to tug her boy in, her head grinding into his like a cat demanding attention, except that she stole the attention rather than ask for it. “Sugar? You should do the lab thing now. Don’t waste time or come back to it too late. Just do it right now.”

      Artorian adored the affection, leaning into the grab. “Alright, dearest. Tot, do we know when Jasper’s first entry is?”

      With a quick check of the pre-planning log, Tatum was able to find that without much difficulty. “Looks like Jasper is going in as Odin first. Though there’s an extensive note here how he has over one-hundred and seventy names planned. That’s one way to do a myth. It’s also a headache. I still struggle with Dawn’s names, and…”

      He looked up from his screen. “You only have five? Six?”

      Ember thought about that, and counted them on her fingers. “The beginning of my Old World life… That’s Es-illian-Yaran. I became an Ascended, or a Mage, of the Fire Law as her. When I changed states, and became a first-circle Incarnate instead of a Mage? I officially changed to Dawn. Dawn of Fire. When I became a second-circle Incarnate, I was stuck between a bunch of names, like Soleille, but settled on Corona. Corona of the Black Hole. Instead of advancing to third-circle, I had a Tower tier change instead. I went from a tier one connection to Fire, to a tier five-hundred and fifty-five connection to Sun. That reset me to a first-circle Incarnate connection, and I took the name Amaterasu, or Ammy for short. Dawn was otherworldly and mysterious, Corona is a break-things muscle-mommy, and Ammy became my ‘finally comfortable with life’ kind-of-wild shrine maiden self.”

      Remembering to breathe and drink, she continued her growth pattern. “When I decided to go through with my reset, I chose Ember, because it was an old nickname that stuck. So even though I look like Es-illian-Yaran again, Ember felt right. When I went into the Eternia game, after sussing out that there was a possibility of Truename Pylons becoming a thing, I said abyss that and picked up what came my way. So my game body became Astarte, Goddess of War. That I can differentiate Astarte from Ember using the Sun-Body Form and Diamond-Body Form in the game is very convenient. I love combining them.”

      Dropping her hand, she thought that was about it. “When I Incarnate again, I’m not certain if I will do another new name, or go straight to Ammy. I really liked being Ammy. The hair was wild, the outfit was cozy, and the Okami Great Wolf theme had its appeal.”

      She turned to poke her claws into her boy’s chest. “If you ever wondered why you hear that your Mana takes on the shape of Wolves, that’s probably why. You love me the most, and I loved myself the most as a Beast that was free. Your Mana likely said, ‘Can do!’ Now it’s showing off.”

      Artorian chuckled. That was pretty fun. Also plausible! Mostly funny. He then remembered that Tot hadn’t actually gotten to tell him when Jasper’s entry times were. He bonked his head to Ember’s, and she seemed to call that good. “Tot? Times?”

      Occultatum took the simple route and turned his screen. “Both of his entries are before us, assuming his Jupiter entry gets canned. Knowing him, if he gets denied, he might be ornery and claim to stay behind in the New World, purely to do a third run anyway. There’s no way he can do that, but he’ll swear up and down that he will. You know what that poisonous potato is like.”

      “You mean poisonous and venomous? I’m counting on that not having changed.” Artorian’s tone and delivery was slightly evil. Not fully evil, but the intent was there. “Times?”

      Tot pointed at the entries. “Odin first, about a thousand and three hundred years after Osiris goes through his whole stage play of dying. Which Osiris is entering New Earth for… right about now. Zeus about seven-hundred New Earth years after. Jasper is going to be forced to return for the Zeus run, as the Cores just don’t last that long. Currently an Exodus Core lasts about a century before the tether kicks in, if you use no gimmicks or techniques. His Jupiter run was supposed to be seven-hundred years after Zeus.”

      Comparing the times, Artorian frowned. “Is my math bad, or are we entering at about the same time where Jasper starts his Zeus run?”

      Tot moved an entry, showing a gap. “I said about two-thousand. There’s a hundred New Earth’s years worth of gap. We’re closer to a wait of two-thousand and one-hundred years, and enter shortly before Jasper gets out of his round two.”

      Tot needed to put that in the Cal-endar. “Jasper goes in as Zeus before us by… What’s the dilation supposed to be by then…? A day? Maybe a day? About that much. Outside, that day will account for a hundred years after calculating how the speed in here matches the speed out there.”

      The plague doctor gave them an unnecessary warning. “Try not to do that math? It’s a headache! The dilation difference doesn’t stand still, and won’t until we get to about what we think is correct for Exodus.”

      Artorian got up from his seat. “Good enough. My idea might still work. Lab?”

      Tot instead looked at a grinning Ember, who was bouncing in place. “No. I will not re-bribe you with new goodies, if you want to come.”

      Lucia poked her head in above Ember’s, her smile as wild as her chicanery. Tot was not having it. “Nor yours, Lucia. No more expensive bribe chests for the lot of you! I paid you too well as is.”

      He shot up from his seat, wiped the existence of the screen away with a hand motion, and prepared to clap. “You three, then? Lucia, you don’t need to tell me you’ve sneakily been listening in, I know what the range of those head-flaps of yours is.”

      After some of the expected laughter occurred, Occultatum clapped his hands, and transported them all to the child-friendly bounce house moon in Eternia. Straight to the room that definitely did not exist. Once there, Tot performed a cursory check, closed some doors with a movement of his hand, and sat down on a very colorful bean bag. “We’re secure. Alright, Artorian. Evil plan. Give.”

      As Ember and Lucia found a place of comfort, Artorian hopped on a rectangular blue chunk of foam, and held his own hands. “I have had a lot of time thinking and recollecting on all the ways to kill a Mage. How a Mage dies. Related material. I have then wondered how a Mage could die at the hands of, not merely a cultivator of the C-ranks, but a mortal without Essence running through him at all. I’m not sure how I feel about knowing I came up with several functional answers to that question.”

      Occultatum gripped his own gloved hands, leaning forward in his seat. The interest was palpable. “Do go on.”

      Artorian did so, though he spoke slower. “When is a Mage a Mage? When is a Mage not a Mage? I could go through the entire couple years of considered questions, but I think it would be more fun to rub the reasoning in Jasper’s face as he dies at my feet for what he did to my Shark boys. Poetic justice. Or whatever he believes it’s called as he thinks only of himself in his final moment, before I drive the point home.”

      The plague doctor leaned into the conversation even more. “I’m salivating.”

      Artorian fed secrets to the man of secrets. “The culprits are Jasper, Invictus, and I am told, the entire Winter Court. Holding an entire court accountable is going to take more time than it will making an example out of Invictus. That Wisp, now that I have considered it, had it coming. So, here is my cruelty.”

      Occultatum couldn’t lean forward any more than he already was. “Yeeeees?”

      “We turn Invictus into Jasper’s Exodus Core. I don’t care what reason needs to be conjured for that to happen.” Artorian sat upright, feeling the words spill from his mouth, rather than some sense that he was speaking them. “For his Odin entry, that Core works as normal. Until he leaves.”

      Everyone was silent as Artorian delivered his verbal deathblows. “Exodus Cores, as is common knowledge, come pre-built with tethers and automatic return features. Or just that single one for when a Core becomes too low on energy, and the recipient cannot stay. Staying in the New World is death, as there is no Essence to replenish a body that needs it to survive. Mana fares no kinder. Instead of a permanent tether, Invictus’s Core will have a minor alteration. Rather than a recurring effect, that specific Core will have a tether as a one-time effect. So when Jasper returns and uses that same Core for his run as Zeus, he is none the wiser that there is no coming back.”

      Tot applauded! “That is a way to do it!”

      Artorian smiled, but it was not a kind smile. “So it is. But that is but part one of the plan. Not the whole of the plan. From here on? From here on, Artorian the Architect will be speaking. I warn you, these ideas are effective, but unkind. Efficient, but brutal. When I think as the Architect, I can build empires, and they will run like butter over a hot pan.”

      He swallowed hard. “That does not mean I am a fool. I am a tyrant. I cannot lead empires, much less a country, or a principality without it all coming back down on my head. I am not some ignorant noble that believes they can look at Henry and Marie, and blindly thinks he can do better than seasoned regents who have spent lifetimes on this. My power is in being clever. Delegating. Finding previously unseen solutions to problems. I am not smart. I am clever. I can kill Odin, but I cannot handle the fallout on my own.”

      His expression changed, a light smile presenting itself. “It is then, because I am not alone, that I thought to go through and present this plan anyway. I have done too much on my own. On my own, I would fail. Would you like to hear part two? Part two is where it gets messy.”

      Occultatum laughed a deep, heart belly laugh. “Part one will kill him as is! The tether is needed to come back at all. The Amanecida Gate is fickle, and very uncooperative. We can make it work from here, but there’s no coming back from out there without a tether. You’d have to dig Cal out of his hidey-hole, and Incarnates have already gone down to patch up the old crack in his Dungeon Core. So there’s no more leakage trail to track. If Zeus leaves Cal with an Exodus Core that does not have a tether, he’d be dead-dead. It’s merely a matter of time. A when, not an if. You win.”

      Artorian agreed. “Yes. I win. However, much like my victory against Marie, the win is not as important as the method one takes to get there. The final end has to hit him as hard as the realization that I lost my boys hit me. Love can be cruel when Love is taken away. I’m going to teach Revelry the price of accountability, and that a life made of only the party has consequences.”

      He wrung his hands together. “The death of my enemies is not the end. Their death is a note in the symphony that needs to be played before the crescendo strikes. I need my enemies to die, and Revelry to feel the knife I sink into his kidney. I don’t want an apology from Jasper. Not one platitude or attempt. I want him to come face to face with me, realize what I have done, and face me with whatever of him is left.”

      Anger showed itself on Artorian’s face, clear as day. “Jasper had the option to choose to leave, and live in peace. Now that he has forsaken it? I will take a page out of the book of my dearest. Since he did not want peace? I will leave him in pieces. He has the liberty to pretend there is a choice or alternative until I get to him. Then, after we are back? It is his Heavenly that I want an apology from. Issues like these? I refuse to pretend that they do not reach higher up the ladder. If that Heavenly refuses? That's okay. I figured that problem out too, and I will absolutely take a buy-one get-one.”
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      Artorian sat with Ember and Lucia after a long day of plotting and planning. Occultatum danced around his lab, cackling and laughing like a complete villain. Sinister hand-over-hand rubbing while he leaned over questionable projects included.

      Many of those projects laid out in the open, with just enough material exposed for understanding to be drawn, but not completed. Artorian stuck his nose into one said project, reading the label on the stand. “Alley-Oop. Advanced Echo Procedures.”

      Humming along as if bobbing along on the bottom of a beautiful briny sea, he leafed through lecterns’ worth of notes that made plenty of sense to him. To others, these were either going to be a small nightmare, or one of those projects people lost themselves in. What were cultivation notes doing in an Eternia game setting? Eh, not important. Who didn’t love some eldritch lore that could later turn out to be true? That was good stuff.

      Artorian leafed through volumes. “The Basics of Essence. Essence Behaviors. Interactions and You. Basic Essence Manipulation, a Primer. Basic Essence Manipulation, an Introduction. Basic Essence Manipulation, a Headache.”

      He broke down into a laugh, as that was a delight. “How true! What else have we got?”

      Turned out, even more volumes filled with Occultatum-scribbled secrets. “Advanced Essence Manipulation, volumes one through seven. Meridians and Morons. Affinity Channels and the Ballpark of Incorrectness. Body Cultivation and Blowing Yourself Up. Aura Cultivation and the Mitigation of Migraines. Aura Layers and Related Functions. Auric Mergers and Acquisitions. Aura Shielding… I want to read some of these.”

      Artorian cracked open the book on The Basics of Essence. The thing was jumbled. Notes and passages all out of place, needing to be organized. Someone would have fun with that. He was just going to nose through some passages and call it a satisfied interest. “Essence has moods, inclinations, and preferences, but no will, sentience, or sapience. Of the six types that occur, only Celestial comes pre-packaged with a noticeable mental push. The other five have their own effects, more noticeable as their corruption variant, but are harmless in comparison.”

      He moved on to Essence Behaviors, and picked out a chunk. “Essence is best considered as particles, rather than any sort of solid, liquid, or gas. Unlike with static, mundane physics, where a particle is not affected by other particles in ways other than the physical, an Essence particle has a conceptual component that can be changed or altered. The Essence particle goes as far as to seek out this change, though is neither aware that it does so, nor can actively control this inclination. When encountering something that is certain; an Essence particle, something that is very uncertain, will attempt to adapt itself into the stability of what is certain, either enhancing or enforcing the existing values of whatever it has attached itself to.”

      Artorian turned a page. “Essence will, in general, attempt to gather with other Essence of its type, but as this is not a willful act, can be rebuked by other, more prevalent Essence. Why an Essence is at times welcomed, and at other times rebuked, even in identical circumstances, seems to be a coin toss.”

      He stopped reading, frowned, grumbled, and despised how correct that was. “Why can’t it all just make easy, convenient sense? Nooooo, Essence had to be moody, and complicated.”

      Shoving the book back into its designated spot, Interactions and You got cracked open. “When it comes to the draw of Essence into the being, this ability was discovered to be a latent function of Aura, even when an Aura is referred to as no more than the signature of a person’s presence or lifeforce. This lifeforce Aura, by itself, can be mentally tuned with will and the application of intent to draw-in Essence from your surroundings at an accelerated pace. This was later called ‘active’ cultivation. The existence of a developed Aura, as cultivators know and use them, can improve the range of draw, speed of the draw, and efficacy of the rate that Essence is drawn in. Without alteration, this effect will be omnidirectional.”

      Curious, he turned a page, as Artorian believed he got all of this through a Memory Core, rather than by figuring it out himself. “Conceptual interaction is necessary for interaction with a conceptual force, which Essence qualifies as. Do not confuse Essence with a physical force, but feel free to confuse corruption for one. The mind matters more for the interaction with the matter that is Essence than the body does. Only Beasts can mindlessly interact with Essence, and do so on instinct.”

      That made sense enough. One more page. “Some cultivators learn that the particles move as they please, and that includes through you. The particles that remain in you account for what is considered to be ‘passive’ cultivation. Also known as the Essence you would have gained, regardless of your activity. While Essence is not subject to physical forces, gravity appears to be an exception, as Essence is drawn downward, though not at an as-steady rate as objects that are subject to gravity as normal. In space, you will generally only find Celestial essence. As one traverses planetside, more and more Essences tend to become available.”

      Putting the book away before he got lost in it, Artorian wondered if he should stop here. “I should stop.”

      The opening of another book proved the human superpower of hypocrisy to live on proud and strong, as he nosed through Alley-Oop. Advanced Echo Procedures. Having echoed a cultivation technique a few times himself, Artorian was very aware of the related cost and time investments. “Original cultivation techniques had an abysmal survival chance when echoed, as the recipient rarely had the mind or mental faculties required to operate the technique.”

      Lucia failed for the third time to gently get Artorian’s attention, so she gave up. Rather than interrupt the miniature scholar with his nose spine-deep in cultivation books, she huddled up with Ember and Tatum. Both of whom were in deep, devious, terrifying discussions.

      Artorian, clueless with his ears turned the wrong way and his attention on the words, muddled along. “People who are internal cultivators are going to learn methods that make a lot of mechanical sense. Physics matters. Measurements and units are important. People who are external cultivators are going to lean to methods that are esoteric, conceptual, and head-in-the-clouds.”

      He stopped reading, feeling called out. After one light shrug of acceptance, he carried on. “To an Aura-first, external cultivator, it matters little what the sense is supposed to be, and more what the sense could be. If liquid can be solid, then clearly rock can move like water, and air can be hard as steel. One adds garlic to a recipe based on what the best recipe they know says it should be; the other adds garlic until their ancestors tell them to stop.”

      The youth rumbled to himself, as that seemed like such a Tibbins thing to say. Was the cook involved with writing manuals? Did the book smell like garlic? Artorian took a whiff, and sure enough, the book smelled like garlic. He tried not to think about that. “You can give an internal cultivator the simplest of cultivation techniques and say, ‘This is a ball of water. It is made of fire,’ and they will not understand, no matter how much they bash their head into it. To an external cultivator, the ball of water made of fire doesn’t even conjure a question, it is simply something that makes sense, and they move on.”

      That likely didn’t need that much space to explain. He could rewrite that to be clearer. Artorian shook his head. “No, no. No picking up additional work. Graze the eyes over the work like enjoying the touch of grass, then move along. There’s things to do.”

      Which was certainly a very convincing thing to say, had he pulled his nose out of the book. “Advanced Echo Procedures involve starting a cultivator with a lower level, or a less complicated cultivation technique. Then when they are potent, capable, and understand what is required? Follow up with assistance during the unraveling of their existing technique, with that energy being available to reform a more complex one. Their involvement in the process, best described as don’t-touch-anything, is paramount. In this following dissertation, I will show examples on how to take a lower ranked technique, and replace the design with the next complexity stage up.”

      Artorian hoped there was a chart with pictures. One turn of the page gave him a blessed chart with pictures. “Cultivation techniques are best categorized based on what they are meant to accomplish. While there are some for specific functions, such as Bernoulli’s Containment, these techniques are neither optimal, nor optimized, for standard cultivation. Aiming instead to cultivate as a secondary function by a byproduct of its primary design function. Techniques for cultivation tend to prioritize automatic draw strength, the improvement of passive processing, and focus on the refinement process for direct active cultivation. Active cultivation is where the influx will be both the heaviest, and most crucial. The design philosophy of a technique dictates its strengths and weaknesses.”

      He ran his digit down the chart of what a normal advancement in a cultivation technique looked like. “Low end difficulty: particles. Single strand. Shaped strands. Center webway. Single spiral. A Duplo. A Triskelion.”

      He whistled loud, remembering how much difficulty other people had with duplo and triskelion spirals. “Middling difficulty: a fractal. Ninety-four fractals, which is slated as some kind of comfortable point. Though ninety-seven may prove more optimal due to being a prime number. Then fractals with proper distancing and sequencing, called Zibonacci spiraling.”

      Artorian squinted, as this smelled dangerously much like the Blighty lecture he’d gotten in a very unwelcome cavern from his past. “High difficulty techniques: using more than a single plane for placements and adding three-dimensional aspects to the technique. This threshold is also called a noble technique. Additional strength can be gained from layering repetitions of the technique, while efficiency can be gained from proper interconnectivity and spacing. A stuffed-to-the-gills center is detrimental for cultivating, as the Essence being processed still requires space to move and flow.”

      His finger tapped the page, bothered by a few things. He must have missed some primer, and went back up for a moment. “Ah, there it is. Specific functions can include: effects, processing in extenuating circumstances, creating an Essence for which the affinity does not naturally occur, operative functions, and all the aspects of cultivation. It is possible to focus on processing speed over capacity, or any one value over another. The only value that must be added for it to be present at all, involves automatic Essence draw and related efficiency.”

      Scratching his chin and wishing for a beard, Artorian felt odd a moment, then poofed into the form of his grandfatherly self. His hands brushed down his long beard, and he checked himself before he wrecked himself. His voice had changed along with his form. “I didn’t even say the magic word! Am I happy about this? Today I am. Moving on.”

      His finger traced down the pictures of beautiful techniques, intrinsically present on the thick page, with precious details drawn in metal inlay. “It seems that after the brick-by-brick methods, all that is left are the mentally taxing options. Mage-only cultivation techniques: that’s a Penrose triangle. That’s a torus. That’s a Möbius strip. Impossible shapes and living patterns. Living patterns are… ah. Patterns that are the designs of living things, or active, ongoing effects.”

      Interested, he glossed over the affinity-specific ones. “That picture looks like Dawn’s twin-helix firestorm thing. Given the furnace iconography, that’s clearly the fire affinity. This one seems to be some kind of whirlpool, or waterfall that can twist in on itself. The ‘water is wet’ warning sign was likely someone’s joke. The earth one is… Is that a grinder? That’s one intense crushing contraption. Or a drill. Or lots of drills? I’m just not earth-inclined enough to grasp that one. The air one is definitely an electric hurricane… The infernal one confuses me. Am I looking at a black hole?”

      Artorian, having believed to be confused by the pure-infernal method, had no idea what he was looking at for the pure-celestial method. “I am so confused. Is that a gemstone? Is it an orb? It’s like someone tried to draw an idea, had no idea what the idea was, but was absolutely certain that the technique needed to be an idea. Is it… light? It’s not like you can just shove a thought into your center and have that work… right?”

      Artorian slapped the book closed, his expression haunted and concerned. “I need to talk to Adam.”

      Adam, ever the attentive Celestial being, popped into existence as if he had just been in the middle of doing something else. His wake of down feathers followed him, but a second too late as his featherfall effect slapped him square in the face. Adam sputtered as he fished fluffy down feathers out of his own confused, gasping mouth. “Bleh! How did you do that?”

      Artorian blinked. “I… I said your name. That’s it.”

      While Adam suffered, Artorian looked down at the book, up at the creature of Celestial energy, down at the book once more, then opened it back to the page and stabbed his finger into the image. “While you’re here though, do you have any idea what this is?”

      Not particularly pleased about Eternia appearing to have assisted in a name-only summon, Adam straightened up and brushed his feathers off.

      Artorian wasn’t so sure it had been Eternia. The transfer was too smooth, lacked bells on whistles, and was finger snap-on-cue. Zelia? Zelia. Adam’s overtly smooth appearance had telltale signs of slipstreaming attached, and that was a spider secretary special.

      Adjusting his square reading spectacles as he had been in the middle of letter work, Adam figured he might as well have a look. His voice was divine and pleasant, which was likely a Celestial trait. “Well, Administrator, that is a fairly straightforward design. That is the pattern of a hymn. The Celestial method of cultivation is a song, or the notes inherent in a song. Particular words matter almost none at all. The rhythm, delivery, and intent matter. Singing and sound are key to Celestial cultivation, if you at all remember the ward we placed on Eternium’s Core, when Barry was still an active threat? We sang that one into being.”

      “Ah.” Artorian did remember those childish antics, complete with sticking his tongue out. He copied that motion of old when the remembrance struck him. With flawless chorus, he and Adam sounded out a very childish and mocking “Na-nana na-na na-nah.”

      Pleased as punch after reliving that old moment, Adam nodded. “Yes, that one. Celestial patterns are rarely physical things, or things that can be represented physically. We are songs. Sometimes whispered. Often spoken. Rarely screamed. Celestial is sung rather than drawn, like speaking with the sounds of stirred water. This picture did its best, but you are looking at the pattern of what it means ‘to sing.’ My personal favorite preacher and Celestial cultivator was D.J. Holy in Da House. Great music, could spin plates and hymns like a boss. Father Richard is a strong second, for it is divine to punch holes into the wicked.”

      Adam collected himself, returning to being serious. “Concepts are mighty in the Celestial layer, if you remember my old explanation on our functions and arguments.”

      Artorian did, but very much did not want to get into that again. He’d be here all day. “I do, and thank you for coming by. I honestly wasn’t expecting the flash summon, but I am glad for the help.”

      Adam nodded, looking around with his hands on his hips as he stretched both of his feathery wings. “Mhm. Sayyy… about this place.”

      Tatum had a gloved finger against Adam’s nose a second later. “One. One bribe treasure chest, and no more. You greedy monsters. The whole lot of you!”

      Adam, Lucia, and Ember all cackled like rogue turkeys. Artorian merely had a random craving for cranberry sauce. He snapped the book closed again, and put it back in place. “Right. On with the show?”
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      After being bribed, Adam was easily convinced to go back home with Ember and Lucia. Tatum had to take Artorian to see Titania in the Spring Court in order to secure the order for Invictus’s involvement in their deadly scheme.

      The plague doctor expected that, after securing that writ, he was immediately going to need to get to work on the Exodus Core. Purely to make sure it was ready, with all of the… appropriate alterations. Artorian was going to have his days free, but additional scheming had already landed Artorian in the suited-and-booted room that prepared a person for their Exodus trip. Specifically, both of the days where Jasper would be making his excursions. Allowing Artorian to hand Jasper the Invictus Exodus Core. Personally.

      After getting a heavy hug from Ember, and a head rub from the momma bun, Artorian the old waited in front of the hovering example of a gemstone cultivation technique. “Affinities of earth, water, and infernal. A Combination Essence that leads to gemstone. Could have been swamp with other ratios, but I must say, gemstone patterns are gorgeous. I think it’s a shame Cataphron cultivated them individually. The unity of the three is the chef’s kiss of shiny.”

      He leafed through some of the notes laying around while waiting on Tot. “Gemstone has a specific Combined Essence type, but each gemstone type has different properties.”

      Hmm, how does that work again? He was not certain that the information of Strahlung matched. Sliding down a finger, he found what he was looking for at the bottom of the page. “While the Gemstone combination is earth, water, and infernal, that doesn’t have as much to do with the gemstone itself once finished, as the finished end-result will exhibit its own properties. The Gemstone combination allows one to make any number, type, or variations of gemstone, from Ruby, to Sapphire, and beyond.”

      His digit dipped down as he read. “The inherent properties of those gemstones, once complete, will no longer reflect the Gemstone combination. Rubies attune to fire, consistently and without fail, regardless of that affinity not being present in the Gemstone combination. So it is for all gemstones once their creation process is complete. The concept of a Gemstone may be the unity of earth, water, and infernal, but the end-result is not beholden to the affinities that went into the creation mixture. Be wary that this truth extends to more than gemstones, and that what one gets at the end of the formula may not reflect what went into it.”

      Now that was some sagely wisdom!

      Seamlessly re-folding those notes so they stacked all pretty, he looked over his shoulder and saw Tatum furiously shove item after item into his bag like they were an endless supply of free breadsticks. He looked like he needed a minute. How many bribes did one need at Wisp Court? Out of sheer curiosity, he picked up Basic Essence Manipulation, a Headache. “When engaged in the process of cultivation, the speed at which the body grows through Essence is heightened. The speed at which the mind can match, or vice versa, is unequal and uneven. It is observed that an imbalance becomes normal when one is prioritized over the other. Cultivators who choose meridians and infusions that prioritize their brain will get lost in thought, or think faster than their body can catch up to. These cultivators are prone to melancholy and depression.”

      He grumbled, but read on. “Cultivators who choose meridians and infusions that prioritize their body and physical strengths will be prone to violence, tantrums, and what is generally known as the arrogance complex. A physiological imbalance that becomes psychological, and loops in on itself.”

      That was good knowledge to have, so Artorian read the entire thing. “Cultivators who grow stronger than their mind can adapt to will come to believe themselves stronger, superior, or plain out better than others. This has to do with a deficiency in balance, rather than a demerit caused by a person’s choice. The cultivator, during this imbalance, cannot mentally keep up with the growth of their strength, thus gaining in arrogance as the output of their strength continues to outperform the expectation of their strength.”

      Artorian paused, thought, agreed, and kept reading. “This is frequently solved either by beating it out of them, or by making them infuse their mental capacities so their bodies can return to a state of balance. It is noted that until the mind can be infused to match the body, beatings may have to continue for morale to improve. If this mindset is not tackled, then it will become ingrained in the cultivator even when the mind is infused. This leads to headaches for everyone else.”

      That made sense. Balance was important, and with Essence being an in-the-body thing, it likely moved feelings and emotions around like waves. Corruption did it for certain, but with stronger and more painful pushes. This made him wonder if the main value of a cultivation technique was in part to excise and refine these mini-identities out of the raw Essence that one cultivated. Cal had made it easy for them, but not having his own sandbox to play in was making him sad. He’d get it back soon enough. “Might as well keep training. I should ask for some sparring, due to the plan.”

      He closed the book, peeked for Tot, and shook his head when the man was updating a ledger with the now-missing breadsticks. Artorian had no idea what Tot had actually been shoving into his bag. Might as well have been breadsticks.

      Artorian poked open the book on Aura cultivation and the mitigation of migraines. “Auric functions do not make sense to people who function via the brick-by-brick approach. While an Auric function can be achieved via the correct Essence combination, the associations mixed-in with that combination are what makes an Auric function truly flourish. Perspective on what the Aura does, why it does it, what it is meant to accomplish, and what it is not meant to accomplish, all assist an Auric function more than their mere introduction of its component parts.”

      Tatum was done and ready before Artorian finished reading, but the plague doctor finished the paragraph for him as the old man closed the book. “Intent is paramount, and esoterics a necessity, rather than a flight of fancy. Half of cultivation requires you to look down at the earth. To ground yourself in that which is. Half of cultivation requires you to look up at the heavens. To be inventive about what could be. So ends the passage. I am ready to jump us to the Spring Court.”

      That was as ready as Artorian needed, so he extended his hand, expecting a firm grip. “Off we go, then.”

      The plague doctor gripped his hand with a powerful, brotherly hold. One step through nothingness later, and Artorian fell ever so slightly as his body adjusted to his twenty-year old form. They were no longer in Eternia, as the main hall of the Spring Court of Wisps existed within the Silverwood Tree in Cal.

      Young-torian rolled his shoulders, even if he wasn’t so young anymore. Twenty was still young, right? How did people who can easily smash through the centuries even track youth? The question died when his eyes adjusted to take in that he actually was within the Silverwood. A hollow bough of passages, lights, and mystical fancy.

