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Book 3 




Chapter 1A: Day 204 – Flight-Alpha Tlulipechua


Calamity had come to Chiuxatlan. It had come from beneath the tall stone spires, where the Chiuxatli had lived and worked from time immemorial, inundating the land and rising upward. Monsters had poured out from the ancient gates to the Underneath where roaming caravans of Unake and Leyn and Stoneborn still appeared, swarming in the thousands and tens of thousands and souring the magic of the land from the bottom up. Depletion rotted the great workings that spanned Chiuxatlan, the wards and runes and windroads, the floating greenhouses and eyrie ranches. Tens of thousands of people were depleted to nothing and dead, plummeting from the air and slumping to the ground to be torn apart by the ravening horde.

Tlulipechua had not been caught completely off-guard. It was not by chance that he had encouraged the proliferation of long-flight platforms, or the expansion of the fleet of sky-ships. Wind mana had been weakening for a long time, depletion had always been an issue, and the mage-kings had been a growing threat for his entire rule. He knew they couldn’t fight them directly, but neither could they survive without taking some action, else their lands and futures would diminish and dwindle into ashes.

Yet it was one thing to prepare for disaster, and another to find that disaster visited upon them. He never wanted to preside over his ancestral home crumbling into a toxic pit, in some places literally as complex magic failed from the polluted mana the monsters brought with them. It had been a heart-rending task to uproot his people, even free-flying as they were, and pull them away from everything they had built.

There were those who thought it would be better to simply take over a nearby country, invading some neighboring part of Nicehapoca, but Tlulipechua was not a conqueror. More, that was a move of suicidal and genocidal recklessness. He had an entire civilian population with him, not just an army. To invade would be to risk everyone under his care, and destroy the opposition utterly, for he would be replacing their population with his.

In truth, such a victory would destroy them as surely as any defeat. The Chiuxatli were a proud people, but an honorable and righteous one. There was little point to such virtues if they led only to destruction, but at the same time, the Chiuxatli without such an identity would not be the same. Conquest and permanent exodus both were lesser paths, ones that would lead to slow destruction.

If he wanted to keep his people intact in both body and spirit, he would have to take a chance. He would have to pay a price. His grand-nephew had sent word of a Power, already rare enough, but one that was even opposed to the mage-kings. One that could, in a very limited way, purge depletion. One that was an ocean away, true, and they would have to swing wide around the mage-king archipelago, but the Chiuxatli were fliers. They owned the sky. It was in the beating heart of their race, and if all it took to save themselves was to stretch their wings, then to the abyss with any who feared the trip.

Unfortunately, some of those he dragged along were less sure of the winds than others. It wasn’t like he could rule millions of oft-fractious Chiuxatli by himself, so he had a number of feathers for each wing, helping him keep warriors and adventurers and craftsmen and laborers all in the same flock. Most of them had only the scope of vision they needed to guide their own people, not quite able to reach lofty enough heights to see how everyone and everything fit together. Some of them were less happy about Tlulipechua’s decisions than others.

Despite the enormous task of packing up everything not already soured by depletion and securing his people on board the ships and platforms, he still had to fight four duels with those who challenged his fitness and order seventeen executions of nobles who sought to profit by the evacuation. Good riddance to them, though they were merely drops in an ocean of outrages that would have to be accounted for eventually.

Short as it was, the crossing was tense and terrible, dominated by [Cloud-Skimmers] herding weather toward their group so they could siphon off the water and the mana, replenishing people and devices if not actual supplies. The greatest frustration was that there was no way to get word ahead. They were moving so quickly that scouts had little forward range, and the land that Blue called home had powerful protections against divination. Without the magic items and frameworks they’d had to leave behind, it was impossible for any of his messengers to punch through it. It wasn’t until they were only a few hours away that one of his scouts made contact with his grand-nephew, and the news was not pleasant.

"I have never felt such a thing before, Flight-Alpha," Huipocal Three-Sky flashed, edged with the deep maroon of remembered terror. "It was as if the wind itself had turned on me and found me wanting."

"But this Blue did not harm you, Scout Huipocal?" He pressed. A Power simply terrifying someone with their presence was ordinary and natural. They were not part of the mortal realm; they were above and beyond it. They were the ones who made the impossible real. If he were to meet one for a friendly chat, it would only mean they were playing some subtle and dangerous game.

"No, Flight-Alpha. His Voice made it clear he was displeased, but he did not attempt any harm. I do not think I would be standing here if he wished otherwise." Huipocal kept himself credibly under control, plumage shading back toward neutral, but the azure of conviction was impossible to hide. It only made sense. If even half of what Huyaceotl had conveyed through the distance link was true, Blue could destroy someone of third tier or lower with as little effort as swallowing a fish. That he chose not to exercise such power was a good sign.

"Surely you do not intend to go meet this Blue yourself, Flight-Alpha," War-Minister Unekintle half-suggested, half-asked in crimson-tinged flashes. "We can’t risk any danger to you, not now." Tlulipechua didn’t bother with a full reply, simply flashing a domineering violet to silence his advisor. Unekintle was proud of the Chiuxatli and their accomplishments, perhaps too much so. Pride had its place, and that was to defend against any erosion by the subtle and insidious weaknesses that every being was heir to. Unfortunately, it could also render people inflexible at the worst times.

"Assemble the other Ministers," he ordered instead, violet-edged and precise. "We will all go. Simply by encroaching on Blue’s territory we are in danger. Hiding away in our ships will do nothing but gain us contempt. If we are to plead our case with Blue, we should at least show him the courage of our convictions." Unekintle couldn’t find any reply to that, and rippled green with acceptance before turning to go.

"Tell me exactly how to approach an audience with Blue," Tlulipechua ordered Huipocal. There surely had to be other ways to talk to the Power without irritating the local Queen. The talk of being teleported directly there was alarming, but when Huipocal revealed there was a permanent portal that alarm transmuted to something more fundamental. Awe. The Chiuxatli were hardly masters of spatial magic, but neither were they uneducated in the intricacies of spell weaving. A permanent portal was a precious strategic resource, not something that should be wasted on merely making an entrance more impressive.

"Blue is decadent and wasteful, Flight-Alpha," Goods-Minister Tonpichu judged in yellow-gold. "We must ensure we are not cheated."

"Cheated of what?" Labor-Minister Heitulpa demanded in yellow-green. "We have already lost more than could be repaid in any of our lifetimes. There is no price that could be demanded for saving us that would not destroy us instead." The Flight-Mother gave one soft, slow ripple of deep blue agreement, and Tonpichu signaled nothing more. Tlulipechua was glad the Flight-Mother understood, at least, or the arguments might have become tedious. Not that, in the end, they would do anything but what he said.

His ministers were not, generally, idiots, but perhaps they were too complacent and too sure of their place in the world. Most of them had not traveled beyond the bounds of Chiuxatlan, had not spoken with Leviathans in the crushing, lightless depths beyond the shores, nor dueled with dragons above the icy slopes of Citlaltépetl. But some knew better.

The towers that dotted the coast of Tarnil were heart-wrenchingly like the spires of Chiuxatlan, now left behind and lost. Tlulipechua could feel how they pulled air Affinity mana to them, and sent it out again, mixing it with storm Affinity in pleasing ratios to form clouds and fog and gentle breezes. Or snow, in this case, as they approached the turn of the year.

Huyaceotl had mentioned living in a proper spire, but had not mentioned that it was such a locus of wind mana. He had not mentioned that the weather in Tarnil was so thoroughly controlled. Not tamed, that was obvious, for there was still a wildness upon the scent of the mana, but it still was restricted to the spires. Or, perhaps, upon closer examination, supported. There were echoes of something terrible in the wind, hints and traces of a cataclysm that might have brought down the sky. Whatever Blue had done to drive off the mage-kings must have been desperate, indeed.

Tarnil’s sky was manifestly still in place, but it was not quite the same. Not only were the winds borne aloft on the great pillars, whispering as they flew from place to place, but there was another flavor to it. Despite the winter there was something bright and burning that flavored the air, as if summer still resided somewhere deep in the distant mountains.

"Great and terrible things have happened here," Tlulipechua informed them, keeping his colors edged in violet but letting them play otherwise in the reds and greens so they would know that he was serious. He knew that Blue was a Power, but there were layers of profound knowledge and action here he could not begin to puzzle out. It was almost enough to give him hope. "Ensure that nobody aside from us crosses into Tarnil’s territory," he told the Flight-Mother. "To do so could mean disaster for us all."

The Flight-Mother signaled agreement without words, and Tlulipechua gathered his ministers to him. He left the deck of the Alpha’s Wings, feeling the colors of his people behind him as they swept toward the pair of towers that guarded a straight-cut canal heading deep into Tarnil. He could taste something on the wind, but it wasn’t until they reached the canal that he realized it was some massive magical working. The scale of it was humbling, and Spell-Minister Haelescue seemed to agree by the pale pink rippling of shock.

They entered the bounds of the spatial working, the terrain whipping by on left and right at speeds that beggared belief and transmuting into a quiet murmur of color flashes. It turned what might have been another hour of flight into minutes at most, and led them to an impressive lake city. Here the echoes of cataclysm fairly shrieked, to the point that he wondered how anyone could stand to live in such a place, and yet at the same time Tlulipechua could feel that soothing summer wind burning from the palace. It was a mystery that would have to wait until later. His target was the bare portal standing proud upon its own stone spire, whispering of exotic life.

"I will be speaking instead of flashing," he warned them as they dove through and flared wings to land. "Blue’s Voice does not use colortongue." Or perhaps she did, but preferred to keep things based in sound. Either way, this was not a conversation to be held through an interpreter. He certainly had enough mastery of the wind to make it speak for him.

The audience hall itself was a miracle of color and mana, the air fairly humming with life and bright flowers shouting from every corner. He ignored the startled shifting of his ministers behind him, ignored the bright spots on either side and the heavy, lush mana that demanded his attention. Appreciating the insane richness of the audience chamber was something for another time. His attention was instead focused on the unimpressed blue glow ahead and the fox-girl that stood there. Tlulipechua had given thought to what he might say, but when the moment came the only thing left was a simple plea.

"Oh, great one," Tlulipechua knelt and spoke, wind magic forming the words. "Please, save my people." He ignored the affronted flashing from some of his ministers, shocked that their Flight-Alpha would prostrate himself before anyone. Especially someone who seemed to be only in the third tier, nothing special in any way. But Tlulipechua was no fool and stayed kneeling as silence stretched out.

"You have come to make a Bargain," she said at length, not precisely asking a question. He shuddered slightly, the weight of the term physically pressing him down further against the ground. Even though it was only sound, it felt like searing violet pressing down on his plumage.

"Yes," he admitted, and felt the eye of the Power upon him. Despite all his levels, despite his fifth-tier Class, he was nothing next to the immense and terrible presence of the ancient being. Something vast and timeless, judging him with an indifferent gaze.

"What do you offer?" The words were cold and hard, blue-white and pitiless.

"Anything but the integrity of our people itself. I cannot sacrifice that which needs to be saved." Silence rang once again, and War-Minister Unekintle tried to stir, spinning his own magic to speak before Blue’s mere gaze smashed him flat upon the stone, dispersing the mana into nothing.

"The Bargain is this," Blue’s Voice said at last. "Blue will house and protect your people until you can retake your lands. In return, you will give freely your work, your effort, your knowledge, and your expertise." Tlulipechua considered this, feeling the great weight of history revolving around him, winds whistling about the eye of a hurricane, but his introspection was interrupted by a flare of magic from Goods-Minister Tonpichu.

"That is slavery!" Tonpichu said, though the sound was muffled by the blanket of the Power’s presence. "We will never submit to— " Tonpichu simply vanished mid-word, without so much as a flash to mark his passing. Tlulipechua was almost relieved that was all that happened, because such disrespect could easily have stirred the Power’s wrath.

"You set your terms. The Bargain itself would not allow Blue to demand anything that would break you." The words were still cold and hard, but there was a hint of something underneath that made him think Blue was hurt someone would accuse him of enslaving an entire race. The words, though, eased something within him. He’d already made his plea and set his limits, and Blue had accepted them. The Power always got the better end of a Bargain, but Tlulipechua was content with that. Blue would do nothing that threatened the safety or integrity of his people.

"I accept," Tlulipechua said.

"It is done," Blue’s Voice replied, and a great roaring hurricane of power blasted through Tlulipechua. He could feel it reach out through him to his ministers, then to others, granting him a moment of utter clarity. For an instant he could feel the ties that bound him to every single one of the millions of people that he led, all the fragile lives he was responsible for, all leading up to him. To him, and from him to Blue, winding something small but immensely complex around every single one of them before the hurricane vanished. They were all bound to the Bargain, now.

The immense pressure of Blue’s attention eased, or rather, instead of having to fight a headwind it was like a thermal lifting him up. He was inside the Power’s demesne. Something that was equal parts reassuring and worrying.

"Come, I will show you where your people will stay," the fox-girl said, and Tlulipechua found he could rise to his feet. His ministers were babbling in colortongue, but a single ripple of violet hushed them. The arguments could come later, out of Blue’s sight. He did share one of their worries, and decided to ask it before any further distractions.

"My Goods-Minister, may I ask…?"

"With your ambassadors." Blue’s Voice told him indifferently, and Tlulipechua allowed a ripple of pale peach relief. There would still be consequences for Tonpichu, as speaking out at such a delicate moment was an unconscionable violation of his authority. But Tonpichu was also exceedingly competent within his role, and Tlulipechua would hate to lose him.

"Thank you for your mercy," he said, and the fox-girl inclined her head. She flickered and was next to them, then turned as another portal opened, this one looking out over sky and greenery.

"This way," she said, and stepped through. He followed, finding himself at the edge of a cliff that beggared belief. Thirty miles down and thirty miles up, taller than the tallest mountains. Indeed, in the far, far distance he could see mountains themselves dwarfed by the immensity of the surrounding cliff walls, spreading out and away in a massive bowl.

"The cliffs of the Caldera will be your home," the fox-girl said, gesturing around at the terraced, lush greenery, the cloud and mist that covered the towering walls of rock. "You can bring your people through any time," she added, and turned around to point at the portal.

It had grown, going from something merely large enough to step through to an enormous window large enough to accommodate his flagship. Obviously so, for the Alpha’s Wings was visible just on the other side, close enough that he could make out the crew’s gawping flashes at the sight of the portal. Then the wind whispered to him of other portals, equally as large. Not just two or three, but hundreds, stretching all around the perimeter of the Caldera, enough for all his millions of refugees to come through at once.

Truly, Blue was a great Power.



Chapter 1B: Day 204 – Blue


The Flight-Alpha’s request seemed rather familiar, but as I understood things most people that came to Powers were desperate. Despite my annoyance at the way he showed up, he seemed honest enough and in truth I was eyeing all their fancy ships with a little bit of avarice. They were clearly well advanced in magitek, which made coming up with the Bargain terms fairly easy.

I wasn’t being spontaneous. Once the Chiuxatli scout had arrived it was obvious what was going to happen, and I’d thought it over. Frankly, I had the room, and given their flight and their proclivity for high places, the Chiuxatli wouldn’t even take up room on the Caldera floor. I had an entire vertical country for them, and it wasn’t like anyone else was too interested in using it. Even the dragons preferred the more interesting Caldera interior.

Each Bargain so far had been different. Some had done incredible things to start or complete the Bargain, while others had been rather more subtle. This one definitely had an effect, because the moment we agreed I could feel the Bargain reaching out and covering the entire population of Chiuxatli, binding them back to both me and my [Craft Hall].

It took me a few minutes to realize what exactly was going on. When I realized I could suddenly understand colortongue, everything made sense. I was getting their knowledge and expertise. Most of it I couldn’t use myself, aside from their language and maybe some of their political and geographical understanding. But all their crafting and magical understanding was starting to be linked with the [Craft Hall], pouring it into the Companion area.

[Blue’s Sagacity] gave me a little bit of insight, and it wasn’t like I instantly sucked all the knowledge out of their heads. It was effectively just expanding the effect of [Pinnacle Crafter] to include the Chiuxatli. When they made things, [Craft Hall] got that knowledge as well. Though obviously it was more than that, since I was getting colortongue. The Bargain was stretching things, as usual.

It also answered the worry I had about whether the [Craft Hall] knowledge was retained if I dismissed all the instances or not. It was definitely tied to the option itself, not to any particular version of it, like a miniature akasha. I would have to get Shayma to dip into the [Craft Hall] for a moment to see if she picked up colortongue too. Since she could shift into a Chiuxatli, she could even speak it.

That could come later, though. While Shayma showed off the Caldera, I opened portals. Lots of portals. I had to push up pillars from the ocean and create enormous frames, but since I had mana to spare it wasn’t too much of an issue to create a few hundred portals, each a hundred meters to a side, and sprinkle them around the Caldera.

Three million people was an almost unimaginable crowd, and if I tried to shove them all in the same area it would just be a mess. As it was, the train of refugees was kilometers long and wide, including not just individuals but plants and farm animals and huge stocks of foodstuffs. Not to mention floating forges, portable carpentry shops, and runic workbenches, and more colored fabric than could be readily believed.

«We must act quickly,» Tlulipechua told his people. «We cannot know how long these portals will last. Alpha Spire through this portal, then in order obsidian-descending, settlement by settlement.»

The odd thing was that the language was the exact same in colortongue. The same noun and verb structure, even the same word particles, just with photonemes rather than phonemes. There were extra flourishes for emotion, rather like tone of voice, but in all it was identical to spoken language. A side-effect of everyone using the Akasha, was my guess.

Of course, being able to understand the words didn’t mean I had any idea what they were talking about. Obsidian-descending, for example, was clearly some sort of Chiuxatli jargon, and trying to track the way the ministers spoke was incredibly confusing. There seemed to be some degree of repetition inherent in how the Chiuxatli communicated, where one person would repeat back components of what the first said.

Tlulipechua’s ministers dispersed to the front of the Chiuxatli flock and repeated the instructions, giving me a quick lesson in how effective their colortongue signaling was. Each of the initial Chiuxatli duplicated the orders, and each nearby Chiuxatli duplicated that, and in a matter of seconds the instructions were reaching the tail end of the enormous column.

Watching everyone coordinate and turn about and start flying their ships through the portals was pretty impressive. Most of the refugees didn’t actually have to do anything, since they were crowded into the tents and onto the platforms, but the crews of the ships managed to somehow all change direction and assemble without any collisions. Even with colortongue it was an amazing feat of coordination.

"Man, there’s a lot of them. All right, you’ll want to tell him to have his people stick to the walls, since the village and the dragons have seniority, and I don’t want them messing with any of them." My pronouns were a bit confused there but I was sure she knew what I meant. "He’ll have to meet Taelah at some point too. Oh, and they’re allowed to harvest plants and chop wood and quarry and mine and stuff anywhere on the cliff face, that’s fine." They’d have to, in fact, if they wanted to set up any sort of settlement. There weren’t enormous numbers of metal and gem deposits in relative terms, but there was still a decent chunk of the stuff naturally growing from mana and Climate interactions.

"Your people should stay to the cliff face. The Caldera is populated by a human village under Blue’s protection and a number of dragons who are pupils of The Silver Woe." Shayma told Tlulipechua and was rewarded with a red flash of shock. "Any resources on or in the cliffs are yours, should you spend the effort to retrieve them."

"The great one is generous," Tlulipechua said, shifting his wings and causing them to suddenly glow with color, the equivalent of shouting, relaying those instructions across the portal where they were spread in the same flock-like manner. A few Chiuxatli who’d already started to venture away from the cliffs returned even as the sheer energy and mass of a few million refugees started to disperse the clouds in a few spots.

As they came through, I adjusted the Climate so it would stay clearer than before, so they wouldn’t have a constant fog over their cities or equivalents. All of the portals were halfway up the cliff face, at about the fifty-kilometer mark, but they’d be spreading out soon enough. I actually hoped they’d stay more around the upper part of the Caldera so there’d be more of a buffer between them and everyone else, but I wasn’t going to mandate it.

"It will take some time to settle in," Tlulipechua added. "But we will be ready to assist the great one as soon as possible. Might I ask what he will have us doing?"

"Well, we need to ward up the whole Caldera, for one. I need someone with magitek expertise to figure out what can be done with the Fortress, especially since I’m putting gravity drives on it. Plus I’ll want some people to teach anyone from the Village who is interested. Maybe get some people from Tarnil in on that, too." Shayma relayed in a more proper format, and even she could see Tlulipechua was daunted by trying to ward the two thousand kilometer diameter of the Caldera.

"It’s only one hundredth the size on the outside," she assured him. "Still a large project, but not the work of generations. The Fortress may end up being a larger project still, once you see it."

"I understand," Tlulipechua said. "How might I communicate with you or the great one in the future?"

"I’ll just make a permanent portal to the audience chamber." I told Shayma, and followed words with actions. The Chiuxatli were somewhat different than any of the other people I was responsible for. There was no personal connection there, so having them use the official petitioner’s hall was reasonable enough until we worked out some other arrangement.

After that, I let Tlulipechua go and figure out how to settle his people in. The logistics involved were beyond staggering, though in a sense they were lucky that they’d been able to evacuate after harvest rather than before it. As it was, people still gravitated to the myriad streams and rivers and pools, nearly draining them dry as they filled up barrels and tubs and amphoras. I couldn’t simply sit and watch, though, since if nothing else I needed to bring my Companions up to speed.

"So, everyone should stop by the [Craft Hall]. If I’m right, it’ll teach you colortongue – the native Chiuxatli color-flash language – since the Bargain is funneling their knowledge to me. They’re not doing much crafting right now, but once they do I think that will go into the [Craft Hall] too."

"That is absolutely cheating," Iniri said. "I approve."

"Yeah, there are benefits to being a Power." I admitted. "So, to fill everyone in, I just made a bargain with the Chiuxatli. They’ll be staying in the Caldera until their own lands are fixed up, and they’ll be helping me with my lack of a magic labor force. Keep in mind all of you outrank them so if they give you trouble just call on me. Taelah, I think I’ll have you talk to some of them later on and figure out what they have experts in and if anyone in the Village wants to learn. Iniri, I figure you can send some people from Tarnil to get in on that and guide their Class along."

"That is a significant workforce," Ansae noted from her tower. "The Chiuxatli were not terribly advanced four hundred years ago, but their current state of magical knowledge appears to be laudable. It seems you’re taking in their entire population?"

"Yes, they got hit by blightbeasts too, and those seem to spread depletion somehow. So, they probably wouldn’t have lasted long inside my mana field anyway, but it’s definitely a problem elsewhere. It also means that we can’t really deal with the mage-kings until we can stop blightbeasts from, you know, pouring out all over and making more refugees. I’ll have to make more Calderas if this keeps up."

It was actually entirely possible for me to do that if I didn’t mind cannibalizing Tarnil’s mountain peaks. I didn’t want to, though. Partly because that meant the rest of the world was falling apart, but mostly because I didn’t want to be responsible for everyone even if I did get Bargains from them all to keep them in line.

"Oh, I’ll look forward to it. I know Suna would love some magic lessons," Taelah said. I actually was interrupting her dinner with the other Elders, but she didn’t seem to mind. "We’ll see if anyone else is interested. Maybe even mother would like to see what she can learn…" Taelah trailed off thoughtfully, and I left her to it.

I was sure that importing an entire country’s population would result in trouble further down the line, Bargain or not, but it also meant that I could become far more aggressive. The Fortress would be done quicker, my Caldera would be protected so I wouldn’t feel the need to hover as much, and I’d have the expertise to start any magitek project I wanted.

Once that was done I could actually go out into the world instead of waiting for people to come to me. I could deal with House Anell and maybe even address the mage-kings, not to mention depletion in general. I’d probably have to clean up the Chiuxatli homelands myself, if I didn’t want them as permanent residents, and maybe a chunk of the Underneath while I was at it. I hadn’t been looking for a workforce, but I wasn’t going to waste one when it appeared on my doorstep.



Chapter 2: Day 206 – Blue


"Do you ever feel like you don’t measure up to being as important as you’re supposed to be?" Shayma asked Iniri. Since the Chiuxatli had showed up she’d taken to having meals with Iniri, which had also cheered Iniri up and gave Keri and Annit time to get acquainted with the Village.

"What do you mean?" Iniri cocked her head, setting down her teacup.

"Like when you’re on your throne being Queen Iniri. When I’m being Blue’s Voice, it’s like racing forward at a thousand miles an hour while balancing on a sword and I can’t show it. I love it, but does it ever feel normal?"

"I know what you mean," Iniri admitted. "I don’t think it ever does feel normal, or that it should, though having proper trappings does help. The Palace is so obviously powerful and magical that it does half the work."

"Yeah, Blue’s audience chamber is the same way. It’s just so clear that he’s powerful when you walk into it."

"Oh, it absolutely is," Iniri agreed. "But you know, it’s just not as impressive as the Caldera, or his [Contained Stars]."

"That is true…" Shayma said thoughtfully, the two of them sharing a glance before Shayma spoke again. "Blue, I think you need to upgrade your audience hall."

"Oh? How so?" I took a moment to review their conversation, which I had only been paying partial attention to. In truth I was still getting used to having so many extra people wandering around inside my territory, especially now that I could understand them and they weren’t just color-flashing bird-people.

"It should be somewhere that has a full view of your Caldera, and uses your new Fields, like [Panopticon] and [Purgatory]," Iniri suggested.

"Hmm, yeah, that’s a really good point." My old audience chamber reflected a version of me that didn’t even have Climates. I even had a perfect spot for it, one that was already obviously not part of the cliffs I’d given to the Chiuxatli: the summit site. It even had accommodations for Leviathans already, which my current one did not. "Thank you both! You’re absolutely right, I’ll work on it right now. Want to come watch?"

"Of course!" Shayma said. Iniri hesitated, then nodded. I teleported them both up to the summit, but out of the way of what I wanted to do.

First I swept the lake clear of the marble-type stone and considered exactly what I wanted. A view of the Caldera was a must, preferably from anywhere in the audience hall except maybe the petitioner’s dais itself, but I also wanted a bunch of interlinked Climates like near Ansae’s tower. Iniri’s suggestion reminded me that I wanted to have the effect of my pseudo-core hanging in endless nothingness. Putting [Panopticon] over everything wouldn’t be a problem, but satisfying my other criteria would be a little trickier.

Then I realized I was being stupid and there was no need for the entire approach to be in the same spot. I had portals, after all, and the final chamber could be anywhere. So, I just started landscaping the side of the terrace the lake was on, making a bunch of mini-terraces that I used for Climates. Very small ones, of course, since I didn’t want to sacrifice too much area to it, just enough to drive home what was going on.

I started with some small, smoldering cinder cones, some expanses of ice, desert, and forest, then blended them together, the various Climates mingling in strange ways. A thin arch went high above the entire Climate setup to hold one of my [Contained Stars] above it, and I cut a path straight through the middle with shallow stairs. I didn’t have much in the way of the same shock and awe for Leviathans, but I at least faced a good amount of the lakeside with quartz that I [Customized] to be transparent so they could see how high up they were.

The final approach for both air-breathers and Leviathans was blanketed in [Purgatory]. Above the water, they headed down through the Climates and out toward open air, so it was as if they were headed into a different world instead of off a cliff. For the Leviathans, it was a long tunnel heading upward until it faded into the moon pool surrounded by nothingness.

There were two chambers, since making faux cores was easy enough, and if other races appeared that needed different accommodations, I could make others. Both of them featured a glowing blue crystal with a platform for Shayma to stand or sit on, lording it above whomever thought they needed my attention. In truth it had hardly been used until recently but now that Tlulipechua was around it would be seeing more people.