      With silvery wooden floors, walls, and ceilings galore, it was the plethora of glowing moss in a variety of colors, the flow and presence of water, and space specifically left empty that set the mood and stage.

      Artorian looked up, and found that he was mistaken. There was no ceiling. The inside of the tree went up via passages and trunks upon which bloomed ever more intricate and interesting species of trees he’d never seen before. He could swear that islands floated overhead, some raining down rivers of water while they grew their own, yet unknown, new species of tree or being. He saw a cherry blossom tree bearing peaches, green leaves aglow with blue light streaking through their veins. The blossoms themselves were vibrant and full of life, the petals each pulsing to an unseen heartbeat.

      A deer with glowing antlers came to meet and greet them, a single Wisp in a flashing mixture of blues and reds seated on its majestic head. Artorian couldn’t even count all the points on the buck’s horns, not with the vines that crisscrossed and orchids that bloomed from them. Though the attempt ended up coming second to the attention that the dual-tone Wisp was demanding via sheer presence.

      Those flashing colors were eye-catchers, but failed to hide the tiny, utterly adorable gendarmerie peaked cap. They did manage to hide the slow, ominous stick-to-tendril tap of the Wisp’s Hellenistic olive-wood bonk stick.

      The Wisp spoke in a somewhat blocky manner when he had their attention. Very Mediterranean, with rolled R’s. “I am Orestis, High-Celestial Guardian Wisp of the Spring Gate. Given how you patiently waited, I have foregone my usual wee-oo wee-oo klaxon.”

      Lowering the output of his flashing red and blue lights, the glowball dimmed to a mixture of the two colors, though they never meshed to become violet. “Please, state your business with the Spring Court.”

      On asking his question, an olive dory spear and baobab aspis shield hovered up to attend to the flanks of Orestis. An act that lasted three whole seconds before the spear and shield took on their original Wood Elves forms, and tackled Artorian straight to the ground with an over-excited outcry of ‘Sunny!’

      Neither Olive nor Baobab were strangers to Artorian, nor did they make it easy for him to get back up while Orestis and Tatum watched him struggle from the sidelines. The youth sputtered, attempted to argue, made moves to get free, and promptly found himself re-entangled in the tree limbs of his old Wood Elven friends who thought the entire greeting with keeping him down was hilarious.

      When he gave up as they both sat on him, Olive and Bao clapped a high-branch-five in mutual great success. Artorian groaned underneath them. “It’s good to see you both. Please get off. I need to see Yvessa.”

      Artorian followed that up with a half-point to Orestis. “Someone please explain the Wisp to me. I have seen blues, I have seen reds, I have not seen the mixture.”

      Orestis continued to tap his tendril with his olive bonking stick. “Celestial Wisp, Mage quality. A normal Celestial Wisp is blue, an Ascended Celestial Wisp gains red as an option. Red signifies understanding and flexibility, though betrays our love for a good fistfight. Blue signifies our traits of being both good at guiding and convincing our Dungeons to behave.”

      Rubbing the equivalent of his forehead with his stick, the massive Deer turned and began lazily walking the other way while Orestis spoke. “People liked by Wood Elves can’t be bad people. Come along and talk to Orestis, or I feed you to Zorba.”

      The buck exhaled hard, but was pet by Orestis. “This is Zorba. Say hello to Zorba.”

      Olive and Baobab both helped Artorian up, then swung their arms around his neck and merrily marched him along behind the oversized buck. Artorian, grumbly, but not one to skip the polite instruction-stage, surrendered. “Hello, Zorba.”

      The buck exhaled hard through his nose, and chose not to kick Artorian in the face. The interloper had been polite, in the end.

      Baobab beamed her big, fireproof smile at him. “Zorba likes you.”

      Artorian disagreed as he was marched deeper into Spring Court territory. “Zorba tolerates me. You like me. Olive likes me. Tot… likely just tolerates me.”

      Tatum pat Artorian on his head while trekking along behind them all without a worry in the world. “I think you’re okay. You didn’t demand an extra bribery chest. Now walk faster, Zorba is speeding up and I’d like to see the monarchs today. All these bribes are weighing down my pockets. One does not purchase bags of Orzo with a pretty smile alone, and my pretty smile can do a lot.”

      Artorian squinted over his shoulder. “You’re wearing a mask!”

      Occultatum smiled beneath said mask, and Artorian despised that he could tell as Tot gleefully giggled out a retort. “And yet that never seems to be a problem. Now mush!”
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      The journey came to a halt when Artorian encountered a mortal problem. That being that the Wood Elven Mages, Orestis, Zorba, and Tatum could all casually walk up the end of the path that changed directions from a horizontal walkway into a vertical tree trunk.

      Artorian stood there, fists on his hips, looking up at them as they continued their side-tracked conversations. Like snooty royalty being too good for their horse. “Well, excuuuuuse me, princess!”

      Olive and Bao looked around while standing sideways on the tree, and only when they looked down did they catch Young-torian’s moody expression and associated problem. The instant bout of laughter didn’t help them any, but it did get everyone else’s attention.

      Tatum made a half a hand motion that Sunny should come up, then remembered mid-movement that Artorian just couldn’t do that. The plague doctor looked from the Deer, to Artorian and back, but Zorba the broody buck looked over his shoulder to give Tatum the kind of stink eye reserved for people who are going to have something soiled that they do not want to have soiled. Like their drinks. Yellow drinks were as dangerous as yellow snow.

      Zorba was the very definition of ‘if not friend, why friend shaped?’ Do not annoy Zorba. Zorba soft, but Zorba scary.

      Orestis chuckled. The Celestial Wisp had been informed of the general gist that they needed an appointment with Titania, but given his role was safety first and problems second, his end had been upheld. Some other Wisp could tackle whatever their next problem was.

      Orestis would simply return to policing the entrances after he was done delivering this batch to the arbiter Wisps. Currently, this momentary hiccup served as entertainment. Why would he curb his own entertainment? He’d need to rely on Zorba for help with carrying the mortal, and the Great Forest Spirit had already said no. His part was basically over.

      Artorian was foot-tapping at this point. “Anyone? Do I have to say please?”

      Nobody moved, but the chuckling did die down as they tried to think of something that wasn’t turning Artorian into a potato sack. His foot-tapping stopped when his eyes unfocused for a moment. After giving them a small rub, he blinked and looked up again, but had a thought as he saw the tree in a new light. “On second thought… What am I doing? This is the Spring Court.”

      Bringing his fingers to his mouth, he whistled loud to gain attention, then yelled with his arms up. He should be getting used to asking for help anyway, but there was no reason he couldn’t be fun and bombastic about it. “Hellooooo, Spring Court! Any air Wisps around?”

      For the first moment, it was silent.

      The second moment, there was a rumble.

      The third moment, an ocean of purple motes flooded from the woodwork and surged towards Artorian. A veritable army and a half of bright purple air Wisps came to say hello as soon as they realized that their restriction was lifted.

      Artorian and the Wood Elves traded sounds, as he laughed with glee while the Elves turned moody. The Wisps all chittered and talked with such speed and overlap that Artorian couldn’t hear a single one of them, so he leaned into the madness and played along. “Hello, hello! Yes, hello to you as well! I’m so glad you’re all here! I need help with something.”

      The sea of Wisps took a few minutes to simmer down so Artorian could explain, and those few minutes were enough for his thoughts to flicker through solutions of what he could accomplish with an army of dungeon-crafters at his disposal. The Architect in him whispered the first idea, and after reviewing the others, Artorian had to admit that it was the best option.

      Once he had their attention, he explained the plan. “See this walkway, and how it takes a vertical bend up that tree?”

      An entire sea of Wisps bobbing was a ridiculous sight. Waves on command. “Great. Leave it alone. From around this bend, spiral around the tree with a staircase, then instead of curving around the entire way, tunnel through the tree to leave this existing pathway untouched. Then spiral up and around again, and repeat. This way the Mages have swift zippy zoom zooms up to where they need to be, and the slowpokes like me can go up without getting in their way. Can this be done all the way to whatever meeting chamber I need to be at to see Titania?”

      A Silverwood whistle dooted and cut with a shrill call through the luminous sky.

      *Bu-dudu-du-tu-duuuuu*!

      The whole stadium-wave of purple Wisps moved as one, cartoonishly swirling around the tree like a hive of bees. The process was difficult to track for Artorian, but Tot was intrigued how they were all moving one particle of matter at a time. Within seconds, the local alterations were finished. The stairs were not only in place, but entirely stylized! Air Wisps really were the best Wisps when it came to building and shaping.

      Artorian nodded as he watched them swirl around the trunk and continue expanding the spiral staircase process. Until the army of Wisps moved past a point where he could keep up. His problem was solved. “That will do!”

      A single yellow Wisp rolled up behind them, stopped, looked at the change, and had a minor breakdown. “Stairs? Nooooo!”

      Orestis’s red and blue lights flickered to life, those colors bright and turning before he bothered with the wee-woo. “Shut up, Claptrap. Reg! Claptrap is out again! Get ’em!”

      The single yellow Wisp turned and fled. “You will never catch meeeee, minion!”

      Regillix, Grand Goblin ADC of the Great Rant, member of the Salt Guild, and part of the League of the Mighty GANK, appeared from the shrubbery. Regillix instantly bodied the yellow Wisp into other bushes like a shadow in the night, and silenced the problem as the Goblin’s arms and hands morphed into kha’zix scythes. Immediately after Claptrap went quiet, a normal Goblin thumbs-up appeared from that very same bush, before slowly receding back into the leafy grit. Problem salted. Problem solved.

      Artorian hand-clapped slow and steady, as that was a very quick way to handle a trap-clap. “Olive? I need one of them scoring boards. It needs to have a ten on it.”

      Olive shot down from the trunk, and held up an olive wood board with a nine on it. Bao joined him, her baobab board also with a nine on it. This judgment of four was rounded out by Tatum, who whisked a board of pure bone out from who knew where, proudly displaying an impressed eight. Olive then quickly shoved a spare board into Artorian’s hands, so that the young’un could have a board with the number ten on it.

      They all held up their boards, showing the score.

      Hidden Wisps in the background added delightful applause. That was a great score! Regillix replied to this measure by sliding both of his Goblin hands back up and out from the leafy bush. His fingers connected to make heart hands, before they slowly receded down into the leaves once more.

      With that entertaining turn of events sorted, Artorian returned the scoreboard and started his ascent. “Olive, Bao, could you go ahead and give these arbiter Wisps a heads up?”

      Both his Wood Elven friends snapped a salute to be cute, and chased each other up to the tree trunk like squirrels. Orestis dimmed his lights, and made a snap decision that between the mortal and Incarnate on a leisurely stroll, and two Wood Elves with a mission, it was the Wood Elves who were more likely to cause problems. Zorba understood, and chased them by hopping through empty air. His hooves stepped on sudden formations of grass, leaves, and flower petals that appeared in a balm of light, and vanished just as fast as the big Deer double, triple, and quadruple jumped to make headway in the chase.

      Tot watched them go, then empty-stepped onto the staircase behind Artorian. “A most interesting method of problem solving.”

      The young man shrugged as he climbed the stairs. “What, asking for help? I admit it’s not something I particularly like to do, but I better get used to it. I’m going to be relying on it awhile, and teamwork makes the dream work. Now, why are you looking at me with a perpetual head tilt?”

      Tot appeared in front of him, then behind him, then to the side of him, before following along again. “Curiosity. I am the big secrets man, after all. When you Incarnate, you are going to have so many fun problems. Your wavelength is going to attract all sorts of goodies, and I am very excited to see who and what.”

      “My what?” Artorian knew a lot of cultivator lore and terms, but some of it got muddled.

      The plague doctor paused at an offshoot of the tree branch that led to a shrine of some kind. Imagery of Ducks that worshiped Krakens was rampant. Their sign said ‘The Quackens. Welcome to Quack Quest. The Q.Q. is in, and will see you.’

      Tot checked to see if Artorian had noticed, strategically moved to stand in the way and block his line of sight so there would be no distractions, and explained more. His comment had meant to be merely a comment, but it would be best if Artorian didn’t have the extra thought-space to notice the Quackens. “As an Incarnate, in addition to the other perks, you are a wavelength. You can be walked. You become a surface. Creatures and things adapted to doing so can quite literally walk on your wavelength.”

      Artorian felt like such an explorer. “Fascinating. There’s just so much about cultivation that I don’t know yet.”

      Tot laughed, glad that Artorian had passed the branch of Quackens point. “Yes, well. Your upcoming cultivation problems are going to be far more grounded. Location, location, location! If you cultivate out in the real, remember to be careful where you do it. Any Essence that you do not have the affinity channels for counts as corruption, and taking in Essence in too much of an unbalance compared to the state needed by your channels? That is going to kneecap you in other ways. I don’t know if there will be any other six-affinity areas outside of Cal, but be careful, my friend. If there are? Cal will see it as a chance to start his vacation. Are you considering paring back down to your original affinities? It’s an option some people are taking.”

      “That was an option?” Artorian felt aghast at the choice. Then he calmed, and it began to make more sense. Affinities didn’t exactly come without costs. Mental pushes were annoying, and since it was all natural inclinations that got shouldered around, noticing you were doing certain things at all, and noticing their over-abundance was really difficult when that felt like your normal. “No. I’ll stick with six affinities. I do actually need that amount to retain my connection point with my Law of choice. I could pare down to, say, the Sleep node? Someone else would need to be able to fill my shoes, and there’s just no candidates yet. I first have to… do a lot of things. Like setting up a society where knowledge is prized, shared, and cooperation is in full swing to get cultivators into significantly higher Tower tiers. That bunching at the lower floors is a sign of a poor time-period. That won’t fly with me!”

      Tot looked up at their path as he sauntered along. He smiled under his mask, and once again, Artorian could tell. The plague doctor’s head-tilt promptly returned. “I expect they will be waiting for us when we get there. Tell me more of this society you see. That which is safe to tell me. I admit, I know of Dasein’s particular jab in your ribs about wanting to see something new. While I am confident you are definitely the man to pull out a surprise, I do need you to know that I, too, desire to be of assistance. So, rather than you needing to ask me, run this old professor through a few of your theories. Maybe I can poke at some chalk that doesn’t stick to the board as well as you think it does.”

      Artorian thought that wouldn’t be a bad idea. “Sure. Do you also know what arbiter Wisps are, by chance?”

      The plague doctor took the moment to belly laugh. “Not a problem for you! This is the single easiest stroll into a Wisp Court that I have ever had. The arbiters are all friends of yours. The help is your friend as well. So is the equivalent of the standing army, and every last lightbulb lurker in our vicinity. Oberon misses scheming terrible plans with you. Titania, while no longer going by the name Yvessa as often, never stopped adoring you and being your caretaker. I would put full platinum crowns and coins down on the bet that they are going to be waiting for us when we so much as get to the gate.”

      Artorian wished he had platinum coins to bet. He would take that bet. No, he would have to bet against, in this case? That was a bad rap. “Neat. Well then, speaking of platinum coins, would you like my thoughts on currency? They do involve the good old metals.”

      Tatum tapped his fingers together, hungry for fresh secrets. “Oh, yes. Tell me about the good old metals. The Goblin clink-clink and clickety-clacks have gained much value in my eyes. So satisfying. Like a good pair of dice. Or loafers. Or socks. I love a good pair of socks.”
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      Occultatum would have won money. So much money. All the money. Artorian was glad not to have opened his dumb mouth, because Titania was definitely waiting for him at the main gate. Herself. With Oberon. An Oberon positively vibrating with excitement.

      This meant only one thing.

      Disaster awaited.

      Hmmm, disaster. What an odd way to say excitement.

      Artorian swung his arms wide, beamed a massive smile, and released a sound that had nothing to do with sense, and everything with ‘I’m so glad to see you.’ If he was speaking in Walrus. Or perhaps Southern Seal.

      Titania responded to this by manifesting a cooking spoon and whacking him on the head with a clap that resounded. Serving as both the bell that sounded the alarm to be quiet, and an age-old welcome. The smack by the mighty spoon halted his advance, his Walrus noises, and his expressions all in one go.

      Artorian hunched, crouched, held his head, and groaned in pain as Titania took a page out of the good old days and scolded the old man for yet again being incredibly stupid. “Boy! I speak Aquatic. Manners! Manners, I say!”

      Momentarily stunned, Artorian regained his bearings when he was not whacked a second time. Standing back up, he opened his arms, and did it correctly. “Hello, Titania. Is there a fancy greeting that y— *Ulhp*!”

      Titania moved a full step in his direction, whisked into a humanoid form, and squeeze-hugged the air out of him with human arms. All while spinning him around after effortlessly picking Young-torian up. Her voice had aged, now in line with the more proper tone of someone that was used to the weight of rule, carefully tempered with ageless patience. Given that this tenure had begun by being Artorian’s caretaker when he was a clever monster of a headache, everything after had been a breeze. “Nope.”

      Wheezing when he was put down on his feet, he swung an arm around Oberon. Oberon had copied Titania, adopting his sharp-faced human guise. A long and thin gaunt man clad in considerably more refined clothing. His jacket even had coat tails.

      Artorian sputtered at the sight. “The guise? But, Obi, Wisp social rules!”

      Oberon laughed at the notion, his voice as sharp and nasal as his face was gaunt. “I yearn for fun, Sunny. The Spring Court is all about fun. The rules are lax here, otherwise, how could we relax? The life of a Wisp is one of a workaholic. We work, work some more. Work in our free time. Then sometimes we don’t have work to do and get confused about why we don’t have work to do. Therefore, for all the time where we don’t work?”

      Oberon rainbow-motioned at the gate. “Welcome to the Spring Court. The relaxation station. A place to be social without politics. I recommend Pachinko Park. Or if you want a good Wisp bath, the Lotto Tumbler. Attendance comes with prizes! Gacha prizes!”

      Knocking on his own chest, Artorian steadied his footing. “Are those good prizes?”

      Oberon wobbled his gloved hand. “They are prizes. Glow sticks for the glow balls. Crystals and gems. Tickets to the musicals. When a Wisp is overworked, or has no work to do, picking up fresh work can be an act of tedium. We have outsourced our entertainment instead, and deeply delight in the goings-on within the game realms, and politics of home.”

      He stuck a finger to the air. “Personally, I recommend keeping gems that are valued based on how clearly they refract a Wisp’s light, and trading away the rest. Otherwise, a Wisp’s social life involves musicals, reading, trying to find people to cast in new musicals, and so on. We don’t particularly need food or drink, so we base our relaxation around entertainment. Lounging about equates to boredom. We must, at a minimum, lurk. Back to the musicals. There’s whole auditions! Wisps hold singing competitions, Iron Chef shows for the best artists of all races. Then performances, performances, performances.”

      Titania slid in, moving one of Artorian’s arms around her shoulders. Oberon, being tall, moved Artorian’s other arm around his own back. Titania then eagerly expounded on her favorites as he was power-walked into the Spring Court, to the immediate laughter of Tot, who followed along. Poor Artorian. Dragged about wherever he went. “My favorites include; Bob’s Ballad. Artorian’s Aria. Ember’s EDM. Dawn’s Dubs. Occultatum’s Overture. Symphony in C-A-L. Not to be confused with Cal’s Got Talent. I love the Ultimate Eternivision, and Eternium Idol. My favorite show that plays frequently is The Wisp Factor. Though Takeshi’s Castle is giving The Wisp Factor a run for its glow sticks.”

      Artorian tried not to stumble as his eyes couldn’t keep up with his ears, and his ears couldn’t keep up with his eyes. The Wisp duo was definitely talking, but there was a difference between being told the words Pachinko Park, and then coming to a ledge where thousands and thousands of Wisps were falling through an entire Gnome and Dwarven passion project. The thing took up an entire cliff. Abyss, Pachinko Park appeared to take several, given that he couldn’t look up or down enough to see the beginning or the end of the thing. Metal pegs lit up upon being struck. Secret passages and tunnels were everywhere. Though only a scant few end-points provided prizes.

      The area by itself had the layout of a theme park. A big one. A city-sized one. Walkways were massive, well-illuminated, and clean. Multiple levels were being installed that seemed to involve the very same army of purple air Wisps he’d engaged earlier. His comment about multiple paths for people operating at differing speeds wasn’t merely valuable, but was being implemented on a mass scale before his eyes. That was so nice!

      All areas and locales were well-labeled, well-colored, and well-distinguished. Differing area-themes were separated by architectural design choice as well as the colors used. The lighting differed between the dizzying neon of the Pachinko Park, and just about every other attraction-based region inside of the Spring Court.

      Oberon was going on about Wisp society in general, but Artorian only had so many mortal braincells of attention. The Lotto Tumbler was a giant ball of… likely not glass. A see-through material, filled with water that churned like there was a tiny storm happening on the inside, while filled with Wisps trying to catch and hold numbers. Only to then attempt to escape once they had a number, without that number being stolen by someone else, who would then also attempt to escape. Though, all of that was occurring in an environment where control over your movement was just not happening. More of them continued to jump in from above, while only a small trickle escaped at a time. The great majority of escapees left wet and clean, but numberless.

      Artorian could barely follow. “Is this how Wisps live as a group? There are main groups, yes, but do they have smaller families, partners, or similar units? Stuff like that.”

      Oberon, having just explained that, realized that Artorian hadn’t heard a single word. He then looked around, but was used to the multiple stages of vertically arranged entertainment. To a non-Wisp… perhaps this was overwhelming. “Let us retire to the cabaret. A nice quiet little plush room with curtains. I love curtains.”

      Artorian too, loved the curtains! Once they were safely within its depths.

      Cabaret DuChamp turned out to be a form of theatrical entertainment venue, featuring music, song, dance, recitation, and drama. The performance venue was tailored to non-Wisp attendees, and was one of the few locations that included a pub, a casino, a hotel, a restaurant, and a nightclub with a stage for performances. Including some sound-dampening runes, as apparently the music in there got too loud for mortal ears. The sign above the nightclub door read ‘Everything that kills me makes me feel alive.’ Which was plenty for Artorian to stay far away from the nightclub.

      Once settled and with multiple drinks at his disposal, Artorian sat on the plush seating. The far-off thumping of some music Wisp still got through the walls, but aside from Oberon, Tatum, and Titania, none were present.

      One of the drinks prepared, he was told, was called an Irish Coffee. Which had no meaning to him even when informed that it was made by an Irish Coffee Elemental. Artorian could see the Elemental in question if he leaned over enough. A dark swirling body, with a fluffy and creamy white crown coated in nutmeg shavings. What amused Artorian was that the Elemental also had a serious foamy mustache, wore a name tag that said ‘Sigh,’ and spoke with a severe and deep baritone that reminded him of Lucia’s drawl. Southern? He believed that was called southern, though he was going to need to ask someone southern-what or southern-where at this point.

      Oberon settled in after Titania was all snug, so he could ease in and curl an arm around her neck. Which she gladly responded to by bashing her forehead into his chest before sitting upright again.

      Tatum simply chose to do that Incarnate thing and appear in the spot he felt like occupying. What a convenience.

      Sinking into the pillows to follow Titania’s example, Artorian melted into the fluff. “Ahhh. Bliss. Unlike the thing I’m here to relay.”

      Oberon and Titania shared a glance, but knew that this had never been a social call. Titania nodded, and rolled her wrist. For a moment, her Yvessa came out, the old Fringe caretaker who had already dealt with too much of Artorian’s abyss. “Spit it out, old man.”

      Artorian pursed his lips while squinting at the fluffy veiling, his head rolling from shoulder to shoulder. “How do I phrase this? I initially thought to say I need permission to kill a Wisp. Which evolved to, are there any repercussions for killing a Wisp? Which ended at, am I actually at fault If I am not who kills the Wisp, but have constructed the circumstances for it to happen?”

      That silenced the room, dirty and quick.

      Tot adjusted his plague doctor mask, but seemed to have no interest in taking it off. Neither was the wide-brim hat going anywhere. “The Wisp in question is Invictus. The other problem is Odin. The current evil plan is for our problems to take care of each other. We’re here to mitigate as many secondary problems as we can.”

      Oberon found his words. “Invictus…? Oh, that snooty little silver pain in the light. He’s Winter Court. He’s had it coming for eons. No, I don’t care at all. Snuff that candle. The problem isn’t going to be the concept, it’s whether you can do it or not. People don’t die in Cal. Not really. You’re setting yourself up to get stabbed later. Both of those individuals are known to be annoying, vengeful, and an utter nuisance.”

      Artorian nodded with sagely understanding. “That skips problems one through seven. Onto number eight. We need to get Invictus to either agree, or be forced, into becoming part of the Exodus Core project. As a Core. For… reasons.”

      Titania looked at him over the rim of imaginary glasses. “Reasons that involve getting them both outside of Cal, because people can die out in the real world just fine? Don’t play coy with me, old man. If you’re on my team, then be on my team, and tell me the whole plan. We could all use less Winter Court in our lives. If this works? Boy, you are not getting merely Invictus for this ploy. We will shove the whole of the Winter Court into this project.”

      Artorian and Tatum shared the same look as Oberon and Titania had earlier, and proceeded to do a little dance while seated. Their movements were matched and identical. Like trees dancing to a light breeze, but to the tune of the music that made it through the walls.

      Tot and Artorian then shook hands as if a difficult business deal had just gone through with ease, soft mentions of congratulations being passed between them. After returning attention to the table, they folded their hands, with Tot taking the lead. “Wonderful! I will certainly take the entirety of the Winter Court. No qualms whatsoever. If that lends legitimacy to the project, I will take it. Now! The rest of this meeting is going to have to be written in Comic Sans. For we must talk about the details of a most unfortunate fate. These Winter Court fellas? They’re going to have a bad time, and I am going to have so many wonderful test subjects.”
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      Artorian left early.

      There had come a point in conversation where he was merely the silent bystander as Tot delved ever deeper into a kind of scientific nuance that made his brain hurt. Oberon had gladly remained for those details, but Titania had left the building to keep Artorian company, who currently sat on a bench that some air Wisps had put together for him.

      With this major hurdle essentially sorted, Artorian looked at the busy lives in the Spring Court. All jeering and cheering. “I admit, having friends in the right places is saving me a lot of headaches.”

      Titania adjusted her dress made of hard light, and sat next to him. “Old man, you spent… I don’t even know how much time fighting and striving for the sake of everyone else. Was this ever something that didn’t seem like the logical conclusion to you? It’s not like you changed. From your old habits in the Fringe as an old fogey, where you made an entire camp adore you for sneaking them food, to adventures across mind-boggling landscapes, through multiple realms, all for others. You turned our entire encampment upside down so you could spend years and years ensuring the security of your grandkids. Once you had that, you didn’t stop.”

      Titania motioned her human hand around the general atmosphere. “All of this? There would be no Spring Court without you. Full stop. Summer and Winter would have been it. Wisps don’t grow fast as a society, purely because Wisps don’t have time to grow. What Obi said about us being workaholics is extremely on the nose. The only reason it has turned around is because Wisps are self-propagating, and self-creating. If there is Essence, Wisps can just pop into existence. Our pattern is a small piece of the overall pattern of Life. Capital L, life. Autogenesis is incredible for a world that has nothing and needs a prime mover, but here? Here the world now has more Wisps than Dungeons, and by a ridiculous margin.”

      Artorian leaned his head on her shoulder. “You mean, there are now so many Wisps that society has a chance to grow. Because there are Wisps with the time to give it thought.”

      Titania made a sound of approval, which was enough for him. “Wisp families are tied to the Dungeons they bond with. Partners are a matter of choice. As for similar units, Wisps that work together become friends and hang out together. The same free time allotments have a lot to do with chosen social groups. We haven’t actually figured out how to live as, or in, big groups yet. The Courts were the closest system that existed, and that backstabbing game of eternal politics can now not keep up. It’s easy to have dangerous gossip when there’s only twenty important individuals. It is impossible when there are twenty-thousand. Keeping up with the trends is a laugh.”

      She waved at a few glowing balls that came by, stopped, and almost had a meltdown with screeching fan-noises. Titania then winked, but waved them along. She could not entertain them, and this was the place where that should not happen in the first place. The Spring Court did have rules, but they were more along the lines of ‘leave everyone else alone and have your fun.’ Otherwise, people who needed to be given space could never have space. A rule that seemed to be lifted directly from how Artorian was treated in Avalon.

      Why muck with what worked?

      Artorian got up, and had himself a stretch. “It still feels a little odd. This went so smoothly. I expected an argument. Push-back. Something?”

      “Nah.” Titania stood to copy him, stretch and all. “We have biases. We have preferences. There are downsides to perpetual immortality. This helps. Thinking of heading out?”

      Artorian was in fact thinking of moving along. There was both a lot, and little to do. “I should, but not sure where my feet should take me.”

      Titania thought that obvious. “To Dawn. Forward unto Dawn. You need some sparring lessons if you’re going to do what I think you’re going to do. The plan you laid out was functional for our end, but that ‘wanting to solve it personally’ fire is unmistakable. Go to Dawn. Remind your body what it is like to fight. Readiness be cursed. Answer the call when it comes to needing to sit at the table to hand people their Exodus Cores. Do it twice as planned. Then enter the real world with Tot, enjoy our old world for a century, and solve your problem whenever it becomes convenient to do so. When you return? Then we can see about other things. If you truly feel like you’re missing something? Go see your boys. Rip and Tear aren’t better, and Halcyon is a mighty choice as a caretaker, but you could.”