Iniri and Shayma had suggestions throughout the process, like etching my fractals into the steps and using a very weak stellar-attuned [Greater Light] field to completely eliminate any shadows on the walkway. It wasn’t strictly necessary, but helped reinforce the otherness of the approach. Once it was finished they walked down the steps together, looking around at the Climates and the way [Purgatory] crept in.

"This certainly feels ominous," Iniri said, walking on the thin strip of visible floor and mounting the dais. "It’s going to turn away a good number of people, so I think you could call it a success. I have one suggestion, and that’s to leave the original audience chamber in the path from the island. Just have them walk through it. You never want to throw away your history."

"Oooh, true. I will do that." Rewiring portals was easy enough, and while it did mean the Leviathans didn’t get to see the original audience chamber, I’d just have to live with it. I took away the pseudo-core and dais and put in an archway that led to the top of the new approach. "Done. Anything else?"

"Not at the moment." Iniri said after a moment of thought. Shayma shook her head.

"Fantastic. Thank you for the ideas, I hadn’t really considered how outdated my audience chamber was."

"We all know you tend to have other things on your mind," Shayma said with a smile.

"Like you, for example."

"Like me," she agreed shamelessly.

"Anything else I’m forgetting to do while we’re at it?"

"There are still a few dungeon-wives down in Invin you haven’t interviewed yet," Iniri said, though the reminder was more for Shayma than myself. "Though I understand you haven’t had much luck with them."

"If it’s anything like the last few sets, I’ll have to bring at least one to Dreams-Ahead." Shayma’s lips pressed tight together in displeasure. "I’m not sure what made Tor Kot select the women that he did, but some of them were obviously dosed with something stronger than dungeon food. As if the dungeon food wasn’t bad enough."

"Yeah, some of the things the dungeon system can do are kind of scary."

"Says the one who can literally move mountains," Iniri pointed out with a hint of a smile.

"Well, that’s a point," I conceded.  "Sometimes it makes me a little uncomfortable to think about how much damage I could actually do if I tried."

"Oh, I’m quite comfortable with it, so long as that damage is pointed at our enemies." Iniri said. She had an excellent point. I was glad I had the ability to level mountains when our opponents had actual weaponized mountains flying about. Now, my audience hall should reflect that amount of power. Just in time too, because a few hours later there was a visitor. Uilei-nktik had returned.

I’d actually completely forgotten that he’d agreed to bring me some coral samples as well as a bunch of stuff for Ansae, but he clearly hadn’t. The Leviathan towed a number of wooden spheres behind him as he made his way up the canal, ranging from small enough to be handled by human-kin to large enough to hold a house. The same weird sizing effect seemed to apply to them as he made his way toward Meil, though it made me decide I had to expand the size of the canal. Or maybe just put a portal down near the Leviathans so they could reach me directly.

"Hey Ansae, I think Uilei is bringing some of your stuff. I can’t imagine everything he’s carrying is for me, at least."

"Possibly some people as well," Ansae agreed, lazily tracing glowing runes in the air. With her mana approaching ten thousand she’d started using it a touch more freely. She still had hardly anything in the tank, relatively, but in absolute terms it was more than enough so that a few points made little difference. "I actually expected him earlier."

"Probably took a while to get everything together. He has a goodly amount of luggage." The Leviathan construction was actually pretty fascinating. He carried the small stuff with his forward whiskers, using wooden rings integral to the wooden balls themselves, while the larger stuff was on actual chains attached to what seemed to be stud piercings in the enormous trailing tentacles. Each of the wooden balls seemed to be neutrally buoyant, and there was enough water Affinity mana around them to make me think they were enchanted for easy transport. They certainly seemed to stay out of the way of each other no matter how the tentacles or whiskers swayed.

It would have been nice if I could have put a sign of some sort up to show where my portal was versus the entrance to Meil’s moon pool, but Uilei-nktik was observant enough not to need any guidance. He just skirted around the Meil and Palace platforms and headed into the new audience chamber. By the time he reached it, Shayma was waiting.

"My greetings," Uilei-nktik said after breaching the moon pool. The [Purgatory] field didn’t seem to impress him overmuch, but I wasn’t much worried about intimidating him. I’d already done that with my [Contained Star]. "I have returned with what I promised Blue and the Great Lady, as well as pertinent news."

"Blue welcomes both your gifts and your news. Once you have delivered them, he will send you to The Silver Woe as soon as she is ready to see you."

I thought that the coral sample he said he’d get me was going to be in one of the smaller spheres, but instead he lifted one of his massive tentacles out of the water and detached one of the house-sized containers, holding it out to Shayma. She pulled on my mana to support it with her domain, holding it suspended in midair as she reached out to touch it so I could pull it through inventory and put it somewhere. Her pocket storage wasn’t anywhere near big enough for that size item.

"The gift is both a sample of raw coral from our coral chasms, and various devices demonstrating what we can do with the coral. One will allow you to speak with the colony offshore, one will project an air bubble for whomever carries it, negating the pressure of the depths. There are a number of smaller trinkets I will not completely spoil, but they can do things such as play music or aid sleep."

"Oh, neat, thanks!" It was like a Leviathan gift basket. Not that I could use anything there personally, but it would give Shayma extra things to put in her beach house.

"The news I have to deliver is that the Blighted Archipelago, where the mage-kings reside, has expanded. Many Leviathans decided to relocate rather than risk being near spreading depletion and have taken up residence on the seafloor near Tarnil. Some have discussed petitioning you for residence directly and, should that be the case, I will be their representative."

"Ah, so that’s what that Leviathan caravan was! Go ahead and fill him in about our end of it while I think about Leviathan habitats," I told Shayma. So long as there were only a few of them, I wasn’t averse to Leviathans lurking about. I’d need to make a bunch more [Abyssal Water] if I wanted to get the pressures right, but I did have a big lake in the Caldera they could inhabit. Maybe. They might want something more enclosed, which also wouldn’t be difficult but not nearly as cool.

Leviathan bioluminescence seemed to have a little bit in common with colortongue, because I got the impression that Uilei-nktik was impressed by both the information we had on mage-kings losing containment and on my adoption of several million Chiuxatli. Not that he’d been anything but respectful before, to be fair. He was basically my favorite visitor so far.

"It is good to know the Chiuxatli will still be nearby," he said after Shayma had finished describing the situation. "They were honorable, if sometimes difficult, trading partners. We were grieved to see them leave when their own lands became Blighted, so to find they have found themselves a home with Blue is excellent news. Would you be willing to provide for resumed trade when they have established themselves?"

"I’ve been thinking I need to open up a portal or something down by the Leviathan outpost anyway. So yes. It’s not like I’m stopping them from doing any normal civilization things or even leaving the Caldera, so long as they fulfill my Bargain."

"We would be most grateful for the consideration," Uilei-nktik said after Shayma rephrased that for him. "Though I would suggest not treating with any Leviathan not of a Wayfarer Class for now. They would be unlikely to understand the protocols involved and may inadvertently give offense." His phrasing was careful, but I got the idea. Non-diplomat Leviathans probably had as much social grace as dragons did and I didn’t really want to try and chastise a kilometer-long cuttlefish-squid-person. Especially if it were actually a kid.

"Right, I can handle ignoring random people, not a problem." I switched over to Ansae, checking in before I did any actual teleporting. "Are you ready to see Uilei-nktik, Ansae?"

"Certainly," she said, stretching in a decidedly catlike manner and yawning toothily. "Teleport him over at your leisure." Since Uilei didn’t have anything more to tell us and he’d already handed over the package, I opened another portal to Ansae’s underwater audience chamber.

I actually couldn’t really follow most of what they discussed, since seaspeak was mostly subsonic thrumming with some bioluminescence thrown in, but Ansae was pretty obviously interested in the packages as she accepted each one in turn and shoved it back through the portal behind her into her own area. Beyond the package delivery, though, they didn’t seem to have much to talk about, and soon enough Uilei-nktik was on his way again.

He did stop by the Meil moon pool on the way out with one last package. I had to hastily inform Iniri of that since there weren’t yet any enchantments or pages stationed there to let her know there were visitors waiting. Still, I got word to her quickly enough that he didn’t have to wait long before Iniri and her Queensguard appeared.

"This device will allow you to contact the Ancient of the colony off of Tarnil’s coast," he told her, passing a melon-sized wooden ball to one of Iniri’s guards. "If he wishes to talk to you, the coral will begin to glow. It’s quite unmistakable."

"An honor," Iniri said, completely sincerely. "Tarnil looks forward to working with Leviathans in the future."

"As we do you," Uilei-nktik said politely. "I look forward to strong ties with an ascendant Tarnil." There were more diplomatic niceties, but I was distracted from them as Ansae called for my attention.

"Blue," she said absently as she reformed herself into her classical dragon shape. "You should expect a Leviathan, a [High Priest of the Silver Temple], to arrive within the next week or so. I would appreciate it if you would let her through to me — and I will want to buy some [Abyssal Water] from you before then."

"Sure thing," I told her. "You’ll probably want deepwater chrystheniums too, since they help with pressure."

"Yes," Ansae replied. "Thank you, Blue." She put her claw against one of the other house-sized balls of wood, and I was actually curious how to open it properly. It wasn’t obvious to me and while I could brute force mine I didn’t want to. The answer was probably simple and obvious and something I couldn’t do. Which it was. She simply ran mana into it, through some channels that were obvious in hindsight. The wood unfolded away from the contents, moving smoothly and silently to reveal what was within.

"This may be dramatic," she warned me, looking down at the contents. There was a large apparatus holding two small rooms, clearly designed to keep them level when bobbing around in the water. In each of the rooms was a number of supplies and a chair holding a very, very elderly wolf-kin man, both of them in the upper nineties with the class of [Wandering Knight of Solundon]. Despite their level they were clearly not in the best health, bent under the weight of sheer age. Ansae flicked a claw and the walls disappeared as well, startling the men out of sleep.

"Great Lady," one of them wheezed out, and Ansae lowered her head, looking at them almost fondly.

"The last Heirs of Solundon," she said softly. "I am here to relieve you of your burden."

"My Great Lady," rasped the other. "The Bargain is completed." There was a bright flash of mana and he sagged back in his chair, his last breath rattling his throat as he closed his eyes and was gone.

"The Bargain is finally ended," said the first wolf-kin, with that same flash of mana, and he, too, died instantly. Not just that, but their corpses seemed to age and desiccate even as I watched.

"They were kept alive long past mortal limits by the Bargain," Ansae said, flicking her claws briefly. A pale white fire consumed the corpses, burning down until there was nothing left. "They could not die without breaking it or passing their experience onto me."

"That’s damn impressive." Admittedly, it didn’t look like they’d really enjoyed their artificially extended lifespan, but it was still a fascinating demonstration of what a Bargain could do. "So is the experience from two high fourth-tiers a lot?"

"Yes, but considering what I need to advance at all, it doesn’t do much for me." She closed her eyes briefly. "It does fill in some of the time I’ve been away, though. Not on Orn, but it’s more than I knew before."

"So not just level experience, but what they did all their lives?"

"Oh, yes. Seeing the decisions and choices and troubles of people firsthand is worth at least as much as whatever inroads they made on their mana density." Ansae chuckled. "In that sense, very few people have anything useful to offer. I did get more from this Bargain the first few generations, but I’ll never turn down more insight into how people think."

Ansae surprised me sometimes. Much of the time she was absolutely the arrogant dragon, egotistical and selfish. But she was actually humble in odd ways, like whenever she encountered something new and unexpected. I had to think that attitude was how she had lived so long; she actually was more knowledgeable and powerful than anyone else in the world, but she never assumed that meant she was all knowing or all powerful. It kept her from overextending herself — for the most part, anyway. The depletion numbers in her Status showed that she wasn’t entirely immune to the tendency.

"I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. The Bargain I made with the Chiuxatli kind of does the same thing."

"It really is a fascinating Bargain. I’ve never really had the opportunity to see many up close that I didn’t offer myself. Nor have I seen anything that reacts to Bargains like that tree."

"Yeah, it’s a little weird actually." The [Tree of Eschaton] had actually grown once I made my Bargain with the Chiuxatli, the leaves acquiring the faintest hint of color so when the wind blew through them there was a shimmering like colortongue. It made me think the massive initial growth had something to do with reflecting Bargains already made or the like.

I left Ansae to open her own packages while I asked Shayma to open mine. Considering the size of it, and the contents, I’d put it next to her beach house, which really emphasized the scale of the thing. It was staggering to think that Uilei-nktik had carried something that weighed a couple tons without any apparent effort. True, someone like Giorn might be able to do the same thing but not on the scale of a kilometer-long sea creature.

Shayma put her hands on the wooden shell and after a moment figured out how to push mana into it. I watched the shell unfold again, since it was amazing to see it swivel and contort to turn into a much smaller ball next to the revealed frame. Presumably it could be redeployed somehow.

The frame itself was mostly taken up by an enormous lump of blue-green coral, brimming with impressive amounts of water, nature, and earth mana. It was slowly flowing, too, obviously indicating a living thing, rather than a simple piece of enchanted material. That, I displaced down to the bottom of my salt shore Climate before any harm could come to it from being out in the open.

I wasn’t entirely surprised when I didn’t unlock the ability to grow coral myself. I could infiltrate it, make it part of me, but only the exoskeletons. I could sense the actual creatures inside and it was actually rather weird. After a little consideration I pulled out of the coral, just making sure the bottom was rooted to the ground. Though it wasn’t like nearly a ton of coral was going to go anywhere. I would need to get Taelah to adapt it, though even with that it wasn’t like I’d be able to shape it quite as well as my plants.

The remainder of the frame was full of containers with various harvested corals. One of the containers held a chunk that looked identical to the one handed off to Iniri, and I filled Shayma in on what it was and how it worked. The music one looked like a cube with the top twisted halfway around, creating a smooth spiral from bottom to top, and played a rather haunting tune.

"That’s really neat. I mean, it’s probably not complicated but it’s still nice."

"It is," Shayma agreed, setting it aside as she went through other packages. "Just this wood stuff is amazing. I’ve never seen anything like it!" She took a moment to play with one of the smaller spherical packages that had been nested inside the large one, expanding it into a full, hollow sphere from its small form.

"Trust the cat to be more interested in the box than the contents."

"I am not a cat-kin!" Shayma scowled adorably. "I am a fox!"

"You say that, but I’m pretty sure I’ve made you purr."

"That doesn’t count," she said, blushing. "Anyway," she continued, blatantly changing the subject. "I was just thinking these will make for great midwinter presents."

"Oh? Is that soon? I guess it is snowing out in Tarnil…"

"In less than a month," Shayma confirmed. That seemed about right. I was pretty sure that I’d appeared sometime in spring, but I hadn’t really paid too much attention to the calendar. It was hard to believe that it hadn’t even been a year yet, but the months had certainly been extraordinarily busy.

"I’ll have to figure out my own midwinter gifts!" Considering my Companions had free rein to take anything they needed, and I needed them to make anything advanced, it would be a challenge. That was assuming Powers actually could do midwinter gifts without invoking fate Affinity mana issues. I thought that didn’t really matter for my Companions, but it would leave out Ansae, which didn’t feel right. Then again, what could I get the dragon who had everything?

"It’s still fairly nice here in the Caldera though. Do you think I should match the weather here to the weather outside?" I asked Shayma, then widened my question to include Taelah since she was the one it would affect the most.

"Not this year, I think," Taelah said. "We’ll want the extra time to build up our infrastructure and food stores. But perhaps next year a mild one would be nice." Suddenly she laughed. "This is absurd, a farming community being able to ask for whatever weather they like. I’m certainly not going to complain, but it really drives home what an amazing place this is."

"I think the Chiuxatli wouldn’t appreciate snow either," Shayma added, clearly hearing Taelah’s reply over [Companion Concord]. "They’re still setting up their farms and ranches and building their houses."

I wasn’t sure if I’d call the mostly fabric open-air dwellings the Chiuxatli were putting together houses exactly, but it was true only a fraction of them had been completed. The flying platforms that had towed so many of them were being cannibalized and tens of thousands of them were busily mining and tunneling to provide a steady stream of stone and metal, to say nothing of mass deforestation efforts.

Even with millions of them, the sheer scale of the Caldera cliffs meant that their digging and chopping and planting still left vast swaths of it completely undisturbed. I was happy to let them go about setting up, partly because I didn’t want anyone starving or something just because I was impatient, and partly because the Bargain was in full effect and [Craft Hall] was getting all the techniques they were using. Though a lot of the quarrying, for example, was just done with wind blade Skills and nothing that would be particularly useful to any of my Companions.

Soon I’d be calling on them to bring their specialists, though. It was obvious I needed huge amounts of advanced magical work done, and I needed people to tell me what work needed to be done. I’d only just found out the reason Tlulipechua hadn’t messaged ahead was that my warding effects were too good. I needed a divination sink so if people tried sending messages they’d get drawn to a specific item, instead of just bouncing off my jamming field. That was just one thing which was sort of obvious in retrospect, but I had no idea it was an issue or how to solve it.

The Leviathan contact items were very similar to divination sinks, which meant that frankly they needed to be treated as if they were little spy devices. Iniri had hers placed in an alcove of the throne room, where it would be noticeable but if someone were peering through it wouldn’t let them see anything private. I didn’t really have any good place to put mine, but then again, Iniri was kind of my contact point anyway.

"Iniri, the Leviathans gave me a device for direct contact as well. Maybe I can put it by Shayma’s balcony so it will get noticed if they’re trying to raise me?"

"Certainly," Iniri replied. "It is a little amusing to have two Leviathan devices across from each other, but it will balance the hall. Watching two is just the same as watching one."

"Fantastic, thank you. I don’t think I could handle this without you." Iniri blushed faintly at the compliment and ducked her head.

"How are the Chiuxatli coming along? Is there anything I can do there? Some of the people I sent for are still traveling but should be here soon to consult with their experts." I could tell Iniri was excited to get the benefit of the Chiuxatli mages and artificers. Frankly, I was too.

"I think just keeping you in the loop when Shayma is discussing things with them is enough. The Bargain pretty much covers everything, but there’s probably going to be some idiot who tries something. That’s really when I’m going to need your insight."

"Mmm. The trick is going to be balancing your own prerogatives with Tlulipechua’s. He should be keeping his people under control, but if someone moves against you, that has to be dealt with immediately. I know you didn’t want to rule over people but you’re effectively an emperor now, with Tarnil and Chiuxatlan under you. Not to mention your dragons."

"Oh, dang it. Am I the first accidental emperor on the planet?"

"Possibly," Iniri said, laughing at my tone. "I’m sure stranger things have happened, but not often. Maybe you should ask Wright for advice."

"You know that may not be a bad idea. I mean, everyone is supposed to be self-governing and kind of separate from each other but there’s probably things I can set it up to make it easier to deal with."

"I’ll make some discreet inquiries," she said, waving at the paired book that Wright had left her. "It wouldn’t do for you to ask Wright directly. Not yet, anyway."

"I would appreciate it,"  I told her.

Several fox-kin reclined on chairs of fine wood and soft pillows, resting on a veranda looking out over a sprawling complex of gilt stone and jade. In the far distance the sun glinted off the ocean, and the specks of ships as they went about their business, each of them bearing the crest of House Anell. That selfsame crest was blazoned large on the side of the complex, picked out in crystal and gold, the very simplicity of it driving home the power.

"Which brings us to Orn," said Toreq Anell. "Tarnil clearly has something to offer or Ir wouldn’t dare to freeze us out. Not that Orn is much of a market, but the yearly net is still tens of thousands of drams. Ir assured us that The Silver Woe isn’t backing Tarnil, and even they would not dare to lie about such a thing. So, the question remains whether this Blue is worth consideration or not."

"Regardless of who is backing them we cannot stand for the insults and threats. Killing our Agents, seizing our vessels, and worst of all, convincing other countries to ignore our embargo. Just on the face of it we need to punish Tarnil. Punish Orn as a whole." Molen Anell replied firmly. "We can’t just let this go. It’s bad enough that Tarnil flaunts having a runaway Void Agent without these further indignities."

"We could send another Void Agent," suggested Risu Anell, taking a long draw on her kiseru before puffing out smoke rings. "Envil wasn’t exactly our best."

"He was still a Void Agent, and according to eyewitnesses the Queen neutralized him by herself. I doubt more Agents will be useful there. However, not all countries in Orn are quite so protected. We will have to deal with Tarnil and Blue eventually, but we can deal with others now. Punish them, break them from their unity with Tarnil. Maybe even get one of them to move against the rogue Ell directly." Molen waved a hand in lazy unconcern. "It’s easy enough to hurt Tarnil without ever entering it."

"Our nearest Void Agent is in Nivir," Toreq said, consulting a small notebook at his side. "Girul Ell." He looked over to Risu. "I’ll let you decide on the details, but send them a message."

"It would be my pleasure," Risu said, mouth curving upward in a cruel smile.



Chapter 3A: Day 207 – Annit


"Blue wants to talk to you."

The words sent a thrill of panic down her spine, even though she knew she had no reason for it. Blue was more than fair, even generous, despite Shayma completely surpassing them in power. Though they still went out together, along with One-Eye-Green, it was obvious Shayma barely needed them.  She’d be better off finding other, more advanced people and heading on toward more mana-dense areas.

Then again, Shayma had told her that she got the most experience from things other than combat.  It was true that none of them were completely dedicated combat classes; Keri got more from healing, and had gained two levels recently as they’d run themselves ragged with the Chiuxatli refugees.  Annit, on the other hand, had found great value in properly dismantling the strange stuff found in the Underneath.

She still felt at loose ends.  The depletion didn’t help, as she was far weaker than she ever should have been, though the astounding benefits of the equipment Shayma had provided almost made up for it. Annit was starting to feel like she had stalled out, as most Classers did, and about at the same time, too. But Blue had come when Keri had stalled out, and delivered a miracle, so part of her thought that Blue might be doing so once again.

"Of course, but, what about?" She asked Shayma, already reaching for her surcoat.

"He’s been working on your depletion issue," Shayma replied. "It is incredibly complex, but he’s ready to take the first step and see if he can at least shield you from any additional depletion, even if he can’t cure you quite yet."

"I would be deeply grateful," she admitted.  "It sounds maybe a little redundant, though, considering that depletion is impossible within Blue’s reach…?"  Even as she said it, she realized what Blue might have in mind.

"Yes," Shayma said, nodding at the implied question.  "We need to travel.  To Nivir.  House Anell is going to have one of the Ell Void Agents do something there.  We’re not sure what yet, but we need to stop it, whatever it is."

Annit winced.  She knew enough to see that meant someone targeting one of Keri’s extended family, directly or indirectly.  While Annit didn’t have much love for most of the Esox, they were still Keri’s family and they certainly didn’t do anything to deserve being targeted.  The fact that it was Shayma’s extended family doing the targeting just made it worse.

"Have you told Keri yet?"

"No, I thought it might be better if you broke it to her," Shayma said, then shrugged.  "Also, she fell asleep on the porch, and I didn’t want to disturb her."

"She’s been working hard, but she’ll want to be up to hear this," Annit said, standing up and heading out to the porch.  As Shayma said, Keri had fallen asleep with a book on her lap, head lolling to one side in a completely undignified but undeniably adorable pose.  Annit reached out to put her hands on Keri’s shoulders, leaning down to murmur in her ear.  "Time to wake up."

"Hmm?  Annie?"  Keri stirred and blinked sleepily.  "Did I miss someone?"

"No, no, Shayma’s here.  There are issues over in Nivir she needs us for."

"Oh."  Keri yawned and sat more upright, blinking herself awake.  "Give me a moment."  She waved for the two of them to join her on the porch seats and rubbed her eyes before looking at them.  "What’s happening?"

"House Anell is targeting Nivir in order to punish them for dealing with Tarnil and Blue," Shayma said bluntly.  "They have a Void Agent – an assassin, probably – already there, but they haven’t sent any instructions yet.  We need to get there first and find them."  Annit had to wonder exactly how Shayma knew that.  Powers were mysterious, yes, but it was like Shayma had overheard House Anell business directly.  Keri harbored no doubts at all, staring at Shayma for a moment, speechless, then shaking her head sharply. 

"Did you communicate with Nivir yet?  Either of my uncles?"

"Iniri already sent a messenger," Shayma confirmed.  "But the Void Agent is an Ell.  They’re practically enslaved by House Anell, and I want to save this one if I can."

"Oh," said Keri.  "Oh.  I don’t blame you!  Yes, that’s tricky, because if they actually try to attack any of the nobility, let alone the Esox, well.  Even just planning it is a capital crime."

"Exactly," Shayma agreed.  "So we all need to go.  I’m pretty certain I can deal with the Ell, but I need you and Annit to deal with your family and calm any bruised egos from me just going into Nivir."

"I’ll start packing immediately," Keri said, starting to rise, but a look at Annit’s expression stopped her.  "What is it?"

"Blue wants to try and help Annit with some with her depletion issues," Shayma said.  "He’s not certain precisely how effective it will be, but it’s going to require certain agreements."

"What kind of agreements?"  Annit asked, instantly wary.

"Actually, it’s more like empowerment?"  Shayma leaned forward earnestly.  "Blue knows that your first loyalty is always going to be to Keri, which is exactly what he wants to back.  Keri can’t be tied to Blue, not without abandoning Nivir entirely, but we’re pretty sure she’s on Blue’s side anyway."  She winked at Keri.

"He’s been pretty good to us!"  Keri admitted.

"So, we want you to safeguard Keri with Blue’s authority, as well as your own.  Make an agreement to take on the mantle of Blue’s agent for keeping Keri completely safe and free, no matter who or what tries to coerce her.

"That’s…" Annit took a moment to consider it, then a few more.  "That’s a little twisty.  I’m not completely sure what Blue gets out of it?"  She made the last a question, since it was obvious that Blue and Shayma, at least, didn’t intend it as a gift.

"Blue gets to find out exactly how to deal with souls and depletion, for one," Shayma said. "He’s not going to do anything that would risk hurting you, but he’s going to have to keep studying you.  There’s also Keri’s future; pragmatically, he would like having a healer he can call on, and having a fourth-tier healer that publicly has good relations with Blue helps too.  But that won’t happen if she goes to Nivir and gets bogged down with family."  She looked apologetically at Keri.  "No offense, Keri.  I would find it hard to object if my parents wanted me to do anything."

"No, it would be nice to have someone to keep them from hounding me."  Keri looked thoughtful.  "Which Annie did a bit anyway, but it’s not like she really had standing."

"What would being Blue’s agent for that actually entail?"  Annit asked curiously.  She could see, vaguely, how it might be a trade, and after all they’d been through she trusted the fox-girl.  Shayma wouldn’t suggest anything that might hurt her.  But Blue was still a Power, as the casual absorption of the entire Chiuxatli race showed.  There was no such thing as too careful.

"You would represent Blue in all things regarding Keri, irrevocably.  Obviously you wouldn’t be a Companion, like me, but you would still receive certain benefits."

"Like depletion resistance."

"Blue would like to be able to perform Affinity infusions as well as depletion operations without a breeding station," Shayma admitted.  "You’re really his best bet for learning that."

"I suppose," Annit said after a moment, "that there’s really no reason I shouldn’t."

"That’s what Blue was hoping," Shayma admitted.  "The agreement will bind you as much to Keri as to himself.  But you’ll have to commit to being loyal to Keri first, Blue second, and no one else.  Ever."

Annit sucked air through her teeth and considered that.  Not that she had ever considered leaving Keri, but making things so permanent and unyielding was intimidating.  Yet, she knew she was going to do it.  All she really needed to do was trust that Blue wouldn’t try and put her at odds with Keri.  She looked at Keri and found only support in her bright eyes, so Annit turned to Shayma and nodded.

"I agree," she said at last.  "What do I need to do?"

"Great!" Shayma said, and plucked something out of the air.  It was a lump of blue stone as large as an egg, with silver and gold threaded inside it.  The way the threads bent and twisted hurt her eyes, as if they were contorted in a way no mortal should see.  Yet something about it called to her, almost hypnotically, while another part of her shuddered away.

"This is your soul structure rendered in Aurum and Argentum," Shayma said, handing to Annit.  She stared at it, feeling its unnatural warmth in her hands and feeling as if she were looking at her own beating heart.  "If you could run your Skills through it," Shayma prompted.  "Blue wants it to bind properly before you give any oaths."

Annit obeyed, silently reaching into the item, one that probably was worth a dozen kingdoms.  It seemed almost hungry, absorbing her Skills as she activated them one by one, then reaching out to touch her passives of its own accord.  The winds whispered nothing at all about what she held in her hands, and she didn’t have much facility with mana sense, but she could still tell there was potential growing within her soul model.

Keri and Shayma watched her, the latter flickering her ears now and then, listening to whatever guidance Blue provided.  Once she had put every Skill she had into the item, even straining her passive ones to try and get them to be recognized by it, the crystal surface flashed intensely hot and freezing cold, all at the same time, glowing right through her fingers with something that was neither mana nor light.  Despite almost blinding her, it cast no shadows and neither Shayma nor Keri seemed to notice.

"I think it’s bound now," she said, feeling it almost tremble in her hands, eager for something.

"Now your oaths."  Shayma paused again, listening to Blue.  "First, loyalty to Keri and Blue, in that order."  Annit nodded and turned to Keri, still clutching the strange magic item.

"I do swear my irrevocable loyalty to you, Keri Esox," Annit said and couldn’t stop her own smile when Keri blushed.  "After you, my loyalty is to Blue and no other."  Shayma nodded, tilting her head as the soul model beat like a heart against her palms.

"One more oath," she said.  "That you recognize no authority aside from yourself, first, and Blue, second."  It seemed like an odd pledge to Annit, but it did make some sense.  Though it meant that she could never count herself a true citizen of any realm but Blue’s.

"I do so swear that I recognize no authority other than myself, first and Blue, second."  The moment she finished the heartbeat seemed to stutter, then that odd not-light flashed and expanded into her.  She could feel the connection between herself and the small soul model, but couldn’t even guess what it entailed.  Shayma, on the other hand, broke into a big grin and waved her hand, creating a set of runes with one of her many Skills to identify the item.

Soul Prosthesis: Annit

Bound to bearer.  Cannot be lost or stolen.

Grants immunity to Depletion while under Blue’s Authority.

Grows with bearer.

"It worked!  Blue’s pretty happy," Shayma confided, as if Annit weren’t completely stunned by yet another impossible thing created by the Power.  She’d grown enough that depletion didn’t threaten to kill her outright, but it was still a wonderful thing to be absolutely protected.

"This is amazing.  You can’t let people know you can just do this," she said, speaking before she thought about it.  Then she winced, both because it was obvious that the soul prosthesis would have be kept secret and because it was clear this was no simple feat even for Blue.  "I’m sorry, I just mean⁠— "  Shayma waved her apologies away.

"It’s fine," she said.  "I understand.  If anything, you’re running a risk if people see that.  They might try to take it.  Which they can’t, of course, nor would it do anything for them if they could."

"True."  She took a moment to consider the prosthesis in all its strangeness.  "I guess I should just wear it under my clothes?"

"Probably for the best," Shayma agreed, and pulled some metal wire and chain from her pocket space.  A few deft twists secured the prosthesis inside a wire cage of surprising quality and Annit slipped the chain over her neck, tucking the new pendant under her shirt.  It rested against her chest, a comforting warmth.  She looked up just in time to brace herself for an attack hug by Keri.

"Annie!  Feeling better now?"

"I am," she admitted.  "It’s not a cure but knowing that I won’t lose anything else helps."  It wasn’t too likely that she’d run into enough depletion to kill her under normal circumstances, but after the eruption of blight beasts and the arrival of the Chiuxatli it was obvious that things were getting worse.

"Great!"  Keri said, looking at Shayma while still hanging onto Annit.  "When do we leave?"

"As soon as you’re ready," Shayma told them.  "I’ll be taking us there through [Wake of the Phantasmal], but since we’ll be visiting semi-officially feel free to take any luggage you need.  I can handle it."

"I didn’t think I’d be visiting so soon," Keri muttered.  "Give us, say, an hour?"  She looked at Annit.

"About that," Annit nodded.  It wasn’t like they needed weeks’ worth of supplies for travel.  Just enough for a few days in Nivir.

"Great!"  Shayma beamed.  "It’s great we can do this so fast.  Hopefully we can stay ahead of Anell."



Chapter 3B: Day 207 – Shayma


"That inventory Skill is absurd," Blue observed as she packed the last of Keri’s luggage into her [Pocket Space].

"I know! I love it." She smiled happily, readying [Wake of the Phantasmal]. "All the Skills you Transcribed for me are unreal. Though you can still extend your inventory through me so it’s not totally necessary."

"I suppose so. It does make me feel better that you have your own though. I’m afraid I’d get distracted and lose something." Shayma just rolled her eyes. Blue was such a worrywart, though it was true that he had more land to lose something in than anyone else she knew.

"Are we all ready?" She asked Annit and Keri, who were double-checking their clothing and weapons. Though Annit’s soul prosthesis was hidden, she’d asked Blue to make a medallion for Annit to wear as proof of her affiliation, [Core Lattice] over a wind Source. Annit kept rubbing it between her fingers in a sort of nervous tic, but Shayma was sure she’d be used to it soon enough.

"Ready!" Keri said cheerfully, and Annit nodded, stepping up next to her. Shayma flexed [Wake of the Phantasmal] and stepped into the strange ethereal realm, heading away from the bright glow of the Caldera. It had been easy enough to spot Invernir from the Realm, considering how much mana was put into it and how important it was, but Nivir’s capital of Versil was far more diffuse.

Oddly, it would probably take nearly as long to get to Nivir’s palace as it had Ir’s, because she couldn’t go as far out into the Phantasmal Realm. Directions in the Realm didn’t exactly correspond to those in normal reality, and if she couldn’t keep an eye on where she was intending to go she was just as likely to end up in Kinul or over the ocean as in Nivir.

In deference to Keri, Shayma and Annit kept the pace to a light jog. The healer wasn’t out of shape at all, but she didn’t have as much in the way of physical passives and had a Class geared more toward mana than stamina. Annit’s [Wind Hunter] Class gave her extra speed and endurance, and of course Shayma’s own Class had [Eidolon Body] which made her nigh-inexhaustible.

After twenty minutes or so of travel, she exited [Wake of the Phantasmal] so they could get their bearings. Despite all the fog and mist it was quite bright, the sun penetrating more than it probably should have, illuminating tall, wide-canopied trees with slick, intensely dark green leaves and equally dark grass that looked more like needles than blades. Keri looked around happily, taking a deep breath of damp, tree-scented air. Winter hadn’t quite penetrated into Nivir, so it was cool but not too unpleasant.

"I missed this," Keri confessed. "There’s nothing quite like Nivir air."

"I keep telling you that you need to go sailing," Annit told her affectionately. "A proper sea breeze is better."

"The beach was nice," Keri admitted. "But it’s not the same."

"Someday we’ll go down to the southern lobe," Annit promised. "Then you’ll see what I mean."

"I almost don’t want to interrupt them," she murmured to Blue. She could feel his attention still on them, a soft liquid murmur in the back of her mind.

"They are a pretty cute couple, I admit." Blue replied. "Almost as cute as us." Shayma almost laughed at how blatant the compliment was, but managed to keep her reaction to merely a smile.

"Flirt," she accused him, before turning to Keri. "Do you know what direction we need to go?"

"Hang on a moment," she replied, turning around to regard the landscape. Really they only needed a basic heading, since the capital of Nivir ought to be fairly obvious from the Phantasmal Realm once they got close. Shayma had considered shapeshifting into something that flew for an aerial view, but the pervasive cloud cover made that difficult at best.

"Northwest," Keri judged, pointing in the appropriate direction. "That way."

They returned to the Phantasmal Realm, leapfrogging toward Versil as Shayma very roughly followed the road and towns until they hit the Serisil river. From there it was easy enough to follow it upstream to where Versil rested near the headwaters of the river. Or rather, at the base of the waterfall as it came down from the rim of Nivir’s mountain boundaries.

The fourth time they exited the Phantasmal Realm they arrived in the middle of Nivir’s capital, within sight of the actual palace. Shayma almost landed them on top of a horse and cart, the driver not even noticing the trio appear next to him. Even in the city the omnipresent mist was quite in evidence, but it had been sculpted to stay to canals and artificial streams. It kept the streets clear and visible so all those going about their business could actually see while still lending a mysterious and almost theatrical air to the place.

"Oh, the mist control is neat. I wonder if I can do something like that. Or, well, I guess you, since I can’t do magic stuff."

"Probably. I’m not sure where, though. Don’t the Chiuxatli take up most of your foggy areas?"

"True, but I have smoke coming from some of my volcanoes and the like. Though I think the dragons will be the ones managing them, so I should probably wait to see what they do."

"Something to think about," she agreed, skipping the rest of the distance to the palace through very short jaunts with Annit and Keri stepping through the near-portals left behind. It had a ward boundary very similar to the one over in Haerlish, but this time she didn’t need to burrow under it. Or rather, let Blue burrow under it. Instead, the three of them just strolled up to the front gate and Keri flashed her signet ring.

"Welcome, Lady Esox," said one, sending another of their number hurrying ahead. Presumably to inform people that Keri had arrived.

"Going to let them know who you are?" Blue asked her.

"Not unless I need to!" She rather enjoyed being a little bit whimsical, especially since her Class directly benefitted from it. Besides, it fit into the mystique of a Power. "My comings and goings shall be mysterious."

"I like the idea," Blue admitted, "but it’ll probably cause trouble someday."

"That’s half the fun!" Shayma chuckled. "The rest of the Esox know who I am, but no need to make everyone else nervous."

"Ah, true enough." She could tell Blue was still doubtful, but she really didn’t intend any trouble. Stating who she was and what she represented was more likely to make the guards nervous than help in any way. They followed a guide up toward the palace proper, a big sprawling complex made from a combination of pale and dark stone. There were plenty of water features, of course, artificial waterfalls and fountains and long reflecting pools, one of which surrounded a rather whimsical statue of a fish holding a pike.

They were ushered off to a small side room immediately, where Virn Esox himself was waiting to receive them. The king of Nivir looked rather harried, which made her think that Iniri had gotten the message through. Knowing that a void assassin might be coming for him or someone else important was bound to be hard on the nerves.

"Welcome to Nivir, Lady Shayma," Virn said. "And welcome back, young Keri. I wasn’t expecting to see you." He didn’t mention Annit, but it wasn’t necessarily clear what her role was. Shayma was looking forward to Annit putting her foot down with someone in the very near future. "At least, not so soon."

"I don’t want to be late," Shayma said, no longer smiling. It was time to be serious. "I know firsthand how terrible void Skills can be and I want to find this Ell agent before they make a move."

"We have been surveying our records for all Anell-held properties," Virn told her. "But we don’t have a confirmed location yet. While we wait, I would like to extend an invitation for you to all stay here at the palace." Shayma was pretty sure that had as much to do with the fact that she was fourth-tier equivalent thanks to Blue as it was any sort of politeness or protocol. Keri glanced at her and Shayma nodded back, letting her take the lead for the moment. While they were visiting due to Shayma’s Quest and Blue’s own sense of responsibility, it was Keri’s family.

"Of course we’ll stay, Uncle Virn," Keri said. "But if we find out something we may have to move at a moment’s notice."

"Certainly," Virn agreed. "I’ll give you some tokens to show that you carry my authority when it comes to cornering this Anell agent. If you would join Marie and myself in the Meadowbrook Courtyard for tea?"

"Do you still use Golden Orchard leaves?" Keri asked eagerly, following Virn into the palace with Shayma and Annit trailing after. While Annit was clearly listening to the wind, Shayma relied on studying things with her domain, though she really didn’t expect an immediate attack. Possibly not even an eventual one; Anell’s orders might not come for weeks yet. They weren’t going to rely on that, though, especially not when such things as paired books existed.

Meadowbrook Courtyard was exactly what it sounded like, a small brook in a meadow behind the palace with a large gazebo where Marie Esox, the Queen of Nivir, was chatting with some of her ladies-in-waiting. There were also a large number of guards stationed about the courtyard, and off to the side some small children were playing in the brook. Probably grandchildren or nieces and nephews.

It looked innocent enough, but the Esox family were obviously drawing up their lines of defense. Though Shayma had high hopes that they’d find a stray fox-kin before a courier or something carried orders, it was reasonable enough to assume there’d be a void assassin coming at any time. It might well be a suicide mission, but Sienne had said that some void users could erase their own presence, feeding it into the void, and even Shayma would have trouble spotting that sort.

"Welcome, welcome," Marie said, the pleasantry ringing false. She took her husband’s hand as he stepped up next to her and squeezed it before nodding to them. "Please, be seated." She made no gesture, but the servants poured four more teas as Keri, Annit, and Shayma stepped into the gazebo.

"Thank you," Keri said, sniffing appreciatively at the steam rising from the teacup. "Though we’re hoping we won’t be here long."

"Yes, I understand," she nodded, glancing at her husband as he joined her, sitting down next to her. "I’m actually a little surprised you came yourself. I didn’t think Blue was interested in getting involved in political issues?" The question was semi-delicately put, and Shayma knew exactly what she was asking. If Blue started meddling in normal politics, he’d have to act as the region’s hegemon instead of Ir, and nobody wanted that.

"This is a direct attack on Blue’s authority and legitimacy by House Anell," Shayma told her. "It would be in bad faith if he didn’t move to deal with attacks by proxy. He has no intention to step into normal disagreements, so long as they don’t involve him first."

"A very understandable policy," Virn said approvingly, and looked to Keri. "Are you staying, then, while⁠— "

"No," Annit interrupted, which got a moderately shocked look from Marie. "Keri is here to support Shayma, in case she or anyone else need healing while we’re containing a highly dangerous void Affinity Classer."

"What are you here for?" Marie asked stiffly. Annit smiled in satisfaction and tapped the blue medallion around her neck.

"I’m here to guard Keri. Blue set me that task and that task alone, to make sure she keeps her independence." Annit leaned back and Keri just nodded when Marie and Virn looked at her.

"I trust Annie," she said, and left it at that. Shayma sipped the tea, which actually was quite good, and waited for the silence to force someone to change the subject. It was rather fun having a higher station than even kings and queens. Eventually Marie asked Keri about her healing arts, which was at least a somewhat safe topic, and Shayma half-listened as she kept an eye on the palace doors.

She wasn’t sure if Blue overhearing exactly where one of the Ells was had anything to do with [Quest], but she did know that the Skill was worrying at the edge of her perceptions. Nothing major, and nothing to the extent that [Seeker] had, but enough that she felt like she was in the right place. It would have been nice to have [Seeker]’s specificity, but knowing she was on the right track was a great help.

"Blue, remind me to see about trading for this tea. It’s really good. I bet Taelah would love it."

"Will do. Maybe we can surprise her. Also Ansae? It’d have to be a big pot but I bet she’d appreciate it." Blue responded happily. "You could even do it now, while you’re waiting. I can inventory through anything they want."

"I’m not sure either of them are in the mood for trade," she said, using her domain to keep anyone from overhearing her discussion with Blue.

"Or they’d like something that would be normal and keep their mind off having a void assassin lurking in the bushes," Blue pointed out. It surprised her sometimes that he actually did understand people, he just didn’t normally exert himself to deal with social wrangling.

"True enough," she admitted, and focused her attention on the monarchs. "By the way, while we wait, I’d like to clarify some things and perhaps take care of a little bit of business."

"What sort of business?" Virn asked, instantly wary.

"Oh, nothing major," Shayma assured him. "Just, this is really good tea, and I was wondering if I might be able to trade for some for my own personal use." Virn blinked, then laughed.

"Certainly! I’ll take that as a compliment. It would be my pleasure to give you some." He snapped his fingers and sent one of the servants for a cask of the stuff. Keri covered her mouth with her hand briefly, whispering because she knew Shayma could hear her.

"Golden Orchard is reserved for the palace. They don’t normally give it out." Shayma nodded to Keri. They had to be more nervous than they seemed, which was odd. A void agent was a threat, yes, but not so much of one that monarchs should be terrified.

"Tell me, is there something else worrying you aside from Girul Ell?"

"Well." Virn eyed them thoughtfully. "After the absolute humiliation you handed my armies, there is a large faction that does not like Blue. Having you here so directly and obviously is only going to make things worse."

"I mean, I could have killed them instead," Blue muttered in her ear. "This is definitely not my problem."

"Blue appreciates that it’s an issue," she rendered diplomatically. "But it’s not one that he should address. Nor does it have any bearing on what we’re here for today."

"Of course not," Virn agreed. "I can hardly ignore it, though. That said, I do not intend to let any of my government take action against Blue. It would be fruitless to do so, even if I wished to, but I can’t guarantee that someone won’t try something."

"Blue isn’t going to hold you responsible if rogue elements try something," Shayma assured Virn. "It’s only if you try to back them that he’s going to be annoyed." That statement hung in the air for a few moment before Keri spoke up in an obvious effort to lighten the mood.

"I may not be here to stay but I’d still like to know what’s going on with the family. I don’t recognize any of them!" She waved in the direction of the gaggle of small children. "Why don’t you introduce me?"



Chapter 4A: Day 207 – Girul Ell


Reality returned in a haze. It always did, since he could rarely sleep without a healthy dose of heatroot, and for some reason the void always ate the euphoria but never the hangover. His head swam as he levered himself upright, working his swollen tongue in his desert-dry mouth, and fumbled for one of the bottles of Kinul whiskey he kept by the bedside. The bottle clinked and didn’t slosh when he picked it up. It took him a couple tries to focus on the array of bottles spread across the small table, and see that they were all empty.

Girul groaned and slid out of bed, staggering over to the washroom. With his third-tier constitution he’d throw off the worst of it soon enough, but that didn’t stop it from hurting now. By the time he stumbled back out and started down the stairs he was feeling less ill and more wrung dry, the cravings creeping back in again.

Cerasul glanced at him as he arrived, taking a bite of sausage from the breakfast spread and giving Girul a disapproving shake of the head. Girul briefly considered just killing the man, as he often did, but knew that wouldn’t change anything and besides, he had no idea where Cerasul kept the heatroot. Instead he just shuffled over to the table and flopped down in a chair, downing the beer the servant brought and digging into his own breakfast the moment it came out.

"You’re going to have to stay sober today," Cerasul remarked with a bit of a sneer. Anell handlers didn’t tend to think much of their charges, even if they were highly trained and highly dangerous. Or at least, none of Girul’s handlers had. Nobody was rude to Cousin Decia, but her addictions involved more painful perversions and nobody wanted to get near her. "We have some targets for you."

"Finally!" Orn was boring, and despite being so far from Einteril it wasn’t like he had any more freedom. Even though they grew heatroot in Kinul it was still something that he’d have a hard time getting his hands on, so he couldn’t really go on walkabout. Not that he wanted to wander around Kinul anyway. Heatroot was rot Affinity, despite its name, and anywhere it grew was unpleasant at best.

He’d be glad to leave and go back to Port Anell, at least for a while. Even House Anell didn’t try to keep their agent-assassins around after doing something flashy. Well, not usually. Not if they wanted them back.

"Who is it?" Girul just wanted to kill the people he needed to and go back to civilization. At least they had running water in Nivir even if there was hardly anything else. Even if he hadn’t stood out for being fox-kin he’d still never fit in with the backwoods country folk that seemed to think Versil was a city.

"The Esox lineage, the whole inheriting family," Cerasul said, and took a bit of toast. "I got a message from Risu herself this morning." Girul whistled. That was definitely a difficult target.

"Well, where are they?"

"I’m having that checked now." Cerasul shrugged. "Go clean yourself up and I’ll probably have something for you in a couple hours."

"Fine," Girul said, finding that his food was already gone. He was still craving more, craving something, but he knew from experience Cerasul would just withhold his heatroot if he skipped instructions to go find food or sex. He returned back upstairs, ignoring the servant cleaning up the empty bottles strewn about, and took a shower before equipping himself properly.

The oldest branch still used swords, but most Ells had something more disposable as their signature weapon. Throwing knives of various types were popular, but Girul favored small, razored discs, chakri being the right balance between heft and finesse. They were attached by breakaway thread to a sash that went over his armor, making him stylish and deadly. He almost felt like his hands were shaking as he put everything in place, since he didn’t have any heatroot or alcohol, but it was only imagined. House Anell didn’t allow drugs whose symptoms were that severe.

He frowned at himself in the mirror, ran fingers through his hair and combed back the tufts of his ears, then sauntered back downstairs. It wasn’t likely that Cerasul would have something for him for some time yet, and when the Anell handler didn’t even look up from his tea, Girul wandered out back to where targets were set up.

Girul amused himself for some time by flinging practice chakri at the targets, though his Skills made sure he hit them however he wanted every time, before becoming bored again and heading back inside. His fingers kept going to the empty heatroot pouch but of course there was nothing to chew. He really wished he knew where Cerasul kept the goods but even with his advanced senses he’d never been able to find it. Fortunately, he did know where the extra whiskey was kept, and so long as he didn’t actually get drunk it might be enough to keep the edge off.

He poured a quarter-bottle into his hip flask before taking a mouthful for himself and putting it back. It was okay, but he really needed to get some heatroot before he went out for the job. Just enough so he wasn’t thinking about it all the time. Girul prowled around the Anell safehouse, looking for Cerasul, but the man seemed to have vanished. Probably off meeting whoever was supposed to supply them with information.

Girul scowled and shoved his way into Cerasul’s office. He’d never yet found any drugs there but there was always the chance he’d left something out. It wasn’t like he’d even know so long as Girul didn’t tear the place apart. There were stacks of papers, missives, but not even a private bottle of brandy. It was as if Cerasul was being annoyingly ascetic on purpose.

He was still looking when he sensed people arriving outside the safehouse. Not just one or two but at least a dozen, all of them in the late second tier and a few in the third. It didn’t take much of an intellect to realize that was a bad thing, though exactly how bad was something he usually left to Cerasul. Since the Anell handler wasn’t there, he left the office to see what was happening.

"Girul Ell! You are commanded by the authority of King Esox to come outside!" A voice shouted.

"Gods," he muttered. He could really use some heatroot right about now, at least to take the edge off. This was not something he knew how to deal with, other than maybe killing them all. He could do that. He peered out the window to see a number of Classers in the Esox colors spread out around the house, ignoring the servants who were all running into their rooms or wherever they thought was safe.

Suddenly Cerasul popped into his perceptions behind him, coming up from under the floor somehow. Girul spun to find the Anell man striding forward with a thunderous scowl. That didn’t bode well.

"We have to leave," he snapped.

"Yeah, I guessed that." There was more shouting outside that he ignored. "Why don’t we go the way you came in?"

"I could but you can’t," Cerasul said. "Kill these guards and head along the river. I’ll find you."

"Give me some heatroot first," he demanded. "It might take you days to find me."

"It won’t," Cerasul said. "There isn’t time— "

"Then just give me some now! I know you have some." Cerasul glared, his eyes flicking to the window, then pulled a small pouch from inside his tunic and threw it at Girul.

"Here. Don’t pass out in a ditch somewhere." Cerasul turned on his heel and stalked into the next room, his presence fading as he went. Girul shrugged and popped some heatroot in his mouth, ignoring the instant sweat that covered his face as the drug tingled, the rush of it flowing through him and making him feel almost alive, burying the hollowness of the void underneath sweet ennui.

Now that he wasn’t so distracted, he tugged a chakri off his sash and spun it about his finger, stepping out the door. Even for him, killing all of them might be a chore but really he only needed to kill a couple to get away. Cerasul probably didn’t mean for him to stand and fight. Void Classes didn’t have that much defense. He didn’t, at least.

"Lower your⁠— " He void-energized the chakri and sent it spinning at the person making demands. Surprisingly, the man leapt out of the way of the projectile rather than trying to block it, despite how fast it traveled and how silent it was. Most people just tried to bat it aside, which rarely ended well. Irked, he pulled out two more and sent them zipping out at the nearest pair before he was forced to jump back.

Someone had a ranged Skill, one fragment of stone pinging off his armor hard enough to make him grunt and the other one vanishing into a void chakri before he flung it. One of the first two had hit its target, but not square on, the man merely crippled rather than dead with an arm flopping uselessly and spewing blood above the elbow.

Girul didn’t really see the faces of the men attacking him, just the Skills and how they moved. It had been a long time since he’d had to deal with so many at once, though they couldn’t all attack at the same time. They couldn’t get close without him shoving a void chakri straight into them, and there were only so many firing lines, so it was more of a fun challenge than anything really threatening. The main problem would be running out of chakri.

He dodged another set of stone projectiles and ran at the earth user, pulling out another projectile to throw point-blank. Just before he released it someone else used a wind Skill that sent Girul tumbling long enough for a pair of shield-bearing Classers to protect the mage. Not that shields really did much against the void.

Another two chakri cut right through the shields, but the bearers didn’t die. They seemed oddly willing to sacrifice limbs rather than use their armor, which was irritating. Normally it just took one or two throws and he’d have a hole right through someone. He hopped to his feet and spun sideways to dodge a sword thrust, his backhand slicing through both weapon and fingers and shaving off a bit of cheek on the way. That was four of them incapacitated in that many seconds, but he couldn’t actually finish any of them off because other people were grabbing them and hauling them off while the remaining soldiers pressed him.

Girul was finding it quite tiresome, having to backpedal and deflect thrusts with his bracer. Or even getting pushed around by the wind mage, who was around the corner. He hurled a chakri through the building at the guy but only managed to wing him, which was boring. In fact, he had to wonder if the heatroot that Cerasul gave him was weak somehow because it was not fun. It should have been, but he was just tired of having to block attacks and of throwing his ever-diminishing number of chakri.

He spun one at the head of one of the fanciest-dressed Classers, hoping to take out a leader, but the Classer in question dived for cover in exaggerated panic. That was the last of the ones on his sash so he had to use the even smaller ones at his belt, his fingers fairly bloody from void magic stripping the skin off them. The smaller ones didn’t go as far but were harder to see, blurring out to punch holes in people and armor and the buildings behind them.

There was a deep groan and one of outbuildings, a servant’s quarters he thought, cracked and crumpled forward. Some of his chakri had sliced right through its supports, and the entire front collapsed, throwing debris and dust into the air. He took the opportunity to hurl a few more tiny void-projectiles at his attackers, running in the opposite direction as he decided to simply leave.

Other guards tried to block him, but it was hard for them to approach with him hurling tiny chunks of void at them. He was running low on stamina after using his Skills so much, movement and attack both, but all he needed to do was get by and they’d never catch him. Over half of the guards were down, injured, but they seemed oddly calm about it.

He caught a glimpse of a short Nivirese woman in white with a blaze of green and gold about her staff and realized there was a healer around, which made sense but it still wouldn’t help them stop him. To keep them occupied he flung one of his tiny disks at the healer but someone shot it before it got very far, a more substantial projectile than the stones from before.

Suddenly the world went away. There was nothing around him, nothing at all. No light, no dark, no up, no down. Just the faint hint of magic, cut by his void but filling in so quickly it was like it had no effect at all. For the first time in a very long while he felt a little bit of fear, somewhere deep down.

He lashed out with [Spellflayer], and while he could feel his void Skill grappling with the structure of the thing around him, it seemed to have infinite mana, soaking in the destructive power without a flicker. There was no indication that it had even noticed. Somehow he’d missed a fourth tier or something even more powerful, because there was no way anyone he’d sensed could stand up to void Skills.