      That last idea Artorian liked the most, though heavens above, was everyone well-informed. He hoped there wasn’t some secret group-chat with his name on it. “Zelia.”

      Without pause or another breath, Zelia stepped from a sudden portal. The spider secretary, immaculate in all things and all methods of dress, stood before them. Zelia ever so gently performed a bow in her flawless spider-silk kimono. “My Dreamer.”

      “I yield.” Artorian curled his arms behind him, supporting his lumbar as if he was old. “I love this. I love convenience. I love speed. Thank you, Zelia, Titania.”

      Titania clicked her tongue at him, a frown on her face. “Old man, if you do not call me Yvessa when it is just us, I will beat you with my spoon until you learn the proper ways.”

      Artorian laughed, nodding, still yielding. “Thank you, Yvessa.”

      Yvessa stepped in to give him another breath-breaking squeeze-hug. In addition to this move, a soft whisper joined the effort. “When it becomes important, the Spring Court is here for you. For both the big things, and the small. So you kick that empire building off when you’re ready, and you make sure to include us. Got it?”

      Artorian nodded when released, a soft smile on his face. “I will.”

      She ruffled his hair. “Good! Off you go. Go see your Shark boys. Oh, Zelia? He can’t breathe underwater.”

      The secretary replied with a tiny spider smile, and a polite miniature bow. “I am aware, Wisp Queen Titania. This will not be an issue. Until the next time we meet.”

      Artorian stepped through the portal rather than risk getting conked by the spoon. Zelia followed him into the open grotto on the other side. Artorian had fallen a foot and splashed into the water, but was already looking around. He grasped his own shirt and made pulling motions, as the air had gone from decently dry to extremely thick and humid. There was no wind in the grotto, and the place tasted stale. The illumination was all crystals instead of moss and ambient light, and he was treading knee-deep water regardless of where he stood. At least the drop hadn’t hurt.

      Zelia, standing on the water, held up a mask with a blue core on the left and right sides. The contraption appeared to go over his face and mouth. That meant he wouldn’t be doing any talking, but since when did he need words for that? Sliding the mask over his face, he saw through a similar screen as the Lotto Tumbler appeared to have. He should call it glass until he knew better. Someone would correct him for getting it wrong.

      Zelia went ahead of him, but skipped the mask and dropped right into a puddle that was not of puddle depth. The treacherous hole instead had no bottom, and she vanished entirely as she slid under the water. Seeing no reason to dally, Artorian took the rocky plunge into the dark hole after her. The cold wetness of the water was the difficult bit, but a few seconds of acclimation and a few deep breaths ended the clammy feeling. The omnipresent dark was a slow, but insidious second. At least he wasn’t here alone. Where was some old-school Iridium armor when he needed it? Even if useless, it would have made him feel better. Maybe that was why Ember had hers? The depths threatened him with thalassophobia.

      Moving underwater as a non-Mage was difficult.

      Not only did he slowly ascend at all times, but was down even the way he needed to go? A hand-grab from an illuminated Zelia solved that problem, before she tugged him down so he could skip swimming entirely.

      Down was indeed the way to go, with a very old and familiar gate coming into view to greet him. The old underwater society from his alpha run had been moved into Cal, and the thing was still broken! He’d half-hoped that the shells of the Octoid Authority were still in Eternia so he could retain a lot of his more convenient toys, but he wasn’t going to fuss. He needed to see his boys.

      No heads up or warning had been given to the residents of the copy-pasted Octoid Authority city, but that simply appeared to matter none. Fish of all kinds, Sharks, Orcas, Squid, and Crabs all got out of their way as Zelia moved through the underwater realm. Artorian recognized a few places, but the coral reef nursery of Dolphins was the only one that mattered.

      Halcyon was surrounded by a veritable tornado-shaped school of fish as she slowly circled the bounds of the nursery. Halcyon was easy to make out and distinguish from the rest of school. Not only was she at the bottom, and most others above her, but Halcyon was both golden and glowing. Missing her would be the difficult thing to do, as light sources were scant down here. The glowing java moss, muskgrass, pondweed, kelps, purple coral, and green sea anemone only did so much.

      Halcyon had noticed her Dreamer long before he got to the nursery, but that was unsurprising for an A-ranked Beast. She waited for Zelia to bring her Dreamer into the nursery itself before she broke from her spiraling and vectored to come nose-bump him in the chest.

      Artorian greeted Halcyon with nose and chin rubs, an excess of air-bubbles escaping from under the mask. Some hand motions sufficed as a greeting before Artorian swapped from Zelia’s handhold to holding onto Halcyon’s fin. Which brought him to the bodies of two mostly inert Sharks. One Tiger. One Hammerhead. Artorian did not need to do any kind of deep dive. Their eyes were feral, primal, and devoid of the greater intelligence. Two swords of a four-part-whole were stabbed into the ground within their immediate vicinity, but Korr and Rupture weren’t going to interrupt. They knew him.

      He turned to look at Halcyon, copying his nose-rub motions before pointing at the two Sharks. There was a good chance they would bite him. A nose-push from the big Orca changed his expectations, and Artorian laboriously and slowly swam his way down those few extra feet. He did this with such a lack of grace, that many of the aquatic onlookers wondered who’d brought this fresh-born half-Octoid to this part of the nursery. Poor thing couldn’t even swim properly.

      Once he could get a hold of the rocks on the ground, the luminant coral helped him figure out where he could grip. Once he had grip, movement was much easier. Sideways underwater rock climbing was a funny skill.

      When he could sit in front of his Sharks, they looked at him but remained passive. Only when he was this close did Artorian notice whey were bound in algae and kelp. Their gills opened and closed, so they were breathing okay. Reaching out, the somewhat stressed Sharks seemed to calm when the nose-rubs began.

      While it wasn’t much, Artorian did feel a sense of correctness. His boys didn’t recognize him, but a part of them was still here. Still living on. They calmed as they ordinarily did, and that similarity of reaction was soothing.

      He wasn’t sure how long he sat there on the ocean floor, petting noses and running his hands over the Sharks. Which would have been pleasant, if Shark skin didn’t feel similar to sandpaper. Placoid scales helped reduce movement friction, but touching them was not the most pleasant event.

      When the Sharks both appeared to have fallen asleep, he stood, and let the slow ascent of the air in his lungs take him. The ascent was slow, and the view from above as his boys became smaller and smaller felt akin to closure. If only closure didn’t hurt so much.
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      Halcyon came by to nudge his back, offering a smoother exit.

      Artorian took her fin, and that sped up the trip to the surface waters. The trip took them through deep sea tunnels and natural currents that led up into Olympus Lake. A lake filled with weapons of all kinds, of Beasts that just wanted to be left alone for now. What else would a bunch of swords be doing at the bottom of a lake?

      Artorian found that, as was often the case, his presence and being didn’t fit the common ruleset. As soon as one weapon noticed that he was around, that message spread like an electric current. First some of the weapons gained a glow, then more of them, then most of them, then all of them.

      By the time Artorian breached the surface, the majority of the previously inert weapons resting on the lakebed had linked together to form an actual floor. One with stairs that Artorian could use to ascend and climb out of the water with. Artorian had to admit he wondered about the safety, but the weapons went out of their way to give him safe handholds as he made his way onto the floating deck. Spears and staves acted as handrails, his fingers needing to be nowhere near any sharp and pointy bits.

      His steps, still unsteady as he was waterlogged, found only the secured footing of scabbards and hammers. All that was blunt.

      Halcyon followed him with considerably greater ease, but paused at the entrance ramp. Penkins, a bright yellow Oriole, changed out of their saber weapon form to land on the handrail, desiring a short conversation.

      Artorian was too busy fishing the water out of his ears to overhear them; a trip deep underwater was plenty taxing on the mortal form all by itself. His ears had held up against the pressure, but resurfacing has done a number on him, and he definitely needed a good while to recalibrate. Decompression sickness was annoying, even without the full effect smacking him around the ears.

      When he was calibrated, Halcyon had been sitting next to him a good while, her arms and legs crossed as she watched the sunset. Forgetting that she was in her human shape, she leaned down to bump the top of his head with hers, then held her own nose with a frown. “Ow.”

      Artorian half-laughed as he watched Halcyon hold her human nose. “Ha, careful with the bonks, Halcy. Human noses are sensitive things. Thank you for looking after my boys. I was… I admit that I was hoping to see them as they were.”

      Rubbing her nose, the sporty and sporting, ever-pleasant, happy-toned Orca matron gave him some hope. “They may yet come back. There have been moments—sudden, short, unexpected moments—where the spark is back in their eyes. Before you ask about Memory Cores, we’ve tried. More than their minds were damaged when they left. Not only did they not leave as Sharks, but they didn’t leave as individuals. That they shouldn’t have left at all is now a hard lesson for the rest of us. Without Cal’s helpful Pylons keeping us propped up, the majority of Beasts are… I think the saying is ‘a thousand years too early’ for the intelligence that we display. We, understandably, don’t want to lose it.”

      Her hand patted his head, working through the mostly dry blond and brown dual-tone hair on his head. “Tell me we’re going to eat the filthy kelp who did this.”

      Artorian leaned into the massive hand. “We are most definitely doing so. Are you holding up well? Also where did Zelia go?”

      Had it not been for Halcyon’s hand on his head, Artorian would have leapt from the blunt hammer-bench when she spoke up behind him. “Present, my Dreamer.”

      “Celestial feces!” Trapped under the hand, Artorian jerked, but no more. “Zelia, I didn’t notice you at all.”

      The Arachnid Autarch was mighty proud about that, and just a bit smug. “Good.”

      Halcyon followed up. “I’m well enough, my Dreamer. I’m sorry for not coming to give more updates, but there have been no updates to give, and my presence down below has been very helpful. We’re all setting up our own methods and means of preparing for the future. I admit, there is a hole in my heart where I wish you would have called a moot already. Or a meeting. Or a Senate get-together. There is much that I’m uncertain how to do without direction. This isn’t the iteration where I had free reign to run my Shogunate.”

      She motioned at the yellow Oriole, and Penkins bobbed his bird head up and down in response. He was present, but not about to butt into the conversation. Artorian waved that off. “Tell me what you want to tell me, Master Composer.”

      The Oriole flapped his wings and released a mighty proud tweet. Perkins then chirped with some difficulty, before looking to Zelia for help. He tweeted and chirped out his message, which the secretary translated. “Penkins says that he, as one of the representatives of the weapons faction, is in the same boat as Halcyon. Perkins has been approached by other factions about joining them, per their particular view and method that they want to set the new world up. Penkins has said no.”

      Zelia graciously made a motion at the lake. “The occupants of Olympus Lake are, with some exceptions, all Beasts that you have either rescued from Eternia, or creatures you managed to give a better life. Without you at the helm, however, they are uncaring and lethargic about what everyone else wants to do. If you were to step up and mobilize, they would stand with you. Or, float with you, in this case.”

      Artorian was tired, but managed a pleasant smile for the Oriole. “Thank you, Conductor Penkins. I’m hearing a lot of that lately. It… It’s heartwarming. Halcyon? You say you need direction? That’s the big chair, I’m afraid. I need you in charge of the empire, once you can be in charge of it. I can kickstart the process, but placing myself as a ruler is going to be a pure disaster. I don’t know who I want as an interim ruler, or even so much as a smidge about government type or related setup.”

      He crossed his arms, sighed, and leaned into Halcyon. The giant lady not only did not mind, but was glad to curl her arm protectively around her Dreamer like a fin around a podling. She spoke with a smile. “Detours are the fastest way to get to where one needs to be.”

      With his head feeling heavy, Artorian rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I really want to get to the point where I can punch Odin in the schnozz again, but maybe it is the moment. Perhaps it is time to call the moot. Let’s roll this detour.”

      Already leaning into Halcyon’s protective side, he looked to Penkins and Zelia. “Suggestions on the how and where?”

      Zelia merely smiled, an old plan coming to a long-awaited fruition. “So many, my Dreamer. So many.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Eternia became the choice. Giving a massive speech was best if not done as a child, so Grandpa-torian was a must-have. Which, after a long night of sleep and an over-packed lunch, he did while anxiously sitting next to Dawn, who had adopted her own more adult form in the event that Artorian needed an adultier adult around.

      The moot, as it was called, was going to be in a rather odd place.

      Not because it was a fancy place, but because it wasn’t.

      Artorian had opted for a literal hole in the ground that may have been put there recently by the great virtue of Astarte, who had dropped a meteor on some Midgard ground to make the crater before flattening the lowest ground into something that could be paced.

      This left plenty of room to sit on the banks, and left nobody any excuse to say they were getting preferential treatment. Everyone could sit on the grass. Heavens knew that many of the attendees needed to touch some.

      The invitation list had been serious. Cal delivering it? That was going to turn ears.

      Turn ears it did, though factions turned up in far greater numbers than was expected. Heavenlies, Wisps, Gnomes, and Dungeons sat in by screens. There were simply too many, save for the Heavenlies, but them showing up by screen was more of a safety measure.

      Attendees and representatives came from all over. Bards, rogues, Autarchy Spiders, Jotun, Finns, the College, and the Skyspear Academy. There were even some remnant Asguardians, Old Guild, and the Valkyrie and Amazon ladies of El Dorado.

      Halcyon and her faction were present before anything got started, quickly joined by cultivators and Mages that didn’t hold to any particular faction. The independents. They didn’t need to coordinate, so they all came early, and by themselves.

      Humanized Beasts and Beasts in general showed up aplenty, but the surprise was the amount of folks that the old necromancer faction held. Artorian had never seen so many plague doctors. He only recognized Tot because the man gave him a wave.

      Those numbers remained a pittance to the amount of Wood Elves, High Elves, Dark Elves, Moon Elves, and Tomb Elves in attendance. There was even a single, grumpy as could be Sea Elf. That man hated being here almost as much as he hated crowds, but still, he was here. Sitting right next to a Merman of the Atlantean delegation. Aiden wasn’t here himself, but that was possibly because Henry and Marie very much were.

      Of the big names Artorian knew, there were many. Brianna, Chandra, Richard, Caesar, Adam. Don and Hadurin. Lunella. More. Some had shown up just to be supportive, like Lucia. Momma bun was going to mother.

      She was seated near other Bashers, Goblins, and C’towl. Whose seats were flanked by Adam, some Nephilim, a surprising number of Demons that weren’t in books right now—but trying to turn over a new leaf—and the weapon faction that Penkins was a part of.

      Don and Hadurin were the ones who surprised him by sitting somewhat away from everyone else, or… Ah. No. The Nidavellir Dwarves were simply trying to sit far away from the Coast of Rica, Hawaiian-shirt-wearing bro Dwarves. That was a generational split if ever Artorian had seen one. More people from smaller, splinter factions were also present, but Artorian didn’t know them well enough to pick them out, nor grasp what they were a part of.

      When it looked like no new people were going to show up, Artorian knew he had to get off his butt. Dawn pecked his temple, then threw him to his feet with a gentle toss while remaining seated. Grandpa yelped when a few feet into the air, but this was game land. He landed on his feet, steadied himself with his arms moved out, and looked about before bending his knees a few times. He’d gotten everyone’s attention anyway. “Is that steady? That feels steady.”
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      Getting on with it, Artorian pressed his arms behind his back and worked his way to the middle of the presentation platform while dressed in nice and simple Avalon robes. His long beard had gained an abundance of picking and nervous grooming, but that wasn’t a negative.

      There was no reason to make anything complicated when he got there, so he made sure he was using the correct character sheet, then snapped his fingers to use Effortless Sound Shaping. Why have game perks if you’re not going to use game perks? “I’m not going to sugar coat anything, and I’m sure everyone knows how much I like my sweets.”

      Artorian saw no reason to open with a preamble, or a lecture. “Before anyone asks, or makes a statement? I do not care what anyone else has said to you, talked to you about, or has had per plans about what’s going to happen after Exodus. Don’t bother me with the backroom deals, or the politics. I do not care. You are all free to wriggle your own influence around as much as you like. I’m not here for that. I am here to cross my Is and dot my Ts. To add a nice dot on the end of the sentences that are being used about everyone’s wriggling. So I’m going to be pleasantly blunt. A lot of you have your own ideas about the new world. A lot of you have your own plans.”

      He got to the meat of the speech. “You also already know that if you cannot get other people to back you up on those plans, that you’re going to be extinct before a decade is up. If the rampant return of Essence doesn’t kill you when you can’t cultivate what you need to survive, then the new Beasts will. If neither of those do it, you know the knife is coming in from behind, and the betrayal from inside. So I’m going to make this as simple as I make it brief, which isn’t normal for me.”

      The old man put his hand in the air. “Some of you don’t like me. Fine. Don’t like me. My question is the same. A show of hands, paws, or pointy bits for whoever wants to follow whatever slap-dash, seemingly impossible, mad plan I come up with, so that everyone wins. Vote. This is your one and only call to action. If you keep your paws down, I will accept that you are not on board.”

      Artorian sternly and staunchly repeated himself. “Vote.”

      The four screens all lit up above them. Heavenlies, Wisps, Gnomes, and Dungeons all gave their hand-up vote. Deverash and Turk currently represented the Gnomes, Titania and Oberon spoke for the Wisps, Dasein had full authority over the Heavenlies, and nobody was going to dispute Eternium over the call. Cal had set himself as a neutral bystander. He had enough on his plate, and his vote was unfair.

      That put an initial twist in the stomachs of those who had not intended this path, but with the specific phrasing Artorian had used, and the instant showing of upper-level support, that was a bitter pill. Even worse were all the factions that instantly followed without a moment of hesitation.

      Zelia and every Autarchy Arachnid. Yuki and every Jotun. Halcyon and every Beast, Humanized Beast, and weaponized Beast. Including Penkins and the birds, Lucia and the Bashers, and all the paws-up C’towl.

      Still fast, but not as fast, was every single Elven and Dwarven faction, regardless of a few of them glaring at each other. Brianna, Don, and Hadurin were all pointy-bits-up, as Brianna did so with her knife, the Dwarves with their axes, and the Wood Elves with leaves.

      To represent their be-leaf in him.

      A moment slower, but no less enthusiastic, included Lunella, the Goblins, the Atlanteans, Tot and the necromancer plague doctors, Adam, his Nephilim, and every single leaf-wishing Demon. Including Yasura, the big-shot Daemon, who Artorian had to admit to not spotting before, along with the Spotters, who came out of the ground rather than show up the normal way. At least they got their vote in, followed by the Oni and the Orkharn, who spilled out from the same hole after the Spotters and all frantically yelled to get their hands up.

      The Finns put their hand up not from reluctance, but that whole ‘being part of a crowd’ thing was unpleasant. The College and the Skyspear Academy people needed a moment, but up went the hands. Hands swiftly followed by the independents.

      Henry, Marie, Chandra, Richard, and Caesar, including the bards, rogues, remnant Asguardians, Old Guild, and the Valkyrie and Amazon ladies of El Dorado were the ones who didn’t react within moments.

      Artorian supposed that it was good to know who his surprise enemies were. Chandra put her hand up when she saw Occultatum had. She was entering no world without him, and she traded her preferences for a reality where that was true. Valhalla and the Valkyrie and Amazon ladies of El Dorado all followed suit.

      Richard rubbed his forehead, entered into a conversation of looks with Ceasar, and ended up capitulating with a shake of the head. They were either in, or they were gone, regardless of what they stood for, and what they believed in. Caesar and Richard, while not the happiest about it, put their hands up.

      Henry and Marie held each other’s hands, but didn’t budge.

      Interesting.

      The bards, rogues, remnant Asguardians, and Old Guild were all in a serious pickle. The bards shook their heads at the rogues, as the plan they had concocted together just wasn’t going to fly, or find airtime. It was time to give up, and accept the results. Their ideas weren’t going to gain traction with this many people already on a path. The bards put their hands up, and Artorian could tell it tasted like acid. Like they were giving up a freedom they longed for.

      The rogues hung their heads, but knew both a lost cause and the taste of persecution. So up went their hands, leaving only the staunchest believers and members of the Old Guild, and the few hardcore remnants of fallen Asguardians. Odin wasn’t present, and that seemed to be biting a lot of them all by itself, but no hands went up.

      That was a fate they were sealing themselves. Everyone was going to be after them when the doors opened. Artorian nodded, seeing the members, the hands, and paws, and the pointy bits. He accepted the decisions, and dropped his hand. “So ends the vote.”

      He then pointed at Henry. “My friend? I must know. Why not?”

      Henry stood, and Artorian fixed the sound around the man so people could hear him. “Hello, old friend. Honestly? Regardless of how tired we are of the failing, Marie and I are set in our ways. We will… not be proceeding to Exodus. Marie and I are going to kingdom-build in Eternia, and that’s going to be our home. Whatever world we return to isn’t going to have room for old nobility like us. Not our ideas. Not our presence. Not what we represent. So we are staying. Here. In Eternium. Maybe the influx of new people will like the flavor of our cookies. The decisions don’t change. That is all. If ever we do leave? I don’t know. We won’t be very active. Some cottage by the sea? You know, for all of that getting away you always wanted us to do.”

      Henry sat, having said his piece.

      Artorian recouped the noise powers, and looked at the others. He tilted his head at the Old Guild and the remnants. Then nodded, accepting the path they wished for. “Very well. Thank you all for attending. I have some assigned tasks I still need to tend to, as even if it’s merely handing out Cores before people leave the Amanecida Gate, I plan to pull my weight. Afterwards, I will begin holding public get-togethers about the what, where, and how of things.”

      He swirled a finger over his head. “Know that, as a general rule, if you are harmed by leaving the Soul Space, you won’t be leaving anytime soon. Get cozy in Eternium. Find things to do and places to be. When the exit becomes safe, I want everyone who has been able to get out to keep in mind that we need to make plenty of room available for them.”

      Artorian did not mince words. “Our Beasts in Cal are brothers in arms. We’re all in this together, so abandon the notions that we’re in this as anything else. One of my big notices will involve the complete and full sharing of knowledge, technology, and know-how. Including full classes and sessions on cross-training, skill-swapping, and lore-learning. You may as well plan for them. We cannot return to the ways of old. We cannot return to a time of hoarding and isolation.”

      He stood a little straighter, his words a little easier. “We either all make it, or we all die. No soul left behind. No straggler left in the mud. No mortal in the lurch, and no Beast stuck in the branches of a Birch. Cultivators must know mundane skills. Mortals must know of cultivator needs. We cover each other’s backs. We patch each other’s weaknesses. We treat everyone like people who matter, and not one blade of grass like it doesn’t. Trees are people, and people are trees. We all need soil to grow and roots to dig down. The better we can handle our empire of dirt, the bigger we can make our forest. So let’s all get used to getting dirty.”

      He pointed at each faction, as he turned in a slow circle. “Your family just got bigger. Know them. Learn them. Find something to love. Find something you get along on. Make it matter. Make it loud.”

      Artorian pointed straight up at the screens. “Make them proud.”

      He then looked straight up. His point became more of an accusatory finger. “That includes you lot! Help where you think there needs to be help. If you think you’re a fit for Eternium, put your all in Eternium. If you think you’re best suited for the real, figure out how to spin that wheel. I expect all of you to make some brand-new friends not in your own factions.”

      His gaze lowered, attention on the entire gathering. “Finally, so nobody gets any dumb ideas? I do not want to be in charge, and will be looking at the merit of everyone involved to figure out who I place where in whatever pyramid of a government we come up with. Merit maketh might. Show me you give an abyss about your fellow soul, and whoever can do that the best is going to have the best chance of being in charge. I have zero interest in a tyrant or a dictator, because the heavens know I am one, and I’m not taking that spot as much as I will prevent and fight any other tyrant from taking the spot.”

      He pointed, with extreme purpose, at Halcyon. “Halcyon currently wins that meritocracy by the count of two and a half oceans, and she can’t even be there when it’s go time. So remember that it’s not just me you gotta show off for, and that I will be listening to the judgment calls of other people who I already believe to know better for a final verdict. Don’t come to placate me. The goal is everyone wins. Not a few in power win. Everyone wins. I care about the intent as much as the end-result. If I discover that it’s all going to a few slobs in power, then I will do what I seem to have always done, and cut that problem down by a head. Or I will very kindly ask someone who can. I have a lot of support who have a lot of pointy bits.”

      With that, Artorian turned on his heel, and marched right back to Dawn.

      “That is all for now. Grandpa, out!”
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      Sitting with Dawn and holding her hand did far more good for Artorian than being the center of the whirlwind. If anything, Halcyon was the one being accosted, and the amount of style and grace that she handled that pressure with made Artorian just a pinch jealous. “She is swimming through those politics and questions.”

      Dawn brushed her thumb over the back of his hand, lounging in the fresh grass and bright flowers that had grown and bloomed around her in the duration that she’d been stationary. “You matched the right mind with the correct temperament and natural inclination for the task with that task. This is what people look at when they think someone is a genius. The natural fit. Some people are good at talking. Others are good at counting. Some are good at building. Others thrive with cooking. Halcyon thrives on complex social order. Grimaldus did as well, remember?”

      Dawn’s mention of his grandson came coupled with pointing him out. Tychus, the eight-foot-tall giant, carried his bookified brother around so the Grimoire could talk to people. What a sight. Sarcopenia was present as well, but had all the interest a cat generally had with something they didn’t choose to do themselves. When the Sphinx noticed Artorian, she momentarily bristled and recoiled. Sarcopenia calmed at the reminder to herself that her first memory was not as valuable as her last one.

      Uncaring for all the social decor, as was the purrrrview of a cat, she padded over and sat herself down in front of them. Dawn got the first polite cat-head-bob, because self-preservation was always paramount. The cat-head-bob for Artorian followed, who replied with the identical motion, and a question. “Did you hear that Ra and her gang made a statue in your likeness, out in the real world?”

      Sarcopenia puffed up at that, but licked her paw to groom her face, playing the news off as no big deal. Her voice purred, remained just a bit sleazy, but had tacked on a good heaping of respect. Or perhaps that was just because Dawn was present. “Only prrroperrr.”

      With how Sarcopenia purred and rolled her Rs, he was going to try to keep the conversation short. “Are you well, Sarcopenia? Any issues I should know of?”

      The Sphinx turned her head one way, then the other, then copied the pose of the statue Ra and her friends had made. She clearly knew every exacting detail. “If you trust your people, and you trust yourself, then all will be well. Sarcopenia sees… many futures.”

      She nudged her nose at Adam. “Unlike feathers and his fawns over there. Sarcopenia avoids the bad jokes, and mostly the necromancers. They have not done me harm, but old memories sour the fresh ones. Feathers sees futures as dictated by absolutes, truths, and highly reliable patterns. Sphinxes see futures based on personal interests. Do you remember the silver memories of the Nyanderthals? Go be your favorite self. Not your best self.”

      Her smile curled, a touch wicked, but in that happy-to-make-trouble kind of way. “Sarcopenia likes the futures that she sees. My summoner may be a tome, but life is enjoyable with my Grimaldus as a Grimoire.”

      A paw-lick and face groom removed the wickedness. “Sarcopenia is well, Great Dreamer. Sarcopenia will always remember that death comes in the form of a burning sun. Fate is as Sarcopenia foretold to her summoner. ‘Seat yourself, master, for all Demons shall die this day.’ A most accurate prediction. For what can the darkness truly do in the presence of a sun?”

      Artorian could grasp that, but was once again accosted with the reality that people had a bunch of titles for him. “Then I am glad you are well. Any bad jokes I should keep in mind to avoid?”

      Sarcopenia considered this, and relayed a terrible one. “A Raven lands, and asks, ‘Would you like to donate to his charity?’ When asked what charity, the Raven caws loudly, four times. Satisfied with itself, the Raven then says, ‘It is four good caws.’”

      Artorian slapped his hand over his eyes. “I see.”

      Sarcopenia grinned. “No, you hear. Because you are covering your eyes, and you are all ears.”

      The look she got from the old man made her cackle and flee.

      Dawn squeezed Artorian’s hand so he didn’t scowl forever. “If it’s not clear by now, you scared the delegates off by thinking that if they talk to you, they will lose… points? I’m going to say points. Lingering will gain you nothing. Sparring, on the other hand, will do you a lot of good. Ready or not being irrelevant. Ready to go?”

      Artorian nodded, got up, and then offered Dawn a hand. She, however, hovered up all by herself against the pull of gravity to perform an adorable twirl. “Zelia?”

      Zelia arrived on cue and on point at Dawn’s call, slipstreaming into conversational range without a lick of effort. First, there had been empty space, then there was a Zelia. Her words were as smooth as her arrival. “Present.”

      Artorian wanted to jump, but he was too tired. How a little speech had taken so much out of him was a mystery. “You’re a delight, Zelia.”

      A thought occurred to him. Any location he gave to Zelia, all the delegates would overhear, and likely stick their busy noses into. Well, that gave him an idea! “To Popo, please.”

      Zelia, knowing what horrors he had just bestowed on many a brave soul by uttering those words, gladly opened the gate. “Of course, my Dreamer. After you.”

      Artorian gave everyone a wave, even if he had no idea who was and was not watching. There were many he wanted to talk to, but there was a time and place for things, and his time here had expired. Making their way through, the group of three arrived in the Murim Woods. Though Zelia looked at her Dreamer expectantly.