"Girul Ell." A voice from behind him made him whirl around. A fox-kin girl was standing there in the nothingness with him, looking severe. She was quite pretty, the sort he wouldn’t mind spending time with if it weren’t for the fact that she was probably the one anchoring the weird nothingness around him. "You need to stand down and surrender."

She only seemed to be third tier, so he just tossed a tiny void-ring at her. She didn’t dodge, nor did it go through her like it ought to have. Instead, it slowed to a halt, the blackness hanging in midair until it dissolved into nothingness. He just gaped at her, not even sure how that was possible.

"I am Shayma Ell, daughter of Sienne Ell, and I am free of the Anells. I can free you, too, both of their yoke and the addictions they’ve given you." She didn’t even change expression. For all he could tell she believed what she was saying, no matter how absurd it was. One thing really caught his attention, though.

"You aren’t taking my heatroot!" He said, reaching down to assure himself that the pouch was still there. "And Anell is going to destroy you. Trying to poach void agents from them!"

"Well, I tried doing it the nice way," the fox-girl sighed, then vanished. Girul tapped into his defensive Skills, but he wasn’t prepared for a thundering voice sounding inside his head.

「SLEEP.」 The voice commanded, and he found himself dwindling as an enormous force pressed down on his mind. For a moment he thought he could resist it, but then it seemed to find the same place in his head that heatroot did and shoved him down into darkness.



Chapter 4B: Day 208 – Blue


"The sooner you tell us what you know, the sooner we can be done."

Cerasul was being kept in a warded, light-filled cell to keep him from using any of his Skills to teleport away. He was also manacled and chained, though that didn’t necessarily mean that he couldn’t use his Skills. There didn’t seem to be anything like blanket Skill suppression, unless one counted Ansae’s Presence. Or for that matter, mine.

Shayma could have used it, since she was sitting in on the interrogation, but we were both more than happy to leave the interrogation to Nivir’s own personnel. Neither of us were really experts, and I didn’t even know what I’d ask if Cerasul was willing to answer.

Nivir’s people had it well in hand, in the person of Heron Rin, a kindly-looking older man with a Skill that blurred the line between mind and water Affinity. It literally eroded the subject’s resistance over time, and frankly creeped me out. Still, it was effective, especially when paired with Heron’s technique of simply looking kind and patient and asking the same questions without any hint of accusation.

"What is your name?" Heron paused for a reply, and not getting one, continued on. "What were you doing in Nivir?" Another pause. "Who gives you orders?" We already knew the answers to those questions, amusingly enough, but interrogation was a process. For that matter, Shayma had already plucked a good deal of information from Cerasul’s mind by mind magic, but Nivir wanted an informant, not information.

Virn had been nice enough to let Cheya see the intelligence haul, and Shayma had opened a portal that let Iniri, Virn, Cheya, and Cheya’s opposite number, Tekal, discuss the capture. In many ways it was a coup, since Anell agents were generally untouchable and the void sorts were just too dangerous to actually capture. It was generally easier to kill a Classer than hold them.

"I don’t think they need you," I told Shayma, as Heron moved onto yet another repetition of the questions. "Not anymore, anyhow."

"I suppose not." Shayma shook her head and turned away from the stone-faced Cerasul. "He’s creepy, anyway. I’m more interested in that codebook of his." Shayma followed her assigned page through the palace back to where Cheya and Tekal were discussing the two slim volumes she’d taken off the agent. The only reason Shayma was late to helping the guards take down Girul was because she wanted to make sure Cerasul didn’t get away either.

By the time she entered the study the two spymasters had copied out entire stacks of paper and were in the middle of an argument over cipher patterns. Neither of them looked Shayma’s way, though I was sure they had both noticed her well before she’d crossed the threshold. From the look of things Cheya was winning, though maybe I was biased in favor of my people.

"Did you find anything good?" Shayma crossed over to peer down at the pages, which had names and dates and places as well as less obvious notes.

"Names of six other agents on Orn, as well as the cities they’re in." Cheya said with grim satisfaction. "Enough proof to hang a dozen people here in Nivir, and locations of safehouses that King Virn can raid for an enormous amount of wealth at Anell’s expense. He can probably dismantle Anell’s entire organization here in Nivir, which was a lot larger than I thought it’d be for a small and landlocked country. No offense," she added, looking to Tekal.

"None taken," he said, frowning but not at her. "I didn’t realize how many warehouses they owned either. Especially with the embargo."

"Wait, so does that mean we can follow up with the other agents and get more Anell stuff? I’m liking the sound of that."

"Are the other names you mentioned likely to have these sorts of records, too?" Shayma asked. "It would be amazing to be able to take all of Anell’s stuff."

"Yes, and we’ll have to move quickly for some of it. Once it becomes obvious that Cerasul and Girul didn’t get away, let alone accomplish their task, I expect to see other agents moving."

"Even Anell can’t have too many divination anchors around, so I suspect only a few people would require true haste." I thought Tekal might be underestimating the Anells, actually. They were insanely rich and I doubted they’d have balked at the cost of enough communication. What was bothering me was how they managed to stay out of sight of Tekal’s intelligence operatives. Surely everyone knew that Anell had void assassins on their payroll.

"I can’t gather intelligence on something that’s never discussed," Tekal explained with a sigh after Shayma asked my question for me. "They’re just one of a large number of Anell staff on one of several Anell properties. At least, until they get orders to move though some heavily warded magical item. Expelling House Anell entirely has not been an option. Until now, of course."

"Now, we’ve got good reason to kick them off Orn entirely," Cheya said with a small, satisfied smile. "Especially since we can make our own agreements with Leviathans and replace that carrying capacity ourselves."

"So who else has Anell agents, and are there any Ells with them?"

"Ir has several agents, obviously." Cheya told Shayma, who was just as interested in the information as I was, if not more. "Haerlish doesn’t seem to have any for some reason, but Orrelin has one somehow. There’s two in the southern clans, but the only place we know there’s another void agent is Invernir."

"I don’t mind going back there," Shayma said cheerfully. "It was a nice place from what I saw, and Wright was pretty friendly." Tekal gave Shayma a startled look but Cheya wasn’t put out by Shayma’s casual relationship with the Emperor of Ir.

"I would ask you at least let us finish our translation and analysis so we can provide a report for Emperor Wright before you go," Cheya said. "Missing some of the Anell network might end up being worse than not moving against it in the first place."

"Very well," Shayma said, though she was clearly eager to follow up on her prior victory. "I should go see how Girul is getting along."

"We’ll be here," Cheya said with a nod. I recalled Shayma back to my core and she teleported over to Girul. Considering who and what he was, I didn’t want to deal with him causing any trouble so I’d decided to leave him on an island in the middle of my lake, a hundred kilometers from any shore. Not on bare rock, of course, I had made a little one-room cabin, where Keri and Annit and One-Eye-Green were tending to him.

One-Eye-Green had the job of ensuring he stayed asleep. Keri was there for physical healing, Annit for Keri’s moral support and just in case Girul somehow woke up regardless. It wasn’t so much that anyone distrusted One-Eye-Green, but that nobody knew whether void Skills would end up interfering.

"How is he?" Shayma asked as she walked into the cabin.

"I didn’t even know high level Classers could get so addicted," Keri replied with a frown. "I’m having to purge his entire body of the stuff. It’s going to take more than one session."

"His mind is icky and twisted," One-Eye-Green added bluntly. "It needs to be fixed." Shayma grimaced and shifted to Scalemind shape herself to check, then back to normal form to sigh.

"Thank you all," she said. "I knew he was in bad shape, but not that bad. When I touched his mind it seemed that he didn’t care about anything except the drugs."

"Yeah, though it sounds like this will be kind of common for the Ells you break away from Anell." I wasn’t trying to discourage Shayma, but these were people that would need a lot of rehabilitation and support. Some of them might not even be capable of anything other than killing for the Anells.

"I know," Shayma sighed. "I didn’t think it was going to be easy when I decided on it, though. We need to start somewhere, and that’s going to be the agents they feel they can send out to Orn." She frowned at the sleeping form of Girul Ell. "I think I’ll have to ask the other Scalemind for help. Until we get his mind off of drugs we can’t even start. Though we’ll need something to replace it."

"Exercise?" I suggested. "Parkour or rock-climbing? I know void types need something to obsess on so maybe something relatively harmless. It is possible to get addicted to that kind of thing."

"Maybe," Shayma said thoughtfully. "I’ll ask mom, too. Though I don’t know if she tried to fill her craving with something before she met dad. It wasn’t too long after she got her Class."

"You’ll have a second Ell to deal with soon enough, too. Maybe that will make it easier. They can discuss things or keep each other company or whatever." I’d have to make the cabin larger, or more likely, add extra, but it wasn’t like I was doing anything else with that particular island.

"Or they might think they can gang up on me." Shayma frowned. "I hate to speak ill of my distant cousin or uncle or whatever, but Girul didn’t seem incredibly bright. Hopefully the next one is a bit smarter."

"It wouldn’t surprise me if the smartest Ells were kept closest to home, or killed off entirely."

"That’s true," Shayma sighed. "We’ll just have to take it as it comes. For now, I think I’ll get Dreams-Ahead to untwist Girul’s mind. Maybe I’ll have time to talk to him before I head down to Ir."

"At the very least we’ll want to know whether I need to upgrade the security there. Though I’m pretty sure he can’t swim anywhere important. At the very least we’re going to need to figure out something for him to do, so yeah, I guess talk to your mom while Dreams-Ahead is working. I also want to get everyone together about what I got from finishing Annit’s soul-prosthesis."

Considering the urgency of the errand, there hadn’t been enough time to discuss what I’d gotten from completing it. I had honestly been hoping for something more advanced than just a prosthesis, but I really couldn’t complain about it. Souls were the most complex thing I’d seen so far, discounting some of Ansae’s spellcasting, and getting anywhere on dealing with them was a bonus.

[Soul Sight] advances to 10. Evolves to [Soul Proficiency]: Helps with understanding soul structures for recording or manipulation. Allows for detailed inspection of souls.

[Soul Proficiency] rank set to 5.

[Soul Manipulator] title gained for [Soul Prosthesis: Annit]. Unique Core Specialization: Soul is available.

Skills Gained:

[Bind Soul Model]: Allows binding of valid soul model to valid target to create a [Soul Prosthesis].

[Model Soul]: Creates a model of targeted soul. Variable cost.

I had a clear path to being able to deal more directly with souls, and with less rigamarole at that. I could create a prosthesis from the models, and the soul core would probably let me do advanced stuff. Considering the stellar core let me directly grant stellar classes, I was sure a soul core would mean I had direct access to souls. In some manner, at least.

It was also the first time in quite a while I’d gotten a title outside of my level-up bonuses. My first thought was that it was just because souls were so profound, but then Ansae twitched and scowled as she conjured up a crystal from her hoard. She had stared at it, then looked around with a resigned expression.

"Blue, why is this telling me that you’ve gotten the [Soul Manipulator] title?" The question showed me that [Soul Manipulator] was probably like [Artificer] and one of the things anyone could get.

"Because I did! I got it for making a [Soul Prosthesis] for Annit that shields her from Depletion." Her eyes flickered, and I knew what she was thinking. "Sure, give me a second and I’ll see what it needs for you." Considering how much I’d spent on Annit’s model, even if the Skill was more efficient I was expecting it to be expensive. I just wasn’t prepared for how expensive.

Requires 1626 [Hyperthaumic Phase-Condensed Argentum], 728 [Hyperthaumic Phase-Condensed Aurum], 220 [Core Lattice Crystal], 1 Primal Source.

"Uhh. Well. It’s going to take a while for you, to the point where I’ll probably get enough mana to Purify you first. I need two thousand units of supermaterials to build your soul model."

"That’s…" Ansae sighed. "That’s disappointing. But I suppose I should have expected it. Anything that reflects my amount of experience and skill would have to be impossibly complex." She tapped her claw against the ground. "Normally [Soul Manipulator] leads to the kind of Class I arrange to have killed, but I suppose it’s not the same for you. You won’t create abominations, will you?"

"No, I can only make a [Soul Prothesis] at the moment. I actually need a new core to do anything anyway, so I’ll have time to study souls more before I start doing anything complex."

"What exactly is a [Soul Prosthesis]?" It actually threw me for a moment that Ansae didn’t know what was talking about, but it wasn’t like she didn’t have her own projects, like helping her proteges pick out lairs. I took a moment to catch her up with how I’d made a model for Annit, and what I’d made it out of, along with what it took to get it to actually synchronize with her.

"Something I don’t like is the implication that there is some dungeon core somewhere handling my soul," Ansae mused. "If nothing else, it’s not doing a good job. It should be repairing depletion."

"Yeah, it’s a little weird, but depletion is strange in general. It’s not really an Affinity, and aside from the rift it’s not clear exactly where it comes from. I’m guessing that other dungeons don’t have the [Purifier] title and maybe they can’t get it."

"Nor can mortals get it, considering how badly soul manipulation goes for anyone with intent in their mana." Ansae growled softly, making the floor vibrate. "I suppose I have lost nothing, but it still feels like I am being teased."

"Yeah, well, I’m kind of fumbling my way through this whole dungeon thing myself. I’m pretty sure if I knew what I was doing I’d already have everything solved. Look how much I can do already."

"That very ignorance may be why you have accomplished some of what you have," Ansae disagreed. "You have an entirely different perspective, and I know how valuable that can be. Besides, now that you have those skills you can use it for other people who are not Companions."

"Oh, yeah. Yeah! I can think of a lot of people it’d be great to do that with. Ensure they’re protected. They’re not cheap, but at least I can make them, given time." I already knew I wanted to make one for Keri and Cheya. I couldn’t make them for everyone, but now that there was an alternative to the breeding station, I could definitely protect more people.



Chapter 5A: Day 209 - Blue


One of the side-effects of importing a couple million people of all ages into the Caldera was that a few, a very few, started to pick up stellar Affinity.  Three Chiuxatli tripped my stellar core, one for [Skywatcher], exactly the same as Suna’s Class, and two for a second-tier transition from generic [Mage] into [Stellar Mage].  I just approved them all, but I’d have to see if Shayma could just set the stellar core to auto-approve.  A few at a time was no real problem, but I could see it scaling to hundreds a day and that would get really irritating.

Each of the new Classes registered to my stellar core and increased my mana capacity, if ever so slightly.  It would take an awful long time to really make a significant contribution, or at least an awfully large number of Classers, but it was something.  I decided I’d have to lend a [Contained Star] to Iniri so Tarnil citizens would have more opportunity to get stellar Affinity.  Iniri’s metal wasn’t going to be as influential as an actual Origin Relic.

The Chiuxatli had hauled a lot of infrastructure with them and were getting established fairly quickly, though that was partly because the Caldera was flush with resources they could use.  Five days was a lot of labor when there were thousands of third-tier crafter Classes.  The Chiuxatli seemed to use a lot more fabric in their construction than anything else, and hundreds of square kilometers of the stuff had been pulled out of baskets and trunks and packs to turn into walls and ceilings.

What really awed me was that for some portion of it, the fabric and embroidery on that fabric was enchanted.  Runes were stitched on.  They could and did move around sections of brightly-colored fabric to produce impromptu hospitals, forges, sparring arenas, and the like.  There were even embroidered hammocks for sleeping, which made me wonder if it was something like [Restful Night] or if there was some enchantment that just made things more comfortable.

I wanted to ask, but Shayma was down in Ir, helping them clean up the Anells.  For those operations, I was far more impressed with Wright’s people than I was with Virn’s, because they basically appeared inside the Anell houses and compounds when people were asleep and hustled them into cells.  Shayma barely had to do anything, aside from suppress the Ell.  The void agent looked just a touch younger than Giorn, and he actually surrendered instead of trying to fight.

She still used her Scalemind form to put the guy to sleep, but it was a hopeful sign.  It would have been unfortunate if Girul was representative of the Ells.  Though, even if they were willing to rehabilitate and cooperate, Shayma couldn’t spend all her time watching over them.  I trusted she’d figure something out, though I was just as glad it wasn’t my immediate problem.  In fact, I had a hunch that Sienne was going to end up taking over, from what I saw of her conversations with Shayma.

Regardless, the new Ell, Hirae Ell, was laid out on a bed next to Girul while Brothers of Burden took shifts poking at their minds.  Apparently what they were doing was complex enough that Dreams-Ahead couldn’t or didn’t want to do it all in one session, and had negotiated things with Shayma.  I was actually weirdly proud that had all happened without my involvement, and I really needed to figure out a good way to let the Scalemind have more contact with the Village and not just rely on Shayma or myself setting up portals.  I had so many things to bring up to the Chiuxatli when Shayma got back.

For the moment, she was helping Wright’s intelligence squads comb through Anell warehouses.   With her Domain perception and maybe some help from her Quest she was able to quickly find all the secret stashes, and simply pull the contents out of them.  Obviously there were magical protections on a number of them, but Shayma had ridiculous Skills and the ability to pull from my mana if she needed to punch through something, so none of them stopped her.

Frankly, the Domain was absurd.

"Ansae, Shayma’s Domain skill — is stuff like that common at the higher tiers?"  I still didn’t know what Ansae’s Skills were, but from the way she acted it was quite possible she had some enormous domain herself, and that’s how she came by her obscene perception.

"No.  It’s not the first Skill like that I’ve seen, but it’s extremely rare.  Most of the people I’ve seen with a Domain had evolved techniques where they were outside of their body as much as anchored in it."  Ansae waggled an equivocal claw.  "I’d considered trying to make one myself, but in the end it just wasn’t a good match for me."

"Huh.  Well, it’s pretty potent."

"Your Voice is well equipped," Ansae agreed.  "But look at the powers of the mage-kings and you see that is not so unreasonable."

"Ah, point."  I hadn’t even come up with a good weapon for her yet, though figuring out something that would work best with shapeshifting or was more useful than her illusions or the ability to channel Fields was difficult.

I was considering that when I realized I’d missed something while talking with Ansae.  It was bad enough that I hadn’t noticed dragons flying around, now I’d missed some Leviathans ascending up to swim through the canal.  I really needed to get those wards implemented, or something to alert me to movement like that.

For a while I thought they were there for Iniri, then when they ignored the Meil moon pool I figured they were there for me.  Then I remembered the communications device Uilei-nktik had given me, and if he hadn’t called ahead they really weren’t for me either.  Which left only one option.

"Hey Ansae, I think you’ve got a bunch of Leviathan visitors."

"Ah."  She sighed.  "They were only supposed to send one, but for some reason I’m not surprised.  Those would be acolytes of the Silver Temple.  They worship me, despite how much I’ve discouraged the practice, and at this point I’ve given up trying to stamp them out.  I do admit it’s useful having some Leviathans willing to fetch and carry."

"So, I should reroute them to you?"

"Yes," Ansae confirmed.  "I am going to have to trade for a place for them to stay, as well.  Your inland lake is impressive but they will need true abyssal depths if they’re going to remain for any length of time."

"Sure, that wouldn’t be too difficult."  A one- by four- by four-hundred-meter space located somewhere under the Caldera would be more than big enough once I Expanded it.  "So I’m going to have the Chiuxatli ward up the Caldera for me, do you think you could design anything for that?  I can still have them actually set it up I was just wondering if you might have better ideas than they do, considering."

"Hmm, that could be an interesting challenge.  A very large spatially distorted area, especially open to the sky as it is and with how much mana is involved, to say nothing of your ability to change it so quickly.  And your penchant for doing so."  Ansae looked pleased.  "I will see what I can come up with."

"Hmm, I guess I’ll be getting Leviathan inhabitants.  That should be interesting."  In a way, the habitation benefits of getting Leviathans would probably be worth the effort.  Something I appreciated about Ansae is she never tried to pretend incidental benefits like that were payment.  Of course, she was so wealthy and knowledgeable she really didn’t need to haggle, but it was still nice.

I redirected the portal in my entry hall from my audience chamber to Ansae’s while I went about making the Leviathan area.  It wasn’t as big a deal as the Caldera, though it’d still be absolutely huge when it was done, mostly because I had extra stone income from the Caldera.  Not to mention that I didn’t need to seed it with resources.

The only real Leviathan resource I had was the coral, and while Taelah had adjusted it to use my mana, it was still growing.  The rate was pretty awe-inspiring, almost doubling in a few days, but it wasn’t anywhere near what I’d need to cover a sixteen hundred square kilometer habitat.  They’d have to make do with stone and deepwater chrystheniums until I had enough.  The end result was a sprawling complex of vertical, spiraling Leviathan homes and gleaming Chrystheniums decorated with my hardiest seagrass and other such flora.

I still hadn’t gotten any underwater Climates.  To be fair, I hadn’t tried drilling down and taking over the undersea ocean I’d discovered either, and I really should have.  I’d definitely do that after my second expedition into the depths found something.  I didn’t have to worry too much, though, since the Scalemind had really taken to fishing.

The whole thing was done by the time Ansae finished hosting the audience with the Leviathans.  I couldn’t understand seaspeak or exactly read bioluminescence, but there seemed to be a lot less groveling than I would have expected and more excited flailing.  More like meeting a celebrity than an actual god, though I had to admit watching a Leviathan flap its enormous forward fins in excitement was pretty amusing.

"Where do you want me to put a portal?"  I asked her, and got a reply back through magic projected above the water.

"In the moat," she said, which made sense since the leviathan meeting room was connected to it.  I started to put a normal portal in, then had a better idea and made almost the entire bottom of the moat a ring-shaped portal, up against the foundation of Ansae’s island.  It gave the illusion that Ansae’s tower was floating on top of an enormous abyss, which was pretty neat and certainly added to the effect of the huge structure.  The Leviathans sure seemed impressed as they left the audience chamber and dived downward.

Core Specialization: Habitation

Leviathan:  All Leviathans adapt to shallow waters more quickly.  Those adapted to shallow waters gain [Size Adaptation]: Automatically adjust apparent size to smaller bodies of water.  Dungeon water Affinity mana enhances depth effects and abyssal qualities.

I wished I’d gotten that before I made the habitat, since I could have made it far smaller, or even given them license to live in the lake, but I was used to that sort of thing.  My overlay and entire general system were not exactly transparent or user-friendly, but at least it seemed to reward my labors.  For the most part.

The Leviathans released a bunch of fish from the wooden spheres they were toting around, but they were all small and colorful, and clearly wouldn’t be nearly enough to support kilometer-long beings.  So far as I could tell Leviathans were at least partial thaumivores like dragons.  Anything that size couldn’t operate from mundane biology alone, though they definitely ate live fish as well.  Probably larger things, considering their size, but I had none of that available.  I just had to hope that my new residents had taken that into account.

Once the Leviathans were settled I went back to the slow grind of filling and triggering lots and lots of [Mana Diamond Anvils].  The costs for creating models for Keri, Cheya, Sienne, and Giorn were far more reasonable than they were for Ansae, but that only meant the costs were in the single digits of Argentum.  Which still meant thousands of cycles through my anvils.

With the raw materials for two additional [Contained Stars] and no immediate need for additional [Firmament], I was free to focus on Argentum and Aurum.  The raw silver and gold were growing fairly well between my Climates and my metallic chrystheniums, though I didn’t have hundreds of tons of the stuff like Ansae seemed to.  Still, the generation rate could pretty much keep up with my anvils.  Given a couple weeks I would be able to make [Soul Prostheses] for everyone.

I also wanted to see if I could somehow do something to help Yamal.  He was still in a coma, being kept alive by healers and some specialists from Wildwood, paid for out of Yamal’s apparently significant wealth.  Obviously shielding him from depletion wouldn’t be enough, but with a soul prosthesis he might be able to reconnect to the Akasha enough for him to function again.  There were a number of potential problems with that, but it was worth a try.

While I was thinking of it, I tried to use [Model Soul] on him.  His Primal Source was gone and that was how I was linked to and saw souls, but if his soul had collapsed I wouldn’t see anything anyway.  Unfortunately, it seemed that the connection was well and truly broken, the Skill not even giving me any sort of error feedback.  He just didn’t count.  In a sense that was actually a relief, because it meant there was still hope I could link up somehow.

Part of me was hoping I could surprise Iniri with it, but I always knew it was a long shot.  I could still surprise her with one for Cheya, though.  Maybe I should have informed her of my new soul skill stuff in advance, but it wasn’t too much of a delay to wait until I had one ready, and it meant Cheya wouldn’t have a chance to try and turn it down.

Of course, it was at the exact moment that everyone was busy that Tlulipechua decided he needed to talk to me.  I’d been keeping as much of an eye on them as I did on Tarnil in general, which was to say, not much of one, but I hadn’t yet seen any immense crises.  The Flight-Alpha probably knew his people better than I did, though, and I doubted that he would disturb me for something trivial.  Shayma had really impressed the guy.

"Taelah, I hate to interrupt you," I said, interrupting her.  She was actually chatting with Syrinu in the Village central square, which was moderately surreal and amusing.  "The Flight-Alpha needs something and Shayma’s down in Ir, so could you see what he has to say?"

"Certainly," Taelah said, holding up a hand to pause her discussion with Syrinu.  "I’ve been meaning to talk to him anyway."



Chapter 5B: Day 209 – Taelah


Thus far Taelah had been aware of the Chiuxatli in a mostly intellectual way.  They were sort of visible on the walls of the Caldera, though only as vague spots of color and movement, but so far none of them had ventured down toward the Village.  She knew it was only a matter of time until that happened, no matter that Blue had warned them against it, so it was better to meet Tlulipechua herself and set things out beforehand.  She was glad that she didn’t have to speak for Blue all the time, but it was equally nice that he trusted her to do so when necessary.

"Excuse me," she told Syrinu, standing up and tucking away the alchemy vials she’d been showing the dragon.  Between Blue and Ansae, only a few of the dragons had dared come by the Village and those that had were exceedingly polite.  Syrinu had come by to discuss lairing to the south of the Village where there were hills and deep woods, but the conversation had somehow turned to alchemy about halfway through.  "I need to attend some business for Husband, but I’ll be back soon if you care to wait."

"Certainly, Matriarch Taelah," Syrinu said.  The title always made Taelah smile and rest her hand on her belly.  She wasn’t exactly a matriarch yet, but it was only a matter of time.  She nodded to the darkness dragon and walked the short distance to the teleport point, pulling on it to send herself to the audience chamber.

Despite Shayma describing the Chiuxatli as colorful, and even her own strange half-remembered knowledge of colortongue from the [Crafting Hall], she wasn’t ready for the brilliant plumage that Tlulipechua had.  His feathers were so bright they practically glowed, or maybe actually glowed, in vibrant reds and yellows edged in shimmers of blues and greens.

"Husband asked me to fill in while his Voice is away," she said in response to the surprise she saw ripple across his feathers.

"You are married to Lord Blue?"  Tlulipechua asked after a moment, disbelieving, his wings rustling softly as he shifted forward.  He asked the same thing in colortongue, forgetting for a moment that he was trying to use magical sound speech.

"I am," Taelah smiled at him, though she wasn’t sure how he saw it.  The lack of eyes was rather disconcerting.  "What is it that you need, Flight-Alpha Tlulipechua?"

"Our farmers and crafters are finding it difficult to adjust our crops to the soil and mana here," Tlulipechua said after another brief hesitation.  "They grow, but not properly.  It has only been a few days, true, but we wish to solve the problem before any of our seed stock is lost."

"Then I am absolutely the person to talk to," Taelah said.  She could probably adapt their crops directly, but propagating it across the entirety of the Caldera would take collaboration.  "Why don’t you come with me to the Village?  Blue, would you get some samples of the crops and put them by my garden?"

"Absolutely.  I mean, I could just growth field them but I’m pretty sure that wouldn’t make them grow like the Chiuxatli want."

"Yes, of course I will go with you.  Lady Blue?"  The tint of his feathers did a better job of conveying that he was asking about her title than the magic-created words.

"Just Taelah," she assured him.  "Elder Taelah, if you must.  Just a moment and we’ll be there."  She reached out and pulled on the teleport points that Blue had set up, bringing herself and Tlulipechua to the Village green.  The first thing he did was twist around to stare at the Tree, then immediately jerked back at the sight of the large darkness-Affinity dragon lounging on the grass in all her shadowy glory.

"That’s Syrinu," Taelah told him, privately amused at the reaction.  Sometimes she couldn’t believe her casual treatment of dragons herself.  "I may ask her to join us, actually.  Dragons are experts at altering mana and she may have insights I lack." Dragon hearing being what it was, Syrinu stretched and got to her feet as Taelah spoke, ambling over and towering over them.

"You need my opinion on something, Matriarch Taelah?"

"If you would."  Taelah beckoned for them to follow her to her garden, at least the one she kept in the Village.  The special one that Blue made her was a private affair.  "While you’re here, Tlulipechua, I wanted to ask how your people are taking this relocation."

"Better than I thought they would," the Chiuxatli replied after a moment, which her Skill told her was almost a lie.  "There are, of course, those who are unhappy with it, but there are others who appreciate everything that Blue has provided."

"How long do you think it will be until someone comes to the Village to cause trouble?" She asked bluntly, getting a ripple of amusement from Tlulipechua.

"Perhaps a week, under normal circumstances.  With dragons around, I think they will be more circumspect."  Both statements were true.

"If they do cause trouble, I cannot promise any mercy on Blue’s part," she warned.

"Yeah, if they even try to bully someone in the village I’ll just squish ‘em."  Blue was actually serious, a rarity for him.

"Nor would I counsel any," Tlulipechua said grimly.  "My command has been to stay to the air he has given us.  Unfortunately, there will be those who see that only as a temptation.  I completely revoke my protection over any who come here without your permission."  Once again, it rang completely true.  First Wright, and now Tlulipechua seemed to have no penchant for lies.  She wondered if it was something about being fifth-tier, or just about being that powerful.

"Then we are in agreement," she said, nodding to the garden as they approached it.  "Now let us see what can be done about your crops."  True to his word, Blue had set up several rows of unfamiliar plants outside the garden.  There were several varieties of clinging vine, a floating spiked ball tethered to the ground by a long root, and even a few that actually grew in the dirt like normal vegetables.  Finally, there were at least a half dozen trees, all of them hardy and short.

"Oh, I’ve seen this before."  Syrinu spoke up, and Taelah blinked.  Even though she’d invited the dragon along specifically because of her mana experience, for some reason she hadn’t actually expected Syrinu to spot the problem.  Obviously, she’d been working by herself too much.

"These are all adapted to specific storm and wind mana," Syrinu continued.  "Blue has plenty of raw mana but it’s almost completely lacking in intent.  Without the intent of the place where they normally grow, they won’t be quite the same."

"That is amazing."  She’d only started encountering properly mana-rich flora when she’d met Blue, and even the Caldera was only the tiniest slice of what was possible.  In fact, it was highly atypical, considering his mana.  "How do you normally address something like that?"

"Tune the local mana intent to match what you want," Syrinu said promptly.  "Considering the size of the Caldera, that would take a while."

"Yes…"  Taelah said slowly, tasting an idea.  "I suppose we could try altering the crops so they worked with Blue’s mana instead, but then they wouldn’t work anywhere else."

"We do intend to go back," Tlulipechua said.  "We would not wish to lose our traditional foods and meals, even for a few years."

"I thought as much."  Taelah took a moment to consider the idea she had properly, drumming her fingers over her belly.  "Perhaps we can simply go halfway.  I will need help for the intent."  She stepped forward, pulling the mana conversion and generation aspects from one of Blue’s chrystheniums into [Vow].  From one of the Chiuxatli climbing vines she took the small pieces of hunger that were not satisfied by Blue’s mana.

Taelah picked up a potted flower, a simple one she kept because it was pretty, not because it had any particular alchemical use.  A minute or two of concentration was all it took to mix the three aspects she’d taken together and then instill them into the flower, the petals changing color as it started changing Blue’s ambient mana into something more like storm and wind. 

It wasn’t nearly good enough, and it would take a lot more work and help from someone with better mana sense to get just right.  But it was a start.  She handed it to Tlulipechua, who held it gingerly and sniffed at it.  Shock rippled over his plumage.

"It smells like home!"  He sniffed again.  "It is not exact, but it is very close."

"Keep that one," she told him.  She could make another one, the mixture still held in [Vow].  "With dragon help, I can make something that fits the original intent better, and Blue can simply plant it anywhere it needs to go."

"That is brilliant, Taelah."  Blue told her.  "Whatever gave you that idea?"

"It reminded me of how ruskfruit is just bland unless you grow it alongside roundbean," she said modestly.  "Plants rely on each other for all kinds of nutrients, why not mana?  Since you can grow things easily enough, or get rid of them, it would be the easiest way to bridge the gap."

"I thank you," Tlulipechua said.  "To find that there will be an immediate solution is quite gratifying.  As to be expected from the wife of a great Power."  Her Skill told her there was only a little bit of a lie there, enough that the flattery was mostly genuine.  The fact that he clutched the potted flower close warmed her heart a lot more than the words.

"Oh, please tell him that I’ll want to show him the stuff that needs doing in the next couple days.  I don’t know his specialists so he can bring whomever, figure out how he wants to tackle it."

"I find I rather enjoy solving problems like these," she told him.  "Blue still has his own problems, though, and he will be summoning you sometime in the next few days to acquaint you with them."

"I have not forgotten our end of the Bargain," Tlulipechua assured her.  "I even believe that having concrete requests will reassure many of my people."

"Excellent," she said.  While she didn’t mind standing in for Shayma, she got enough political wrangling dealing with the other elders and she was glad Tlulipechua didn’t need any special handling.  Then again, it didn’t seem likely that even a fifth-tier ruler could be as ornery as old Miss Burnhade.  "Blue’s Voice will tell you when it’s done, but I expect Blue will have it all planted less than an hour after I’m finished with it."

"I wouldn’t dream of—" Tlulipechua stopped and turned abruptly looking back toward the Village.  Only quick reaction on Taelah’s part stopped One-Eye-Green from coming to grief, as she reached out with her Skills and plants surged up to stop a frankly horrifying blade of wind from Tlulipechua’s wings, exploding apart in a burst of branches and leaves.  A sudden shadow prison appeared around the Chiuxatli as Syrinu acted in turn, cutting him off from any further action.

"Oh, crap.  I forgot people had a weird reaction to monsters.  I’ve got One-Eye-Green for the moment.  You can chew him out before I send her back."  Blue told her.

"Thank you," she told Blue, then turned to Syrinu and nodded her head.  "Thank you as well.  You may release him now."  The dragon flicked a claw and the walls of shadow parted to reveal Tlulipechua, standing stock-still.

"Do not start any violence here," she told Tlulipechua coldly.  "Even the monsters here are under Blue’s protection.  If you had killed that one your own life would have been forfeit."  That gave the Chiuxatli pause, and he turned and bowed to her.

"I apologize.  I can only offer that my experiences with monsters before now have honed my instincts to strike first and decisively.  You are correct that I should not have acted so; this is not my realm, but Blue’s."  There was enough truth in that statement that she finally nodded, returning the sudden growth of shrubs and grass to normal.

"Accepted, but you should also apologize to her."  Though Blue was often times absentminded or preoccupied, when he was paying attention he knew exactly how to respond to her.  As soon as Taelah finished speaking, One-Eye-Green reappeared in front of them, radiating confusion.

"Miss Taelah?"  She asked, looking from her to Syrinu to Tlulipechua.  The Chiuxatli’s feathers rippled in astonishment at the sound of One-Eye-Green’s voice.  "I was just bringing some flowers we fished up from the underground ocean…"  She held up a small stone vase with some colorful fronds poking out of it.

"Thank you, sweetie," Taelah said, stepping forward to take the vase from her.  Despite looming over Taelah with claws and fangs, One-Eye-Green was really a good child.  "Flight-Alpha Tlulipechua just thought you were a normal monster."

"And I was wrong to do so," Tlulipechua said.  "You have my apologies for attacking you."

"Oh," One-Eye-Green said.  "We’re working on becoming not-monsters with Mister Blue!  If that helps?"

"A worthy goal," Tlulipechua said, but it was clear he was uncomfortable with One-Eye-Green.

"I’ll be with you in a little bit, dear," Taelah told her.  "I just have to escort the Flight-Alpha back and finish my business with Syrinu."

"Alright Miss Taelah!"  One-Eye-Green cast another look at Tlulipechua and hied off toward the Village center again.  She seemed somewhat unfazed about Tlulipechua nearly killing her, but it was possible she didn’t really see it, or maybe it was just that she was a monster still.

"That was a Scalemind," Tlulipechua said after One-Eye-Green was out of earshot.  "They are extremely dangerous."

"You get used to it," Syrinu snorted.  "The Silver Woe herself lives in that far tower.  We’re all dangerous here."

"I do understand the gravity of my mistake," Tlulipechua said.  "I assure you it will not happen again."

"Good," said Taelah, feeling his sincerity, and moved on.  There was no need for any further chastisement and it didn’t fit with what she really wanted to talk to him about.  "Now, since we are neighbors, before you go, you’ll have to tell me what your family does for midwinter gifts."  Tlulipechua’s plumage turned slightly orange in amusement, his eyeless head bobbing once.

"Foodstuffs and cloth, primarily.  It is not proper to offer heavier gifts that may weigh one down in at the midwinter festival."  Taelah nodded in satisfaction.  The Village had both of those, especially absurdly luxurious cloth.  A few bolts would be good.

"Very well, then.  If there is nothing else, I will have Blue return you to your home."

"I have nothing further.  Thank you, Elder Taelah."  Tlulipechua managed a credible bow, still holding the potted flower, despite his decidedly nonhuman anatomy.  Blue whisked him away a moment later, and Taelah shook her head, turning to Syrinu.

"I’m sorry for that interruption.  I really am interested in trying to figure things out.  Obviously I haven’t worked with dragon scales or claws before!"

"It is of no moment, Matriarch Taelah," Syrinu said.  "Perhaps I can assist you in solving the Flight-Alpha’s problem while you figure out how to color my scales.  I want to surprise Akanen!"



Chapter 6A: Day 210 – Blue


"What in the abyss is going on over in Orn?"  Moren Anell demanded.  Toreq Anell frowned in reply.

"Language, Moren," he said, entirely by reflex.  "Clearly we underestimated the intelligence capabilities of Tarnil and Blue and the rogue Ell they have."  Toreq consulted his notebook.  "Sienne Ell betrayed us quite early, too long ago for any procedural leaks.  Perhaps the handler?"  He looked to Risu Anell.

"Cerasul was not incompetent.  I suspect there’s some powerful divination at play.  Perhaps related to the Ells.  They are related, however distantly, and that’s not something we’ve bothered blocking.  Maybe in the future…"  Risu tapped ash from her kiseru.  "It doesn’t matter.  For the moment we need a response."

"Pull back everything but jade-level operatives," Moren said.  "Everyone else is getting taken anyway, no point in leaving anything for what’s-his-name, Ir, to gobble up."

"Wright," Toreq said absently.

"Then we’re in agreement."  Moren said, completely missing the exasperated look that Toreq gave him.  "Risu, what do you want to do with our void agents?"

"Be circumspect.  If they can track Ells directly, we have to move them at the last minute, when we see an opportunity.  Besides, what we’ve learned about Blue implies there is some serious power there.  We must spike it before it can be turned on us."

"How do you propose we do that?  It’s a long way away and our agents have not had significant success."

"It’s always best to simply give your enemy more targets."  Risu observed.  "We will see what we can stir up."  Toreq nodded and made a note in his book.

"I will leave that to you.  In the meantime we have the immediate consequences of this property loss to deal with.  We have the Courser contracts—"

"Import from Grevin," Moren said.  "They’ve been pestering us anyway but Ir’s metal has always been cheaper."  Toreq made another note.

"Very well.  Now, the Talliene carnival has been getting their pets from Orn’s southern clans, but we might be able to substitute…"

Shayma returned with a nice chunk of loot for herself and Iniri.  Technically for me, too, but I didn’t have anything I could do with expensive brandies and spices and objects d’art.  They’d make good fodder for winter festival gifts, if nothing else.  If I hadn’t already been wealthy beyond measure, the haul would have gotten me part way there.

The takeover of Anell’s property was nowhere near total, but it was damaging enough from the reactions I got to witness.  It was unfortunate that I didn’t get a better read on their intentions, but I couldn’t force them to use my name when they were planning out their next acts.  I just needed to make sure I paid attention when they popped up on my perceptions and hopefully I’d get enough warning to head off whatever mischief they had in mind.

"Now that was fun."  Shayma grinned, arranging her loot in one room of her beach house.  She had enough that it really took a room to hold it, statuettes and paintings and currency covering all the desks and tables.  "I really feel like a proper adventurer, even if normally they don’t actually loot warehouses.  Look at all of this!"

"Yeah, it’s quite a haul.  There’s really nothing like a big room full of shiny things to make you feel wealthy."

"There really isn’t," Shayma agreed with a grin.  She picked up an Ir-minted gold coin and rolled it across her knuckles before flipping it back onto the pile.  "How are the Ells I picked up doing?"

"Still under mind surgery.  Sienne is thinking about moving the rehabilitation area to the northern mountains, but I was waiting on that until you discussed it with her."

"Huh, I wonder why."  Shayma frowned thoughtfully.  "I haven’t really seen much snow, though."

"You’ll have to ask her, but I suspect it’s because it’s just as isolated but there’s more stuff to do.  Islands aren’t terribly exciting.  Relaxing, but that’s not what void types need."

"True."  Shayma grabbed a piece of candy from a small paper bag and popped it in her mouth.  "So how did things go here while I was gone?  Taelah said she met Tlulipechua."

"Yeah, that went actually pretty okay."  I understood why Tlulipechua had attacked One-Eye-Green, even if I didn’t appreciate it.  At least he seemed contrite enough about the mistake.  "Now that you’re back, I’m hoping to get them started on warding and the Fortress.  Ansae’s agreed to work out the actual warding template or schema or however it works with spells, so maybe we’ll start with the Fortress."

"We need to get that flying anyway," Shayma agreed.  "Let’s see if he’s up for it."

The ship that Tlulipechua had arrived in formed the foundation of the new Alpha’s Eyrie, the Chiuxatli version of the royal palace.  They weren’t exactly a monarchy, but it was close enough, and Tlulipechua had his ministers and messengers flying in and out at all hours.  I wasn’t sure the guy had even slept for the past couple days.  The flower that Taelah gave him was displayed prominently in his open-air office, and people seemed to really appreciate it.

The additions to the ship weren’t much more than some cloth-enclosed rooms with light wood foundations and a few stone supports, and one of those had been set aside specifically for Shayma.  Appropriately enough, it was enclosed in blue – the precise blue of my faux-core, and so of my real cores – though without the subtle striations and movement.  I’d have to get whatever dye they used for that, though it was probably at least partly Skills.

Shayma popped in, and the moment that she stepped out of the room someone went winging to inform everyone that Blue’s Voice had arrived.  Given the speed of Chiuxatli communications, by the time she reached the hanging fabric that marked the entrance to the Eyrie proper there was an honor guard waiting for her.  It was fortunate she had the ability to teleport and an enhanced physique, too, because the Chiuxatli didn’t do steps.  Down or up was just a sheer wall, the intervening space often as not used as storage or display, so a human-kin without any kind of movement Skill would be out of luck.

"I need to figure out a Chiuxatli form," Shayma muttered, hopping across a large gap that would have been a staircase for any landbound race.  "Flying seems too useful."

"Yeah, maybe practice it after we’re done here."  It wasn’t flying that was too useful, it was shapeshifting.  Being able to take on not only the form of another species but the biological benefits it provided was practically cheating.  It made me wonder if some of Ansae’s absurd senses were just from her figuring out the mana biology that other species used and integrating into her base form.

Tlulipechua bowed as Shayma entered, his plumage flickering welcoming colors.  Usually he met petitioners without his various advisors, the ministers he kept around himself as government apparatus, but in anticipation of the topic he had his Flight-Mother and Labor-Minister and Spell-Minister with him.  The one that had mouthed off at the first meeting was around somewhere, but definitely not included this time.

"Voice Shayma, welcome once again.  Is Blue ready to demonstrate the work that needs doing?"

"He is," she agreed.  "It’s in two parts, mostly.  The warding for the Caldera, though he’s having an expert draw up some spell schema before you start.  Today is just for familiarizing yourself with the terrain.  The second part is the flying fortress he’s making.  We’ll want your professional opinion on that in its entirety, since it’s a converted capture from the mage-kings and hasn’t been properly developed yet."

"By all means," Tlulipechua agreed.  "We do think of ourselves as having some expertise in airborne devices and mechanisms."  He added some extra instructions to his companions, and they all picked up wooden tablets with slotted pigmentation sticks to take notes with.  Chiuxatli writing wasn’t discrete symbols so much as geometric patterns of dots, with the different colors for different trains of thought about the same subject. 

As soon as they looked ready to go, I opened a portal, putting it on the outside of the Caldera on the rim directly above the Eyrie.  With the way spatial expansion worked, that was simultaneously not very far up and some fifty kilometers above their starting point.  They all went through, Tlulipechua inhaling air and mana on the other side as he took in the surroundings.

"Some fifteen miles across, yes?  We’ll fly the perimeter."  He added the command in colortongue and launched himself into the air, shooting off around the outside of the Caldera.  The others followed, though not as quickly.  Tlulipechua was fast, enough that he’d get ahead and have to pause for a bit for others to catch up.  Given the way colortongue worked, he could get pretty darn far before they were out of range, so his running commentary was rarely interrupted.

Even if I could theoretically understand colortongue, that didn’t mean I actually knew what most of the jargon Tlulipechua was using meant.  Some of it was clearly talking about the way the winds flowed and smelled or tasted, but other parts related to divination magic and nodes and interstices.  The one thing I could easily make out was where he marked down good places to anchor the wards, intersections of mana and geology that made them candidates for long-term spellwork.

"Looks like they’ll take maybe thirty minutes or so?  They’re really fast."  I told Shayma, tracking their progress around the rim of the Caldera.  The Chiuxatli habitation bonus made it far easier than it had been before, since I wasn’t restricted to just near the ground anymore.  "Definitely ought to get that form down.  It’s not as fast as your [Phantasmal Wake] over long distances, but there’s no reason you can’t combine the two."

"Oh that’ll be fun.  Plus the dragons seem to really enjoy flying, it’s got to be a rush."  Shayma flickered into Chiuxatli form for a moment before reverting.  "That is really strange, though.  I don’t like having no real eyes to see stuff with.  Even with my Domain it feels limiting."

"Yeah, it’s quite a drawback."  I wondered how difficult it would be to give the Chiuxatli form eyes, or if it would just be better for her to use illusion to signal with colortongue and try for a different flying form.

"Also, it’s weird seeing the Caldera from this angle."  She peered over the lip into the spatially expanded crater.  From that angle it seemed almost miniaturized, though twenty kilometers was still pretty darn big.  "You’d never know it was here from down the slope.

"Spatial manipulation is pretty amazing," I agreed.  The Chiuxatli flight drove that home as they circumnavigated the six-thousand-kilometer interior diameter in less than thirty minutes.  If they had been inside the Caldera when they did that, they would have had to travel something like ten times the speed of sound.  Instead, they had a quick but still relatively unhurried flight, noting local landmarks and getting a good idea how to begin future work.

«We will need to send teams to survey the surroundings in more detail,» Labor-Minister Heitulpa flashed when they landed again.  «Is it possible to safely transition from the interior of the Caldera to the exterior here?»

"Yes," Shayma said, not needing a translation.  "Though the land that way is Tarnil, and that way is Nivir, so you won’t want to go too far afield without proper negotiation."

"Certainly," Tlulipechua agreed.  "Before we start on that, this fortress that Blue wishes us to address?"  It was a big black blob in the distance and pretty obvious to me, but given that Chiuxatli didn’t have eyes, they may not have recognized it for what it was.  Especially since at the moment it wasn’t doing anything but sitting in place.  I hadn’t even finished putting gravity engines on it.  I wasn’t even sure my design for gravity engines was good enough, let alone the best.

I set up another portal for them to get to the Fortress, putting them on top of it.  It was a polished flat black surface, which seemed to make them slightly uncomfortable.  Since they couldn’t signal black, it was probably like a big empty silence.  Shayma waved around at the five-by-five-by-five kilometer floating hunk of rock, which hadn’t moved much from where it had come to rest during the second invasion.

"This is the outside of the Fortress.  We haven’t really put anything into it yet, not weapons or defenses or even propulsion, though Blue is working on that.  It’s converted from one of the mage-king war core islands, but of course with Blue involved there won’t be any depletion."  Shayma’s description made for some excited ripples bouncing back and forth between the four Chiuxatli, but Tlulipechua stuck to being the official spokesbird.

"I can sense a great amount of wind mana, but this is solid stone.  How is Blue intending to move it?"

"He has gravity materials.  There were mage-king air engines, but for various reasons he prefers to use gravity magic."

"Perhaps for the best, considering the dimensions.  If you will excuse us to examine it?"

"Of course."  Shayma gave them permission, and once again they headed off into the air.  In three dimensions their flight patterns were more complex, but they obviously were used to such navigation.  In truth the wind around the Fortress was rather tricky, all those flat angles making chaotic vortices, updrafts, and downdrafts, but they didn’t have any trouble.

"It appears to be mostly solid?"  Tlulipechua asked after he returned.  "There doesn’t seem to be much active magic."

"Yeah, I knew I’d have to rip up and redo everything anyway, so I haven’t bothered doing anything with the interior.  I really want this to be powerful, and that means magic, so I figured a blank slate was the best starting point."  Shayma only really translated the last part, and Tlulipechua flashed acknowledgement.

"I will have to see your gravity magic drives, but — you are asking for a design from first principles?"

"I am," I said, and Shayma answered in the affirmative for me.

"It will take some time, though I already have some ideas.  May I ask, is it possible to apply the spatial workings of the Caldera to this fortress?"

"Yes, but I wasn’t planning to."  It didn’t really seem necessary to me.  It was already huge, perfect for an intimidation factor, and that would be more than enough room to run the magical wiring.  Tlulipechua was silent for a moment at her reply before he bowed to Shayma.

"I would beg you to reconsider.  There is an opportunity here that humbles me to even speak of."

"Oh?" Shayma’s ears perked forward and her tail swished enthusiastically.  "Do tell!"

"This could be more than just a fortress.  It could be a great sky-faring city-country, with spaces for every race Above and Below, a monument to Blue’s power.  We could design each space to suit, habitation and wilderness, route mana to enchantments to connect them to each other or display the outside, everything our craft allows."

"I mean, I hadn’t really thought about doing much besides the weapons on it because of the work involved.  I’m curious as to why he wants to do more than that."

"Blue wishes to know why you are volunteering for a greater task than the one he initially set you," Shayma said.  Tlulipechua was silent for another moment, his plumage cycling through emotional colors without words.

"This exile of my people is not a joyous or a proud thing," he said.  "I do not object to the price Blue demanded, but that does not mean I relish it.  If the result of our labor would be such a great work, something we can be proud of for generations to come, that would make things different.  The laborer should have a job worthy of his craft."

I understood what he was saying.  Busywork did nothing but waste everyone’s time, and while I didn’t think setting up defenses and weapons for my fortress was that mundane, it was probably simpler than they could do.  What Tlulipechua wanted to make was an arcology, and a multispecies one at that.  Not the sort of work I was looking to put in, but if they wanted to do it for me, I didn’t see a good reason to turn it down.  I did want to think on longer timescales than just the next few years, and while I didn’t have any use for such a thing now, I was sure there’d be one eventually.

"I like the sound of it.  Shayma, how about you show them the sample room so they can see what they have to work with, for crafting stuff for it.  Then I can show them the gravity drive setup I have, and maybe they can suggest things, but it can’t be an actual enchanted item ‘cause I can’t use those.  That should help them figure things out, but it’s going to be a huge undertaking."

"Blue accepts your proposal.  If you follow me, I will show you what additional resources will be available for planning and execution."  Shayma sounded official enough, but I could tell she was kind of giddy at the thought of a giant floating arcology.  I opened another portal to the sample room, and left them in Shayma’s hands as Iniri called for my attention.

"Blue, it’s time to bring you in on a discussion I’ve been having with Emperor Wright," she said.



Chapter 6B: Day 210 – Blue (Explicit)


"I probably should have read you in on it earlier, but it was all just talk before, and now we’re ready to actually make agreements."  Iniri actually seemed nervous, wringing her hands before she noticed what she was doing and stopped.

"It’s fine, I trust you.  What’s going on?"

"We’ve been discussing dynastic options.  Tying together the Wright and Tarnil lines would benefit us both, but…"  She took a deep breath.  "There is nobody in the immediate family that I could marry.  But his grandchildren aren’t spoken for yet.  We’ve agreed to betroth one of them to one of my children, but I need heirs first."

"Ah."  I could be slow on the uptake sometimes, but I wasn’t that stupid.  "Which is where I come in."

"Yes," Iniri said, tailtip flicking back and forth.  "I can’t marry you; gods only know how that would affect the kingdom.  If I’m doing this I can’t really marry anyone, not without actually creating a weakness.  I feel I’m making excuses at this point but you’re also the only one who could father a child for me and there would be no question about the legitimacy."

"You just want my babies," I teased her.  The truth was I was pretty happy about the outcome, because I’d always known Iniri needed to put her kingdom first and she’d have to marry someone to secure the line and grow dynastic connections.  The rule of an heir and a spare didn’t come about just because it rhymed.  But that didn’t mean I actually wanted to share my Companion.

"Gods, Blue, why’d you have to put it that way?"  Iniri put a hand over her eyes for a moment, though that didn’t stop the color rising to her cheeks.  "I just wanted to ask if that was something you’d agree to."

"It is."  I didn’t actually get to make Iniri blush that often, and it was pretty cute.  "So long as it means we’re stepping up from sex on a merely transactional basis.  I understand the marriage thing, but it seems kind of silly to keep your distance if you want me to give you kids."

"Yes, I⁠—" She stopped and cleared her throat.  "Honestly, Blue, I can’t imagine wanting to be with anyone else anyway, so I suppose semi-official queen-consort is a reasonable term for it."

"More like Power-consort, maybe.  I’m not sure which one takes precedence."  I wasn’t sure why I kept teasing her, save for that she seemed to be far too tense just to be discussing things.

"Yes, well, either way."  Iniri cleared her throat again, and I noticed she was even more fidgety.  Either she was more nervous than I thought or she was really looking forward to more time with me.  Or perhaps both.  "I’ve talked with Taelah a little bit, and you can let me choose?  A son or a daughter?"

"I can.  Which did you want first?"  I didn’t want to suggest twins for Iniri, partly because that would possibly make the inheritance problem thorny, and partly because as small as she was, it might be hard on her.  True, she had a Lineage skill that would aid in such matters, but there was no need to take the risk.

"A son.  They’re rare in the Tarnil lineage to begin with, and there are more options among Adrian’s – Emperor Wright’s – grandchildren."  It made sense.  Arranged marriages were basically the only way to go for nobility and dynasties, and for the most part they worked just fine.

"Your wish is my command," I said, and I swept her out of the office and down to the hot springs.  She blinked and then shivered softly, her tail flicking even faster.