      Artorian noticed and chuckled. “Didn’t get that one past you, did I?”

      Zelia hid her expression with one of her fancy fans. “You did not, my Dreamer. Do you wish to warn Mr. Popo before removing onto your actual destination?”

      “Ufufufufu!” The Tortoise smiled, evil and cruel, as he interjected his way into the conversation while working his way forward on his walking staff. “Warn? What is there to warn me of? Is Popo due some tasty treats? I admit, I am in need of subjects to subject to my training.”

      The ladies both shot Artorian an expectant look, so he may as well. “I may have, uhhh, redirected a decent number of nosy activities and eyes to this location. They’re likely going to try to be very sneaky about it, but it’s all political and complicated.”

      “Ufufufufu!” The Tortoise disagreed with great enjoyment, his expression positively enlightened. “You bring Popo treats! Students! Those are called students, you silly boy. Have you come to take more part in Popo’s training? Hmmmm? You still do not smell ready for my tournament, but Popo admits, he lacks the personnel.”

      Artorian did come up with a question. “You know, there is a skill you have that I could afford to brush up on. You are excellent at insulting and demeaning your opponent while you beat them down. I’m going to be in need of that skill while in some fairly poor circumstances. Could you give me a refresher? I really want to lay into this individual, and I want to be most unkind.”

      Popo looked to be having a heart attack of pure happiness. “Oh. Oh. Bliss. Beauty. Popo is struck by an infectious affection. You speak to this old Rime Tortoise’s cold, black, dead heart. Yes, yes. Come, come! Popo shall give you a good smacking about, and refresh you on how to insult properly. How to twist the knife. Where to stab the verbal shiv. Which vertebrae need the pressure of the heel. Come, come!”

      Artorian had really hoped he wouldn’t have needed to do that, but Dawn pushed him up and along. “Practice some. In Eternia, you have a game body and game statistics, if you bother to use them. Take the licks so you can dole out the lashes. If you weren’t head-set on a personal vendetta, we would be talking to Demons on how to harvest screams. Go work out some of the anger. After you are done, we will spend a few weeks on a crash course of Ancient Elven sparring. Odin may know how the old you fought, but he will have no idea how the new you fights. He knows only his Loki, but after you are done with our crash course, precious? He will have to contend with my Tsukuyomi.”

      Artorian chuckled, nodded, and pushed up his sleeves. “I already can’t wait to do deskwork for the Amanecida Gate. It’s all going to feel like an utter blur until then, isn’t it?”

      Zelia knew that to be true, and smiled behind her fan. “Until Blur-day, my Dreamer. This will be the kind of pre-exam cramming you forget after it’s all over. So brush up, get your brush out, and paint us a pretty picture. You can learn properly when you’re not in another one of your famous time crunches.”

      Artorian couldn’t help but laugh as he made his way into the fighting ring. “Isn’t that just the crackers and toast of it all! Alright then. Popo? Let’s crack on!”

      Popo replied to that conversation by cracking the arena ground with his head. Dawn knew it was going to happen, but still held her face. “Yup. Yup… Saw that coming. This is going to be a very rough, dirty, and quick crash course.”

      Zelia touched her shoulder reassuringly, patting it to the rhythm of Artorian getting combo-kicked around by a giggling Tortoise who moved with far greater alacrity than was fair.
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      Blur-day couldn’t have come fast enough.

      Blur-day being the first day that Artorian was assigned to a full day of mundane, mortal work near the Exodus preparation section. The pass-through for everyone who was going in and out of the Amanecida Gate that day. There was a process to it that had evolved from its meager beginnings. While he was generally the exception for a lot of matters, today was a reminder in monotony and administrative bureaucracy. With paperwork, stamps, stock questions, and a log.

      Not that he looked the part of a proper concierge, as unlike the person who he sat next to, Artorian looked disheveled. His Dwarven coworker for the day was dressed in a flawless Nidavellir attire, with properly pomaded hair.

      Even as a spry twenty-year old, the Avalon-robe-clad Artorian looked both beat and beat-up. No amount of sleep was enough sleep, as Ember had taken to dragging him out of bed by the foot if he wasn’t awake in time. All to throw him into a pre-prepared, wet, muddy arena. Where they then made it rain before he had to spar Ember without any further warning. All while she did her best to copy Jasper’s known fighting styles, while yelling out what he should be doing and when. Keeping up was exhausting, but he had learned to block and put his hands up.

      Being a ragdoll didn’t do the crash course justice. He could swear there had been montages made by the Gnomes and Wisps that had entirely to do with his fanciest failures and most spectacular flights out of the mud pit. Occasionally, there had even been stand-ins when Ember couldn’t personally serve up a canister of whoop-ass that day, providing Irene a golden opportunity to relive an ancient fight from back during the Fringe days.

      Except that this time, Artorian didn’t have Essence, nor his fancy Rail Palm. A problem that had required some severe cleverness to get around, as prior to this point, Artorian hadn’t possessed the incentive to figure out a way. The woman from Old Morovia took that opportunity to beat some knowledge from the homeland back into his brain. Gentle, she was not. Vengeful, she was aplenty. By the time Artorian had devised a trick to use Rail Palms after all, Irene had already been using them against him.

      ‘Fight like a Liger, Sway like a Reed’ became more than a cute saying when a Morovian woman was tearing the chunks out of you and pulling the puny god maneuver. Irene took full advantage of her cultivation bonuses, and sent Teen-torian packing more than a few times before tagging out to someone else.

      Granted, all that getting beat, running for your life, and ‘git gud or git wrecked’ mentality made for profoundly effective teaching. Artorian utterly despised that the Dale-It method was so effective. He missed his classrooms! His theory! His fancy energy manipulations where he got to be clever. None of that was to be found during the internal cultivator crash course, but man oh man, did he get good at being good in a hurry. The Dwarves had even taken to sending him hand-wraps for his efforts in pugilism.

      Momma Lucia would patch him up to tip-top shape and throw him right back into the bar-fight anytime he looked too rough for her liking. All while she placed bets, and drank milk. Artorian could not be convinced that it was actually milk, but he never got Lucia to say otherwise. That it was called Milk Punch was likely a joke, because she only ever had it while he got punched. Like taking a sip was part of the betting pool.

      This left Artorian’s actual sparring time up to the allotment of time where he could mentally persevere and keep going, rather than the allotment of time where his body could handle it, because his healer was not allowing that bit to be a factor. Which, pox to his poxes, was something he wished he wasn’t so good at. The only time Artorian was done was when someone else called for a food break, and when he got some sleep.

      Blessed. Glorious. Heavenly sleep.

      Was that why Somnus was crashing on his bed all the time? Did the cat know? He never recalled making it to bed, only that he face-flopped, dropped, and was out-out. Somewhere in his days of tutelage through the mud he remembered bathing, but where that even took place was a mystery that occurred between blurs of activity. His memories were made of dodging punches, kicks, martial maneuvers, someone’s clever idea, and the full gauntlet of Odin’s ‘strongman’ fighting style. Of course the man built like a brick house was going to fight like a brick house. Which Tychus was more than happy to play stand-in for, complete with endless haymakers.

      Artorian did not like being suplexed, which was the thought on his mind as he signed out an Exodus Core to Birch, and held it out for his Wood Elven friend. Birch, instead, placed his hand on Artorian’s young head, humming as he spoke. “Starlight Spirit? You’re off in another place. Are you well?”

      Artorian worked up a smile. “I… Yes. I’ll be fine, Birchy. I’ve got work today, and then… A week? Until another workday. Someone else has my schedule. Good luck out there. Going anywhere fun?”

      Birch pulled his hand back, but was no less worried. “The Black Forest. Not as ominous as that… Mmm… I better go.”

      Artorian was going to ask why Birch made himself scarce in such a hurry, but the beaming, smiling, massive, house-shaped form of Jasper blocked out his light. How rude. If he ever ran into some self-righteous or better-than-thou dolt, he would tell the man to get out of his sunlight.

      The grizzled Asguardian man was as smug, deep-voiced, and unpleasantly full of himself as always. Couldn’t he have just stayed Cored and stored? Would have saved so much headache. “Hello, Loki. I hear you have an extra-special Core for me?”

      Artorian repressed the deep well of hatred that swirled in his guts. He forced a smile, and reminded himself with no insignificant satisfaction that part one of the plan was proceeding smoothly. “Yes.”

      Reaching behind himself, Artorian procured a cloth box. Zipping the edges open, using some fancy new technology called a zipper, he moved some hay and protective fluff. The concierge then removed and revealed a brand-new model of Exodus Core.

      He breathed deep, sighed like he hated this part, and hammed up his performance as if he wasn’t happy at all that Jasper was getting special treatment. “Congratulations on being selected for the all new, all powerful, extra potent new Exodus Cores known as Winter Cores. Each Winter Core is a Winter Court Wisp that has been altered into item form. Their patterns allow for a cultivator in the Mage ranks or above to benefit from a healthier life, as the Wisp can assist in Mana regulation. You have been assigned…”

      Artorian scowled deep, as if he was deeply disappointed. “Invictus. Con… gratulations.”

      The youth leaned forward, his face contorted as if he was touching filth that he both didn’t want to hand over, and yet could not wait to get rid of. Filth that he leaned forth to hand over while touching it as little as he could with a mere two fingers. Two fingers was too many. “You may wear a Winter Core as an amulet, or slot it like an Armored Core if you do not have an active cultivation technique running in your body.”

      Jasper snatched the Core out of Artorian’s fingers, and instantly donned it as an amulet. “Mine! Hehehe… You look good, all dirty and beat up, youngster. Builds character! Maybe you’ll build something other than the ability to endlessly cheat, ey?”

      Jasper laughed the entire way to Louis, ready to begin his mythological jaunt as Odin. The eldritch horror looked down at Odin, then at Artorian, as if to quietly ask, ‘May Señor Louis eat the man?’

      When Artorian shook his head no, the gate guardian begrudgingly did his job to prepare the way while a couple of Wisps gave Odin the usual speech and pre-entry rundown. When Jasper stepped through the gate all dressed up as Odin, Artorian sighed. “That was stressful.”

      The Dwarf seated next to him had different questions altogether. “What’s this ‘bout Winter Cores, now? Nobody tol’ me nuffin.”

      A weak smile was all Artorian could give the Dwarf. “There’s a list of specific Cores that have to go to specific people. Which is why I got scheduled on those days. If you happen to be here next week—I think it’s next week—you’ll see me do it again. I don’t think you have to worry about handing out Winter Cores. They’re all… What did the Gnomes call it? Personal calibration? Personally calibrated? Calibrated to a person?”

      Artorian shook his head, finishing the ruse.

      Which was sold well enough for the Nidavellir Dwarf to buy it. “Ah, well. No extra work for me, then. I’ll be here next week, I believe? Though if there be’ a sudden gap in me’ schedule, I won’t say nuffin.”

      Artorian deflated, melting into his chair.

      The Dwarf looked from his coworker to the person who just left. “Bad history?”

      The youth nodded. “Couldn’t tell from the conversation?”

      The Dwarf didn’t want to dig too deep. Digging too deep was a major Dwarven red flag. “Sounds like trouble. I don’t want any trouble. I’ll do me’ shift, get me Flamewater. Sally on.”

      Instead of asking questions, the Dwarf checked some documents. “Looks like that one will be back tomorrow. Got anyone to cover for ya, or do you have to be here yerself?”

      The tired young desk worker shook his head, dejected. “I thought he was coming back today for some reason. In my defense, I’ve had all my thoughts knocked out of me and have no sense at all left to follow any kind of calendar. The ladies in Avalon do not pull their punches.”

      Now the Dwarf understood. “Aaaaaah, lady trouble! Got a bit of the bard in ya, huh? Now Ah get it! Get ye some more Flamewater for your shift today, it does wonders for a sore cheek and slap marks. I’m quite the catch back home myself. It’s the pomade, I tell ya.”

      Artorian tried with lots of effort to dissuade the Dwarf of both of those notions, but the Nidavellir man had made up his mind and assumptions. “Well, good luck to ya tomorrah. I think you’ll have a Gnome as company? I’ll be out on the town.”

      Artorian thanked the Dwarf, and felt that his work shift was over in a hurry with how much paperwork and Core-handling had to be done. By the time he was back in Avalon and in bed, he couldn’t remember his day at all. Which made him all the more confused when he was back at that desk the next day, wondering if he’d ever left in the first place. Sure, he’d woken, eaten, washed, and the usual mortal needs. Yet, he would swear up and down that he felt as if he’d never left. Being a mortal again was weeeeird, and he didn’t like it.

      This was normal! This was how mortal work went.

      Artorian was over it, to the point where he didn’t even notice Odin standing in front of his table again, grinning like a massive fool. “A hundred years of pure glory, and I come back to the sight of you looking even more out of it than the day I remember going in. Truly, this is a treat for the eyes and senses.”

      Artorian’s ears hurt just from hearing Jasper’s voice. His nose scrunched, and stomach twisted as he glared up from his papers. Sighing dramatically, he pushed his fingers up his nose as if to adjust glasses, then recalled he wasn’t wearing any. He picked up a quill, dipped the tip into ink, and glared. “How was the Winter Core?”

      Odin, of course, entered full-boasting-mode. “A marvel! Excellent! Exciting! Invictus was a wonderful companion, and together we had great ideas and made such progress on the single best mythology that world will ever know. They’ll remember me forever! They will write tales of my greatness! Of my realms! Tethered me like a charm.”

      Artorian noticed that the big man scratched his sternum, and that the tell-tale cracks and signs of burnout were being well-hidden under those winter furs. Unfortunately for Odin, Artorian had first-hand experience with those kinds of Mana pains, and knew the signs. A century of real-world time was the limit of the Winter Core? Excellent.

      Artorian continued his debrief with a monotone voice and deadpan expression. “Uh huh… Did you use any techniques, special abilities, or otherwise use Mana during your excursion?”

      Deep in thought for a moment, Odin counted on his fingers. “There was that one… and that one. Seven total? Seven instances. You should pack more juice into the Core!”

      Sighing extravagantly, Artorian loudly wrote that down. “Add, more, Mana, into, Jasper’s, Core.”

      He glared up, but Odin was glaring back down at him just as hard. “The name is Odin, you worthless, bottom-barrel whelp. If I catch you using that accursed name again…”

      The brick-house man smiled, cruel and indulgent. “Well, I do enjoy your misery.”

      Artorian clicked his tongue. “I’ll see you next week. Jasper.”

      The big man gasped. “Ooooh, a taunt! I’ll see you next week, Loki. Maybe you’ll figure out what you get to cry about before you see me again. Next time, the name is Zeus. Don’t slip up. Or… do? In fact, yes…”

      Odin unequipped the Winter Core amulet, and pushed it right into Artorian’s hands, chain and all. The youth made an instant icky face, before the big man finished his threat, laughing as he walked off. “Do slip up, haaaa-hahaha.”

      Artorian waited for Odin to be gone, then sat back in his chair. He looked at the Gnome seated next to him, the young engineer utterly terrified of that interaction. The youth managed another weak smile, then pushed his chair out and got up. “Do you mind if I take five?”

      The Gnome waved him off as if he shouldn’t be here in the first place. “Take all the time you need! That was… Eeesh.”

      The Gnome got a wave, and the youth vanished to be out of earshot around the corner. “Zelia.”

      The spider secretary was made of magic, and was already there before he called. Gate open, ready, and waiting. “Present, my Dreamer. I can take Invictus to Occultatum. Are you well?”

      Artorian handed over the Core, barely surprised that Zelia had such foresight. She was likely having him watched by several Arachnids. “I’m stressed, and will likely spend the next week sleeping it all off. One more hand-off, and then Tot and I go see the results of our handiwork. Initial estimates prove our assumptions to be positive. Please tell Tot that Jasper asked for more energy in the Core, but he had definite damage on him. Less will do. The Core just needs to seem full. Think that’s doable?”

      Zelia hid her expression with her fan as she entered her own gate, the Core in her claws. “Worry not, my Dreamer. Leave the dastardly deeds up to the dastardly. Rest well. You need it.”

      Artorian watched her go, agreed, then walked back a bit to pop his head around the corner. “Hey, bud? I think I might need to…”

      “Go.” The Gnome pointed at the exit. “Go. That was one sprocket of a threat, and you need to go check on whatever that monster is up to. He’s got a reputation, that one. Don’t like him one bit. No sir, I do not. Go, get home, check on your people. Don’t trust that man.”

      Artorian touched his fingers to his forehead as a nod of understanding, and went home. He didn’t expect anything to happen, and found himself ruthlessly proven wrong as a small army of Arachnids and Tomb Elves were present in Avalon to greet him. Few of them were bothering to hide, and Brianna was present in person. “Bri-bri?”

      Upon having her nickname used, Brianna shot her finger up to the person she was speaking to, looked around to find him, then mentioned they would finish their current conversation later. Her form shifted away from innocent farmgirl and back into Tomb Elven Queen.

      After ending her talk with what was likely a lieutenant, she strolled up to Artorian in another one of those fancy, triple-toned ao dai outfits. “Administrator. You are a bit late to the party. Some Asgard remnants got it in their heads to come be a bother. We have dissuaded them of that notion. We will all be out of your hair soon, as you missed all the diplomacy. None are hurt, and only the opposition is injured. Regardless of that being their body, or their pride.”

      “Thank you, Brianna.” Artorian was too tired to be able to process what he was supposed to do here again, and defaulted to raising his arms for a hug.

      Brianna, glad for the offer, took the hug and rocked him gently from side to side. “There there, Administrator. Go rest.”

      On releasing him, she smiled, and snapped her fingers. The moment before the finger snap? Arachnids and Tomb Elves were everywhere. The moment after? They were all gone, as if they were never there.

      Artorian needed to get that trick into his arsenal when he was a Mage again. For now, he ended up face-first in bed, and didn’t wake up until the following day. When he woke up all curled against Somnus, he knew one thing for certain.

      He did not like Blur-day.
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      Blur-day was not any better when it was Blur-week. Artorian knew he had gotten a week of sleep, but it didn’t feel like it. Morning chatter. Breakfast. Jogs around the village. Cute moments with Dawn. Silly, dumb games. Fun. Rest. Life. That all happened, but he was so stressed about today that none of it had stuck.

      Now he was at the desk again, and it felt like yesterday since he’d been here. Had his last desk day been yesterday? Time felt like such a glob as a mortal with things to do, and problems that plagued.

      Time felt like it couldn’t move fast enough when Zeus, draped and dressed in brand new garb compared to when Jasper was cosplaying Odin, appeared before his table. He was alone at the reception desk for the moment, but that was pre-planned.

      Zeus’s long chiton robe and himation cloak billowed unnaturally, with the pompous man certainly controlling the surrounding air for added drama. The added touch where he crowned himself with a wreath of olive leaves, and the massive grin plastered on his face didn’t make him any more endearing either. “Servant Loki! Excellent! Getting used to being a gopher for your betters yet? Don’t worry, eventually it’ll all come naturally. Just like being better than everyone else comes naturally to me.”

      The brick house clapped and rubbed his hands together, his demeanor expectant, while feeling like he stood on top of the world. “Now, where is my legend of a Core? Invictus and I have the newest, greatest, most prized, and well-known mythology to make. I worked magic with the Nordic myths, and now I’m going to make sure my labors to craft the great Roman empire bear fruit. There’s a delightful spot beside the River Tiber in the knee of the boot-shaped landmass that I’ve had my eye on.”

      Artorian played the part, sighed like an exhausted clerk, and got out the zipper box. The sigh came easy with the perpetual tiredness he hoped to have slept off, but it was fine.

      Soon.

      Soon.

      There would be satisfaction.

      There would be vengeance.

      Unzipping the safety bag, he looked at the electric, sparking, overcharged Core and wondered if something had gone wrong. Hadn’t he asked to sneakily add less Mana, and make the charge merely appear more potent? If that crackling danger-bauble was a ruse, it was a very good one. Rather than trying to pick the ball on the amulet chain out of the non-conductive fluff in the box, Artorian held the container up and away from himself. “You take it, Spuddy.”

      Snatching the Exodus Core from the container, Zeus spat an electrified glob into Artorian’s table, shattering the hardwood into shards of flying splinters. Splinters that stuck like shrapnel in Artorian’s very mortal body, of which only his face and throat were protected by the comparatively flimsy Core container.

      He was wounded and in an instant heap of pain, but not in any kind of mortal peril. A touch that was likely entirely on purpose by the poisonous thunder-spud. Artorian could hear the cruel delight in Jasper’s voice. “I warned you about the name, Loki. It’s Zeus. I look forward to upstaging you, whatever you will do, and returning here in a hundred years to see how pale you’ve gotten after bleeding out most of the way. Maybe it was my time with the Demon Ghreziz, but your suffering brings me such enjoyment.”

      The shadows bristled, intent on taking Jasper’s head.

      A small finger movement from Artorian paused them.

      Knowing better than to move and worsen his injuries, he dropped the container and kept his limbs where they were. Someone would undoubtedly be here shortly, so Artorian cringed and bit through the pain, snarling out his words. To salt the situation with some good old, thick-grain spite. “Bad news bears, Bricky. I won’t be here. Before your Zeus-y tenure ends, I start mine. So if you wanna see me that badly, you’ll have to do it out there, in the real world. I don’t recommend it, Spuddums. I see you out there? I punch you in the schnozz.”

      Zeus balked, laughed, shrieked, and slapped his hand on his knees as if that was the funniest challenge he’d ever heard. “You? You? The pathetic, worthless, weak little mortal morsel? Even with a Core, what are you going to do? Out-swim me through another ocean to flee for your life? Grovel at my feet? Throw another sword at me that does all the dirty work for you?”

      Zeus leaned forward ominously, his words a growling-whisper next to Artorian’s unmoving ear. “I have taken you on an all-around-the-world beating once before, Loki. I’ll catch you in a hundred years, and then we’ll do it again. Out there? Nobody is going to hear you scream. Nobody is going to know you died. Nobody is going to find any evidence of the nothingness that will be left of you. It’s an apex, A-ranked Mage versus a mortal, and I’ll find a way to separate you from whatever protection you come with.”

      Jasper’s voice remained dark, his words spat as much as they were whispered. “You can’t weasel or clever-plan your way out of this one, you drowning rat. You think I left you broken on a beach last time? There will be no Parrot-shaped as a sword to save you again. I hear Beasts do terribly when they leave the safety bubble. Would be a shame if something happened to your precious, prideful sword.”

      Zeus clapped a hand on Artorian’s head, pushed himself back up, and waved his hand without looking behind him. “Accords are meant to be broken. The only thing that has ever prevented a person from doing what they want, regardless of what law you make, was the crushing heel of oppression. Until later, doormat! This god among gods will take precious time out of his tenure to welcome you to yours.”

      Before Zeus turned the corner to the Wisp preparation chamber where he would be given the usual read-through of the newest terms and conditions, the man decided that he didn’t want to go out on that goodbye. Instead, he shot Artorian with a smile and a brand-new gesture. “I expect the following greeting from you in a hundred years, brat. Ave Caesar! Morituri te salutant. It means, ‘Hail Caesar! We who are about to die salute you.’ It’s Latin, the language that will be the most potent and well-known in all of history. There will be no achievements left for you when I’m done. Come have a look at my Roman empire, when you find the stones to face me. If not? I’ll see you when I see you, mortal.”

      Laughing, Zeus put on the amulet, turned the corner, and left Artorian to bleed from his many, many wounds.

      Grunting, Artorian thought he had suffered enough. “I’ll take that help now.”

      The shadows bled like a tsunami forcing its way through a common door frame. Swaths of Tomb Elves and Arachnids assailed Artorian, as they had been smart enough to go and get all the relevant help and caring assistance they could. Mamma Lucia, Father Richard, Adam, Craig, all got carted in by spider-butt-freight, which made Artorian hurt more as the sight made him laugh. They all looked so uncomfortable! “A li’l help?”

      Taking care of the wounds and injuries was neither difficult, nor a long-winded endeavor. Not with multiple skilled healers on the job that all knew what they were doing. The methods might differ, but a quadruple-whammy of differing healing and restoration techniques got Artorian sorted to be right as rain in less than five minutes.

      Rather than speak of his existing injuries, a different topic entirely retained all their attention. The four healers were left baffled about what was going on with Artorian’s Nascent Being body that really only looked human. After they got over the whole two-hearts thing, the rest made sense enough for them to work their wuju.

      Artorian’s Nascent Being body gave them lots to talk about, with Craig instantly obsessed over the fact that all of Artorian’s potential meridian paths were different. Artorian hadn’t built these new paths yet, but the pattern for their existence was baked in. That was a necessity for meridians to exist in the first place, and the body-prep he had already undergone painted a fascinating picture of what was missing.

      The knowledge of the Old Guild understood meridians as some vague and poorly grasped concept that mostly followed acupuncture charts surrounded by annotations that said ‘yes but,’ ‘yes and,’ and most importantly, ‘why’?

      Such mysteries were tacked with labels, while existing drawn maps and guides followed the routes of what old scholars had termed yin to yang and yang to yin paths in the body, governing vessels, and conception vessels. That this method and design pattern for some reason worked was baffling, as this geographic flow of funky rivers seemed incomplete, illogical, and inefficient. Yet, it worked! It was difficult to argue with means that worked.

      The accepted lore in the deeper scholarly circles had to do with conversations that meridians were an ‘idea’ that Essence tried to follow, particularly when humanoids grew up over generations in an environment of Essence. As their bodies had no will to express this directly, the Essence—or so it was theorized—tried its best to copy the body for the purpose of providing energetic pathways, rather than physical ones.

      Essence wanted to be interacted with, and giving the creatures that could perform this interaction the means to do so had a lot of value. Unfortunately, not all efforts from an energy that couldn’t think or make decisions were equal, and neither were the thrown-at-the-wall results.

      Sometimes, people were unlucky, and the randomized bad pathways killed them dead. Sometimes, their grown-from-birth pathways were good, and stuck around. Improving a tiny bit iteration after iteration, generation after generation, until the humanoids ended up with something that worked well enough for them to use the idea as more than an idea.

      With the pattern of the potential pathways present like an architectural blueprint, someone would figure out how to build it. All accomplished through an arduous, mistake-prone, long-lived cycle of slow, gradual, randomized improvements.

      The scholars called them improvements, because if a change didn’t make the energy flow in a person better, it generally made them dead. The whole process of cultivation was paved on shared knowledge, and a sickening number of casualties for when the system had to circulate through the ages with randomization and guesswork.

      Instead of this randomization, Artorian’s body had potential meridian pathways that were identical to his organs, circulatory pathways, and nervous system. Down to the cell. There was no mystery twisting and turning involved, nor odd connections or pathways that would make doctors scratch their heads and scholars pull their last remaining white hairs out. There were no sharp lefts across multiple organs that didn’t connect physically for cultivators to shrug their shoulders at either, because abyss if they knew any better.

      Flow go left? Build go left.

      Artorian’s Nascent Being form did not have a dirty separation consisting of a mere twelve vital organs, divided into the six yin and six yang sets. Artorian’s new meridians were not sets, they were a system. A whole, complex, interwoven system that just, made, beautiful, sense.

      The Order of it was exquisite. A masterpiece of design philosophy which, while guaranteed to be significantly more costly to set up, was going to have unparalleled efficiency once completed.

      Richard straight up cried looking at it, Adam whistled, Craig had a million questions, and Lucia went ‘huh.’ She’d treated him before, but not with this level of depth outside of the Eternia game since his being had stabilized.

      The Nascent Being form was fascinating. As far as Lucia was concerned, some of his insides had physically changed and improved since the last time she had Artorian as a patient in the Faith Foundry. “Fascinating. His meridians connect to his center in so many more places, and am I seeing that wrong, or are those ghostly outlines running through his bones as well? Y’all cultivator folks are making this old girl feel that jealousy. I just eat things.”

      That prompted the other three healers to immediately prod and test Artorian and confirm that this was true with clinical sounding hushed mumbles that all went over Artorian’s head, who sat there as a prone guinea pig. He knew some doctor-speak, but when they went on some tangent about his bone marrow, there was no following the healer train. What did bone-marrow have to do with anything? He wasn’t a bone cultivator, and his Bone Scripting had been wiped.

      Father Richard eventually replied to Lucia about the jealousy and eating things comment, but the thought had needed to wait its turn in the buffer. “I will have you know, Your Eminence, that cultivators have been jealous of Beasts for their sheer capacity to handle corruption. Or what to us is corruption. We can’t eat rocks to get stronger.”

      Lucia’s ear turned at the mention, but corrected a minor mistake. “Neither can Beasts. The stuff we consume can’t be mundane if we want to gain anything from it. Our food still needs to be Essence-based in some way, and that the majority of such a thing is corruption merely changes how hard it is to chew. Food that is easier to eat is better, and more potent, but we digest the stuff and can afford not to care. That doesn’t mean the stuff that wasn’t edible is retained, or was tasty.”

      All this chatter occurred while surrounded by an army of Tomb Elves and over-worried, good-boy Arachnids. Artorian sighed, but knew the drill. This was not his first guinea-pig day. Being the subject of a group of over-curious healers was old hat. Though, he certainly did like the hat. A shame that he couldn’t do what he had done in the Fringe, and open those meridians while they were all prodding and poking, because that had sent the clerics of old into a tizzy.