"I didn’t actually mean now…" she began.

"Are you in a mood to wait?"

"No," she admitted after a moment, then laughed.  "I’m really not!"

I wasn’t either.  Shayma was busy giving the tour to the Chiuxatli and would be preoccupied for some time, and Taelah had a bunch of the village children tagging along after her, so I could give Iniri my proper attention.  Though I had a feeling my other Companions would respect Iniri’s privacy anyway, under the circumstances.

While before I had let Iniri relax and soak for a little bit, working up to actual intimacy, I could read enough of her mood to know she didn’t need or want that.  She’d always been rather more restrained and conservative than Shayma or even Taelah, but I had certain advantages in understanding her desires.  Instead of waiting on her, I created a breeding station where she was standing and sent a number of tendrils under her dress, winding up her legs and wrapping around her body in a matter of moments.

What came through the sensory link was that Iniri was hungry, not simply aroused.  No wonder she was twitchy; she wasn’t just ready, she was dripping wet and on a hair trigger.  Simply brushing along the skin of her thighs and belly sent an electric tingle through her and made her gasp.

"So how long were you thinking about me before you asked?"  I inquired, as she moved her hands to grip the thick tendrils wrapped around her waist, under the dress she was wearing.

"A while…"  She admitted, biting her lip as I reached out one tendril to grab her underclothing, using inventory to magic it away.

"You really like the idea of having my babies," I said, sliding one smooth tendril between her legs, letting it caress the wet folds of her sex.  Her legs actually trembled at the touch, and I had to take some of her weight with the limbs I had wrapped around her.

"It’s— ah!"  She gasped from the touch, pressing herself against the tendrils holding her in place.  "It’s been on my mind ever since I found out about Taelah’s.  I couldn’t help it!"

"So you’ve been fantasizing about me for weeks," I said, spreading her legs slowly and tracing tendrils down her belly, feeling anticipation burning inside her as she gripped the limbs encircling her.  "Thinking about me breeding you."  I wasn’t sure why exactly I chose the phrase that I did, but it had an obvious effect on Iniri, cheeks flushing and her breathing coming harder.

"Yes, I have!" She nearly shouted.  "So stop teasing me!"

I was half tempted to keep playing with her anyway, but I could feel that she was really desperate, having worked herself into a state even before calling me.  My tendrils held her tight as I parted the lips of her sopping wet pussy, sliding a thin breeder into her, making her squeal and clench down around me.  Despite how tight she squeezed, it didn’t stop me from slowly driving deeper until I was almost pressed against the entrance to her womb, leaving her gasping and on edge from the feeling of me inside her.

Then I expanded the tendril, going from simply being inside her to filling her, stretching her pussy all at once.  Iniri threw back her head and moaned as she came instantly, her orgasm lifting her onto her toes and making her arch against the limbs I was using to hold her up.  I hadn’t even undressed her yet and she had no interest in taking the time for it, her depths milking at me as she hungered for more.

"Oh, come on," she complained, when she could speak again.  "Don’t just stop there!  I don’t want to be able to walk when we’re done!"

"Don’t worry, you’ll be too full of my cum to want to," I told her, sliding the breeder out before thrusting back into her depths.  The smooth friction made her moan as she arched against the limbs holding her up, toes curling from every thrust.  I kept her legs spread, body straining and on tiptoes as I filled her, my cock molded precisely to her depths as I took her.  As she started to get used to me inside her I changed the breeder’s shape, altering it to drive hard against her most sensitive spots.

The dress hid things but did nothing to muffle the wet sounds of my breeder hammering into her, every stroke sparking hot pleasure.  She gasped and grunted as I fucked her, fingers white-knuckled as they gripped the thick black coils around her waist and chest.  They were rather un-queenly noises, but neither of us cared.  For the moment I didn’t do anything fancy, simply filling her with hard, quick thrusts, a steady rhythm that drove her back upward toward her peak, toes curling as she arched against me.

I throbbed inside her, feeling her delicious tightness around me as she sucked in a breath and then came a second time.  Though I could have kept going, her desperate need to be filled reached across the link and instantly sent me over the edge.  Iniri stood and shuddered as I flooded her depths with seed, clawing at her dress and moaning.

"Get this off of me," she demanded.  "I want to see."  I laughed and used my inventory trick on the rest of her clothing, leaving only the Torc.  Black flesh cushioned her as she sank down, leaning back and looking down at where I filled her, stretching the lips of her sex. 

"Did you do it yet?" She asked.

"Not yet," I told her.  I had the feeling that if she were genuinely ready, the option would have popped up, but she was clearly too needy to be done.

"Then don’t stop!" Iniri insisted, and I laughed again and wrapped more tendrils around her body, gripping her horns and stroking along her back, making her shudder.  This was a different Iniri than before, and probably not one I’d see again, since she wasn’t likely to be quite so pent up in the future.

I resumed slowly, since despite her demands she was quite sensitive, giving my cock small, soft ridges while I stroked against her skin.  I trailed down her neck, tracing along her collarbone while at the same time running one tendril down the base of her spine, along her back to the base of her tail, circling around to slide back between her legs.

Her breath caught slightly each time my ridges rubbed against the most sensitive spots inside her, pulses of arousal that meant soon enough she was ready for something more vigorous.  She reached out to squeeze the limbs I slid around her fingers, holding tight as she watched me fill her and focused on the feel of me inside her.  Once she started to climb back toward orgasm I slid out a smaller tendril to circle around her clit, rubbing it slowly while I filled her.

She wasn’t interested in having anything in her mouth, solely concentrated in the breeder driving into her sex, hips arching as she pressed back against the thrusts.  Soon enough she was gasping again, the hot stimulation of her clit combining with my relentless thrusts to make her squeeze around me, inviting me deeper.

"Again!  Give it to me again!"  Iniri demanded, and it sparked a sudden surge of pleasure as my breeding tendril shuddered and filled her with seed, making her moan and orgasm herself.  It seemed that if she wanted it badly enough, she could make my breeding station respond however she wanted.  I certainly didn’t mind, since I could handle it.  There were no mortal limits to my flesh.

She bit her lip as black seed dripped from her, and wriggled her hips to make me start thrusting again.  Though she did appreciate the touches I ran down her arms and legs, or across her chest and her horns, they were distant concerns compared to me filling her.  I didn’t worry about any exotic shapes or stimulations, instead just focusing on the steady rhythm of pleasure.

While she enjoyed it, of course, she urged me to cum more often even than she did, until the results splashed her legs and the floor with every thrust.  Iniri clung to my tendrils, gasping and panting and slowly relaxing into a blissful glow as I kept flooding her body.  I was almost lightheaded, nearly overwhelmed by the constant insistence on orgasms but enjoying every surge of hunger that coaxed me into filling her.  Eventually we reached a final crest, with my breeding station absolutely dripping with seed and Iniri an absolute mess, and the overlay appeared as Iniri’s hunger was finally satisfied.

There were no new options, not that I was expecting any, so I selected [Genesis] once I’d recovered some of my faculties, paying close attention to the feedback.  I wasn’t sure whether it was just because this was the second time I’d used it, or if I’d gained some extra proficiency with that sort of feedback by playing with Climates, but I could figure out a bit more of the patterns involved. 

Male was easy enough to determine, but I could also sense some things that seemed to be related to the Lineage skills.  They weren’t genetic, not exactly, but this wasn’t a completely magic-free process to begin with.  I was pretty sure I could also locate some part was related to me, though I wasn’t entirely certain it was anything biological.  There was obviously something weird with dungeons and organics to begin with, so I wasn’t surprised that it seemed odd.  I finished my adjustments, which were mostly to make sure everything would be good and he’d be healthy, and committed the pattern.

"You have an heir," I told Iniri, who was only marginally awake.

"Thank you, Blue," she murmured.



Chapter 7: Day 211 – Blue 


Iniri seemed a lot more relaxed, and so did Cheya, though they weren’t making any general announcements just yet. It required some official paperwork to be exchanged between Iniri and Wright and the parents of the granddaughter in question. Of course, Shayma and Taelah knew about it as well, and were already conspiring for some sort of gift-giving.

There was also a conspiracy against me that they sprung partway through the morning. Obviously I missed most of it because they were using [Companion Concord], but mostly I had to chalk it up to just having too much going on to pay attention to everything. People inside Tarnil talked about me all the time and I was used to ignoring it, so I’d somehow ignored an actual song about me.

"…and Blue held up the sky!" Taelah, Shayma, and some of the village kids sang. The kids didn’t really know the words, but they tried anyway. The song wasn’t actually that bad, a recap of how I saved Tarnil, but I felt a little weird being the subject of several stanzas describing my heroics.

"Oh lord. Where did you even find that?" I asked when they were done, since I wasn’t going to be so crass as to actually interrupt them, even if it was kind of embarrassing. My favorite fox-girl and prankster even got experience from springing it on me.

"Remember Glaci Naran? One of the dungeon-wives I had Dreams-Ahead help? She has a [Bard] Class," Shayma said. "She composed it and sent it on to Iniri, who gave it to me. And you didn’t notice any of it!" She added gleefully. "I figured you’d be too distracted with other things and I was right."

"It’s good to have something that can hold the young ones, too," Taelah added. "The invasion of Tarnil is already almost a myth to them, and it is good for them to know where they came from." Her eyes glinted. "Maybe we can get this bard to come up with some more songs just for the Village. We’ll need some extra stanzas to explain the dragons, or the Chiuxatli."

"That’s going to be even weirder." I didn’t really want to complain, but at the same time, bard songs about me were so unexpected I didn’t even know what to think. "Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate it, but it’s just surreal to hear!"

"Just you wait, Iniri is going to make sure it gets spread all over Tarnil," Shayma grinned. "Maybe even further. It helps your image, you know."

"I guess I asked for that." Shayma nodded agreement and Taelah smiled, dismissing the kids who went racing off to do the things children did. I mostly didn’t pay attention to the gossip I got through my special abilities, only the things that involved important people, so I really had no idea what the rest of the world thought of me. Or, well, the rest of Orn. Most of the rest of the world still didn’t really know I existed, though I was sure the Leviathans were carrying the news. There were some glimpses here and there of far and foreign shores.

"You realize that one of you is going to have to translate it into colortongue," I pointed out, and Taelah waved her hand at Shayma.

"Only one of us can turn into a Chiuxatli," she said. "Besides, I have enough to do."

"So do I!" Shayma protested. "The Ell rehabilitation is taking a lot of time even with Mom and Dad doing most of the work. There’s talking with the Chiuxatli and the Scalemind…" Shayma sighed. "I haven’t even had time to go out adventuring lately. Which isn’t fair to Annit and Keri, they really need more experience. I actually get most of mine from non-combat, which is fair considering how powerful I am by myself."

"Speaking of powerful, Taelah stopped a fifth-tier attack all by herself. It was great!"

"Oh, really? How come you didn’t tell me that?" Shayma turned to Taelah, who merely smiled mysteriously.

"Oh, it was just a minor incident. One-Eye-Green spooked Tlulipechua, the poor thing."

"One-Eye-Green or Tlulipechua?"

"Yes," Taelah said, and Shayma snorted.

"I haven’t done anything to deserve your Elder face. Just tell me what happened!"

While Taelah filled Shayma in, I checked in on the Chiuxatli. Tlulipechua had a bunch of his mages and other specialists in a room, colortongue flashing this way and that way in a conversation that was really difficult to follow. Despite knowing the language, I didn’t have the faculties to understand it in the same way they used it, as a sort of multi-topic simultaneous chatter. That more than anything else drove home how decidedly non-human-kin they were, since even high tiers didn’t seem to be able to follow multiple simultaneous and concurrent discussions.

I was trying to follow the threads without getting lost when my burrowing tendrils literally bounced off something, giving me some nasty feedback that wasn’t exactly pain but was damn close. I pulled the tendrils away while I looked at the area and I realized I’d run into something I’d been trying to avoid. Since I’d hit an underground ocean, I had to move pretty far away from both the southern tip of Tarnil and the ocean itself, and I’d ended up nearer to the mountains. Apparently, near enough that I’d run into Nivir’s Great Dungeon.

The section I revealed through my digging was slate-gray rock that was harder than Adamant Stone, so probably another level up at least. That or it had something like [Mana Structural Reinforcement] going on, which it might very well because there was a lot of mana tied up in the stuff. It didn’t look exactly like my Skill did, but presumably the Great Dungeons had a few thousand years head start on me and probably a completely different branch of advancement.

Fortunately the Great Dungeon did not trigger ANATHEMA, nor did it trigger dungeon combat. Which was a damn good thing because even as much mana as I had, the sheer scale of what I was sensing was staggering. I only had access to a small section of irregular wall, but I had an impression of the scale of the thing anyway. Perhaps it had something like my Presence, or it was something from [Blue’s Sagacity], or maybe just some subtle dungeon-to-dungeon communication.

Nivir’s Great Dungeon was thousands of kilometers in every dimension. The little bit that peeked above the ground in Nivir was a tiny corner of a massive edifice that extended down and sideways and probably took up more volume than the continent itself. It cut through a huge chunk of the Underneath and probably extended into the planet’s mantle. Combined with the whiffs of Spatial fields that I got from it, the sheer size made the Caldera look like a parlor trick.

If it came to dungeon combat I’d be in a bad way, so I was actually glad that I had simply run into a literal wall. That said, I didn’t get any sense of awareness from the Great Dungeon, nothing to indicate there was a mind or even a controller over there. It might just not be something I could perceive, since Ansae said she couldn’t get any read on where my mind was either, but I had doubts. Something that big and old could probably detonate the planet if it decided to experiment with its mana the way I did with mine. Or superheat the ocean or induce volcanic winter or some other unfortunate side effect of incredibly potent forces.

"Shayma, your mom and dad are familiar with Nivir’s Great Dungeon, right? I sort of ran into it by accident, and I’m wondering if it ever showed any signs of intelligence. Or if there’re any monsters inside I need to worry about coming out." I’d already pulled back a little bit, both to avoid any potential waking of a sleeping giant, and because I could feel the wisps of void mana flying around among the rest of it.

Her parents were off wrangling the other two Ells, up on top of my big glacial mountain. It would have been easier if I could have given her control of doors and teleports and the like, but a mountain complex where she could kick Girul out into the snow on occasion seemed to be working. Both of the captured Ells had been subdued and confused when the Scalemind finally woke them up, which made sense considering there’d been a bunch of mind surgery on them. There were probably ethical issues with being so invasive in an attempt to undo the damage of years of drug use, but it wasn’t my call.

Neither she nor Giorn seemed too worried by the threat the void users could pose, though to be fair both men had nothing resembling weapons on them. Sienne had no issues leaving supervision to Giorn, who was watching them trying to freeclimb a cliff behind the compound. Shayma relayed my questions, vague as they were, and Sienne frowned thoughtfully, tapping her chin with a forefinger.

"Nivir’s Great Dungeon seemed more or less the same as others, a big vast area under the ground, if maybe more desolate than usual. There are plants and animals there, just not many, and they don’t have much mana until you go deeper than normal. Then you have to cope with stronger void mana. The only monsters we’ve run into are the Seracley — big cat-lizard things that have a little void mana in their claws. Nothing Blue can’t handle. They’re not very smart."

"Fair enough. I’m going to be leaving well enough alone for now. The thing is huge. And there’s how many of these?"

"Twelve, I think?" Shayma said, looking at Sienne as she relayed the question for her mother’s benefit.

"There are legends of others, but right now I only know of twelve," Sienne agreed.

"I think that means they take up like ten percent of the planet by volume. Goodness. There’s probably more room inside the dungeons than outside them." It made me wonder why there even was a planet, considering the dungeons were artificial, but maybe I was reading too much into it. Lots of interior space didn’t mean it was all livable, or that there wasn’t something special about a comparatively normal planet. It also made me wonder if I’d get that large someday. I didn’t really want to, and since my leveling was uncoupled from size I didn’t need to, but there might still be reasons in the future.

"I just had a thought," I told Shayma, as my contemplations swerved down another path.  "You’re kind-of sort-of a dungeon monster now, so you probably can’t, or at least shouldn’t, go into Great Dungeons." Shayma winced.

"You’re probably right," she conceded. "I’ll have to stick to mana springs. Even if I get more Trickster experience doing other things, I do need to learn how to fight with my Skills."

"Honestly, I think you’re doing fine. You can take out dragons, for goodness sakes."

"Well, young dragons, and at least upset them, but it’s true. Still, you never know what we’ll run into."

I was a lot more worried about soft threats than hard ones. I was lucky that I’d caught the bit about Nivir, because while I certainly didn’t have anything to fear from Anell agents, my neighbors were not so lucky. Throwing the continent into chaos with strategic assassinations and disruptions would certainly annoy me, and might well fully occupy my time depending on what happened.

There was no guarantee they’d talk about me in such a way that I could spot the next disruption, and while my special ability seemed to be able to pierce any protections, I had no idea what anti-divination procedures might exist. For all I knew, they might be expecting surveillance, and take precautions like speaking in code or only exchanging encrypted messages. I already knew that if I didn’t actually understand what was being said I wouldn’t get any visions of it, like with the Scalemind or the Leviathans. Or even the Chiuxatli, before I learned colortongue.

If things went badly enough, I might have to launch the Fortress before the Chiuxatli finished designing the interior. Though to be fair, even if the Anells were to launch some major offensive it’d probably take weeks or months to arrive. Shayma’s capture of that one agent had pretty effectively broken Anell’s direct power in Orn, and while it was irritating that we’d clearly missed some agents, having so few left meant they couldn’t annoy us too much.

If I was going to get the Fortress ready I still needed to put weaponry on it. The Chiuxatli had a grand vision for the interior, which was great, and warding, which was amazing, but I also needed it to be able to project force, not just loom menacingly. I could just use it to crash into things, probably, but what I really wanted was a built-in [Starlance]. Preferably both my own apocalyptic one, and Iniri’s more reasonable one. The problem was that I couldn’t use magical tools or items. Not really. I had to do it all with my own stuff.

My own [Starlance] was easy, but I really wanted an option other than burning up a star and laying waste to a few thousand square kilometers of real estate. It would be nice if I could use just a tiny fraction of that, especially if I could focus it into more than a massive nuclear blast. It would take testing, because while I read the [Starlance] and subsequent neutron star remnant as a very tiny supernova, I didn’t know if the magic would. Extra containment might mean it only went a little bit nova, or it might not do anything.

"Hey, Ansae?" She was clearly working on the ward scheme I had asked for, sitting at the top of her tower surrounded by magically infused spheres. Complex mana structures hung in the air, visible mostly through mana-sight but some of them were visible normally, interacting in ways I didn’t understand in the slightest. It was a three-dimensional dynamic network at the very least, with tiny tethers of mana leading to Ansae as she studied it.

"Yes, Blue?" Her eyes flicked, tiny pulses of mana cycling through the threads she was using to control the ward schema. While it was obvious that she was powerful, watching her deal with such complicated mana showed why she was powerful. The complexity and finesse on display was absolutely that of a grandmaster or above, and that was assuming I actually saw everything she was manipulating. For all I knew there was some kind of magic programming inside the mana constructs that was only visible to people connected to it. Rather like my Climate interface, if it could be called such.

"I’m thinking about weapons for my Fortress, and obviously I want a [Starlance]. The problem is, I don’t know if I can actually dial it down any — if I could have like a tenth or a hundredth of a full blast and maybe avoid collapsing the star when I do it. If I’m willing to invest the [Firmament] I could contain the physical explosion, but is it really a physical explosion? Is there some sort of magical containment I need? I assume you saw the [Starlance] when I used it."

"I did see it, but it was too intense even for me to examine casually," Ansae admitted. "If you’re going to set off another one, I would welcome the chance to examine it more closely. You absolutely will need magical containment, though. [Firmament] may be indestructible, but everything around it is still going to be flooded with stellar mana. It would take a lot of power to keep that in."

"Maybe something like the containment you put on the stars in Iniri’s Torc?" While I didn’t know mana, I had at least a general concept of energy, so I wasn’t a complete novice when discussing things with Ansae. Obviously I didn’t know any of the magical techniques, but the concepts of ablative shielding and sacrificial layers still translated.

It didn’t much surprise me that Ansae already knew the concepts, but it salved my ego a bit that I could suggest a few refinements. The mechanistic and physical view of the world I had really seemed to complement the way magic worked, because the more someone understood and knew was possible, the better they could articulate their intent. Not that Ansae really needed any help to become more powerful.

The conversation did result in her collapsing the warding schema she was working on and pulling up a different rune network, making notes on her magical system. After a few more minutes of working on it she closed it down as well, tapping her claw on the stone of the draconic desk she was using. For a moment she appeared lost in thought, then she grinned.

"I’m using up more magic than I’d like on your projects. Maybe it’s time for a refill?" She suggested, stowing away her work and shifting down to her amazon form. The last word came with a shake of her hips and I had to laugh.

"I’d never refuse such a suggestion," I said.

As pleasant as the diversion was, it was also necessary. She really was spending mana faster than she could regenerate it, which was basically spending any mana at all, and while we both enjoyed the process I could feel that it galled her. By personality and by species, her vulnerability clearly rankled, as did her reliance on me to keep her from exhausting her resources.

At the same time, actually being able to do things cheered her immensely, which was why after some ablutions she went winging off to supervise her pupils in their Caldera survey for lairs. Part of me was surprised it was taking them so long, but the Caldera was immense and there was really no rush. Better to find the exact perfect confluence of geography and mana, or even ask me to adjust something that was nearly perfect, than accept something substandard.

Only Syrinu and Akanen had selected a place by the time I ground through another day’s worth of anvil-time, finishing the materials I needed for Keri’s soul prosthesis. It really took an astounding amount of time and mana to make them, even if it was physically less than a kilogram of metal. By my estimation it cost slightly more material to use the Skill than it did to do manually, but considering how much time I spent on the details the first time, I was willing to take that tradeoff.

I wasn’t going to give it to Keri for free. While I could technically afford to do so, it made me uncomfortable and even [The Ell Family Tree] and [The Imperishable Blade] had been created as payment for services rendered. Since I had very little I actually needed from her immediately, I was going to have to trade favors. I was already investing in her being useful in the future, so I might as well double down on it.

"Of course I would like to have depletion immunity," Keri said. "But what kind of favor does Blue need from me?"

"I’m not sure yet. Something healing-related in the future, probably." Shayma rephrased that for Keri, who nodded thoughtfully.

"I suppose it’s not any different from the way nobility trade favors, but owing a Power one is a little different." Keri glanced over at Annit, who nodded ever so faintly. Given that Annit was specifically charged with making sure Keri was kept relatively unencumbered, I actually wouldn’t have been offended if she’d suggested Keri turn me down. "I’ll do it," she decided.

[Model Soul] sucked up supermaterials and other ingredients from my inventory and took a big chunk out of my mana pool, though the latter refilled quickly enough. The Skill wasn’t instantaneous, which was kind of surprising, but took about twenty seconds to process and spit out a model for me. I handed that off to Shayma, who gave it to Keri.

"It’s gorgeous," she said, running her finger over the crystalline surface. "Also, warm? It’s so strange!"

Like Annit’s model, it was a small, eye-twisting sculpture of supermaterial embedded inside a [Core Lattice] crystal, though hers had a healing Primal Source merged into the base instead of wind and storm. Keri took it with only a little bit of nervousness, and I triggered [Bind Model]. With [Soul Proficiency] I could more easily track the mirroring and connecting of the model with Keri’s actual soul structure.

There was definitely some flow of mana between the two, though it wasn’t as intense as the amount that Purification took, for example. Obviously the model was physically separated from where the soul actually resided within the body, but there was some resonance that made me think they were sort of treated identically for magical purposes. Though even that wasn’t accurate; there was some understanding of how it worked that was difficult to articulate. Probably because I still didn’t have the whole picture on how souls, dungeons, magic, the akasha, and Depletion all interacted.

The takeaway was that it was my dungeon authority and magic that protected the soul in question, and the prosthetic was the mechanism for doing so. It was a gentler and less complete version of purification, where I effectively transplanted my mana into a soul structure, but still good enough. With the supermaterials it allowed for growth as well, so they wouldn’t lose the protection as they leveled and tiered up. Such a prosthetic couldn’t actually restrain soul growth, and in a sense the connection was all one way.

That did make me worried about whether I could use it to help out Yamal. If his soul structure was collapsed, the prosthetic wasn’t going to exactly replace it. That said, I didn’t know the full extent of how the prosthetics worked and magic was far less mechanistic than physics. It was still worth a try, since it wasn’t like things could be worse for the [Depleted] fourth-tier.

"I want to try it, but I don’t know how to get him connected back to a Primal Source." I brought in all three of my Companions on the problem, since I wasn’t sure where to start. For all I knew there was some simple and well known way to make an unconscious person use their Skills or something, so it was always better to appeal to the collective knowledge of some very smart people.

"I could ask Keri," Shayma offered. "I’m sure she has some experience with it."

"Absolutely," Taelah agreed. "Though what about the Scalemind? Couldn’t one of them, or even you, use mind magic to make him link with a Source?"

"I would advise against a Scalemind," Iniri said. "I’m sure his family would allow it if Blue or I asked directly, but Yamal was a fourth-tier. Even in the state he is, I suspect he’d react poorly to a monster’s magic."

"Oof. Yeah, I honestly can’t tell what it is that makes people spot monsters right away but pretty much everyone over tier three seems to be able to do it."

"Let me find Keri, one moment." Shayma flickered over to the new cabin Annit and Keri were having built on the outskirts of the Village. The hospital I’d made had gone completely unused, as forward-thinking as it had been at the time, and the chamber they were housed in was a crude thing compared to the Climates of the Caldera.

Taelah and Iniri weren’t exactly kept waiting. They weren’t even all together, using [Companion Concord] to coordinate the discussion from their own places. It didn’t seem necessary to pull everyone together just for a single question.

"You should definitely have a healer there, if you’re going to try," Keri said with a frown. "I don’t know anything about being completely depleted like that, nobody does, but someone should keep track of his physical state."

"He’s got a dedicated healer coming by to keep his body from withering, but I can take you along if you like," Shayma offered.

"No, thank you though." Keri grimaced. "It would be incredibly rude to whoever has been taking care of him all this time. However, maybe you could take a note to whoever it is? I don’t have many people to discuss the healing arts with."

"Of course," Shayma agreed cheerfully.

"I’ll send a message to his estate," Iniri said. I could tell she was trying not to get her hopes up, though even if I could pull him back from whatever coma he was in, the prosthetic wouldn’t fix the damage done.

It only took another day before Yamal’s family agreed to let Shayma and I try. Though I had the feeling that Iniri would have asked me to make the attempt anyway, if they’d been reticent. The actual estate was out in the country, and in fact one of the ones I’d dealt with before, when pulling settlements out of the path of the mage-king’s war cores. I’d taken it for a baronet’s dwelling, and for all I knew it might be. Fourth-tiers were practically nobility anyway.

I dropped Shayma off out front of the big estate, which actually came with its own small village around it, and she strode up to the front door. Before she could actually knock an elderly kirin-kin man in what looked like tweed opened it, bowing deeply. The overlay marked him as Hurin Entarl, a level 38 [Voyaging Chirurgeon]. It seemed a bit odd that the healer opened the door rather than one of the servants, but maybe they just felt Shayma was rather more high profile than any normal guest.

"Lady Voice," he said, which seemed to be the title people had generally settled on for Shayma. "Welcome to the Gen estate."

"Thank you, Hurin," Shayma said, as I supplied his name so she could maintain her air of mystique.

"Please come in," he said, holding the door for her personally as he ushered her inside. "I do hope you can do something for Master Gen," Hurin said. "I’ve been his healer for years and this defies everything I can do."