      Actually… What was stopping him again?

      The sudden thought that he was also surrounded by a veritable army of Mana-based lifeforms all eagerly waiting for him to circulate energy again quelled and quashed the idea. He had a promise to Dawn going to never again blow himself up, and that sounded like it would do the trick. Some snark would do instead! “Finding anything fun that you can tell me of, or can I put my arms down now?”

      This made them all stop, laugh, and nod. Lucia rubbed his head. “Yes, kit, arms down. We all got absorbed in your uniqueness. Could we ask not to be absconded by the Arachnid army next time? I went from relaxing with my Flamewater, to putting my bottle down and being surrounded. My bun-bun senses were not having a good day, because I did not hear them show up. At all. They were just there, and I will remind you that I, too, am an A-ranked Beastie. My senses and sniffer be sharper than cheese. Your friends are frightening.”

      Artorian smiled, and leaned his head back to look past the healers and at the two armies that had fallen out of his sleeves. “Thank you for bringing me the healers. Could you gently take them back home? I do have a few more hours in my shift, and you are making everyone after Jasper hide in the waiting room. He may have passed, but I still have more entries on my list. Thank you all for helping. You’re all very good. Well done.”

      Before Adam could raise a finger or a wing to complain because he had words he wanted to say, the Arachnids took Artorian’s request very literally and jumped the suddenly screaming angel before the four healers were whisked away and returned home. Leaving only a very amused Brianna behind, who gracefully crossed her arms.

      She winked apologetically. “They mean well.”

      Artorian sighed, nodded, and flagged over the next scared witless individual from the waiting rooms. “I know, Bri-bri. Thank you for coming. I’m sorry I couldn’t include you in the plan of stab more than I did. I know you Love stab.”

      “I do!” Chipper and cheerful, she walked the two paces and fixed up his broken table with a wave of the hand. The table was modified to Tomb Elven standards, but Young-torian once again had a table, and that was better than sitting on his stumpy chair. His leg made for a poor substitute. Table was better. That Brianna then slid a dagger to him on that refurbished table came as something of a surprise. He recognized some of the design and patterning. A White Death Stiletto with some kind of broken Rune on it. “Speaking of. While it is certainly dangerous to take Parrots out into the real world, a good old stabber goes a long way. Hide this in your boot or sheathe it against your lumbar. Somewhere out of sight. Consider Simo a surprise tool that will help you later.”

      Artorian laughed, nodded, and took the White Death Stiletto. He, in fact, just might need it. “Thank you, Brianna. I’ll stick Simo somewhere worthwhile.”

      “I suggest center mass!” Giggling, she waved as her body vanished into the wind, her voice going with it. “I can’t wait to hear the fable, the tale will be fabulous.”

      With that, Artorian tried once more to flag over the next person, and found they had instead opted to flee. Along with everyone else behind them. “Huh. Whelp, guess I’m done early. More naptime! Woo! Naptime-best-time. I am so done with Blur-week.”
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      Artorian woke the next day feeling like a million neatly stacked platinum coins. His rest was great, his breakfast fantastic, the banter heartwarming, and the company wholesome. His stress had left him. Chipper, he made sure to ease on his best period-correct attire, plus stow Brianna’s gifted stabbing implement. He didn’t know why today was so vastly different than yesterday, so maybe the healers had fixed up more than just his chronic fatigue that had accumulated.

      He’d needed some help with his attire as, initially, they’d sacked him with the outfit for the incorrect gender. The peplos was a large woolen rectangle of heavy fabric, folded over along the upper edge so that the apoptygma overfold would reach to the waist. Good Heavenlies, was that a difficult word to say. Turned out, that was for the ladies.

      Artorian was told that all the clothes were relatively simple. The time and place he was going would wear linen in the summer, and wool in the winter. His options were a chlamys to look like a soldier, which was little more than a rectangle of woolen fabric pinned on one shoulder, or a chiton, which was made of two rectangles of linen that was sewn up at the sides to form a tube, while belted at the waist. The chlamys, he was told, were often worn by soldiers because they could be held up to help ward off sword blows. Or so it was believed. Actual testing proved that to be less true, but Artorian and Tatum weren’t going in with run-of-the-mill clothing, and for them both, that assumption would most definitely be true.

      Neither of them were leaving with clothes that made them anything less than utterly impervious to the known and expected threats of the time. The clothing may have appeared common, but in a society that had figured out how to spin Mithril like thread, making something far more potent look like wool or silk was child’s play. Given he’d cut through his clothing on his first trip, that would be amended on the second.

      Artorian didn’t see a reason to not pick both, and ended up with a traveling costume incorporating both a chiton and a chlamys. The fancy touch was that the coloration on the embroidery and pattern work was all purple. Apparently a color reserved for the wealthy and well-off. Meaning that Artorian would have less trouble getting around, and wasn’t asked as many questions. Because of course the rich people were going to be weird, and Artorian was going to be weird until he learned both the language and how to fit in.

      Luckily, he had a century to figure that all out.

      By the time he’d given Ember her very high-demand hugs, got his Exodus Core triple, then quadruple, then quintuple checked, he ended up at the Amanecida Gate with Tatum already waiting. Artorian understood Tot’s pacing. He, too, was feeling antsy to go.

      Joining the pacing about in his period-correct strapped sandals also helped break them in. He had the option of going barefoot, but one jagged rock or one poorly placed step was going to irritate him for years. Sandals it was, even if they had so many abyssed straps.

      Señor Louis was eager for their trip, the eldritch horror coiling around the open gate that showed a visual of their colorful destination. “Ola, Vovo! Louis has been looking forward to this. Louis gets to assist now, si?”

      Checking to make sure nobody else was around, Artorian glanced at Tatum for confirmation before opening his mouth. When Tot gave him the go-ahead, Artorian unpacked some of the plan. “If Jasper tries to come back, regardless of how infinitesimally small that chance is, don’t let him. He’s our culprit who tricked you.”

      Señor Louis gave him a three-headed smile that turned his stomach. Artorian loved being friends with all the frightening, dangerous things, and felt that he understood Lucia’s perspective just that tiny bit better. “Thank you, Louis. Are we all set to go?”

      Señor Louis nodded, all set and ready. “Si. Louis shall give you a countdown, then move you. Ready? Bueno. Uno. Dos. Tres. Pop.”

      The pop sold it, and helped Artorian to grasp why his first fresh breath felt so horribly vacant again. No Essence. No Essence whatsoever. The world was trying to squeeze him like a rag to get it out of him, but his body kept the goods contained, and his Exodus Core was having none of that leakage potential. This was a cutting edge, last-gen Core. Tot had used some fancy, incomprehensible name, to the sound of the Core being an APX, Zenith Class Nine, Triple-Threaded, Hybrid Architecture Processor of the twelfth Gen.

      Which… likely meant things.

      Artorian had no desire to find out. That sounded like a headache in a can, and he did not want to open that can. He didn’t care if the can contained only worms or whoop-ass, he wanted no part. Clearing his throat, he blinked to adjust his eyes, and looked about before touching the grass. “Smells real. Feels real. I have no idea where we are and my nose is giving me nothing.”

      Tot performed the same perfunctory motions, then stuck his finger into his mouth, released it with a pop, and felt the wind. “Hmmmm. According to the position of the moon, the stars, the flavor of the wind, and pure pedantry, we are off course. Makes sense; the conjunctions overlap pretty severely around here. That gives us time to pick period-appropriate names. Which is a shame, because I really like David Tennant, and it’s neither the time nor place. My backup choice was Pittacus. I wanted Pittacus Lore, but the Heavenly of Copyright got upset with me. Something about the power of being number four. Pittacus will do.”

      Artorian liked that. “Both are good, Pittacus is easy to say and remember. I admit, I have no clue, gimme one.”

      Occultatum crossed his arms, tilted his head, and nabbed a name out of the hat. “Needs to be something with an A… Apollonas? Apollo means destroyer, and I’m fairly certain you’re not leaving until you have lived up to that hype. Also a local deity, if my secrets are up to spice. Otherwise, I would have suggested Hylates. Speaking of, I expect the handoff Mages to come find us. Now that it’s just us, what’s all the awful goodness you couldn’t say in Cal and Tim? My secrets sense is burning.”

      Artorian instead shot his hand up. “Conjunction?”

      Blinking, Tot had to backtrack to remember what he’d said. “Con…? Oh, conjunction. Yes. Remember how planes and layers are a thing and S-rankers fall through them by accident? This general area, if we consider the place from a top-down map view, has many planes and layers overlapping in the same spots. That means when we drop the lever on the ley lines, this place has a much higher likelihood to get flooded with multiple Essences. Not a guarantee? A chance either way. Ah, and the secrets will have to wait, I see the Mages coming.”

      Artorian looked about, but could not locate one Mage, much less two. Hands covered his eyes as he was met with an utterly giggly greeting. “Peekaboo!”

      Artorian would have jumped had the always-smiling and troublemaking tone of Snookem Bookem not been so telltale. Snookem Bookem, prior Air Dean of the Mountaindale Academy, appeared in Artorian’s mind completely dressed in his pajamas. Nightcap and fluffy ball at the end included. Because if there was anything that mirthful, lounging, snooze-fiend loved more than lazing about, it was making the laughter happen. Particularly with schadenfreude involved and someone else being on the receiving end. Poor Nazeem! Well, not poor Nazeem. Nazeem had it coming. That man had gotten on Artorian’s bad side, got struck by the smooth end of a criminally well-implemented oath, and had been forced to chase Dawn down and kow-tow to her… what, a thousand times?

      Ember had given him plenty of giggles with stories of how she’d kept avoiding the man, and that it was incredibly awkward when he dropped down to his knees next to the person who’s shadow she happened to be hiding in that day. The misunderstandings were as wonderful as they were awful.

      Snookem hid none of his happiness. “Nobody warned me that the amusement would be coming to me! This is so exciting. You are who Amber and I are handing off to? Nooooo. Great lamentations! I am leaving as the fun begins? This is terrible.”

      A slap to the back of Snookem’s head released Artorian from his prior blindness, and he turned to find Portal Mage Amber clapping Bookem on the back of the head and shoulder like an upset housewife taking her frustrations out with a duster.

      Contrary to Snookem, she spoke without a smile, as Bookem had likely stolen all of her mirth with his significantly far too laissez-faire attitude.

      Previously, speaking with a laid-back smile had been Amber’s evolution, but Snookem appeared to have stressed her out so much in a hundred years that now she was all strict business and fury.

      Nobility was nowhere to be found as she gave the man a farmer’s beating. “You have had nothing but fun and given me nothing but grief for a hundred years, Booky! I don’t wanna hear it! Our entire well-crafted plan got thrown out of the window on the first day of us being here, because you could not help but involve yourself in gambling with a pile of drachma.”

      Snookem raised his hands to protect his head, running chicken-circles around Artorian as if this was a daily, common occurrence. “Obol, it was a pile of obol! Besides, everyone liked us right away! I got to be one of the town drunks, and people got laughs out of you chasing me through the streets all the time demanding to know where the money was. It was great! I cleaned Snow’s temple, and please don’t get upset that I never remember if it’s Snowdrop or Snowbell. Her whole stint as Aphrodite just made it so much fun to soil her temple in the first place. Where else is a drunk meant to relieve himself? She gave me an attitude that I didn’t deserve one bit! Payback. Payback, I say! At least with you I know what I did, it’s always on purpose! And I’ll do it again!”

      Artorian didn’t think that was great, and tripped the man.

      To his incredible surprise, Snookem not only failed to dodge his mortal trip, but he hit the ground ugly and hard, tumbled, then sat up with an ‘Ow.’

      Artorian blinked. “Did you just say ‘ow’? You’re a Mage.”

      After a particularly loud head-clap from Amber, who indignantly huffed and walked off to go sit on a rock, Snookem stuck his finger in the air. “I’m about out of Mana! I mean really out of Mana. The flight over here was unplanned, but Amber and I have been very conservative with our Core reserves. We had a hiccup or two during the Peloponnesian War, as we’re calling it, and we needed to make sure to make it to this week without our tether yoinking us home. That does mean, Mage or not, that we’re both effectively as vulnerable as mortals. Boy oh boy, do my insides hurt from the miniscule amount of Mana that I am circulating. I’m not in burnout, but that has nothing to do with me going belly-up.”

      Snookem shook both his hands in front of his face. “A Mage with no Mana, out here in the real world, where there is nothing you can use to replenish? That’s worse than a death sentence. It’s torture. Everything hurts, creaks, pops, and grinds like I’m a meager two-hundred mortal years old. I hurt everywhere, and while a Mana body has saved me from a lot of accidental scratches, bumps, nicks, and bruises? No Mana means I am as mortal and vulnerable as your average sheep in the fields. I have caught a cold! It’s terrible! I didn’t know I was allergic to pollen, but here I am with a red nose regardless of that being from an amphora or an attack plant. Don’t be fooled, either! All plants are attack plants. So I hope you like pine trees, because there’s a lot of them here. The sneeze is real, and it hurts.”

      Snookem then pressed his hands to his chest, apologetic. “I’m sorry, young headmaster. It’s not any better for Essence, and the situation is going to be just as unpleasant once you start running low, or out, of juice. You’ll feel it coming, and nobody in the handoff process so far has liked any part of that journey. It’s unavoidable, and you end up wishing that the tether snaps you home sooner rather than later.”

      Amber cut in, as a pertinent detail was being left out. “Be warned, energy starvation is like normal starvation, where eating too much, too fast, makes the problem worse. A sudden influx of Essence or Mana will cause more damage, not fix existing damage. Regain it as you lost it, or you will be in for a world of hurt, and possibly death. Meaning you need to do the mortal-body thing all over again. So be careful, Administrator.”

      Snookem then shook his fist at the sky. “Then as the cherry on top, you have to make that century marker!”

      Tot and Artorian shared a look, and clasped hands to congratulate each other like mad scientists who’d successfully gotten an insane plan off the ground.

      Amber quirked a brow, and Snookem didn’t follow either.

      Tot then took over, cleared his throat with his fist against his mouth, and got to business. “This is good and well, but I would like that briefing and handover.”

      Amber and Snookem both sat up somewhat straighter, officially at the end of their century-long trip. Book got up to sit next to Amber, beginning a short conversation on where they even ought to begin, and what was pertinent.

      Amber knew, and began with their current location. “Well, to begin, you arrived on the Isle of Cyprus. The Persian people occupy and rule the island, after the duel between Kition and Salamis. About fifty years ago, there was the Cimons expedition to liberate Cyprus from Persia, but two years later Cyprus was left firmly in the control of the Persians anyway. The current ruler here is Evagoras. King of Salamis. We expect that in about ten years he is going to be the de-facto master of all Cyprus. Then will be the king for… easily another thirty years? Afterwards, we expect health complications.”

      Snookem looked at the sky to check the time, then motioned at some grass. “You may want to sit down, this is going to take a while. Also, take all this money. You’re going to need it to keep up the jig, especially since you’re wearing purple. We can give you decently accurate directions to our abode in Greece, now that the place is rebuilt. The Spartans did a number on her during the Peloponnesian War, but Athens was finally put back together after four years of work. Ish. Always add the ish.”
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      Artorian received multiple bags, some filled with coins. Obol. Drachma. More. He pulled out the coins, some of which were larger than others, and arranged them by their size while Snookem gave Tot a breakdown of truly ancient history, and some technical handover bits that he just didn’t grasp.

      Amber took that moment to breathe with great relief and freedom, some of her calm finally returning. “Counting the money?”

      Artorian waggled his digits at the currency pyramid. “Trying to. I need to know how to count these, so I can figure out how much to sneak people as I learn how the language works.”

      Amber nodded, then rubbed his hair and worked both of her hands through his coif. “Your hair style is wrong. Short and curly is the style of the season. A petasos hat is popular, but you’re going to be better off without it. People will try to tell you that the pileus is more popular, but they are wrong and wouldn’t understand fashion if fashion was a bird that flew down their throat to choke them. I have opinions. The cone is going out of style, and this isn’t Dunshire.”

      Satisfied with Artorian’s hair update, she focused on the coinage. “Money is easy. The weight determines the value, which is represented in size. The main counts are through obols and drachma. From the top down, the values work as such: decadrachm are at the top. It’s worth ten drachma. Tetradrachm is second in value. It’s worth four drachma. The didrachm is worth two drachma. Then you have the normal drachma, which is worth six obols. One step below that you have a tetrobol, which is four obol. Tri, for three. Dio, for two. Then you get the obol itself, which has a value measured in even smaller coins. One obol is four tetartemorions, which is an even smaller unit of currency. The divisions go smaller still, all the way down to the hemitetartemorion, but they follow the pattern.”

      “I see.” Artorian could get a handle on that. Once he knew what a loaf of bread went for, the rest would follow. He then leaned back to tune in to Snookem’s history rundown, which sounded like it was almost over.

      Ol’ Bookem may have been a bag of lazy bones, but his drawings in the dirt were detailed and impeccable. “The overall effect of the war in Greece resulted in the Athenian empire being consumed by the Spartan empire. After the battle of Aegospotami, Sparta officially took over the Athenian empire and kept all its tribute revenue for itself.”

      He motioned at himself and his compatriot. “Amber and I are of the opinion that Sparta made some pretty gargantuan mistakes by doing this. Sparta’s allies, who made greater sacrifices in the war than Sparta itself, got not one piece of lint from that tribute. Those allies are understandably not happy.”

      Artorian’s attention was retained as Snookem poked at some charts clearly labeled tyrants. “For a short time after Sparta took over, Athens was ruled by the Thirty Tyrants, a reactionary regime set up by Sparta. Three years ago, all those oligarchs were overthrown, and a democracy was restored by Thrasybulus. We, uh, we had a lot to do with that. Very energy intensive and pricey, but utterly worth it.”

      Amber and Snookem both relayed their relief with incredibly innocent smiles. The exact acts would be kept quietly under wraps, to be lost to the ages.

      Neither Tot nor Artorian bought the innocent smiles, but Tot redirected the conversation regardless. “Any other important people we need to know about?”

      Snookem snapped his fingers and pointed at Young-torian. “Socrates. He’s old, ornery, and loves making people fall into their own hubris and be forced to deal with their own celestial feces.”

      His finger pulled back when he recalled public opinion. “We’re expecting a pretty gruesome end for the man, because he has the ability to irritate everyone. However, if you want someone to listen to, that one’s pretty good. We’re too low on Mana to fly back, so you’ll have to figure out a boat unless you really love swimming.”

      Snook paused for effect, but didn’t earn his expected laugh. “That was a joke. Don’t swim from Cyprus to Athens. You’ll die. That’s a nine-hundred-kilometer trip. Ish. Always add the ish.”

      Amber pitched in with her own favorites, and as was both holy and tradition, she counted on her fingers. “Artaxerxes the Second, King of Persia, for starters. Second? Xenophon of Athens marched ten thousand men through the Persian empire to stir the pot with Sparta. I have drachma on the line that this stunt will turn the Spartans on the Persians and kick off another war, if it hasn’t kicked off already. Third? I know that Amyrtaeus of Sais either successfully completed a revolt against Persian control, or is about to, by gaining control of all of upper Egypt. Otherwise… The Greeks just invented the catapult! We had a good laugh about that, since the man of Yeet showed up right when the mortals figured out their Yeet machine.”

      Refreshing her hand to some well-earned laughter—even if Snook looked sour afterward for failing at his own attempt to be funny—she recalled some pertinent upcoming changes. “The current Greek tyrant of Syracuse, Dionysius, is in progress of confiscating gold and silver coins to re-mint them. The madman plans on keeping the weight the same, but changing the denomination from one drachma to two drachma. This official devaluation is going to come at the severe expense of the general population, so spend your money fast in case of rampant inflation.”

      While on the topic of the Persians, she ran some numbers, and spread some faith. “You’re going to hear the term Zoroastrianism more. Zoro has become the main faith of many Persians. Which is all about some big fight that ends in Armageddon, and a triumph of good and evil. Big boom. Not actually happening. Don’t tell them that. We need to let them believe anything they might want to believe.”

      Wait, no, she’d been talking about the Greeks. Back to the Greeks. Being low on Mana was awful for keeping your thoughts straight. “The Greeks are polytheistic. Greek gods are flexible. They take on human form to interact with mortals. Zeus, who I hear is a great fan of you with the amount of slander that falls out of him for anyone in the know, is the current ruler of those gods. He rules along with his wife, Hera, though that has been one abyss of a gameshow.”

      Irritated, Amber clarified. “Hera is not one of us. Hera is a name he tacks onto whatever girl he chooses to fancy. This has caused… a lot of problems. A lot of problems. He tends to frequent places he’s named. Such as the highest mountain peak here on Cyprus, Mount Olympus. There’s also the highest mountain peak in Thessaly, Greece. Mount Olympus. Yes, there’s two.”

      Snookem repressed his giggle about the mountain problem. “There’s like eight. Or nine. Or more. Would not be surprised to see an Olympus Hill.”

      Breathing deep to calm herself so she didn’t fall into the rut of a hateful tirade, which were commonplace with the topic of Zeus, Amber squeezed her fingertips together to exhale. “Temples are built to honor a specific god, and each god or goddess would have his or her own domain. So while Snook and I snagged ourselves a house, we do also have temples for when we need to get away. Speaking of, hey Snook, how do you feel about sharing a name with that tyrant of Syracuse punk?”

      “Bleh. Hermes, it’s Hermes! I swapped names with the prior Dionysius. You’re just doing that to needle me! At least you got Athena.” Snookem sneered hard, his disgust palpable. Shaking his head, he shot his nose over at their relief force. “Who are you two picking up?”

      Occultatum went first, and covered both entries. “Hades. I have many subterranean surveys to do. Overall, I need to keep tabs on Olympia, Delphi, Corinth, Athens, Thebes, and Sparta. Artorian… Are you going with Apollo?”

      The youth shrugged. “I actually liked Hylates. Apollo Hylates. I have no specifically assigned region. I’m here to problem solve, and then I get to be here for however long I have left before my tether kicks in. I don’t expect that I will have the full century.”

      Looking about, this middling sort-of-forest, sort-of-plain wasn’t too bad. “I know we arrived off course, but I may just set up shop here? I am, uh, I am the bait.”

      He clapped his hands, licked his lips, and smiled when he had every last drop of both Amber and Snooky’s attention. “That Zeus problem? More of a temporary thing. Don’t be surprised if he’s not home tomorrow. Dream of schadenfreude, but you know nothing. How much time do both of you think you have left?”

      Snookem and Amber checked their Cores. The air cultivator giggled, amused. “Oh, wow. Fourteen seconds? That’s some providence! Looks like I am out!”

      Giving everyone a wave, the trio watched as Snookem Bookem’s tether yoinked him home in a crass tug of raw energy.

      This made Amber get up, and brush her clothes off. Athena handed over two more innocent-looking bags to Hades. “This blue one is for Apollo, this red one is for you.”

      Athena then stretched, her suffering loud as her body popped, creaked, and cracked with each labored movement. “I’ve got minutes. We’re maybe two or three kilometers away from Kourion. They’ll have boats that can bring you around. Pay the ferryman a whole obol to take you to Dreamer’s Bay, located on the southern tip of the Akrotiri Peninsula. Dreamer’s Bay can take you up to a port near Athens. The house is smack in between the Acropolis and the Odeum of Pericles. We helped build that Odeum, and all the secret chambers you’ll need are under it.”

      She paused, and pointed at Artorian. “Pollo? Remember, if you force-build anything using Essence from your Core, that building will stand quick, and fall just as fast when all the energy runs out. This world is so Essence-dry that the environment doesn’t give the Essence time to turn into corruption. The environment consumes it whole, and not one particle of your investment will be left. Anything you make in a hurry, the mortals will be forced to rebuild. Stone buildings stand for maybe ten years before the mysterious crumbling begins. It doesn’t matter how structurally flawless you craft the design, it’s going to fall apart. Nor does using Mana instead of Essence make a whole lot of difference for the long term. The world is going to eat it. Short term; there’s a difference in density, strength, and sturdiness. As forewarning, buildings pulled up with Mana can act a little strange.”

      Amber wondered about something that had been bothering her, and turned to Tot. “Is that going to be true for when Essence comes back?”

      Hades gave it a thought, but in truth, the already tested models were very forthcoming on that answer. “When the lever is flipped and the world floods with Essence? Other way around, but yes. Just as investing Essence into structures today is going to be a fruitless ten-year project before inevitable structural failure, anything that wasn’t made from Essence in some way is going to decay, alter, or collapse under the new environmental conditions. All these lovely, mortal, mundane constructions are going away. I expect the same ten-year turnaround before everything that the current or future societies have built is gone. Anything alive is going to violently mutate, or die. So those first ten years are crucial for us to gather up any technology or advances they’ve made, and it will be go-go-go from the get-go.”

      Amber nodded in understanding, but looked at Artorian anyway to check if he’d grasped her earlier words. Artorian replied with a polite salute to be cute, and went back to counting his coins to understand how much he had in total. This gave Amber the chance to run Tot through some more nuanced politics and complications, but she too vanished with a raw wrenching of energy not long after.

      That tether wasn’t the prettiest of tricks, but it worked!

      Given Artorian had been counting out piles, Tot was direct with his request. “I think I need about eighty or ninety drachma for my plans, but that’s it. Are you certain that you don’t want to come along for a few years, figure the world out? You don’t need to fight Zeus right away, though I understand why we are working under the assumption that he will not show up while I’m around.”

      Artorian filled one of the large coin pouches with an assortment of coins that counted up to ninety drachma. “Told you I was staying to play bait, didn’t I? There you go. That should be ninety in total, but are you sure you don’t need more? I’ve got thousands here. This whole bag? Nothing but decadrachm. That’s ten drachma per coin!”

      Hades nodded, understanding while handing over the blue pouch, which Artorian could fasten around him as a belt. “If you’re staying to be bait, and do the fight first, then do the fight first. I think you’ll need all those decadrachm to build up a home. You look like a wealthy son, you might as well act like one. Enjoy throwing some money around for once. Of note, Hylates means forest, if you were trying to puzzle out a theme. Apollo, if you’re playing the role, that’s the god of oracles, healing, archery, music, arts, light, knowledge, herds and flocks, and protection of the young. So, it fits well enough?”

      “Apollo fits well enough.” Artorian worked the coins back into the bags based on their type after having gotten the blue pouch to be snug. A swift nosing-about inside of the blue pouch led to the pleasant discovery that some friends had done their utmost to sneak him some goodies.

      Those Dwarven fist-wraps in particular were going to come in handy. The Spellscript inside of them was well-hidden, but that design was expensive to activate. A problem for later. He was, however, decently amused by the ‘Nidavellir Nidhogg’s’ detailing. What was soccer, and what was a goalie? He appeared to have received goalie wraps. Were goalies pure pugilists?

      The wraps were clearly adapted for bar fighting. “I appreciate the check up, but I’m going to be fine, Tot. Our plans are all working great, the circumstances have been manufactured to our advantage, and providence, it seems, smiles upon me. I’ll take it. Just like I will take the fight. I honestly expect Zuzu to appear from the woodwork shortly after you head out. So, I’m going to find a nice place to hide this money, and then I’m going to find a nice rock to sit on to see if I’m right. Two obol says he’s on a nearby mountain with his name on it, playing hawk.”

      Artorian pondered out loud, some coins rolling between his fingers. “If I’m wrong, I take some money and I head down to Kourion after some bad weather, and find some driftwood. I’ll act like I’m clawing my way out of the water, a bit delirious. Shipwreck survivor. Money will help grease the hands of education, and in a few years, I’ll have the language, the social culture, social hierarchy, art, and religion all under my belt. Then I recover more of my funds, and we stimulate the local economy before there’s an inflation problem. After that, I come by to look at this Athenian Acropolis, and talk to Socrates to learn his methods.”

      That got Hades to guffaw.

      Pleased to have gotten a laugh out of Tot, Young-torian motioned around his general area. “I’ll be here, and unlike Zuzu, my tether works. So if our fight brings me down to nothing?”

      The new god of the underworld crossed his arms, looking forward both to the visit, and to hear Apollo’s burning punchline.

      “I still go home. He still dies.” Hades chuckled when Artorian grinned wide, the sun-boy looking up to click his tongue and wink. “All it costs me is the satisfaction, and one obol to pay your ferryman.”
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      Artorian was right.

      Artorian loved being right.

      Heavily cloaked, an oversized brick house of a man shambled through the natural vegetation. The effort was labored, the trip difficult, and the journey no easier for nearly being at its end. Artorian chose to remain seated and take stock of his fighting ring instead.

      Cyprus had a variety of natural vegetation that would serve as the arena. Whole forests of conifers and broadleaved trees, including pine, cedar, cypresses, and oaks. Where there was no forest, tall shrubs grew in communities of golden oak, strawberry trees, terebinth, olive, kermes oak, and styrax. With an ever-present, consistent smattering of colors largely composed of low bushes and cistus flowers, which added a splash of purple, white, and pink life that dotted an otherwise green, gray, and brown landscape.

      Artorian applied pressure to the ground.

      The ground was hard and rocky, and didn’t have much give to it. Good, that would provide him stability. The weather today wasn’t bad for a fight either. Some clouds painted the sky, but there were not many. The Mediterranean climate here was warm and rather dry. Artorian expected wet winters and dry, hot summers, but that was a problem to solve in the future.

      The current problem to solve was a matter of vengeance.

      Zuzu wasn’t looking too hot, or rather, that was exactly what he looked like. Under a heavy cloak and chiton, Artorian could spot the burnout cracks, damage lines, and pain-faults now that Jasper was much closer. The damage was spread across Jasper’s frame like the insides of an ornery volcano that had doubled up on hot sauce.

      Artorian began with the way conversations like this should always begin. A Tomb Elven favorite. A stab. “Now who looks terrible? What happened to you? Did you get dredged out of the river of abyssal feces, or did you actually trip and fall into a volcano? You’ve got so many mountains named after your fallen city of pride that I’d be surprised if you didn’t tumble down one after choking on your hubris.”

      The irritated, self-proclaimed god stopped in his tracks.

      With clear hate, Zeus pulled his cowl back, exposing a face that didn’t have a whole lot of face left. What had been a day for Artorian had been a century for Jasper, and someone had put him through the wringer. Recognizable face-parts were left, but those were down to one eye, a nose, a mostly recognizable mouth, and the hint of an eyebrow.

      The rest of his face was all scars, some reddened, quasi-glowing flesh, and wounds, wounds, wounds. Also the laurel, but garnishing wasn’t going to dress up the refuse pile any better than it already had. His ears were long gone, and his wounds pulsed with heat and matching glow as Jasper tried to breathe deep while opening and closing his hands.

      The Mage’s skin rippled before settling down into a steady, non-glowing canvas.

      Zeus’s tone was no longer proud. Instead, the man’s throat sounded full of gravel. No doubt, someone else had made him eat dirt. Or had smacked him into some. “Big words from such a tiny thing. Have you come to gloat before you die? Unlike your Sharks, who I gave a far worse fate, yours will come to an actual end.”

      With a twitch of his fingers, he scratched at his cheek. “Your hired help wasn’t able to do the job before you got here, and I’m clearly still here. That means you won’t be much longer, but you knew that. Why else let the Incarnate stray away from you?”

      Artorian felt the rage run down his arms and tense his body. “Really? Not even a bit of coy playfulness left? We’re not going to play the roundabout game of how we found out, and who knew, when. No? Nothing? Just a straight up, ‘Yes, I did it, look at me. Ha-ha’?”

      Artorian leaned into the role of Apollo, but his tone fell entirely flat. “How dull. I guess this is who you’ve always been, in the end. Celebration Law or no. Whether you’re Jasper, Odin, or Zeus, you’re just a dull, dumb, narcissistic sack of muscle and pride.”

      Zeus did not snap back with the expected snark and spite. Artorian learned that if anything, the man was wheezing and breathing hard when not in the middle of grandstanding, and he was leaning excessively on his left leg. Why, Jasper looked to have trouble standing! That either meant a very injured right leg, or that could all be a clever trick. Assume a trick.

      Artorian crossed one leg over the other. “Not one quip? Who hurt you? No, really. Who do I thank once I go home? Whether you believe it or not, I didn’t send one person. Not once did I hire help to come beat your face in. Why would I do that? That’s my job. Many talks were held about the whole ideology thing, but in the end, I still wanted to be the one that put down the raider. The last nail in the coffin. A story that ends with a snap. Heavens know I’m responsible for most of them anyway.”

      That earned a cough, a chuckle, another cough, and the failed attempt at laughter out of the brute. “Lies, Loki. You’re always made of lies. Funny, though. Doing it yourself? Doing what yourself? Killing me? Me? The Odin. The Zeus. What a jest! A mortal walks into a bar, and tells their patron that he will kill him. Is the bar not supposed to laugh? You are a powerless mortal, and while I hurt, I am a High Mageous. What? You’ll punch me in the schnozz? Come then, punch me in the schnozz.”

      Zeus tapped his broken face with a mad grimace. “Right here. Right on the nose.”

      Artorian sat there, calm as a fiddle as his rage abated when offered such a poor, obvious lead. “I will. Before that, since this will be the last time for us to ever have an actual conversation—you know, on account of only one of us going home and all—I need to know. What is cultivating from a concept? Or is it cultivating directly from a Law?”

      The fallen god couldn’t believe his ears, his tone ever more mocking. “That’s it? That’s the first thing you ask me? Not how did I sneak your Sharks into the real and murder them mentally, Not how did I accomplish doing it all around everyone’s backs and under their noses? Not why did I side with Barry, and why did I side with Demons? Not why did I support the wholesale slaughter of Amazons after going to such lengths to pretend to take them into my faction?”

      Zeus wiped the spittle off his mouth with his robes. “Instead, hey Zeus, old chap! I’m a wee bit stuck in my ways, what’s this cultivation growth doohickey specifically for Mages that they have access to from the B-ranks? Gosh and golly, Zeusy, I brought the tea, the biscuits, and the crackers. Why don’t we break some and munch over a warm cuppa?”

      The man straightened his back with clear pain, his words agonizing and breathy as his entire done dialed back down to hateful. “Why don’t you just die.”

      A ball of Mana crackled into being, taking the shape of lightning and death in Zeus’s left hand. An attack which he reared back as an Olympic javelin, and hurled as a thunderous spear that could not miss. “Gungnir!”

      The sky cracked with electric doom. The ground broke beneath Zeus as he hurled his weapon, assured that this beginning was also the end of it. This nuisance of a paper-pusher would die, right now. The lies would end. The thorn would leave his side.

      Even if using this attack destroyed another piece of him.

      Upper-atmospheric lightning accompanied this outbreak of high-density energy. Transient luminous events flickered high above them, various types of electrical-discharge phenomena in the upper atmosphere responding to Zeus’s use of Mana. How easy it was to forget what cataclysmic, world-altering power such an energy held.

      In the ionosphere, a dim, flattened, expanding glow lasted for just one millisecond, followed by reddened sprites that dipped down into the mesosphere, which continued as more pinkish-purple tendrils down to the stratosphere.

      The snap, crackle, and pop reached them all too fast. A flash of light and crack of lightning pulsed when the lightning javelin struck with mythical impact against the Administrator. An impact that thundered with a blasting, destructive boom. Matter, rocks, and plant life in the area were rebuked and thrown out from the center of the strike at great speed, leaving behind only a dusty cloud of vaporized rock as the spear that could not miss vanished as fast as it had appeared.

      Zeus reared back again to victoriously raise his arms, laugh, and cackle. A painful action, but one deeply indulged upon. One that was silenced when the impossible occurred.

      A mortal hit him in the schnozz, and sent him packing. The youth ticketed his card, punched his clock, and sent Zeus flying back a full twenty feet, where he rolled into an arduous tumble. Sputtering and screaming to his feet in a roar of anguish, Jasper’s wide-eyed expression was the sweetest dessert that Artorian had ever indulged in. The youth smoothly batted away some of the rock-dust, flicked pieces from his shoulders, and stepped free of the pasty dust-cloud.

      A cloud that, as it dissipated, gave way to a whole structure and architectural complex that hadn’t been there moments ago. Was that an entire temple? Where had an entire temple suddenly come from? The entire thing looked like it was forcibly shoved right up and out of the earth, pathways and all. Each and every brick gleamed with infused Mana that was still trying to settle.

      “Still got it!” Artorian was rolling his wrist and shaking his hand, but overall, the youth didn’t have a single singed hair on him. “A bit moody at first? Until it seemed to recognize me, and wow, what a hug. The sight of watching techniques unravel in front of my eyes is always such a spectacle. I need to keep in mind that Mana has a loyalty component, and celestial feces does it like me. Temple’s a bit of an accident, but I’ve only got myself to blame for having Amber’s advice on my mind. I guess that sorts my housing problem? Well, for a small decade.”

      Zeus wheezed hard and didn’t have quippy words. Only the question. “How?”

      “How?” Artorian repeated Jasper’s question out loud, as amused as he felt smug for knowing several things that Jasper simply did not. “Well, Spud, it’s called paying attention, gambling on good odds, oh, and, in this instance? Being Loved by Mana. Good gosh and golly, mister, does that stuff adore me ever so much! It’s like I’m a Love Mage or something!”

      He quickly rattled off a disclaimer. “Current circumstances notwithstanding. Not that the Mana seemed to care? She saw me, gasped, abandoned her own intent with a big bang, and was ever so careful not to hug me to death. All before snatching an idea on my mind, stealing the intent like a Goblin who saw a shiny rock, and bam! Temple. Gonna have a hard time explaining that to the locals.”

      “Nonsense!” Zeus refused to acquit Loki, or believe the boast. This went against nature. Against the rules of power. Against the established order of all things! “That was a game-only feature! Those cannot exist out in the real world.”

      Artorian shook his hand and did have to admit that punching a Mana body was like punching a steel wall. That schnozz-launch had hurt him a lot more than it had hurt Spuddums over there. Especially for the grand total score of zero damage having been dealt.

      Not that he was going to tell the brick man as energy funneled out from his Exodus Core and into his hand, restoring the minor damage taken and refueling his Essence-laden cells. Amazing what ‘not a real cultivator’ could do with a zenith C-ranker body. He could hold tons of energy, and expend it all in a flash. He couldn’t cycle Essence, or run it through his body, but what was an external cultivator if not reliant on their Aura?

      That problem had been solved a lifetime ago. His current Aura wasn’t even built or infused, but the pattern and concept were both present and strong. The moment Artorian reached for her, she responded, and purred like a loved kitten. As a cloak, he wore the external layer of his Aura right on his skin, the noisy signature casting who and what he was out into the ether.

      To Artorian, his own inner Aura and body Aura had never been so noticeable. Both of those layers within him were empty canvases lacking in any paint, and that lack made them terribly obvious. With an Exodus Core chock-full of unaligned Essence to spend, he instilled the three layers with his idea of Sunlight. In harmony, the three Aura layers that comprised him resonated to function as one.

      One intent. One purpose. One lamp.

      His knuckles popped pleasantly when his hand felt good again, the auditory component soothing as his body gained a steady light. The warmth spread out from his center, and covered him like a rushing wildfire, leaving Apollo coated in a soft and dulled golden-esque solar glow.

      Artorian took this moment to remind himself of Oogway’s lesson. That it didn’t matter if he hit Spud in locations that were bad for a mortal. He merely needed to hit the man where it was going to hurt, and all those glowy spots made for such a convenient target! That was honestly something they should portal over into the game world for big bosses. Weak spots should glow.

      Ready to throw down, Artorian stoked the coals and fanned the flames. “You were never good at accepting new information when it clashed with the ways of the world you knew and accepted, Jasper. The new? That is constant. Failing to move with the times is a great downfall attributed to many a great nation. Why don’t you throw another Gungnir at me if you’re so sure? I think the first one might have frizzed my hair when she hugged me, after all.”

      Zeus did no such thing, and spat coagulated Mana-blood onto the ground from the exertion he’d put himself through. The energy fizzled up like a sour pool of acid, forming a momentary hazy cloud of electric toxins that killed all the grass and flowers it touched. “You traitorous snake. You’re not even a proper cultivator. No Aura. No core technique. No flow. A mere battery with a fancy coat, ready for a battering.”

      An accusing, stubby finger was levered at Loki. “You’re a walking corpse to my eyes, and your glow irritates me. How are you doing that? You have no Aura. How are you channeling an Essence combination at all?”

      The accusing hand dropped along with any lingering curiosity. This was just how the brat operated. Pulling the uncanny and unlikely out of some back-pocket. Acting as the proof of concept for all sorts of ideas. “Forget it. I don’t see an amulet on you, so that veil around your center is protecting my new Exodus Core. I will rip that Core out of your chest, and I will live on as Jupiter! All from the sacrifices that you, and everyone after you, graciously continue to come and make for me. Hand it over, you snot-nosed-brat. I’m entitled to it. I’ll kill you quickly as a reward.”

      “Tut tut tut! I may look like the snot-nosed brat here, but you are one.” Artorian waggled a finger before starting some easy stretches. Bouncing on his toes to feel the terrain, he wasn’t in the slightest falling for that provocation. The narrative was his, and he would keep it. “Being a traitor requires being on your side in the first place. That’s somewhere I never was, you irredeemable potato. I admit, I was expecting you to be very confused, but this is severe. Do you need a lecture during this diplomacy? I do love lecturing, though not half as much as I love scribing. Which will be half as much again, as I’m going to love putting you down like the disease you can’t stop being.”

      Zeus formed a second ball of lightning in his hand, with the ionosphere above them forming a massive red and green circle in tandem. As Gungnir formed, that energy donut in the sky was already set to pop. Jasper’s stance turned aggressive and heavy, but aside from that posturing and hateful gaze, a leaning stance and some hard breathing accomplished nothing.

      Artorian was surprised to see Jasper bite down on his pride.

      “No. The first one bounced out, but I bet the second one would bounce back. You lose.” The ball of lightning returned to his being, which had visually wounded itself for every additional scrap of Mana that Jasper used. He spat on the ground again, another toxic cloud murdering some plant life that hadn’t been blown away by the initial javelin. Jasper clearly despised the insult to his precious might-makes-right order that Artorian represented. “Only tricks. Only gimmicks. There is no strength in you.”

      He was better than all of them. He was stronger. More potent. More skilled. Why shouldn’t he rule? None could oppose him, and eventually none would. None would be left to even try. Then none would be left to even think of it.

      Then here it stood. The insult. The thorn in his side. A manifestation in the flesh, of thought and ideology opposed to his own, preventing his rightful rule. Jasper despised it all the more as his foggy thoughts ran through his mind. Even that was painful.

      The angry god glared, forced to address the poisoned cup at his table. “Loved by Mana. What a joke. You think that will save you? My ability to swat you like a fly is merely rebuffed, not beaten. I don’t need to understand why Mana is failing against a mere, worthless, lesser mortal in order to grasp that my attack did not beat some defense you have. I’m better at this than you, remember? I have already trounced you once. I know how you fight. I know what you think. That I don’t get the satisfaction of wiping you away like the stain you are is something I will live with.”

      Artorian snapped his fingers. “There’s the word. Satisfaction.”

      Rolling his arm, he was about ready to start both the lecture, and the fight. “That’s what this is really about. Not your false decorum. Even the ideology, so far, really comes second. This is about satisfaction. Am I enraged and mad that you killed my boys? Absolutely. Yet, what is it that I can do about that? I can’t magically bring them back. That we did try. So, what could I do? It’s not like figuring out the niche solution to the impossible problem in a clever, strange way is my specialty.”

      Zeus and Artorian both paused, the threat hanging in the air.

      Quoting like an ancient, elderly scholar, Artorian hammed up some performance while wrapping his hands and knuckles in cloth. “If you know the enemy and know yourself? Then you need not fear the result of a hundred battles. If you know yourself but not the enemy? Then for every victory gained you will also suffer a defeat. If you know neither the enemy nor yourself? Then you will succumb in every battle.”

      Zeus scoffed. “Big words from a small liar.”

      Strapping the cloth tight around his wrist where it would stay after some inventive folding, Artorian slid into a fresh, brand new combat stance. One that would make a pugilist proud. “I know you, Jasper. You, on the other hand, have only ever made severely incorrect assumptions about me. So why don’t you put up, or shut up? Because it’s lecture time, and you learn best with a fist to the face. Session one. Lesson one. Circumstance.”

      The youth shadow-boxed the air. “I need to teach you how a mortal murders a Mage.”
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      Opening move: Dodge.

      Counter move: Punch to the teeth.

      Jasper threw one of his famous full-arm haymakers. Sunny ducked under, and jabbed his fist into Jasper’s mouth, beginning the evening meal with a knuckle sandwich before some fast-paced footsie had Artorian step and stab his heel onto Zeus’s exposed toes. This gave leverage in order to twist his frame, and spin an elbow against the fallen god’s temple as a dirty follow up. A crack of injury followed, but still more from Apollo than from Zeus.

      “Session one. Lesson one. Circumstance. Is all about where you are, what you are, and what’s going on around you at the time. Some people have condensed this down to location, location, location.” Artorian bounced back after his strike. Hit and fade was the method of the day, as being in place long enough to be subject to a grab spelled an instant, bloody defeat.

      During this bounce-back, his Cored Essence flowed through his conceptual Aura layers so the energy could get to where it needed to be, healing his self-inflicted wounds. Sunny’s body was not made of metal or diamond, and each hit still felt like he’d thrown that limb against a steel wall. Regardless, while the jab to the teeth had done little, that crack to the temple had been on one of those glowing fault-lines.

      That proved to be the ticket, as even without other obvious damage, Zeus stumbled. Fighting type was super-effective against the normal type! Critical hit! “Oogy lesson two! If you cannot deal damage, trauma will do. Do not tolerate. Discombobulate! Though your head might be made of too much misery to even hear me right now.”

      Sure enough, that strike had Jasper reeling. He heard none of Artorian’s fancy, parroted quip. The man was staggering and holding his head as the wound ever so barely leaked fluorescent, airy Mana, clearly out of it as Artorian turned up the goading. Or perhaps part one of the lesson. “A Mage with no Mana is a dead Mage by default.”

      Opening his hands, Sunny motioned fancifully at their surroundings while Jasper was struggling. “Environment! No Essence. No Mana. Only nothing, nyet, and nada. Perfect base conditions. A wonderful location. Now all that’s left is a circumstance where the Mage in question either runs out of their life-fuel, or has to make some truly difficult decisions on how they spend it. I always knew that you were going to have longer than any projections might say, because I never forgot that you had an Elemental Air Channel. Unpredictable little thing.”

      Artorian’s arms dropped, providing more time for him to get used to the amount of stored Core energy that he was going to need to spend on sustaining himself. He’d begun with a century of time. A chunky cookie! Spending hours hadn’t cut the mustard for the mending he needed. Hours fixed his fatigue and muscle tears, plus kept him at maximum stamina, but days of time were needed for the bone fractures he was giving himself. Therefore, days it was. He would be spending far more before the day was up, and there wasn’t much day left.

      Core energy was precious, but in the end, Core energy was just a resource.

      Sunny clapped his hands together. “Which brings me to your Core! How was cannibalizing Invictus? It was you or him, right? I’m certain you had doubts, but yes, keeping two things alive does cost the Core more energy. Given that you are both such selfish things, there could only be one. Since Wisps can’t exist out here on their own, well, there could only be none.”

      “Shut your jammering.” Straightening himself, but not without significant discomfort, Jasper crackled with lightning and energy as he reared up to abandon his cloak. Wearing only a dirty chiton, his arms and legs were crisscrossed with the obvious, hot, glowing striations of extreme burnout damage.

      How the man was hanging on and not crumbling into a pile of dust was either a mystery, or an act of pure will and spite. “Mage-death, I am well versed in, mortal. I have both eliminated my fair share of them, and this is not the first time I am out of Mana. T’will not be the last. A Mage, just like a cultivator, needs a set amount of their particular energy to keep ticking, and I know mine down to the particle.”

      Being a big show-off, the man then flexed, pretending he wasn’t in great pain as he displayed his mighty physique. Mana body or not. “The death plane never goes away, it merely becomes a non-consideration for a Mage. After all, when would we ever be low on Mana? That’s some kind of sick joke. Invictus should have considered it an honor to turn off his lights for me. Wisps hold a surprisingly dense amount of energy when they wink out. That snooty twerp served me better in death than he ever did in life. Vivi gave me enough Mana to make it to today, and today is the only day I needed to make it to.”

      He tapped his amulet, hidden under his clothes. The particular tink-tink-tink of it did not sound healthy. “You have tricked me too much already. I was expecting an overload of Mana, or there being too much in the system. That also makes a Mage go boom. I thought this was the original plan when I first received the Core, and I had countermeasures.”

      Zeus clicked his tongue. “Yet, no. Loki, the great trickster, deals in no such obvious tactics. Your love of explosions led me astray. Why let me go out with a bang, when you can have me go out with something far more sinister? Burnout. Poorly used Mana, Mana blowback, or using more Mana than the body could handle could also have done it. Yet, you fail, for you deal with Zeus!”

      Rolling his own broad shoulders to the crackle of thunder, he had to spit again, and the loss caused him more pain. Another toxic cloud stained more of the rocks and ground as he motioned at himself, well aware of his visual, obvious damage. “Then there is Mana leakage. When a Mage’s body can’t hold the Mana properly, a Mage can bleed out.”

      Jasper enjoyed the cruel smile that formed on his face. “If this body hadn’t been Cal-made and well-refined, that would have been a serious problem. However, Cal-bodies don’t have a natural rate of energy loss anymore. That would be inefficient. Cal despises the inefficient when it comes to careful creations. Only injuries, which are rare, can ever attempt the act. Your mortal form suffers loss. Mine does not. You lose! Cal-bodies are exquisite, and this is one. Even now, after so much hardship, my shape is trying all by itself to stay together. Yours, on the other hand, is a wasteful sieve.”

      Jasper ceased his talk and went on the offensive without warning. He threw one of his famous full-arm haymakers, this one a touch electrified. Any direct contact was going to dish out the hurt. In addition, the attack had been adjusted, so there would be no ducking under the strike without being subjected to a sudden hammerfisted back-hand.

      Apollo’s glow flared and intensified, then gained a state of deep calm.

      “Wind blows.” Artorian inhaled, and did something strange as he bobbed from left to right, as if barely in control of his movements while moving as a leaf on a breeze. He was calm, and airy. His words as flexible as his form as the sunny glow on his being altered to the colorations of the Essence he leaned in to. These colors, for the most-part, followed the same rules as their Dungeon-coloration counterparts. Air, therefore, shone a pleasant lapis hue.

      “Water flows.” Rather than duck, he wove into the strike. Alongside the loose bend of the gust, Sunny became the blue stream of a river, following the path of least resistance. He ended up past Jasper’s offensive move—and well behind his misplaced defense—as he was on the wrong side of Jasper for Jasper to pivot into that pre-planned back-fist.

      Deep inside of a hook that had been thrown wide, with all of Jasper’s balance on the wrong leg, Artorian flowed into a matching motion, copying the turn and sway of Jasper’s movement to remain out of harm’s way while placing himself in the position to cause plenty.

      “Fire burns.” He spun, turned, and flared bright red. Enhanced by heat, his left elbow cannoned with a booming *k-phack* into the injured ley line on Jasper’s lower left ribs. All while the rest of him near-seamlessly continued to trace the speed of the brick-man’s turn. The impact caused the injury to flare bright red, but still, Artorian wasn’t done with his dance. If anything, the lack of damage dealt was a piece of information that told Artorian a lot more than Zeus was going to be happy with. He’d poured six months’ worth of Essence into that elbow, and the attack had accomplished nothing except to bruise himself.

      Jasper howled and saw discordant fuzz while experiencing searing pain, his attempt to grab the annoying youth faltering when his body didn’t listen to him like it should. Zuzu lost his balance, and that spelled the end of any possible counter attack.

      In sharp contrast, Artorian’s balance solidified. Keeping himself low to the ground, his stance grew both firm and certain as he planted himself like a tree, and followed through. This time with double the energy investment of the last attack. If this didn’t accomplish something, then Artorian was going to need to seriously rethink his strategy.

      “Earth upturns.” Turning into the tumbling Jasper now that he had planted one leg and could pivot, the previously agile and flowing Artorian looked solid as a rock. His fist ascended along with his form. This sent a twisted rear hook up and into a sore spot! With his hand glowing green, Apollo caught and successfully pierced the exact same wound he’d elbowed a fraction of a moment ago.

      Eureka! One year did the trick!

      Oh, Abyss, spending one year did the trick?

      That was like a million Essence!

      Rather than strike with a fist, he’d extended his fingers halfway, using the mid-knuckles as if they were a knife. All for the attempt to pry open that wound, and strike deep into Jasper’s being. Sunny only managed to penetrate a full-on inch, but an inch was a lot of ground to gain in the current circumstance. Ordinarily, that feat would have been impossible. Yet, this wasn’t an ordinary circumstance, and that was the whole point.

      Now that Artorian knew a year would do, he bit the arrowhead and ate the cost, spending one year of energy on the next step in the dance.

      “Infernal takes.” The glow around his hand inverted and turned into an ominous mixture of violet and opal-black, shadowy claws forming around his digits.

      His other foot slid forward. The solid stance found stable roots once more as the half-clawed grip latched onto the inside of the injury. Rather than extend his fingers to release, Sunny squeezed his darkened claws in for a tight hold, the added infernal effect able to get an actual grip on that which was otherwise immalleable. The damage that a mere intent could do, given the right application of energy, was colossal. A point that his final motion in the sixfold path of the balanced Essences was going to show off wonderfully.

      “Celestial breaks.” The black from his hand faded, replaced by something far worse. To the tune of a nasty crack, Artorian twisted his hand like a knife. A pale yellow and golden light shone from the innards of his palm, leaving a present behind before his claws dissipated entirely, and his mortal hand was forced to let go, instantly ejected from a space it couldn’t be.

      While his hand forcibly slid free of the now much larger wound as Jasper hit the dirt, the intended trauma had been caused. The gash was ominous now, drooling out a thin line of liquid Mana that evaporated on contact with the air.

      Proven correct in accordance with the plan and the assumptions, the innards of Jasper’s body were more of a hollowed-out doll than some gelatinous or solid being. Without Mana, there was nothing to fill him, and the only thing keeping his form intact was the thin veneer of an appearance that Zeus was upholding. Plus some basic rules of the universe that ruled that the inside of his body belonged to him, regardless of the flashing vacancy sign.

      The man was literally being kept together by his paint job.

      Mere varnish on a locker.

      Jasper fell hard after doing a poor job in his attempts to regain balance. That stumbling attempt at staying standing allowed Loki to finish his trick! Howling, enraged, and blinded by grievous injury, he hit the rocky ground with an unnaturally heavy thud. Jasper howled in agony and hate, then rolled onto all fours and charged the youth like a mad boar.

      Had he the Mana, Jasper would have taken on the form just to add extra spite to the goring Artorian was about to receive. “You mortal whelp! How are you using Essence? How! You are no cultivator. It cannot attune to you! You have but a mortal form, mere affinities, and a fake replica of a pattern on you that makes the mere idea of an Aura. It’s not even a Presence!”

      Sunny danced over the charging fool, cartwheeling onto Jasper’s single-minded head and flowing both over and across his back to end up seamlessly landing on his own feet. The lapis glow was temporary before his solar raiment retook its usual place, and Artorian noted that doing much more of this was going to become a liability. Colors were a dead giveaway per what combination he was using, and swapping out of sunlight was a bad idea.

      That sunshine combination, much like starlight, simply did far too much for him on all fronts. The bonus of it being an all-affinity combination wasn’t lost on him either. He didn’t have much to work with right now, so those six perfect affinity channels, and every last cell in his body, were all going to need to pull weight. Anything that didn’t use all he had was just going to end in a dumb way to die. The mad boar, in the meanwhile, crashed into a large rock, turning the fat boulder to dust and electrified cinders.

      Bouncing on his toes with his arms up in case of a sudden attack from the dust cloud, Artorian educated the hardheaded brick. “You forgot the basics. Essence and affinities do not attune to you. You attune to them. I’m not making it do anything. I’m being what it is. I am moving as it moves. Thinking as it thinks. Feeling as it feels. Flowing as it flows. Save maybe a coy little twist on that application of Celestial, but it knew what I was about and was glad to play along. The end result that the Celestial wanted got applied. Why would it be unhappy?”

      Artorian didn’t stop his goading. “You might have an elemental channel giving you an endless trickle of free air juice, but you are so bullish and set in your ways that regardless of what it could actually give you? You just don’t care, and you’re missing out. Snookem has a much better grasp on what air is all about than I believe you ever will. He sees its purpose. You only see the potential of power. What is someone else’s will to a pig like you, who only cares about their own?”

      “Enough of this!” Jasper hurled a chunk of broken boulder at Artorian, but the youth appeared to see the entire maneuver coming as an energetic swirl coated his eyes for a brief moment. Apollo comedically leaned out of the way as if no more than a tiny pebble had been tossed his way, dodging with a mere trickle of effort.

      The thundering man howled in both pain and continued rage. “You are cheating! You are using more of your dastardly tricks. Your lies. Your endless, worthless, agonizing attitude needs to be stomped into the ground. I am Mage! There is no trick you have that will let you kill me.”

      Artorian pursed his lips, nodded, and inspected the still-present Celestial glow in Zeus’s wound. “Maybe.”

      He then snapped his fingers, activating the Celestial Essence he left behind, which wanted to do exactly what it always wanted to do. Return broken things to a non-broken state. Its way! An act that the Celestial Essence gleefully got to.

      Unfortunately, in this case, that meant it demanded Zeus’ Mana body to use up valuable resources to close and seal that wrenched-open-ribs-rift back into a state of a pained fault-line. The Celestial Essence by itself simply wasn’t enough to fix up a Mana body, as a Mana body either required all six of the Essences to do any kind of patchwork, or actual Mana. However, with Zeus’s body in a burnout stage, so vulnerable to identity influences, a little firework pop was plenty to give the surrounding energy new instructions! Especially with the starting costs being paid in full by the Celestial Essence expending itself.

      The instructions were as easy as they were short. Fix!