"I hope so too," Shayma said. "My understanding is that this is an affliction of the soul, not of the body, so you shouldn’t feel bad for not making progress. I won’t be doing any soul magic myself," she added. "But Blue might be able to put in new safeguards that would allow him to recover."

"I will leave that to your expertise, Lady Voice," Hurin said.

"I would also like to pass on a missive from Keri Esox," Shayma said, pulling Keri’s letter out of thin air, or rather, her pocket space. "Simply to open a dialogue as a fellow healer."

"I would be honored, Lady Voice." Hurin bowed again and took the letter as he led Shayma to Yamal’s room. The man wasn’t looking great, but for a coma patient he didn’t seem too badly off. There was some muscle atrophy, and he seemed to have lost some weight, but he wasn’t dead which was pretty good under the circumstances.

Shayma moved to his side, taking out a kinetic Source and placing it under one of his hands. Then she used illusion to hide the fact that she’d shifted into a massive scythe-armed monster, the image of a fox-girl reaching out to put her hand on his shoulder while in truth she was using the native magic of her form to try and grapple with his mind. Assuming there was anything left of it.

I watched closely, trying to see if I’d get a flicker of his soul structure, such as it was. I knew it couldn’t be good, since his prior Source had crumbled, but I was hoping there’d be something. For a few minutes nothing happened, but Shayma didn’t say anything so I assumed she was still concentrating, trying to deal with the unconscious man’s mind and see if she could activate his Skills or his mana.

Suddenly I had a brief glimpse of a tangled, ruined pile in Yamal’s core, flickering for a moment before it vanished again and the kinetic Source collapsed into a pile of sand.

"You had it for an instant!" I told her. "Let me get you another Source and if you can do that again, maybe I can do things quickly."

"This is very weird, but I can try. He has no Skills but I can sort of pull on stamina," Shayma remarked with her illusion. "I think he’ll need some mind reconstruction too. The shock of losing all his Skills is a serious problem."

"All those lessons from the Scalemind will come in handy, then."

"Definitely," Shayma agreed, turning to address Hurin, who had posted himself in the corner of the room.

"There may be something we can do, but it is unlikely to be an instantaneous fix."

"Whatever you can do, Lady Voice," Hurin said, clearly sweeping Yamal with his Skills. It probably wouldn’t help, but it certainly wouldn’t hurt.

I provided Shayma with another kinetic Source, and this time when the soul debris appeared I applied [Model Soul] instantly. Unlike with Keri’s, it took about a second to complete and I applied [Bind Model] before even studying it. When I did, I saw that the model was basically a single dot of Argentum, surrounded by a chunk of kinetic Source and then the blue of the [Core Lattice]. Apparently what it registered was that there was effectively nothing there.

When I displaced it over to Shayma, and she put it in his hands, I could see the remnant debris of his soul collapsing downward to a single point as he harmonized with the model. It didn’t vanish entirely, though the [DEPLETED] part of his Status did, but his Class was definitely gone. The overlay just showed his name. It was a little bit weird, but I figured that binding in the soul model must have triggered something. I certainly couldn’t reconstruct the Class, so maybe granting him immunity from Depletion let whatever normal soul processes that did exist deal with the catastrophic damage in some way.

[Soul Proficiency] advances to 6.

"That helped…" Shayma said, though not entirely certainly. "But I don’t think he’ll wake by himself. I’ll have to do some work."

Hurin hovered anxiously while Shayma did whatever mind magic she needed to do. I had no idea what was going on, and as hours ticked by, I was starting to get a little worried. Shayma seemed unflustered, though, occasionally making a remark for my benefit or Hurin’s about her progress. It was getting on toward evening when his Status suddenly changed, registering a Class. Level 1 [Remnant of the Sovereign].

Yamal’s eyes opened.

He tried to croak something and Hurin leapt forward, helping the man sit up and take a drink. Yamal seemed a little confused, though I didn’t blame him, looking at Hurin and Shayma. Once he’d swallowed whatever was in the glass Hurin had provided, he tried again.

"Why did I get to select my Class again?"



Chapter 8: Day 215 – Blue


Iniri was extremely happy.  It wasn’t a political happiness, because Yamal wasn’t a fourth-tier anymore and probably never would be again.  No, it was a personal happiness, since Yamal was clearly a friend of hers, and she was nearly crying when she visited him at his estate.  He was positively swamped in family, with a minimum of ten Gens nearby at any given time and probably over fifty on the whole estate, but they at least gave Iniri some time to talk with him.

Though still weak, he was well enough to walk on his own.  It was hard to tell how much weakness was actual frailty and how much was simply being reset to first level.  His new class clearly owed something to his prior status, but it still started at level one and [Thousand-Blessed Blade] had hared off to whomever deserved to inherit it. 

I left her to it, since my part was pretty much done.  I didn’t really feel the need to extract something from Yamal, either, since I’d been doing an experiment as much as doing a favor.  That soul collapse could have ended in real death instead of a sort of rebirth, or the soul prosthesis could have done nothing at all.  Even then, without some way to deal with the mental trauma of losing his Class and Skills it wouldn’t have been enough.  It was a lucky break, though I had some suspicions that there was some actual agency on the part of magic and souls.  There had to be more than one way to do what I’d done, and I hadn’t simply stumbled on the only possible route.

It was nice to know that I could actually fix that, even if full depletion was still a terrible thing.  The damage of mana collapse, according to Hurin, had been fairly severe, and of course Shayma had seen what it had done to his mind.  His new Class had reclaimed some of his original Skills in their most basic form, but he was still starting over.  Better than death, but he wasn’t going to recapture his fourth-tier glory.

"I’m fairly certain the mana collapse would kill me," Ansae sighed.  "Not to mention I don’t like the idea of anyone digging through my head, even Shayma.  I’m still holding out for Purification.  But it’s nice to know there are extra contingencies if the worst should happen."

"Yeah, and who knows, with [Soul Proficiency] I might eventually be able to reverse the damage myself.  Though that would probably take forever, considering how insanely complicated your soul structure is.  Purification is probably still faster, assuming I don’t stall out forever on leveling."

"I wouldn’t let you do that," Ansae said with a smirk.  "If you ever get lazy I’ll just get Shayma to pester you until you do something."

"A terrifying thought."

Things went pretty well for the next day and a bit, with everyone occupied on their own projects.  The Chiuxatli sectioned off a new space outside the Eyrie and put up a great model of the fortress in colored thread, while Ansae worked on similarly complicated structures of mana and runes.  I had the feeling I was going to end up with something a lot more elaborate than just a warning system for my wards.

Shayma took a boat and went sailing on the underground sea with Annit, Keri, and One-Eye-Green, partly for adventuring and partly just for fun.  For myself, I extended a pillar downward to plumb the depths of the huge body of water.  At some point I probably wanted to find out the limits of the sea, assuming Shayma didn’t find them for me, but I mostly wanted a deep-sea Climate of some kind so straight down was my best bet.

The sea wasn’t pitch black, as might be thought for something so deep underground.  The ceiling was about a hundred meters above the actual waves, and veins of glimstone ran through it, casting the rippling waters in all kinds of colors.  Bioluminescent plants and jellyfish created their own spheres of light as I went deeper, and around four kilometers down I saw enormous sea-trees with buoyant, glowing fruit rising from the ground.  Here and there I also spotted big pillars with glimstone crystals jutting up at various angles and covered over with plants and swarmed by fish.  When I hit bottom I spent a bunch of mana to reach out and [Assimilate] everything, getting a very welcome message on my overlay.

Cavern Sea Climate unlocked.

[Green Glimstone] unlocked.

[Blue Glimstone] unlocked.

[Orange Glimstone] unlocked.

…

[Phirropod Stem] unlocked.

I covered the Leviathan area with it immediately, filling in the spaces between the dwellings I’d made for them and taking the opportunity to transport over some new fish varieties as well.  I had to tune the Climate to be darker than the native Cavern Sea, but I had enough practice that doing so was fairly easy.  Easier than manually ripping out all the bioluminescent ferns and pods and mosses and replacing them with less showy counterparts.

Not long after I got the Leviathan habitat spiffed up, Taelah finished her Chiuxatli flower project.  She’d been working hard the past week, and Syrinu had pulled in Lorzent to help with the project since he had storm Affinity.  Between the three of them, plus some extra samples from the Chiuxatli flora, they’d managed to cobble together a proper converter plant.  It seemed to be the mana version of micronutrients, a local intent ecosystem, as it were.

Between the dragons, the Chiuxatli, and my [Contained Stars] the mana in the Caldera wasn’t quite as intent-free as it used to be, which meant that when I started adding wildlife I’d have to worry about mana beasts.  Considering the description of the interiors of Great Dungeons, my guess was that their mana was intent-free as well, but they had so many other things living there that it acted like a full mana ecosystem.

I was going to have to be careful about how robust I ended up making the Caldera.  There was a unique benefit to the mana density not matching the intent density, for lack of a better description.  While I could easily make areas that were free of intent issues, I’d probably have to separate them from the Caldera if things went too far.  It might not be possible, in the end, to have both a living Caldera and pure Affinity, but I wanted to get as close as I could to both.

Taelah joined Shayma in going to Tlulipechua to make sure he had no objections.  Considering the nature of the Chiuxatli plants, she’d adjusted a creeper vine with bright flowers to consume the ambient wind and storm mana and generate the slightly adjusted, intent-touched version.  I just wanted it approved, then I’d put the stuff on all the cliff faces.  That would adjust things enough for the Chiuxatli crops to grow properly.

"This is astounding," Tlulipechua said, studying the multicolored blossoms sprouting from the thin-leafed vine.  "It’s almost like I can feel Chiuxatlan in the distance."

"Fantastic!"  Taelah beamed.  "Blue, at your leisure."

"On it."  I spent a few thousand biomass painting Taelah’s [Blossom of Chiuxatlan] on all my cliffsides, which took maybe three or four minutes.  I could see an immediate change in the morale of the Chiuxatli, the spread of the mana lifting an unseen miasma from the refugees.  There was a lot of rapid speculation on what exactly had happened with colortongue, some of the most outlandish rumors racing around the Caldera at breathtaking speed.

During the lull I didn’t get any insights into any of my enemies, unfortunately.  Neither the mage-kings nor the Anells did anything to set off my ability, at least not that I noticed.  We well knew that they weren’t idle, but lacking any other way to spy on them, we could only speculate and rely on Cheya and my [Panopticon] to make sure we didn’t miss anything at home.  That meant that we were completely blindsided when Iniri looked over the bound book she shared with Wright, blinked, and called for me.

"Blue?  Wright just got a message from Tor Kot.  He wants to have a meeting with us."

"…the hell?"  It wasn’t that I had no idea what they would want to meet about.  It was that I couldn’t imagine any reason we’d have for doing so.  The mage-kings weren’t trustworthy, Tor Kot was kind of scary, though rather less so since I was far more powerful than the last time I’d run into him, and in the end there really wasn’t anything they could offer.

"Wright wants to meet them too," Iniri continued.  "He did have Blightbeasts come out of Ir’s one connection to the Underneath.  Since we warned him about it they just destroyed them all with siege magic, but he’s got his own issues to raise."

"Wait, do you think we should meet him?  Or his representatives, anyway."

"I do.  There isn’t any threat from depletion with you or Shayma involved, even if we hold the meeting in Ir.  Besides, the more we know about them, the better."

"I can’t argue that.  Though I don’t think we should have it here.  Unless I have Shayma adjust my ANATHEMA I’m going to be fighting an urge to squash him like a bug the whole time.  I probably will be anyway, but we don’t need to make it worse."  Iniri laughed at my offhand remark, though I wasn’t actually joking.

"It is probably better to set it up in Ir," Iniri agreed.  "It will give me an excuse to meet my future in-laws, if nothing else."

"That’s a fair point."  Emperor Wright had been surprisingly amenable, though maybe due to the latitude afforded him by his power, so hopefully the rest of the Wright family were as sane as he.  Though if they were too annoying, I could always sic Taelah on them.  Shayma was my Voice, but Taelah’s mom powers were already coming in, and she was definitely the one I’d send after impolite in-laws.  "If you think it’s worthwhile, I suppose you might as well set it up."

"I’ll tell Emperor Wright that we’re willing to attend a meeting."  Iniri’s lips quirked upward.  "It’s a lot easier to deal with official announcements and messages when you’ve already negotiated the details in private."

"I can imagine.  So, what do we need to do on this end to get ready for it?"  I wasn’t sure there was much I could do, though double-checking the overlay did turn up something I needed to address.  "Hmm, I have ten free trait points.  I should probably consider spending those in advance of any sort of meeting."

"I’m not sure there’s anything that would particularly affect the power balance, considering that between us Shayma and I can probably destroy war cores now.  But I suppose there is little point in leaving trait points unspent if there does seem to be something valuable.  This afternoon?"

"Yeah, it’ll take that long for Shayma to head back anyway."  I actually wondered if she could sail through the Phantasmal Realm with [Wake of the Phantasmal], or if I should see about getting the Chiuxatli to make an airship for her.  Though her [Pocket Space] wasn’t big enough to store vehicles, she always had access to my inventory.

"Oh!  Before you go, I’m going to get Cheya’s [Soul Prosthesis] done.  If we’re meeting with a mage-king I want my side depletion-immune as much as possible."  Iniri closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them again and shook her head with a smile.

"You are too good to me, Blue.  But you know Cheya won’t accept it unless the price can be paid up front."

"Part of it is honestly the Bargain.  Cheya performs a huge role in keeping Tarnil safe and if she gets depleted, even if I can fix that, it’s a glaring vulnerability.  For the rest, I’m going to need someone to train whoever is going to be my spymaster eventually.  Probably someone from the Village."

"I suspect she’ll agree to that.  She needs to start thinking about her replacement, too."  Iniri sighed.  "She deserves to retire sometime before she dies in office, and it will probably take at least a decade to train someone else, once we find someone with the appropriate starting Class and Affinity."

"I find it hard to believe people start out with spy-type skills."

"Oh, certainly not.  Usually we find someone with observation and stealth-oriented Class and Skills.  That gives them the right temperament to start, and some extra training in philosophies of information gathering and management means they’ll grow into their own sort of Spymaster."

"Huh," I said, thinking of Suna.  An observation Class with a stealth Skill.  Not that I was going to volunteer her for such a thing.  She was far too young and I’d feel bad about hijacking her life for a post I wasn’t sure I really needed.  "I’ll keep it in mind."

I assembled the trait list in advance of the meeting, though nothing caught my eye as being particularly useful in dealing with Tor Kot.  With ten points I could maybe afford some of the more interesting nonessential traits, though there was a good argument for trying to save for something like [Spawn Core].


	Burrowing: Upgrades [Boring Tendril] into [Burrower]. (1)

	Core Specialization: Ecology:

	Companion Bounty: Creates Companion-attuned food Climates. (1)

	Affinity Ecology: Add additional plants influenced by governed Affinities to Climates (1)

	Stellar Transformation: Create a new stellar Affinity version of a selected magical plant. (2)

	Stellar Region: Infuse a selected area with stellar Affinity mana. (3)

	Ecological Directives: Allows Companions to designate areas where Climates will be created. (3)

	Climate Flourishing: Populate a targeted Climate instance with adapted animal life. (5)

	Inhabitant Climates: Adapt Climates to suit Dungeon inhabitants. (8)





	Core Specialization: Habitation:

	Inhabitant Adaptation: Adapt inhabitants to Dungeon Climates they reside in. (10)

	Affinity Attunement: Dungeon inhabitants gain governed Affinity Classes and Skills with less effort. (10)





	Core Specialization: Companion:

	Empower: Immensely amplify Companion abilities for a short time, for a great cost. (1)

	Companion Adaptation: Companions are immune to negative effects of dungeon Climates. (4)

	Companion Directives: Grants Companions limited access to dungeon senses and build options. Companions may designate goals. (5 points).

	Pinnacle: Companions of Dungeon Inhabitant species are made an exemplar of that species. (8)

	Class Management: Companions may adjust Class and Skill details. (10)

	Climate Empowering: Allows a Companion to be empowered by the nature of a linked Climate. (10)

	Inspiration: Companions of Dungeon Inhabitant species gain natural leadership insight toward that species. (15)

	Affinity Infusion: Companions may infuse their Classes or Skills with any governed Affinity. (20)





	Core Specialization: Stellar

	Field: Depths of Space: Reduced gravity and atmosphere. (2)

	Field: Corona: Lashing tendrils of intense heat, light, and stellar Affinity mana. (2)





	Core Specialization: Defense: Increases experience generated by defensive structures. Unlocks additional defensive materials. (4)

	Core Specialization: Dungeon Combat: Increases potency of combat versions of Skills and structures. Unlocks additional combat Skills. (4)

	Spawn Core: Allows the Dungeon to generate additional Cores. (20)

	Manifest: Allows the Dungeon to condense its mana into physical form. (30)

	Antithesis: Your existence becomes inimical to your ANATHEMA. Contact results in annihilation. (35)



"Aside from saving for [Spawn Core], I’d actually lean toward [Climate Flourishing]," Iniri said when they were all gathered around the table again.  "After that second invasion, there are huge swaths of the country without any real wildlife.  Tarnil will be easier to fill up with animals than the Caldera will be, that’s for sure."

"With the dragons around, I am less worried about potential mana beasts," Taelah agreed.  "It’s not necessary but it might be nice."

"If a dungeon seed takes three months, then a full core probably takes a year or more," Shayma pointed out.  "It’s probably very useful, but not in the short term."

"I’m not sure there is anything particularly useful in the short term."  Ansae said, considering the list.  "Animals aren’t necessary; the stellar Fields are interesting but you have other defenses.  Shayma is correct that it’s likely spawning a core will have an immense cost."

"Sounds like you don’t like any of them," I observed.

"More that you’ve already purchased the ones that are obviously the best."  Iniri tapped her forefinger against her chin.  "Perhaps [Climate Flourishing] and [Burrowing].  While animals aren’t necessary, we really don’t have any other way to populate land at the moment, and if you’re going to be dealing with the Underneath more, [Burrowing] is a must."

"Ah, yeah, definitely.  Though if I buy that it rules out [Climate Empowering], which might be nice?"

"Your mana link already boosts Shayma and I to fifth-tier power," Iniri said dryly.  "Normally I’d say it’s the peak of idiocy to refuse more power, but there are some problems we can’t solve with our Classes alone."

"Right.  Let’s see what happens when I buy these, then."  I’d already learned that the actual trait descriptions weren’t quite good enough, which fit in with the rest of my overlay.

[Burrowing] came first, and as soon as I bought the trait my boring tendrils sucked down a bunch of biomass and went from small mana-powered limbs to giant, stone-crushing spikes.  Boring tendrils were not long enough to exceed the range of [Genius Loci], so as long as I was paying attention I’d never run into anything unexpected, but the [Burrowers] were something like a hundred meters long and five meters wide, smashing through anything in the way.  What really surprised me, though, was that it affected something I’d completely forgotten. 

Evolving [Boring Beetles] into [Burrowing Wyrms].

The three boring beetles hibernating in my one and only monster station got an upgrade.  The station consumed a few thousand biomass to increase massively in size and the three beetles got wrapped in black cocoons as they were upgraded.  Since I didn’t have any monsters of my own, unless beetles actually counted, it was fascinating to get some insight on what normal dungeons had available.

I didn’t have any obvious countdowns, but considering that the beetles were a vestigial part of a path I was locked out of, I wasn’t surprised.  If anything, it was amazing that the trait had applied to them at all.  The name reminded me of something One-Eye-Green had mentioned, about how the lowways were made, and I had a suspicion I was going to be getting the monster that did exactly that.  In which case they might well end up pretty darn big.

[Climate Flourishing] was next, which unlocked an entry of the same name under my Climate Category.  To experiment with it, I targeted a very tiny test Climate, partitioned off in its own chamber.  Just a normal Forest Climate, only big enough to contain a few trees and shrubs.  One wall was entirely glass so my council could see what happened, strengthened with [Structural Mana Reinforcement] in case there was something dramatic.  Though with Ansae there, I doubted there was anything I could accidentally create that she couldn’t take care of.

When I triggered the entry a bunch of biomass drained from my reserves and a number of black flesh cocoons, almost exactly like the ones created for [Relocate], sprouted from branches and between blades of grass.  None of them were more than a few centimeters across, and they only lasted for about a minute before disgorging their contents and shrinking to nothing.

In hindsight, it was obvious that a tiny climate wouldn’t support anything large, so the fact that the cocoons produced only insects and larvae was not surprising.  What was most interesting to me was that the organisms created seemed to be both purely mundane and not yet adult.  The black cocoons were obviously doing some sort of rapid bioprinting or cloning, or the magical version of such, but they weren’t giving me fully adult specimens.  I wasn’t sure if that was a limitation or a preference, or if there was any functional difference when I didn’t have much control over what the Skill did.

Nor did I have any control over what the Skill produced.  The insects went about their insect business, crawling around, flapping or flying, eating leaves and grass.  The cocoons vanished like [Relocate] did, rather than sticking around like the station the boring beetles – now burrowing wyrms – used.   So far as I could see they were perfectly mundane creatures, with names like [Terric Ant] and [Lero Moth].

"I hope it can make something other than insects," Iniri said, then she shook her head, realizing what she was complaining about.  "That is, seeing things appear out of nothing like that is impressive, and I imagine it can do more."

"It’s not completely out of nothing," Ansae remarked.  "There’s direct Artifact processes there, something on the same level as your core crystals.  I don’t think that I could mimic them."

"Yeah, building functional, living organisms from raw materials requires a lot of knowledge and finesse.  Atomic level precision and that’s just to start."  Though since it was magic I didn’t think it was exactly like how a technological civilization would go about making creatures like that.  The dungeon system seemed to run off of a mishmash of genetic and magical and akashic blueprints anyway, and I could see in a vague sense how it could make monsters and, thus, normal animals.

"Maybe try a larger area?"  Taelah suggested.  "Some wood in Tarnil somewhere?"

"Yeah, see if I can’t get some deer or something."  I looked over the Tarnil wilderness and selected a spot near the base of my starforge mountain, where [Conservatory] had regrown the plants and landscape but not much in the way of animal life had yet returned.  There was a lot of Tarnil where that was the case, but most of the affected area had farms and villages and settlements spread throughout the landscape.  I opened a portal for my council, and once they stepped through I tried using [Climate Flourishing] again.

It took three tries.  The first try, it didn’t work because I didn’t actually have a Climate in that area.  I hadn’t kept the country-wide [Conservatory] for obvious reasons, so it was just normal landscape.  For a little bit I tried fiddling with the Forest Climate to match what was already there, then realized I was doing it the hard way and threw up [Conservatory] again.  That led to the second try, which completely drained my biomass reserves and led to very little apparent effect, because it was distributed over such a large area.  It did spawn insects and squirrels and mice but nothing of any larger mass.

The third try, I limited it to about ten acres surrounding the portal, waited a handful of seconds for my biomass reserves to top up from passive income, and triggered it.  Black dungeon-flesh sprouted from the ground and from trees like some strange fruit or mushroom, ranging from the small insects I’d seen before to juvenile deer and bears.  The ones that took the longest to reveal their contents were the ones containing predatory cats, lizards, and birds, most of which seemed mundane though some had clear mana adaptations.

"Oh, my.  That is amazing," said Taelah, looking around at a forest suddenly no longer silent, but filled with the buzzing of insects and the chirping of birds.  Iniri looked quite happy and Shayma somehow had already found a juvenile [Moss Lynx] to pet.  The poor cat didn’t have any chance of escaping, though it didn’t seem too displeased as Shayma scratched behind its ears.

"Just imagine if all those were monsters," Ansae said.

"It’s a little weird.  Monsters seem to need to gestate, they need the actual genetic process.  These creatures — I think they’re directly duplicating something else in the world.  Kind of like plants."  It implied that a dungeon could create unending monster clones, though, which might explain how they managed such enormous numbers with relatively few dungeon-wives.  There was also the chance the synthesized animals were deficient in some capacity, short-lived or sterile or something.  Which might cause issues down the line, but there was little I could do about it at the moment.

"If all monsters are capable of becoming normal people, with a full Status and all, then that may be why," Taelah suggested, watching a young bird fly overhead.  "You need a person to pass along that spark.  To provide potential for the soul."

"Oh, possibly."  I had been thinking of the soul as a mechanistic thing for so long that I forgot it was also entirely magic.  Yes, it was obviously some sort of magical genome and akashic connection, but it was still magic and operated under non-mechanical rules.  Of course souls couldn’t be generated ex nihilo, even if they were something with a concrete purpose and not just a metaphysical encapsulation of someone’s essence.

It did make me wonder what would happen if I could somehow get the dungeon system to generate monsters without the need for an actual mother.  Assuming they lacked souls, then they’d be unable to connect to the akasha, and judging by what Shayma said about Yamal’s mind, they might not develop consciousness either.  So they’d be almost zombie things, without any of the features of Status.

Rather like blightbeasts.

It felt like a bit of a logical leap, but I liked it.  I could even feel a bit of a twinge from [Blue’s Sagacity].  It wasn’t exactly a level-up, but I got the impression that the next level wasn’t too far away.  So my guess was accurate, or at least along the right lines.  Considering that feedback, I shared my thoughts with the women who were poking around the forest underfloor.

"That the Red Cores spread depletion does suggest there’s a dungeon connection to blightbeasts," Iniri agreed.  "It wouldn’t surprise me at all."

"You were there, weren’t you?" Shayma asked Ansae.  "What was it like?"

"I never saw the source directly," Ansae said thoughtfully.  "There’s a great hurricane of depletion on the surface, wrapped around a large wound on the central island.  A massive chasm nearly cutting it in two.  I didn’t get much further than the surface and trying to scry into that would be nearly impossible, not to mention dangerous."

"If it’s just a dungeon, they have those damn dungeonbane weapons to take care of it.  So it can’t be that simple."

"Yes, true.  We’ll have to deal with it someday, so we’ll have to figure it out.  I imagine adventurer’s rules about preparation applies to this, too," Shayma said.

"Don’t fight something you can’t identify?  It’s good advice no matter what."  Iniri turned around, surveying the surroundings.  "[Queen’s Insight] isn’t giving me any particular warnings about this wildlife, so they don’t count as monsters.  Once again, you’re doing impossible things."  She laughed, clearly trying to relax some.  Iniri still had the habit of slipping into professional distance, and was making efforts to break it.  "Thank you so much."

"You’re welcome.  Honestly I was a little worried there’d be some problems, considering that fauna’s been off-limits for ages.  But populating the Caldera this way is going to take absolute ages."

"Just populate little bits of each area and let animals spread naturally," Taelah suggested.  "We’re not missing that much so far, and that way you don’t overload the dragons."

"I suppose so.  It’s not particularly urgent.  Even if the wildlife dies out I suppose I can just make more later on when I want to focus on it."  Depending on how long it took the Chiuxatli to finalize the Fortress design, I might have some of that time, since I doubted that the mage-king meeting was going to take place in the next few days.  Maybe not even the next few weeks.

The climate seemed to be fairly mild on Orn, but winter was universally not considered a good time to travel.  There was snow in Tarnil, Nivir’s fog grew so thick it was impossible to see through, and apparently storms battered Ir on a regular basis.  Besides, Midwinter was only a few weeks away and people were getting ready for the holiday.

Everyone seemed happy enough with the demonstration, and while I was poking around in my overlay I decided I might as well spend some of the experience Shayma had been generating for me.  I hadn’t been making much myself since I’d been killing things, rather than driving them off, and wasn’t too worried about my defenses.  Maybe I’d get more experience once the wards were up.