      Which, in this case, broke things that Zeus badly needed to not be broken, and fixed things he could not afford to fix. Like even more of his body, as the existing volcanic striations shattered out and spread further over his being, mirror-cracking all across his body, face, arms, and legs as prized and valuable death plane levels of Mana were forcibly used up. All to seal a bleeding body wound that had stopped bleeding due to Cal’s ingenious Mage body construction methods.

      The screams that left Jasper were a very particular mixture of agony and madness. On the plus side, that wound definitely didn’t bleed anymore!

      Also on the plus side, though it might not be a plus, was that Artorian finally understood his ancient enemies just a tiny bit better. There was a distinct pleasure in harvesting screams, and for now, he chose not to hate the enjoyment that came with the sight and sound. There was a time and place to be Dreadshine, and he had found it. “That will do for lesson one. Onto lesson number two! Interactions and you.”
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      Artorian checked his energy supply.

      Eesh. Each of those effective attunements had cost him a year? With some generous rounding, he was down a full… four? Earth to succeed on the wound, Infernal to get in there, and Celestial for the delivery. That made three. With half a year from Fire, and considerably less from the rest. About four years spent seemed right, but being four down when he only had a hundred to begin with was one slippery slope. He hadn’t even been here a full day! They’d barely begun, and this was still going to last a while.

      “Lies, and, slander!” The brutal, heavy-heaved breaths of a stumbling, raspy Zeus did not match his attitude. Though the wheezing mouth-gapes he needed to perform between each word made him look like a funny goldfish. “You cannot manipulate Mana with Essence. You cannot do it to someone else’s body. The form is in-vi-o-la-ble. Inviolable! You should not be able to do… any of the things you are doing!”

      Artorian released a high-pitch Swanson-giggle, then blocked the incoming straight-rush-punch when the ground under his enemy exploded, and Zeus flung himself forward as if that entire being-out-of-breath scene had been pure dramatics to catch Artorian off-guard.

      With a thunderclap, Zeus struck Apollo’s dull-glowing palm. The youth smiled when the strike and kinetic energy invested were stopped cold. All to Zeus’s incredibly unpleasant surprise. The blank stare gave Apollo the moment to be coy. “Y’know, I was gonna toss you? This works too! I was wondering how I was supposed to activate this Spellscript when I didn’t have Mana. No worries! I figured it out. I’m just gonna use yours!”

      The innards of the goalie wraps were set ablaze with energy as they sapped all of the kinetic force coming their way, along with a gorgeous helping of any Mana that it came into contact with. Zeus counted! Siphoning more of that precious juice away, the Spellscript flickered into bright activation, and promptly returned all of that kinetic energy back where it came from! With the added bonus of Apollo stepping in for added effect, and adding some of his own oomph. “Rail Palm.”

      With a forest-flattening boom, Zeus was shot backwards like a steel rod. Sent tumbling, reeling, and crashing through terrain. Breaking forest, rock, and more. Ending with a trail of dust and debris in his wake before coming to a halt in a crumpled pile of pain and agony. A pile of pain and agony that pulled itself together, got back on his feet, and was clearly not done being alive.

      Artorian whistled, extremely impressed as not only had he not moved an inch himself, but he hadn’t felt one iota of that punch coming his way. His palm perhaps tickled a bit? “Who needs retributive Runes when my Dwarves give me retributive Spellscript! It’s like they have experience in the matters of facing Mages as mortals. I’m surprised that didn’t blow his whole arm off.”

      His smile faded when the wraps fizzled, and fell apart into scraps and fuzz. Entirely expended. “Awww, one-time use? That’s okay, I recall there being more than one wrap. Might as well latch on another one while I have the moment to walk and talk.”

      Wrapping and applying a spare pugilist wrap around the hand that currently no longer had one, he strolled and sauntered his merry way toward Zeus. Though Zeus was currently buried deep within a newly created hillside. Jasper’s outline forming the opening was very funny to Artorian. “The lesson is interactions, and you! I’m gonna say this again, Jasper, because I don’t think you heard me the first time. You forgot all the basics. The way that the world works. How the interactions puzzle together. Between Essence and Mana, all you’re looking at is a measure of energy, and its related density. Or amount, if you want to be technical? There’s no Gnomes around so we don’t have to be, but the smaller my words, the better you’ll understand.”

      Artorian made sure the new hand wrap was snug, performing the walk and talk. “On one hand, there is a convenience to you being so bull-headed and stuck in your ways. On the other hand, you make for a terrible student. Always believing you know better, are better, there can’t be anything better… What a stifling perspective. I admit, it should have cost me a whole lot more Essence to worsen that wound. To the point where I likely could not have paid for it had we not already set the stage and the circumstances! A Mage’s output is entirely determined by energetic availability, and yours is wet mist in a hot desert.”

      Pleased with his improvised punching-covers, he refocused. “Step one. Always remember the tier bonus, and the Mage’s personal rank. This affects all the damage that they throw out, before you look at how much of it they throw out. How they throw that out is a matter of location and energy placement.”

      The youth tapped his temple. “I know what you are made of is also going to get the tier bonus, but that’s all static and set in stone, and merely changes how hard someone else has to hit you. You don’t even have the juice to dilate or operate on other speed frames. If you could either lock me down, or field your Aura, then you already would have. So while you can punch me or another Mage really hard because of what you’re made of, that number is only going to continue to trickle down. Just like your relevance.”

      Breaking free of the makeshift hill, the god barked. Zeus barely managed to stand, howling with a cracked voice as he attempted to keep up both his bravado and gusto. “Revelry is the greatest of Laws! To cultivate Revelry is to be privy to what it is truly like to know relish. Immeasurable indulgence. The unbound truth of being on top of the world. To know the greatest feasts. The highest highs! Nothing is more relevant. My power is maximum!”

      Apollo stopped, turned, snapped his fingers, and shot Zeus with finger crossbows. “I don’t care! If you want to be relevant, maybe you should stop trying to hit me, and actually hit me? That’s the only thing which will do anything. It’s probably only going to take one hit in the first place, Mr. High Mageous. That’s all you need! Just one wee li’l love tap that I can’t stop, dodge, or turn back on you. Shall I lay down another quote? Looks like a nice time.”

      Clearing his throat, Artorian dropped a zinger. “Victorious warriors win first, and then go to war. While defeated warriors go to war first, and then seek to win.”

      Shifting his stance, he eased his hands out as if holding up the air with a half-shrug. “I knew what I was going into. You believed that I would sit on my laurels until I got to you? That’s called foolishness, but I admit, all cultivators have that in spades. We wouldn’t have cultivators without foolishness. On that topic! Striking a Rune trap. Mark one off for all the ways to kill a Mage. An instant follow up is damage to the self! A Mage can’t be hurt by a lot of things, but they can always hurt themselves in their own confusion.”

      All that jabber was making Jasper’s head hurt. “Will. You. Shut! Up!”

      “Refusal!” Snapping his fingers again, Artorian eased a hand into a pocket as he continued to close the distance. “A favorite of mine, that I sadly don’t see happening here, is you being abandoned by your Law or Heavenly. There’s not exactly much competition or choice going around lately, and if big man Revelry was anywhere? They’d be in Cal right about now. Meaning you can’t go crawling to them for help, but… they also can’t toss you out of the boat. While I haven’t puzzled out cultivating directly from concepts yet, either, I’m going to go out on a healthy limb and say that you currently can’t do it. Or you would be. No, I don’t mean the limb. Stop looking at me as if you just lost a pepper-eating contest.”

      Zeus looked like he was going to cosplay as the volcano Vesuvius with how red he got, but he couldn’t stand properly. Perfect for Apollo to needle him, using the voice that one dipped into to talk to babies. “Awwww, what’s wrong, spud-spud? You look flushed! Did I hit a nerve? Is it your Mana body being torn open by Essence, still? Do you need some numbers?”

      That was enough of the baby voice. “The measurements change depending on your ability to calculate smaller and smaller amounts of Essence. I don’t much care for Irene’s ‘packets’ term, but it will do in a pinch.”

      He was lecturing anyway, why not rub in some extra salt? “Most cultivators in the youngin’ days can easily distinguish between a one and a zero. Essence flows, or Essence doesn’t. Stack on some skill, and now you can measure the movement somewhere between one Essence unit to ten Essence units range. Irene, gifted Morovian that she is, figured out how to count packets of Essence in sub-divisions of one-hundred! Truly impressive. She has such marvelous Essence control, body-transfer speed, and high-volume meridians, at times it looked like using her body as the medium was, in fact, slower. I still prefer Aura, but that’s a preference issue, not a skill issue.”

      Zeus stood still, but had to spit more toxic bile. “I care nothing for your meager introductory schooling, whelp. Get over here so I can tear you in half.”

      “Tut tut tut!” Artorian waggled an educator’s fingers. “It’s part of your question! See, if you do manage to measure your packets of Essence by the hundredth? Then suddenly something interesting happens. If you gather one-hundred units each, of every Essence type? Then you can seamlessly turn that into one singular unit of unaligned, tier one Mana. Which is really only important if you have all six affinities. I digress. The things you learn when sneaking peeks at Heavenlies trying to make Quintessence? A marvel. Shame that they failed.”

      Zeus howled, broken and staggering, as he was toyed with like food. “Stop talking and fight me!”

      Artorian gladly clapped his hands together, and did no such thing. This was far too entertaining, and the fight was inevitable. Needing to spend a year of Essence on any hit that could accomplish anything was also… not great. Why rush? “Not being able to use that measuring stick makes the amount of Essence to Mana transfer calculation horrendously nebulous. Like, we’re talking basically impossible to figure out levels of nebulous. Yet that means that once we do use that very specific measuring stick?”

      Like an educator of old, he had to wave his hands for a quick clarification, because those were always abundant. “I know we had others in the past, but if we use this one, then it turns out that to get one unit of tier one fire Mana, you need one hundred units of fire Essence. Isn’t that just so clean?!”

      Pacing, he performed the mighty digit-waggle. “Again, you need to learn that particular method of measurement, because how much one unit is in that subdivision is something you need to feel, rather than learn from a textbook. No explanation from an engineer is going to help you even a little bit. Someone has to show you and help you, but wow, is it useful!”

      Zeus was staggering less, his attention on his own wounds and damage. His hand and wrist were not in a good shape, but some of the fog in his head was clearing, allowing some more useful questions. “Theft. Mana can be stolen? That is another way to kill a Mage, though rare. Only the insane would attempt such a venture. What madness would one have to employ to even try?”

      “Knowledge!” Artorian couldn’t help but be chipper as he answered that one. “Information! My favorite! Dawny loves to tease me and poke me in the cheek about how I’m an information fighter rather than a let-loose savage, and, well, I can’t say I dislike it. See, Revelry is a tier ninety-eight Law. Therefore, to acquire one unit of that Mana type, you need to trade in an amount of Essence that is equal or greater. In case of taxes, y’know?”

      The educator pushed his tongue into his cheek. “So, while I do not know the Essence combination to Revelry, if it took… say… seven units of air, and five units of fire. Then you would need seven-hundred units of air Essence, and five-hundred units of fire Essence to begin the formula. You then multiply those numbers by the Law tier, and that is how much you need to trade in for a cultivator of that Law to gain a singular unit of B-rank zero Mana.”

      Just in case, he used his fingers for counting help. “Revelry being ninety-eight, and only looking at the air Essence math so we don’t get a headache—well, so I do not get a headache, you look pretty abyssed—that’s sixty-eight thousand and six-hundred units of air Essence. Which is a lot more than it seems when you learn just how little you get after the refining process of cultivation. We’re talking about tetrobols on the drachma.”

      Math was fun! Unless it couldn’t be napkin math. “That it turns out to be the case that B-rank one and B-rank zero are essentially a bit of a grace period, because the costs don’t change, that’s some kindness from the universe that I doubt we deserved. Once you need a unit of B-rank two Mana on the other hand?”

      Jasper groaned and complained. “Where is Paganini and his violin when I need him?”

      “He’s a violin now! Back to the lesson.” Artorian loudly clapped his hands. “Good news, everyone! Take that last number in our previous formula, and double it! Ta-da! The winner is one hundred thirty-seven thousand, two-hundred air Essence to get one unit of tier ninety-eight Mana, at Mage rank two. There should be no surprise in the discovery that A-rank Mana takes a thousand units of Essence, rather than the hundred for the B-ranks. Fascinating, isn’t it?”

      Zeus was anything but happy, or in a good mood. Loki, unfortunately, still hadn’t stumbled close enough for him to rip the whiny whelp’s head off. Movement was becoming more than merely difficult, so the brick house of a man had to bide his time. “So what.”

      Artorian got to rub more salt in? Lovely! He had a village of the stuff. “So! To manipulate, damage, or alter the body of a Mage? One, you need to know how much Mana they have total. Which, granted, is pretty difficult to figure out. Two, how much of that is invested into their body rather than their Aura. Not a feat that’s any easier. Three… well, before three? I’m not sure you heard me last time so I’m going to repeat myself. You don’t need to try to attempt to pull a fast one by saying your Aura has anything in it.”

      The youth tapped the side of his nose knowingly. “If you had spare Mana, Spud-spud, then you would be using it all to keep that shell of a body together better than you are. Therefore, you have an A-rank zero body, because all you have left is purely keeping your shape together, as you play on a seesaw with your death plane.”

      Time for more math, the fingers right back in counting positions. “Three, since we skipped it earlier. Knowing a Mage’s Law tier is half the battle. Because that multiplier is always going to be a base factor in the construction of your body, or tricks you throw out. Keeping to my earlier assumption of seven Air and five Fire, that means twelve total for whatever I end up swinging at you, and now we stack in the multipliers.”

      The calculation was not too difficult. “Times ninety-eight for your tier, times one-thousand for A-rank, then times nyet, since we forgo the rank number. That gets us to a staggering one-million, one-hundred seventy-six thousand, and no extra dangly bits worth of Essence to break something. Which I successfully did! Meaning that either my number is right on the mark, too high, or you are a lot weaker than I thought and I shouldn’t be multiplying by ninety-eight anymore. My seven Air and five Fire assumption could also be off, but oh well. Better safe than sorry when it comes to taking the trash out.”

      Zeus liked none of this topic as Apollo lectured on. “If it’s too high, that means I get to drop my formula to some lower numbers, and save some precious unaligned Essence that I don’t need to intent-bend into something else. Plus! More importantly! It increases the amount of time I get to wail on you, because the only thing hitting you with a greater amount of energy is going to accomplish is that you will die faster.”

      Zeus sneered. “You are the only one here who will die.”

      He tutted in pure disappointment. “I intend to give my Shark boys the best, most vengeful tale I can when they grow up again. Beast culture just isn’t the same as ours, and I have been informed that this will translate both favorably, and well. I will give them every spare, extra, deep bite of catharsis when I tell this tale to them in exquisite detail. So they come to learn just how much I love them, and how much those two meant to me in the before-times. I adopted them. People will learn what that means, even if they learn it the hard way.”

      Zeus outright snarled at the replacement sun-god. “Bla-bla-bla.”

      Apollo dismissively waggled his finger at Zeus. “Need smaller words? You look constipated. To up-end anything with you? I need to invest more Essence than the value of remaining Mana in your being, and that will let me hurt you. So, again, while I don’t know the exact combination to Revelry yet? The moment I do is the moment I know exactly how much energy and force I need to apply to take you apart in the most efficient way! Until then, I will pay taxes, and more will do.”

      Apollo then glowed with a considerably denser and thicker layer of solar luminance that coated his whole being. The youth provided far more illumination to the area than the horizon-dipping sun, as evening was upon them. “Now clench your jaw and grit your teeth. We still need to cover all of lesson two. Explained by a solid beating: Interactions, and you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeus was all out of patience, his hand motioning over his head.

      He’d had it up to here with the youngster and his moronic grandstanding, throwing out all those pointless big words, thinking they were going to help him the slightest bit. “The only useful thing you said is that I only need to hit you once. That was correct. One Mage-fisting, and you become a splatter on the platter.”

      In less good news, Artorian had to instantly block the incoming strike with both his palms when Zeus crackle-vanished from his spot. The reflexive hand-raise had been trained rather than instinctual. That did give Artorian just enough time and luck to catch the Mage-speed impact as his hearts jumped and raced. Sound vanished as only the beating drum of his two hearts pounded in his ears, but his hands had made it up on time. The background went through an upheaval rather late, but Artorian couldn’t pay attention to that.

      With a careening backblast that did knock him down, as Jasper struck more than merely the protected palms, Artorian tumbled backwards. The Spellscript ate the impact as Jasper was once more sent reeling back with automatic backlash, the one-and-done Spellscript wrappings clapping Zeus with his own kinetic force once more.

      Struck so hard by his own returned attack that he saw a shapeshifting master of darkness, Zeus corkscrewed through the air, momentarily delusional as he was flung into the future, where his evil was strong. Now the fool sought to return to the past, and undo the future that was Ka-Boom.

      Zeus returned to his senses only after cracking through a few pines and stopping in another newly landscaped hill. Pushing himself to his feet with a howl helped ignore the pain. Destroying more landscape, he hurled himself back to the youngling that hadn’t gotten back up, much less gotten another set of those danger-wraps on his hands. Jasper, like a ferocious animal, clawed into the ground to propel himself onwards, once more charging as a wild boar. This time, however, he would get there first, and deal all the damage he needed.

      If only some of that annoying lecture didn’t prove so true.

      Zeus’s body failed him before he made it to the finish line. His head was an ocean of swirling nausea and fog, and his body gave out and fell on its face. Jasper commanded his legs to do what legs should be doing, but a forward roll was all he got for his Herculean efforts.

      A forward roll that was stopped when Apollo Hylates snatched Zeus by the collar of his robe, fist at the ready. Artorian held the miscreant by the scruff, and vengefully laid into the man’s brick face without a modicum of mercy or limiting measure.

      This was the pinnacle. This was the whole point. This was for both the catharsis, and his boys. “Like I said, this is all about the—”

      “Sa—”

      *Punch*!

      “Tis—”

      *Punch*!

      “Fac—”

      *Punch*!

      “Tion!”

      *UltraPunch*!

      The last sunlight smack in that sequence was given two years of pain-juice rather than the normalized one. Enough to both damage and discombobulate. Artorian would never consider those five years’ worth of energy to be poorly spent. Not with the actual porcelain-doll cracks and gaping wounds they hammered into Jasper’s empty jar of a head.

      He was now down nine whole years.

      *Punch*!

      Ten whole years.

      *Punch*!

      Eleven.

      *Punch*!

      Twelve.

      Zeus roared at him, and took an electrified wild swing. Apollo abandoned Endless Waltz attack number thirteen, and dodged back in a flash instead. Mortal speed was no Mage speed, but he sure still made it. Shame that the dodge did cost him the thirteenth year, but once spent, that energy was going to go somewhere. Not giving Zeus the single hit he needed was a good place for that energy to go!

      No regrets were found.

      More importantly was that after Zuzu’s swing, his entire hand, wrist, and forearm disintegrated. The Mage roared, and Artorian clapped his hands together. “Bucket list checkmark! Spending more Mana on a technique than you have! I was wondering if you were getting that crackle-crackle for free! Turns out that’s a no.”

      Zeus staggered upright, but fell to his feet again when more of his remaining arm continued to disintegrate. The loss was barely controllable as Artorian pretended to push up imaginary glasses. “A two-fer? For me? You shouldn’t have! That looks like Mana rampancy: the loss of Mana control to such a degree that the exertion results in the body tearing itself apart. Though… based on the extra striations you’re getting…”

      Apollo pressed his hands to his hips and squinted. “Are we doing a three-for-one? Mana greed? Damage from attempting to use excessive amounts of Mana, or Mana of a density or tier beyond an individual’s capabilities… Well, no… no. I think your frame just couldn’t handle the exertion, rather than you pulling a gimmick out of your wrecked Core.”

      He tapped his lips. “Perhaps Mana burnout, the classic? Deliberate or accidental overexertion of one’s Mana, in order to provide or attain more oomph to use. Resulting in the Mage ‘burning’ their body for power. You do kind of look like a volcano. Checkmark! Three for one after all, but maybe we got a quad? Mana deficiency: the depletion of Mana from a system, to or past the point that a Mage lacks enough Mana to effectively hold their body together. Checkmark!”

      Artorian twirled and did a little jig, making liturgical and choral throat noises as if blessing the occasion. “That’s all the easy, quick, and dirty ways a Mage can end up hurting themself! All but breaking a Mana oath, but abyss if I’m going to accomplish that here. There’s one or two more? Nah, that’s enough for the circumstance lesson to get wrapped up, don’t you think? We keep skipping between lesson plans, but this looks like such a nice place to tack a pin into lesson number one. Perhaps lesson number two should take a backseat too? I’ve got a whole adventure planned out of you! I’ve got so many lessons ready, the sheer volume of them is enough to make a ghost say boo.”

      Artorian paused his jaunty song and dance. “Mmm… I need to ease up on those rhymes. Don’t want people thinking I’m a bard again.”

      By the time Zeus had regained control, his left arm was missing entirely. Unfortunately, for Artorian, no Mana was pouring out of the remaining shoulder wound. Too bad. However, as far as Artorian was counting his tallies, progress was progress. Though he wasn’t about to inform Jasper that he’d been mistaken, for he was all out of handy hand wraps, after all. The other cloth turned out to be normal napkins, for him to blow his nose, or dab nervous sweat from his forehead.

      Still, he relished his current feeling. When one sets up the opportunity to backhand the rules of the universe that everyone believes to be written in stone, and prove the possibility of things that would ordinarily be considered inconceivable? One deserved to have their cake, and eat it too. For a mortal, in a world of magic and cultivators, was successfully taking the W against a Mage. Take notice, oh ye great observers from the heavens. No amount of power that one had would deny some nobody from forcing them to take a knee.

      Speaking of? This called for the Father Richard special.

      Draining a year so his body could actually do what he needed it to, Apollo refused to give Zeus any more time or leeway. The youth appeared with speed and spite as the broken god had the time to look up before taking a holy sunshine knee to the nose.

      “The knee!” Apollo drove the two-year-fueled strike deep into the nose’s center, the impact landing squarely and directly into Jasper’s porcelain-cracked schnozz. A shattering, crumbling, crunching impact of some truly humongous pottery breaking erupted from Zeus’ face.

      Though the lightning-god’s volcanic eruption-primed body barely moved, and little damage was done save for more cosmetic cracks, more of that trauma and discombobulation had been driven like a stake straight into his skull. With the addition of an actual Celestial energy-shaped stake.

      A nail in the coffin as Zeus failed to reply with words, his movements wild and flailing as his body listened to him about as well as he could speak. Rather than bounce back, the great god’s stagger made Apollo opt for the split-second decision to follow up with another one.

      Pantheon Style combo? Welcome to the full wombo! “Endless Waltz.”

      Each repeated strike staggered and moved Zeus only the barest hint of an inch, but each impact also piled and pinned another energetic stake home into the coffin.

      Each step of the dance cost Artorian a year, purely so he could build and maintain both the velocity and force required to move and attack as he needed. Each actual impact represented a two-year investment of one of those ‘helpful’ Celestial energy blobs, though now with both more form, as well as function. Giving intent and will to energy was a classic move of his, and live practice was certainly making him improve.

      “The knee!”

      *Crack*!

      “The knee!”

      *Crack*!

      “The knee!”

      *Crack*!

      Twelve years burned up through Artorian’s mortal veins before he needed to back up and reassess. Both about the damage dealt to himself, as well as the damage done to Odin. Zeus. Bhah, what did it matter if he got the names wrong at this point? Spuddy was going to be a roasted potato soon enough.

      Twenty-five years out of one-hundred were spent, and the sun wasn’t all the way down the horizon yet. The commotion and clamor caused plenty of reasons for the locals to get curious and come running. Now, as dusk met them, Apollo and Zeus fought with an audience watching.

      Something… Something about that change in circumstance sat exceptionally poorly with Artorian. A feeling in his gut, and tingle of the nose, told him he was right on the obol. That, and Zeus chuckling before getting to his feet, and breaking into laughter. That did it too.

      The man had just taken a severe beating, and had taken it like a punching bag. Why was he up now? Zeus looked broken and tattered, but that smile was bad news, especially when his face had turned into a gaping hole of elemental energy, and that smile was merely a crackly wavelength. In that gaping Mage-face void, a single electric image of an eye appeared, which was as damning as it was unsettling.

      “Abyss, man.” Artorian carefully spent another year patching himself up as an extreme precaution, knowing it was overkill. Forget time to assess. Just pay the taxes. He backed up while putting his fists up as his body stopped hurting, his muscles lost fatigue and strain, and his broken knee knit itself back together. “What did you do to yourself? This should be over.”

      “Ha-ha-ha-ha. Oh, don’t you worry your two fearful hearts any, Loki.” Zeus stood effortlessly, though he leaned oddly, standing with unnatural proportions in a mysterious, unsettling marionette stance. Like his spine was not what was keeping him upright.

      Jasper’s voice was beginning to crack like an electric current. “This will all be over soon. You’re not the only one who had plans. You want to see what cultivating a Law, directly, is all about, trickster? Watch and learn. I’ll engrave it on your epitaph. Here lies the greatest liar, who died learning one of the greatest, most well-hidden, ancient secrets and truths of the cultivation world. The actual step of knowledge that sets a rich Mage apart from a poor one.”

      The snap, crackle, and pop of electricity that began to flow freely around Zeus added to the ominous, unsettling nature as a sickly breeze became a constant in the area. Elemental air kicked up leaves and dust, a sudden influx of Essence being reintroduced to the world. Essence that seemed to be coming directly from Zeus, as a very abyssed cobalt-blue gash ripped open and spread, both across and down the middle of Jasper’s chest.

      The discolored mark was obviously different against the backdrop of glowing orange and red scars, as Zeus’s voice gained that otherworldly, elemental quality. Artorian recognized the specific lilt of it. The parlance was just like Blighty. Raspy and rough, like he’d smoked all his life.

      Zeus had forsaken his cultivation, and began to tear his own air affinity channel. Jasper was going away. An Elemental was coming into being instead. An Elemental that well and truly hated his guts. “He couldn’t handle the Revelry.”

      Mana to empower the gimmick or not, multiple changes went into direct effect both in and around Jasper. Calling the Law was enough for a cog in the machine to move, but the environment made a nasty, rending, twisting noise. The location had no energy to give, and something was very much demanding that the cost be paid.

      Not that Jasper seemed to be paying at the moment. “Cultivating directly from a concept is easy! It’s like drinking water from a well that actually has some, when the rest of the desert is drier than haunted, picked clean bones. You’re always going on about intent this, intent that. As if the great mental layer of thought isn’t some sea where a boat cannot bob. Our whole gimmick is related to tapping into concepts. Why would we never try to tap directly into the idea we are spreading? The idea we are growing? Revelry is joy. Revelry is excitement. The anticipation of excitement. Revelry is the show, but includes the movement of the curtains before that show.”

      An electric motion from Jasper turned him into the center of a swirl of energy. Energy that bled out of him to feed the hungry demands of what he had called down. “When people feel Revelry, when they experience it, engage in it, this creates the energy of Revelry directly. Thought, converted into a swirl of B-ranked Mana. Like one, massive, gorgeous dynamo and feedback loop. This is true for every Law, of every type, and every concept. The more the concept is practiced in the world, the more it exists. The stronger it gets. The more it takes root. This is how Madness is so ever-present at the top of the Tower. Just look at us, and everyone else alive, making the most insane of choices and decisions. Constantly. Endlessly.”

      Jasper spun in a slow circle as he hovered into the air. “One merely needs the idea to actually try this method once they are a Mage, and that is enough to begin. You steal from your node to do this, as it’s all supposed to go to your Law node. Yet, without a Heavenly? There is no conductor for the storm. No rod to channel that Mana into the node. So it’s all mine! All this squandered energy that would otherwise get lost into the ether, or break back apart to become something else. Mine! Even if I pay through the nose for my Law call, to do this in the first place with the environment being so dry, and my actual gains are…”

      The addled lightning-man stopped himself from talking. There was no reason he needed to tell his enemy that. “After you have it and know how, cultivating from a concept becomes a matter of practice and skill. The event can feel like fishing. The event can feel like drinking from a freshly broken tap. The event can feel like drowning…”

      Some irritation entered his voice, as he was dealing with even more unplanned unpleasantry. “The event can feel like you need to drench the entire hall with drink before anything will flow. Nobody warns you how hungry the hall itself can be… What a greedy, greedy node. Quit that! I will lubricate the pathways for the energy flow, so the energy can flow, and that is all!”

      Jasper snapped at nothing that Artorian could see, his words shot at the air. “No, I say! None for you! I don’t care that I’m the only one who can quench your thirst with the Heavenly not around. Mine! All mine! I’ll pay what I must to gain my power, but you get nothing, Revelry. You dumb, mindless node. When I become your Heavenly, things are going to change for you up there. Revelry for all? Phah! Silence your mumbly whining, you mere thing. There need only be Revelry, for me.”

      He cackled, a living maelstrom of might. “Today? Today cultivating directly from Revelry feels like being quenched in the desert, as I guzzle up an entire oasis. I see the sources. I feel their origins. My mind is there as they happen. There is a great argument in Athens, with fire and wine. Many mighty feasts rage in Persia. I can hear the plays in Macedon. I feel the hooves of horse races and joy from the Scythians. Gojoseon sings to me. I relish in the cries from Olmec. I feast upon kills in my name, all the way from Kush, even if it is another name. I taste the spices in Magadha. I live, I breathe, and I gain Mana.”

      Artorian disliked all of this, but felt rooted to the spot as Jasper’s sheer existence during the gain of Mana made him unable to move his feet. The feeling was akin to being stuck in someone else’s Aura, but in this case, it was just being around a Mage as a non-Mage. Jasper being a focus and conflux was not helping. That was bad-news-bears, with extra bears.

      Jasper looked himself over, but got angry when his wounds didn’t heal at all. “Deep breaths and happy thoughts, Jupiter, deep breaths and happy thoughts.”
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      “An Elemental ascent, and a Law call? At the same time? Abyss, no!” Artorian snapped his fingers with desperation, detonating the Celestial spikes still nailed into Zeus’s face. Much as before, his body was forced to heal the local damage. An expenditure that… ah, abyss. An expenditure that Odin handled just fine as whatever he was doing with his elemental channel and his Law call was showing severe and immediate results. Results currently working in Jasper’s favor.

      Even if the use of a Law being clapped down while Zeus seemed to be tearing his own power source was a recipe for the most extreme of disasters. The supposed new Mana must be sooooo nice for him, but the man looked like he was dying in the not-fun kind of way.

      That Law call may have abyssed him rather than helped him!

      The loss of focus from the Celestial spikes detonating did return Artorian’s movement, or perhaps removed whatever fear or secondary effect was tying him down, so the act was not without upside. Artorian felt that they had skipped the ‘additional less good news phase’ and proceeded directly to ‘full-on bad news phase’ instead.

      If Zeus died now, he really was going to detonate, and there likely wouldn’t be an Isle of Cyprus left if he kicked the bucket. “Crackers and toast. Learning the trick and gimmick notwithstanding, Mana greed didn’t hit him? Double-plus-not-good! Should I run? I should run.”

      Apollo’s shine flared before he turned and bolted. He did not want to be anywhere close to that problem right now, and darted directly for the woods to gain any kind of cover. The more circumstantially favorable that cover, the better!

      While Artorian heard and understood Jasper, the onlookers had absolutely no idea what was going on. Nor what was being said. The visual tiff between Apollo and Zeus on the other hand, was going to be told far and wide to anyone willing to listen. The locals made instant assumptions based on what they could see, and honestly, who else could these two be? That said, even the residents of Kourion didn’t believe what they were seeing.

      Also, had that temple always been there? That question lost all importance when a flash of lightning was thrown from one god at another.

      The wanton, environment-shaping attack had all the ogling onlookers shift their attention as the winds howled and landscape twisted. When the electric javelin shaved against Apollo’s shoulders and hit a trunk, the zappy impact bounced between other trees while also splitting off in forks, creating a flashy, violent, catastrophic display of linked lightning. The forest that the solar-glow god was booking it to spontaneously caught fire before he got there.

      Not one tree in that forest was spared as the solar god skidded to a stop, nearly tripped from the electric shock, and ran to the temple instead. His right hand held tight to his left shoulder that had been scored with a Lichtenberg figure, because ow!

      That air-javelin had hurt!

      “Ha, ha! Score one for Zeus, Master of the Olympian games!” After his sudden success, Zeus took note of the worthless mortals. The self-proclaimed god enjoyed an electric smile when the majority of them appeared to be cheering and rooting for him. Zeus had a very peculiar outlook on this event. “The fact that the sheep take sides in the butchers’ argument does not change the fate of the sheep.”

      He no longer needed them to help with the start of the sympathetic connection in order to launch his Law call. Their value was now nil. Their presence, therefore, earned them an electric javelin as Zeus threw his bolt and killed the majority of the Kourion mortals that had come to gawk. All with one crackling blow of forked-lightning.

      Their cries became pleas, but all Apollo could do for the survivors was become a distraction. With Artorian hauling donkey to the temple, Zeus was already channeling another pure air bolt in his brand new, all-electric pseudo-arm. “You play with the barest of concepts while you have no true Aura. Neither built, nor infused. No Aura means no shield. No shield means no protections from Essence attacks. Wouldn’t you know it, Loki? Looks like while Mana loves you fine, Essence is impartial. Essence that I now have plenty of!”

      The electrified god cackled a rough, hollow laugh. “Run, boy, run. I’ve brought the party, the drums, and the thunder. Your Exodus Core is mine.”

      Artorian ducked behind temple walls as he felt like a fuse in danger of being lit, and he was the bomb! Jasper’s attack followed suit right behind him. The main impact struck the wall, but that abyssed forked lightning effect got him right in the stomach! Yeowch! How hard could he hit Jasper for this? Fifteen years’ worth? Yeah.

      Fifteen years was the magic number. He used twelve years with his consecutive knee attacks, and that had put strain on him that hadn’t faded. That told him he’d found his line. The damage on his shoulder also wasn’t healing right, as the elemental scoring that ran over his shoulder felt like pure corruption that had been dumped into his system. Corruption that he was asking infernal Essence to eat, and celestial Essence to heal. A slow process that most definitely sucked, as it cost him the use of his entire left arm.

      Irony damage? Abyss Jasper. The location had been on purpose.

      Artorian was using advanced concepts while utterly lacking foundations, in tandem. No wonder that his foundations were going to have issues. He would have loved to take this opportunity to funnel Essence into his conceptual meridians, but since he was going back into Cal? That meant he couldn’t hurry up and ‘go cultivator.’ His own Mana was waiting for him in Cal. If he started now, he’d die by going home, and there was no way that he could cultivate rapidly enough to hit the Mage ranks in the middle of this fight.

      Given his old promise not to blow himself up, that meant don’t go cultivator, and don’t use more than twelve years of Core power in rapid succession. Or he’d start hurting himself in a way that he couldn’t heal. Using more was going to put him on his rear, so if he was going to pull that card, he better do it at the right time. “Out-abyssal-standing! What’s a few more self-imposed restrictions at this point? It’s not like I got my toast burnt and crackers cracked from that utter mad-lad using the ripping-my-own-meridian move. I don’t know what his Law call is doing for him, but that at least doesn’t seem to be working well.”

      Now for the plus side! The lightning javelin’s impact had done some damage to the temple structure, but far less than expected. The temple wall had shattered and lost some veneer, but the lasting harm was but a meager display compared to the destruction of an entire forest. Walls made with stolen Mana may not last forever, but they were still made with Mana! “I guess I’m fighting in the temple. Home sweet home!”

      Outlandish laughter boomed from above. Jasper was still in the process of killing himself to pull out any additional power that would allow him to see his goals to the end, and did not care that it was taking him apart piece by piece. Unfortunately for Jasper, ‘torn affinity channel’ was also on Artorian’s list of dumb ways to die. Included in that repertoire were a few more boxes that had been ticked that had unfortunately not killed Zeus as hoped.

      Artorian tallied several methods as he ducked from wall to pillar and pillar to wall. Not having any good options against this sustained, long-range, electrified siege bombardment, his best option remained to book it and love the cover. The main bolts he managed to avoid, but that awful secondary effect was getting a zap in every single time, adding more lightning-scars to his body as the temple got peppered.

      The temple could take it, but one wrong step into a splash zone and he didn’t need the example of the end-result to know that he was no temple wall. He spoke to himself with forced tones, a decent amount of pained hnnnnng in his motions. “Insertion? Check. Foreign Mana can harm a Mage. The wrong rank or density can kill. Just like contact with Spirit, when it occurs inside of the system. That’s an insta-gib, but all out of my repertoire. Celestial Essence spikes worked up until a bit ago, so this method is out.”

      *S’kzz*!

      “Ooooh, that hurts. That forked lightning hurts.”

      Based on brightness and frequency of attacks alone, Artorian was not liking that Zeus was most definitely gaining power rather than losing it. He lamented that he simply did not have the time to get a good look at the… man? No. After the commentary concerning Hera, Artorian had to admit to himself that he had tossed the denomination. Everyone else had been correct. Jasper was no man. Jasper was just another monster.

      Jasper needed to die, like just any other monster.

      Angry at the thought, Artorian spoke to himself just to get the words off his chest. “Even Hakan, with all her horror, deserved more respect than you, Spud, and she was a nasty piece of work.”

      Inhaling with shock at being shocked, Apollo ducked inside of what he hoped to be a completed building. Four walls meant less zap! This bought him time. Priest chambers? Looked like priest chambers. Somewhat deeper… A treasury? The place had more protection, in any event, so he shouldered his way through and slammed the doors shut behind him, then kept on bolting.

      To the treasury it was! “What have I got left? There’s being struck by a greater density of Mana? Crack the form, and pop goes the weasel Mage. I don’t have the right energy type. It’s out. Limb loss? Certain parts considered ‘critical’ by the Mage will make them think or believe they are dead. That clearly didn’t fly. I don’t think taking him apart is going to do any more than turn him into more of a storm. Hitting him in juuuust the right spot might have a big impact? If he still works like a normal cultivator, his center should be in all sorts of turmoil right now. Developing those circumstances is going to take some doing.”

      Shoving his back against a thick pillar so he was blocked from view, Artorian knew that the mortal tactics would accomplish little. Regardless, every little bit that could help, he would still take. “Mental damage? Nah, I think he’s already gone. Identity damage? I don’t have the right juice, and there being so many versions of Jasper may have been his way to stop me from doing that to him in the first place. Skip. Soul damage? I’m not Barry, nor an Incarnate. I can’t just rip it away, nor can I damage it. Skip. Meridian damage?”

      Artorian winced when he heard the door break with a clap of thunder. Splinters of their remains were kicked down all the way to the treasury doors, but those weren’t going to stop him any more than the priest doors would.

      The monster was in the house with him. “Pointless. He’s doing that to himself far beyond what I can do to him with Popo’s pokes. Skip. Aura or Presence? He’s got none, I’m using mine to pull off what I’m already pulling off. No dice. Skip. Techniques striking the Mage? Maybe, keep that in the pocket. Just can’t cost me more than fifteen, and I’m down another twelve as is just from playing dodge-the-lightning and patch-the-wound.”

      He winced hard, gasping as his body altered the strength of its glow where wounds were eaten away and Celestial patched him up. All through the helpful lens of the sunlight Aura that was keeping him balanced and stable. “Celestial feces, corruption is expensive to remove. How would anyone even get this out of them without an Infernal channel? People need to be nicer to plague doctors and necromancers. Their ability to patch up corruption damage is incredibly valuable, with Core techniques barely making a dent in comparison. My old lancing trick is pitiful compared to this direct removal. What’s my sunk-cost? Thirty-seven years? Abyss. I need to wrap this up.”

      Daring a peek around the corner, he did not see his foe. The broken-down door and the wind inside of the house remained a dead giveaway that Zeus was in here with him, yet Artorian was unable to pinpoint Jasper with either his eyes or ears. With Echolocation, he had some really good ears, but that indoor wind was all kinds of brutal for the mental mini-map.

      “Where are you, Jasper! Quiet relying on the spooky wind. Come haunt me yourself, you coward!” Seeing no enemy, Artorian could only continue what he was doing. Skulking, some sulking, and talking himself through his problem. “Oh, come on, do I have anything?”

      He did a quick count on the fingers. “Forced into a shape that cannot be sustained? Clearly not an issue. Skip. Artifacting? Can’t do it. Skip. Being severed from, or being unable to control your own Mana? I don’t think he’s got any left, and what he’s gaining he doesn’t seem to be keeping. Being chucked into space? Mages still need to breathe, but I don’t have the oomph. Tearing Aura away? Don’t have the oomph. Death by being forced to power a rune that you can’t choose to stop? Maybe—”

      “Boo.” The breathy word passed with an electric exhale across Artorian’s nape when Zeus had snuck behind him. Clearly rattled, the youth eeked, jumped out of his skin, and ducked for cover only to tumble into a roll and try to gain the protection of a brand-new pillar.

      Getting up and into fresh cover, that new protection was thrown right into the trash. Zeus was already there. Leaning against the pillar, right next to the spot where he stood up, waiting. Zeus was giggly, grinning like a creep, and making tickle-fingers at the youth when Artorian snapped his head to see him. The half-Elemental was playing with his food. Artorian wanted the pain-in-his-behind version of Zeus back. This version was objectively worse.

      He shrieked at Jasper while taking off to run around the room, Zeus staying hot on his tail while Apollo yelled at the giggling half-Elemental that did not appear to have legs anymore. Jasper was starting to become a Djinn. “Are you losing your mind?”

      Zeus crackle-howled back, but the words were… off. The cadence was broken. Like the wavelength of his words had fallen down every branch of a discord tree. “Never felt better!”

      Artorian stumbled, and Zeus laughed louder at the youth’s visible fear and continued failure. Apollo did what he could to bounce around, but with his opponent’s current agility, Jasper was on him like white on rice. “Run, rabbit, run!”

      This was it. Even addled, dying from deprivation and a torn channel that he’d ripped himself for a greater influx of power, compounded with a barely functional Law activation? This was the win. Zeus jeered with great Revelry, already indulging in his god-given victory even as his own Law began fighting him. Without a Heavenly present, the node couldn’t throw Jasper out of his Magehood.

      Not that this was impacting Jasper, as his mind was elsewhere entirely. He’d won! As if a Mage could ever lose to a mortal! As if he was ever not going to get his hands on that top-class Exodus Core! Of course the Administrator would have one. That was inevitable. Part of the plan. He’d just needed to wait, and two drinks would end up in his hands in one simple go. Revenge, and power. Neatly bundled together in one annoying little brat! If the Revelry Law abandoned him? Who cared! He would become an Air Elemental, and would clearly succeed and survive the entire transformation. He was the only important person. The main character in all the stories that he continued to make. His grandiose ascent was inevitable, regardless of what flavor that path may have.

      He’d heard the sniveling rat talk to himself on the way into the temple, and had changed his plans from outright frying Artorian on a spit roast… to something more… satisfactory. Why go for the kill when he could indulge in the win, and savor the memories for time immemorial? Why did he need to be quick? He felt extremely flighty, was beset by hyperactivity, and was having so many fun ideas to continue toying with his food… So, why not! “I do enjoy playing with my food.”

      The Administrator had been pouring over broken ideas and ineffectual attacks that posed no threat. Not to a true godly being like him. Why not prod and enjoy?

      The voice of the ever-less cultivator and ever-more Air Elemental, as Jasper was turning into an ugly amalgamation of the two, was malicious, dark, and full of smiling hunger. He would be a blight in this world, in the form of the greatest blessing it could ever have. The gift of him! Being ever-present.

      His smoggy, wavelength-mistuned voice sounded both elated and full of a high that Artorian would never know or experience. “I have expended my time as Zeus. From now on, I shall go by a new name!”

      All he needed was to get his claws on that Core, bind himself to it, and then he would forever reign sup—!

      *Shink*!

      Zeus, of the about to be different name, was stopped dead in his tracks as an unknown and unfathomable pain erupted from the middle of his sternum. Paralyzed, with his words dead in his throat, he barely managed to look down in confusion. That tiny act was agony. What just happened? What was in his chest?

      One moment, his enemy had been cowering, fleeing like a little bunny rabbit.

      The next, the youth had turned, and stung like a flaming bee.
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      Apollo burned with fire, purpose, and determination.

      The youth’s body brightly aglow and clad in sunshine. He was looking up at the greatest of all the gods and mythologies, meeting Jasper’s baffled gaze. Artorian had, instead of stumbling and falling to the ground, enacted his dramatic turnabout.

      He’d twisted, spun, flared with solar might, and counter-charged into his enemy. Like sticking a hog with a boar spear while prepared for the Beast to mindlessly charge. Wielding an assassin’s stiletto in his right hand, the youth had plunged the Mana-created weapon directly into Jasper’s already horrifically twisted and torn-up center. Adding one more nail to that nearly-sealed coffin, directly to his center mass.

      Aside from egregiously bleeding from the wound and gasping from the mouth?

      Zeus could say nothing, though the choking was an improvement.

      Artorian said plenty, his grip firm on the stiletto. “Step one: stab.”

      Flashing with solar luminance, Apollo twisted the knife. “Step two: twist.”

      As Zeus gag-sputtered from the gaping gash and wound, Runes on the dagger hummed to life after being activated by the turn of a key. With the pig stuck deep, the dagger began to siphon and suck in the requisite power needed to activate its intended effect. As far as Jasper could tell, the Rune on the handle looked either incredibly incomplete, or horrifically broken. With his bleeding already stopped to become fuel for the fire, a powered Rune of that type was only going to do one thing after draining him dry like a wrenched towel.

      Satisfy Artorian’s love for explosions.

      Apollo growled out his words, power being distributed to his legs, spine, muscles, and overall well-being as his zenith C-ranker body was called to step up to the plate. “Death by being forced to power a Rune that you can’t choose to stop? Check. The weapons of professionals are something else. Brianna sends her regards, Spuddums, and the best plan. Nothing was going to beat the simplicity of Stab.”

      Letting go before it got dangerous, Apollo jumped back to slide into a martial stance as Jasper wheezed and buckled.

      The half-Elemental grasped at the stiletto’s handle as the Rune on the blade was uncontrollably sucking in energy of all kinds, costing Jasper far more Essence and pieces of his Mana body than he could afford to lose. The location of the stab had been one terribly calculated move, and they both knew it. Especially when Jasper failed to budge the knife, the mere touch on the handle disintegrating both his remaining hand, and the tendril-duplicate of lightning that had formed as a crude copy during his Elementalization.

      “A pox upon you, and your dumb pillows.” With thundering crackles, Jasper cursed his enemy with his assigned name. “Loo-kiii!”

      “I don’t know who that is.” With his body still aglow, Apollo bloomed with radiance as visible light-lines could be traced inside of his mortal form, showcasing where all the power was gathering and coalescing as he lit up the inside of the temple and caused beams of sunlight to pour out from the tiny treasury wall-gaps. With one big beam pouring right out of the front door. “I go by other names.”

      The charging move was telegraphed to the heavens and back, but Jasper was pinned in place. Too stuck on trying to rebuke, stop, and fight against a Rune that was using him as a common battery. A fact that made him howl in thunder and rage. Moving cost him energy that he did not have. Interacting with the pinning weapon was costing him limbs, and the critical location had effectively nailed him in place. “Cal will have your head for this! He needs me. They all need me. The game can’t function without me! I am the Odin! Nobody can do what I do, as I do it! I am needed as an end boss. The end boss of Asgard.”

      Artorian did not see eye to eye with that statement. “Cal is not going to do a thing. Cal has always had the same problem. He sees events and people as problems to solve, not people to help. You? You were solved. Why do you think he’s so hands-off all the time? He tried to help, but he doesn’t grasp the nuance. His help comes with harm, often when he doesn’t mean it. Yet that doesn’t mean there was no harm. Even giving someone a tiny pillow can hurt a lot more than it helps. Cutting out a festering disease? Cal isn’t even going to look over his shoulder to see you sputter out.”

      That bled some color out of Jasper. Or perhaps that was Brianna’s dagger doing its job. Since Jasper was already stabbed, and the only part Artorian could freely move was his mouth, he doubled up on the stab. “Any Seed Core or manufactured Core related to you, or that held any of your information, or memories? Those were destroyed. No inviolable information of yours remains in Cal. There will be no pulling you out of the ether. No fancy revival. No magical extra chances. All your information is right here, right now. Body. Mind. Soul. All of it. When you die here? It will be a true, proper, good ol’ permanent death. Just the way Mortis likes them.”

      Spittle, rage, and noise left Jasper’s mouth, but it all sounded like anger and hhrrmmblrlrlblrlf! The red lines on his body tore wide open, the crisscrossing blue ones not faring any better as Jasper had absolutely crossed the point of no return.

      A cascade of endings followed. His air channel ripped further, his Mana body was not handling anything well, and that stiletto was the last nail. He was going to go out with a bang, and that realization, at the minimum, put a smile on his ruined face. He was going to take the Administrator with him. “One. Last. Revelry. Without me? There will be only anarchy. You’ll see. You’ll all see.”

      Power finished gathering in Apollo’s mortal form, his body acting as a very potent glow lamp. “That’s too many words for a firework. Goodbye, Spud. I did not enjoy your existence, but I will most certainly find no regret in sending you off. I’m glad to see my final nail worked so well! Now all it needs is some hammer.”

      Being a firework became Jasper’s true last trick. He’d found a way around being pinned to the spot, but it would cost him. Bah, what did he care for costs at this point? Victory had been stolen from him. What was important now wasn’t that he was going to lose, but that his opponent did not win. He could take that from the Administrator.

      Igniting his already-destroyed legs turned his midriff into a Gnomish rocket, the force allowing him movement. The paralyzing effect of having a stiletto stabbed into his center would spell his end as all he had gained was velocity, but Jasper refused to go out on anything except a high note. Bonus if he could take Loki with him. Crashing through the temple’s ceiling with the full intention to detonate and take out the entire island, he didn’t pull his spectacular stunt off in time.

      Apollo was all charged up, and moved as a blur.

      The execution of that movement shattered the entire floor of the treasury, causing an instant internal collapse as the support pillars came crumbling down. Appearing in the sky next to Zeus, Apollo returned with an old trick, presented by a new twisted-tea flavor.

      Sending Simo on a space mission in the wrong direction, Apollo spun, his heel striking the butt of the dagger as he delivered both his executioner's verdict and final blow.

      “Rail Kick.”

      *Kra-kow*!

      For a moment, it was day once more in Cyprus as the forest burned in the background. The sky adorably dotted with cotton candy clouds of pink and blue, as Hylates’s move struck true.

      Long being a master of force-transference and annoying the celestial feces out of physics, Artorian expended fifteen years of Core energy with a single, up-charged attack. The kick was delivered with such force that it shunted away anything not nailed down, resulting in the falling treasury debris being violently tossed outwards. Those loose pieces of temple chucked all over the landscape.

      The orbit-worthy impact shot Zeus down at an angle, sending him crashing through the collapsing priest chambers with such speed that sound couldn’t keep up with him. When Zeus pancaked into the Mana-reinforced floor, the impact buckled and bent the entire temple’s foundation. Like a disc that had suddenly turned into a deep bowl.

      The Mana-made structure did not like that.

      In addition to physics already demanding their dues, Jasper, the out-of-time explosive, was bounced and shot clear into the sky as the foundation snapped back into formation with as much force as it had been bent out of shape with, returning Zeus to his intended destination: orbit.

      Succumbing to the broken Rune on Brianna’s well-gifted White Death dagger after having no control over being chucked into the sky, both the Rune and Jasper crossed the point of energetic critical mass. As he sailed into space, Jasper screamed his last.

      Then Jasper exploded into satisfying chunks of elemental potato.

      Fresh fireworks filled the Cyprus sky before chunks of stone temple rained and scattered all over the landscape. Jasper got to be the last hurrah of Revelry after all, before the Law threw any connection to the man out of the Tower the moment that it could. Not even the node was going to hold on to any information that would allow Jasper a sneaky resurrection, summoning, or otherwise. Jasper’s death provided that opportunity, and Revelry considered that loss to be a fantastic reason to throw a brand-new party. When parties could be had again.

      The resulting sky-explosion of an Elemental dying and a Rune going utterly haywire was loud, gorgeous, and short-lived.

      As Artorian lost his solar shimmer and fell out of the air, an electrified intra-cloud crackle of canvas-spanning light and energy spread across the sky. A crackle that imploded, then exploded, then split and forked into pieces, then all exploded a second time as all the dismembered pieces of Jasper’s Mage body each had to go out with their own bang.

      Sheet lightning crisscrossed the sky to serve as the final exhale, before all became quiet, and silence dawned upon the dusk of the first day. Silence that was slowly overtaken by the burning rumble of an entire forest being eaten away by flame.

      Laying on his back in the center of the temple’s vacant treasury, Artorian huffed and puffed. The landing had hurt, but he’d avoided being squashed by falling debris. Breaking the temple had been a big surprise! His original plan had been to kick Zeus out of the door and into the sky, but this worked too! Too much power had messed up his angle, and the sudden need to jump had wrecked his trajectory, but that had worked out for the better.

      Shame that he couldn’t move, or he’d fist-bump the temple for that sudden show of good teamwork. His body was steaming severely. He was hot to the touch, and was likely coming down with a fever. That had been… entirely too much exertion.

      Using a full year to gain the speed required to surprise-stab Spud with the two year-investment to actually plunge the stiletto in had dropped him to a clean and even forty-years of Core energy used up. The additional fifteen year expenditure after that? Well, fifty-five used didn’t make him feel much better, but the fireworks were a most pleasant consolation prize. This left him forty-five years of mortal time! A shame he wasn’t physically going to age up while dependent on the Exodus Core’s energy, but oh well.

      That shipwrecked story was going to be rather hard to sell now. He’d need a new story. Or just someone to find him and sling him across the shoulder like a potato sack, because he was pooped, and looking worse for wear.

      Those Lichtenberg marks were going to take very long to heal, even if removing the actual damage would get sorted with a few days or months’ worth of rest and Essence care. When his body could accept it again. He’d likely fried a good portion of himself pulling this fifteen-year stunt of a kick, but if this body was good for anything, it was capacity! Still, he stuck one fist to the sky, and victoriously shook it at the fireworks. “Don’t mock the pillow.”

      Dropping his fist into his own chest as he lost control of his arm when there wasn’t a shred of energy left in it, he blew out a deep exhale. He could already hear the locals running up to sift through the rubble. Without the wind being a colossal pain in the ears, his Echolocation was actually useful. They’d find him soon. With Zeus having blown a whole bunch of the locals up, hopefully they’d receive him favorably? He had just kicked Zeus all the way out the door, off the island, and into orbit.

      “Ahhh… I feel like I’ve spent a whole life in one day. I am so sore. My sore feels sore.” A pleasant plus was that feeling was already returning to his fingers. “Now I can see some sights. Smell some roses. Spend time with my Dawny. Go through Exodus proper. Then finally get back to cultivation. Where was I even at? A-rank seven? It’s time for that A-rank eight. Surely there will be no hiccups, bumps in the road, or Tortoises dragging me off to deep arenas demanding to have their fight. Or terrible tribulations. Can I nibble those in the bud? Nip? Was it nibble or nip? Oh, who cares? I hurt.”

      The locals sounded like they’d spotted him. Was he still glowing? Oh, yeah, just a teensy bit! That’d do it. Now the hard part? Not getting sacrificed while he couldn’t move, with people he couldn’t talk to. These people didn’t make sacrifices, right? Snackrifices, perhaps? What he wouldn’t give for some honey pie or bear-flank-brulee right about now.

      His stomach was making the noisiest of rumblies.

      Should he be more bothered that he just killed a cultivator in cold blood? Cold electric Essence? Eh. Anyone he needed to stab in the chest was someone who had it coming. This was going to make a fantastic story to tell the boys. Whoever they grew up to be. “I’m going to call this the official start to my tale. Now, the adventure begins. I’m going to pretend really hard that the rest of my life leading up to this was all warm up.”

      He nodded with sagely wisdom. “A life with Dawny sounds divine. Putting up a tiny wee empire for Halcyon is going to fill plenty of my days, and I have so, so many people to talk to.”

      Inhaling deep, he relished the relief of the exhale. “I think it’s also about high time that I stop fighting myself. Or try to. Everyone else keeps being right, and I really don’t love myself. So, do we tackle that? Or can we get along? I can’t do anything with blueprints, and all I can do with a building is break it. Accidental temple was accidental.”

      Closing his eyes when the calls and cries of the Kourion locals were upon him, he employed some ancient wisdom. “Never discount the value of a good nap.”

      Artorian the young found himself in an old, familiar space.

      One of a bonfire, and one massive, silver tree.

      Around the tree sat many versions of himself. Some grayed out, with many represented in different ages and sizes. This place felt like home. A home in his head, that he’d always had, and yet had never left. In front of him stood a mirror image of him. Yet, that mirror did not reflect who Artorian currently was. Instead, Artorian was looking at what he could only call the part of him that he pretended very hard did not exist.

      Still, he was here now, and there was no reason not to be polite to himself. The mirrored version of him, however, caught the first words. Unlike Artorian’s own cheerful nature, this one spoke dreary, world-weary, and jaded. “Welcome home, Art Historian. You’ve come to parlay?”

      Artorian stuck his hands in his pockets, and nodded. “Hello, Dark-torian. I have. We have… realities to accept, and words to hash out.”

      The darker version of himself replied with a tired, but pleased smile. A hand was offered. A hand identical to his own, save for the incredibly heavy shadow that lingered. “Then, perhaps, you should start by acknowledging what my name is? Art Historian, if you treat me as you did Jasper, and Oogway, then we will make no headway. You just spent a whole cycle and then some accepting that there is darkness that goes with the light. Do you want to start this off right?”

      When the opponent was oneself, Artorian knew that there was going to be no winning. Inhaling to come to terms and peace with the truth, he accepted the hand, and shook. “I am sorry that I am here so late. This was… is… difficult. You are what I was hoping not to have to be.”

      Breathing deep, and knowing that he was going to need a lot more than what he currently had for the makings of a Heroic Age, Bright-torian squeezed Dark-torian’s grip. “So… This Art Historian looks forward to learning anew, and working with you, Mr. Architect.”
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