A glance through my categories didn’t reveal anything of immediate interest.  A lot of them were already at maximum, [Fabrication] being the standout laggard at only 6, but so far I’d had to discover everything in the category myself.  The only other potential experience sinks for the moment were Fields, and of those the only ones I felt were worth pumping were [Greater Light] and [Hungering Dark].

So I did, raising them to 10 each.  My experience share with Taelah and Shayma meant I had quite the pool to spend, though it was more or less depleted after boosting my improved Fields.  [Hungering Dark] at 10 added magic to the list of things it ate, making it feel a little bit like void Affinity.  It was certainly terrifying.  [Greater Light], on the other hand, gained some actual solidity at 10.  Not as intrinsically creepy as [Hungering Dark] but intimidating all the same.

With that, there wasn’t much left I could do before the meeting with the mage kings, aside from work on my Fortress weaponry.  It would be nice to get at least that much done before the meeting, but if not, Shayma was a potent deterrent all her own.  If they tried anything, they’d regret it.



Chapter 9A: Day 218 - Taelah


"Hey Taelah, I have some people for you here."  Blue’s voice came through the wind outside, prompting Taelah to pause in her reading.  Mostly she was catching up with her Skill growth, because while [Phantasmal Gardener] was an excellent Skill it always helped to have background from others.  Her personal library had grown of late, mostly thanks to Annit.  She was such a dear, getting herbalism manuals from Wildwood for Taelah. 

"Who are they?"  She asked, standing up and throwing her shawl over her shoulders.  Even if Blue hadn’t let the bite of winter really set into the Caldera, it was still cooler outside than was quite comfortable.  Besides, if he hadn’t already teleported them into the Caldera they were somewhere in Tarnil and that would be quite cold indeed.

"A bunch of teenagers, looks like?  Eight boys and two girls, plus a pair of Elders.  From Kinul."

"Oh!  I didn’t think they’d be arriving this late.  Or early?  I would have expected well after Midwinter, since they didn’t come earlier."  Ten people was quite a few, too.  There were plenty of jobs for the youngsters out in the Caldera, since Blue didn’t coddle the people of the Village.  There was always digging, tilling, repair, and construction, plus simple hauling, all of which needed strong backs.  "Where are they now?"

"They just came out of the pass from Nivir.  I don’t think they were expecting snow."  Blue’s tone made her laugh.  "I just heard them talking about you."

"I suppose I’ll go meet them and bring them back," Taelah said, deciding that for as brief as it would be, the shawl would be enough.  She headed out to the teleport point near her cottage, finding instead Blue had opened a portal for her.

She stepped through into a small area cleared of snow, and in fact fairly warm compared to the snow-draped surroundings.  The teens were a small caravan, with a trio of Kinul’s pack-beasts looking very displeased by their cold surroundings.  The moss-colored lizards lumbered forward toward the cleared space around Taelah against the protestations of their riders and despite the fact that the lizards were already well draped in blankets. 

The two in front bore people with the insignia of Kinul elders, though she didn’t recognize them.  They weren’t the ones she’d met at the summit.  As she stepped forward to greet them she noticed the bubble of warmth moved with her, and she smiled to herself at Blue’s showmanship.  She probably could have done a similar thing, between her own Skills and [Vow], but it hadn’t occurred to her.  As it was, it seemed that she carried spring with her.  Even the winter-browned grass on either side of the road grew greener in her presence.

"Greetings," she said.  "I am Elder Taelah of Blue’s Village.  Welcome, Elder Hirus and Elder Marin," she added, as Blue whispered their names in her ear.  "I see you have brought some of your kin along."  Taelah eyed the gaggle of teenagers, whose expressions were of suppressed awe.  Or not so suppressed, in some cases.

"Elder Taelah."  Hirus recovered his aplomb, sliding off his lizard and bowing to her.  "Yes, we have brought some of our youth who might benefit from a change in perspective.  I was told we would be provided transport to the Village itself, but I wasn’t expecting…"  He trailed off, looking at the portal behind her.  Elder Marin, on the other hand, was sneaking looks at the ring of melted snow, sharp eyebrows nearly invisible under her hairline.

"Blue is a Power, Elder Hirus," Taelah said, almost chiding.  Though to be fair, she hadn’t really understood what that meant until well after she had been involved with him.  "Though you will not have to deal with him, only with me and the other Elders of the Village.  We’re somewhat less fearsome," she added with a smile.  Marin laughed, a surprisingly high-pitched titter from the statuesque woman.

"If this is less fearsome, I’m happy to avoid any attention," she said.  Taelah didn’t mention that Blue already knew, since that would only disconcert them.  Blue’s soft chuckle from the falling snow only drove that home.

"Come on, I’ll show you around the Village," Taelah said, walking back through the arch of stone Blue had put over the road.  It seemed to have actually grown while she was talking with them, and it had definitely changed locations, from her cottage to the center of the Village green.  As she beckoned them through she kept an eye on them and, sure enough, every single one of them twisted around to look at the Tree of Eschaton the moment they stepped through the portal.

So far nothing in particular had come of it, and she wasn’t going to stop anyone if they felt like doing more than staring.  The Tree could take care of itself, she was sure of that.  Still, it was amusing to see the reaction happen every time someone first came to the Village.

"This is the Village center," Taelah said, drawing their attention away from the Tree.  "For the moment, you’ll be staying in the guest house there, though some of you already have sponsors.  They will pick you up later today.  Over there is the Maril butchery; they also have a ranch for those of you interested in animal handling.  Speaking of which, what do your mounts need?  The Village can provide any sort of fodder."  If the Village couldn’t, Blue could.

Some of the awed reverence faded back to normal respect as she took them around the Village, dropping their possessions at the guest house and handing the lizard-mounts over to one of the younger Maril boys for care and feeding.  By the time she introduced them to Miss Burnhade, who somehow was prescient enough to have a small fruit tart for each of them, fresh out of the oven, they had unbent enough to start asking questions.

It was obvious that they didn’t really believe, or at least understand, that the Caldera walls were populated by Chiuxatli.  They’d never heard of such an exotic race in Kinul.  Similarly, the warning about the dragons sort of passed them by, getting nods without any signs of real comprehension.  She couldn’t blame them overmuch, since before meeting Blue she’d never seen a dragon either.  There was supposed to be one somewhere on the border between Nivir and Haerlish, on a stormy peak where nobody much ventured, but that was just some vague tale.

Amusingly, they didn’t have to use their imaginations for long.  The big shadowy form of Syrinu dropped out of the sky, drawing a few shrieks from her guests.  She even had to stop the two girls from running away with an impromptu hedge.  She still didn’t like maturing real gardens or fields with her [Instant Growth], finding that the abrupt infusion of mana left the plants lacking in the vitality and intrinsic mana natural growth gave them, but that and [Plant Control] gave her some rather useful abilities.

"There’s no need to panic," Taelah said calmly as Syrinu landed, folding her wings against her back.  "Syrinu is one of the resident dragons.  Don’t be rude to her.  She’s not going to attack you on sight but she’s going be to rather annoyed if all you do is point and scream."  Syrinu had clearly heard everything and gave the Kinul contingent a toothy smile that made them flinch before focusing on Taelah.  Taelah was pretty sure all dragons were at least a little bit mischievous.

"Akanen intercepted and turned back a group of Chiuxatli who were flying down this way," Syrinu told her, not mischievous at all.  "He didn’t hurt any of them, but I thought you should know, just in case."

"I hadn’t even noticed," Blue sighed.  "I’ll have to see if Ansae is adding an inner portion to the wards…"

"Blue is now informed," Taelah said with a nod.  "We will make sure it’s taken care of.  Thank your mate for me, Syrinu.  They’re probably harmless, but they’re still not supposed to be down here."

"Of course, Elder Taelah."  The horn enamel that Taelah had helped create still glowed on her horns, intricate designs in white light Affinity that apparently meant something to Akanen and Syrinu even if Taelah couldn’t decipher it.  Regardless, Syrinu had been delighted and, dragon or not, Taelah was pretty sure she’d gotten a friend for life.  "I see you have some new faces with you."

"Yes, we’ve gotten some visitors from Kinul," Taelah said, ignoring the expressions of said visitors.  The Village had managed to adapt fairly quickly, so anyone who wanted to stay needed to be able to do that too.  Besides, they hadn’t even met the monsters yet.  "I believe we have some with rot Affinity so the Village will be able to start making good cheese again."

"I don’t know how the Great Lady eats that stuff," Syrinu said quietly, as if she were afraid Ansae would hear her.  "But if you like it, I suppose it is a good thing."  She gave a toss of her head, a distinctly inhuman gesture.  "Enjoy your... cheese," she said, as if uncertain of the last word, before spreading her wings and taking off once again.  Taelah held back a laugh, though since dragons ate mana, rot Affinity might be somewhat of an acquired taste.

"Speaking of rot Affinity, Elder Taelah," one of the kids piped up, breaking the silence from the presence of the dragon.  "Is there a place where you have some?  Some of the plants and tools we brought need it."

"There is every Affinity in the Caldera," Taelah said, ignoring that there actually wasn’t, though the outliers were rare enough that nobody would really be seeking them out.  "If he feels like it, Blue might even alter some place nearby to hold some.  For the moment, the nearest confluence of rot Affinty is several hours’ journey away."  There was a marsh where the nearby river emptied out into the great central sea of the Caldera, which she had gone to in order to retrieve sweetroot for sugar, but otherwise left alone.

"Will we have the opportunity to obtain rot Affinity materials?"  Elder Marin asked, almost hesitantly.

"Certainly.  Blue gives nothing for free, but opportunities he provides in full."  Taelah told her.  Though, in truth, they were still working on the actual logistics of mining and transport.  Blue had given her the locations of a number of veins, now that the Caldera was starting to grow its own metals, but the sheer size of the Caldera made it difficult to transport the ore and metal back to the Village.

Still, it wasn’t an immediate concern, so she simply continued showing them around before letting them take their rest in the guesthouse.  It wasn’t too difficult to find a few of the young children who often ran about the village center, helping their parents to one extent or another, to take messages to outlying farms about the guests.  Some people just needed more hands, others wanted potential marriage prospects close at hand for a youth of the proper age.

A thought was nagging at the back of her mind, though, as she made her way back to her own cottage.  At three months pregnant she was starting to show and her sensitivity to certain things had been heightened.  Their guests from Kinul had raised the topic of rot Affinity and she found she didn’t want to be anywhere near it, though there was no actual danger.  Similarly, as Blue’s Climates became more robust, the mana got thicker and the intent grew more potent, enough that she felt it might be too much for the youngest ones.

"Blue?"  She said, settling down in her chair.  "I’m wondering — can you actually reduce the mana here in the Village a bit?  Around the central areas, and where the mundane crops are."

"Probably?"  Blue replied, sounding a bit uncertain.  "What’s the problem?"

"I’m worried about the mana being too intense for our children," Taelah said bluntly.  "It may be getting there for the other youths as well, especially those without a Class."

"Oh!  Yes, absolutely, that makes sense.  I’ll see what I can do, but you might want to also ask the dragons, too.  They’ll be able to fine-tune the Climate more than I can."  It was odd to think that Blue couldn’t perfectly control his own mana, but at the same time, she knew his ways of interacting with it were limited.  Even his best mana control was a very broad brush compared to what even she could do.

"Thank you, husband," she said, and was rewarded with a flare of warmth from the fire in her hearth.  It was effectively a hug, and she leaned back in her chair, content.



Chapter 9B: Day 220 – Blue


With the actual midwinter festival in just a few days, there was an amazing amount of preparation and decoration going on all across Tarnil. I hadn’t really paid attention to most of the cities since I’d driven off Tor Kot, and it was nice to see that despite the high depletion levels and general trauma of the populace, they were still gamely putting out carved pieces of wood topped with sprigs of some evergreen berry. Under the light of Iniri’s constructs, still floating in the streets, the greenery seemed to keep its life and vibrancy.

Still, Tarnil’s inhabitants were fairly subdued, especially since a goodly amount of the food being prepared and distributed and stored was imported and preserved, rather than freshly slaughtered meats or hothouse greens. People weren’t actually starving, but things were clearly being stretched more than anyone was comfortable with. It was a situation that was mirrored by the Chiuxatli in the Caldera, who seemed determined to hold their own celebrations. In their case, variously colored kites were flown from all the different residences.

I’d been doing some work myself, even if I wasn’t familiar with the specifics of the celebrations. I couldn’t just give out gifts like others were planning to do, nor swap food or tales or any of the other traditions that were being followed in Tarnil and the Caldera. That didn’t mean I was going to do nothing for the festival, I just had to focus on something that played to my particular strengths.

It was also good for me to get in practice, since I’d been slacking. I hadn’t been trying to flex any of my Skills of late, or really invent anything new, though I had a hard time thinking of what I needed to make that I didn’t have already covered. But it was pretty hypocritical of me to lecture the Scalemind on the cycle of tool use when I had a bunch of tools I hadn’t advanced. Even if I didn’t have any thoughts as to what the next evolution of [Temperature Finesse] would net me now, the event itself might spur some idea.

It wasn’t the only Skill I’d been slacking on. [Temperature Finesse], [Structural Mana Reinforcement], and [Mana Logic] could all benefit from actually trying to skill them up, and maybe even [Reclaim], though I had doubts about that one. Ever since I’d gotten Climates I’d hardly used any of the other stuff, and while I was getting pretty good with them, they weren’t an actual Skill.

I hadn’t even tried much in the way of manipulating Climates with those Skills, though logically they ought to play together well, considering they were all part of my system. Taelah’s request made me realize I needed to do so, and with Ansae’s comments I knew that the complex structures of the Climates were still overly simplistic. So I pinched and prodded the mana to try and guide it away from and around the Village and environs, realizing that my concepts of mana and flows were probably wildly divergent from what most people dealt with.

I moved rivers, when most people operated cups or even thimblefuls by comparison. That was ignoring the fact that I still didn’t have a great understanding of all the intricacies of mana. Not only was I impaired by not having any ability to impress intent upon it, meaning I couldn’t sense the intent, either, but I had technological prejudices blinding me to how some things worked. I still saw mana flows as liquid or gas and thermodynamics, though they really weren’t. It was probably for the best my intent couldn’t influence things, or I could have ruined quite a lot.

Even though I set out with practice in mind, I was still surprised when it actually paid off. It took literal days of pushing Skills, which really wasn’t something I’d had the chance to do before the current lull, and it only gave me a few points. At the Skill levels I had reached, though, even a few points were significant.

[Mana Finesse] advances to 10.

[Structural Mana Reinforcement] advances to 9.

[Temperature Finesse] advances to 8.

[Mana Logic] advances to 10. Skill merge with [Mana Finesse], [Mana Geometries]…Skill evolves to [Mana Mechanisms]. Rank set to 5.

[Mana Mechanisms]: Dungeon has extreme control over mana structures using mechanistic and logical principles. Structures are maintained with pure Dungeon mana.

My musings were borne out by the first new Skill in quite a while. It even came from merging Skills, which wasn’t something I’d seen outside of transcriptions of late. The Skill explicitly called out my perspective, which made [Mana Mechanisms] somewhat of a counterpoint to the Phantasmal Realm. Shayma had already noted that I was less visible in the Realm than one might expect given my mana generation, and the pure dungeon mana was probably why. The less intent there was, the less magic stuff it did.

My hope was that [Mana Mechanisms] would make it easier for me to interact with magic items, though I obviously still couldn’t control them as such. Even just feeding my own mana into the Status sigil practically overloaded the thing. But just having better options to power things like wards would be welcome. Though, as before, I wasn’t looking forward to having to construct anything complicated from basic logic switches. Some quick experimentation showed that it was far easier to make them, though, instead of the tedious struggle it had been before. It gave me a few ideas.

"Ansae? I have a question about warding."

"I’ve almost finished your warding schema, so I hope you’re not intending to change it," Ansae said, though her tone was amused rather than annoyed.

"No, I’m considering the Fortress. I’m just thinking, I can’t really control magical items the way they’re meant to be controlled. Just turn the power going to them on and off. But for something like point defense, would it be possible for a ward to tell something with offensive punch what to target? So I can just supply mana and it does the rest?"

"That’s somewhat dangerous," Ansae said, which wasn’t a no. "Even the best tuned wards are going to have issues distinguishing friend from foe, or dealing with complex magic. Or even an oversaturation of mana on the battlefield. Attacking anything nearby is less difficult, but comes with obvious downsides."

"Oh yeah. I’m thinking more about the outside of the Fortress. No allies should ever be on the sides of the thing, and if I can turn things on and off, I could always just disable the defenses in the area if for some strange reason I need to. Plus I might have a few ideas about connecting the wards to the weapons." Even though magitek was fairly well advanced, that didn’t mean they knew all the tricks when it came to dealing with information. Not that I did either, but it wouldn’t hurt to collaborate.

"Ah, perhaps so. On the surface you will have your Fields, but you are somewhat restricted."

"Yeah, I’m more thinking something to fill in the gaps between my actual domain and whatever I’m aiming a [Contained Star] at."

"I hope you’re not intending to use wards to decide where one of those [Starlances] go."

"No, that’s just asking for very bad things to happen. To be honest I’m hoping not to have to use one again but better to have the threat than not. Speaking of which, at some point we’re going to have to test-fire whatever we come up with to make [Starlance] less generally catastrophic. Is straight up okay? I don’t want to accidentally fire on someone like the Leviathans that I didn’t know existed." 

"So far as I know, nobody lives up there, no," Ansae said in amusement. "Though I would suggest you make sure neither of the moons is in your path." I wanted to protest that it was unlikely I’d be able to hit either moon, given the scales involved, but considering there was magic about I didn’t want to make assumptions. Ansae’s moon was fairly low, and it might be even closer than it seemed. It was obviously magical and orbital dynamics might not apply.

"I will do that," I assured her, though it would be some time yet before we had the [Starlance] weapon ready. It was going to need a lot of [Firmament]. Which I was working on, along with everything else to go into the Fortress. Since I was able to watch the Chiuxatli debate and design, I could get a feel for what supermaterials or regular materials I needed to be focusing on other than everything with stellar and gravity Affinities.

Their plans were looking grandiose, but that’s what they wanted and that’s what they were intending to build, with only minimal involvement from me, so it didn’t worry me. Once I got the wards and weapons on it, the interior could be built on the fly. Literally so.

"By the way, I’m going to be doing something after sunset for Midwinter," I told Ansae. "I told my Companions and you probably saw me practicing but I thought I’d let you know anyway. Just keep an eye on the sky."

"You’re being mysterious at me? Starting to take being a Power seriously, hmm?"

"Less being mysterious, more I just want it to be a surprise."

"Your record on surprises this past year has been quite good, so I think you have nothing to fear on that score," Ansae said, though I couldn’t tell if she knew what I had in mind or not.

Since my Midwinter surprise was in the sky, none of the Scalemind would really get to appreciate it. One-Eye-Green didn’t even have the concept of Midwinter, or really any holidays at all, which made sense. The Underneath wasn’t exactly seasonal, and even if it were, the Scalemind hadn’t done anything that could settle into a recurring celebration.

In lieu of that, I was using my newly evolved [Burrowing Wyrms] to make tunnels under the ocean I’d found. They had ended up being big, limbless, scaled things some fifty meters long and ten meters across, more worm than wyrm, capable of devouring rock and transmuting the walls of their passage into a thin shell of [Adamant Stone]. When they returned to their station they disgorged bits of magical minerals and metals, though considering their size and the speeds they could reach the total amounts were not insignificant. Even I could use extra magicite, and some of the metals and minerals they brought back were unique, though nothing I got from boring through the Underneath was particularly unusual.

The [Adamant Stone] walls cost almost nothing for [Assimilation], making me think that the Wyrms were how dungeons typically expanded. I hadn’t seen anything like that out of the mage-king cores, but they were obviously being aimed toward other ends. There was clear monster specialization there, so utility might fall by the wayside. Either way, I was carving out some nice tunnels through a bunch of pockets of Underneath so the Scalemind could make voyages out into the wilderness again. Not coincidentally, growing down into that area netted me some new Climate stuff.

Underforest Climate unlocked.

Cirren Bush unlocked.

Earthberry Creeper unlocked.

…

Enkindle Flower unlocked.

I had to resist the urge to redecorate the Scalemind area immediately, since my improvement of their space was intended specifically for Midwinter. Considering how magic worked, something that was a country-wide, or even continent-wide celebration had to have some sort of magical import. Since all the civilized races had a gift-giving tradition, I knew that at least I wouldn’t mess anything up by adding to it, and it would be neat to see if my contribution actually did anything magically.

For the most part I watched. Taelah led the elders in tending a bonfire in the middle of the Village, Iniri lit up the Palace even more than usual, and the Chiuxatli solemnly ferried a fire in a basket, carrying it around the perimeter of each settlement and city. Shayma went back and forth between Taelah and Iniri, a semi-official presence as Iniri illuminated the massive carved pole in front of the palace in defiance of the dark and the snow, and a more relaxed one as she chatted with Taelah in front of the bonfire.

As time moved on toward midnight, I noticed a sort of flutter in the mana flows. It was subtle, and nothing I could really localize, but it was definite and was everywhere. Even within the Caldera there was a sort of slowing and dampening of the mana as it circulated. Nothing about it set off [Blue’s Sagacity], and I was expecting some import, and thus magic, to be attached to midwinter anyway. Even the [Contained Stars] seemed to be quieter, though no less bright.

Then midnight hit, and the magical ebb turned into a crest. Again, it was subtle, and probably more composed of intent than of physical mana changes, but the renewal of the new year was obvious from my country-wide perspective. Even the [Contained Stars] flared, new prominences rising from their surfaces and giving me my cue to start the show.

I lit up the night.

While grinding up Skills I’d been practicing to gain finesse with my Climates, not just altering them through the way the Climate itself was structured but by feeding in external mana or manual adjustment of things inside them. That way I could keep Taelah’s request in mind for all of Tarnil, since it would hardly do to give the next generation mana poisoning, as well as try to be more nuanced than just exploding things with Volcano Climate. Along the way, I’d figured out how to manipulate some of the stellar effects that occasionally played through the skies of my Climates.

An enormous curtain of light glimmered in the air as a rainbowed aurora bloomed over the whole area of the Caldera, the edges sparking dancing streamers of false fire from Chiuxatli buildings near the top of the cliffs. My people had seen an aurora before, but not one so pervasive or immense, covering the entire sky. Great glowing sheets dripped down to brush along the ground, making those children still awake run around and laugh with glee as their hair stood on end from electrostatic repulsion and harmless whorls of light dripped off the ends of their fingers. Some Chiuxatli watched in silent awe, while others raced through the air, drawing luminous contrails behind them.

Then the meteor shower started. Lines of fire and light cut their way down from the heavens into the Caldera, some of them ending in a soundless burst of white, but others crashing into the Caldera walls and floor, glinting meteorites digging craters into rock and earth or splashing into the great inland sea. I left them where they lay, for some enterprising soul to dig out in the future.

While I’d planned for that, I hadn’t expected the actual moon to get involved. Not Ansae’s, but the large primary moon known as The Sister. It seemed localized to the Caldera, so it wasn’t affecting things worldwide, but the light from the waning gibbous phase crystallized into [Moon Snow], drifting down and dusting the ground. Delicate flakes glinted in rainbow colors, people threw hastily-made [Moon Snowballs], and Taelah surreptitiously gathered some samples and put them in one of the magical freezers.

Beneath the Caldera, I spread the Underforest Climate around where the Scalemind lived, transforming into a sudden riot of various colored mosses, fungi, trees, shrubs, and creepers. While they were busy being startled and pleased about that, I opened a hole down to where I’d had my [Burrowing Wyrms] digging, a long spiral ramp into the depths. One-Eye-Green was asleep, having tired herself out running around with the children aboveground, but the Scalemind didn’t need her to know what the gift was about. Parties of Scythe-Sisters went down to explore only minutes after I finished it.

Iniri joined Shayma and Taelah a little bit after she finished presiding over the Tarnil ceremonies, looking up at the sky with her breath steaming in the air, standing close to the bonfire to ward off the chill. Ansae stared at the sky for a little bit before taking wing, going to visit each of the dragon pairs in turn and giving them a blessing for the coming year. There wasn’t any spellcasting as such involved, but considering that it was Ansae, I could practically feel the crystallized intent settle over my draconic residents.

I eventually let the light show fade, the aurora and meteors and crystallized moonlight vanishing with it, most of the kids already asleep. The hour was incredibly late, and almost everyone but the Elders and Iniri were headed off to bed. The Chiuxatli had all finished their borders, closing each loop with fire and light, and we were all ready for the new year.

"Are you certain about this?" Yit Niv betrayed some concern, frowning at Tor Kot as they stood facing out a balcony, looking over an expanse of water and islands. Some floated, some did not. "If you don’t bring a core, you’ll be far too vulnerable."

"Under the circumstances I don’t think they’ll let me put an island outside Ir, nor let me tote one around in a transport bubble. Besides, if Blue is in fact a sapient dungeon, it won’t do me any favors to parade around while sucking the teat of one of his enslaved brethren." Tor Kot tapped his cane against the floor for emphasis. "Besides, you know how other places are about monsters. They were polite enough not to object to me taking along my staff."

"I wouldn’t let you go if you didn’t have some of your own monsters along," Yit Niv said bluntly. "You’re hopeless without them."

"I’m hurt!" Tor Kot said, not hurt at all. "Miriam doesn’t do everything for me, just most things." He chuckled and patted her hand. "I’ll be fine, Niv. Even if things go badly, I’m taking Recall charms. I’ll be able to get back no matter what disaster there is."



Chapter 10: Day 222 – Blue


"This is…"  Iniri paused for a moment to finish engraving a delicate rune.  "This is a lot of mana.  Which is saying a lot considering that link you gave me."

"I can probably turn it down, but I kind of want these to be powerful."  The mana crystal itself only held one thousand mana, as always, but connected to a [Contained Star] that thousand mana was just the limit on how much could be spent at once.

"Which I understand.  I just hope this one doesn’t catch fire."

"Yeah, me too.  I really want to avoid making these out of [Firmament]."  If I had to make all the Fortress defenses from bulk supermaterial, it was going to take a long time to get anywhere.  It would have been easier to just make normal magical items, but those required a person to interact with it.  I needed something I could operate by connecting it to my mana, which required some actual testing.

The framework was a tiny strand of Aurum with Iniri’s [Starlance] Skill set in a piece of [Steelwoven Skyron], with a stellar Primal Source in the middle shaped into a dome lens.  The stellar Primal might not have been necessary; we weren’t entirely certain how well they interacted with Aurum-stored Skills.  It did appeal to my sensibilities to have a lensing material, at least, even if Iniri’s skill didn’t use such things.

The first few tests had ended up either pulling too little mana and doing nothing, or too much and overloading the runes.  In a lot of ways overloading a rune structure was very similar to putting too much current through a wire, but with stellar mana the side effects could be somewhat spectacular.  Things like transmutation of surrounding materials and burning metal at solar temperatures.  Fortunately, [Torc of the Stars] meant that Iniri was invulnerable to such minor explosions.

"There."  Iniri finished her engraving and stepped back.  I connected the empty mana crystal to the nearby [Contained Star] with [Mana Mechanisms] and watched as mana swirled into the magical device.  A coruscating beam shot out and punched through the stone, Stonesteel, and Adamant Stone targets I’d set up, boring a thin hole into the backstop of mountainside before I cut the link and the mana emptied out.

"It works!"  At least, the first layer of it did.  I could turn a weapon on and off by myself.  The targeting was entirely on Ansae, going into an insanely complicated ward structure for the Chiuxatli to establish on and in the Fortress.  Still, it made me happy to have it done, and since Iniri was drawing on some of the Chiuxatli knowledge to do the runes anyway they were more than capable of replicating the feat.

"It’s kind of terrifying.  That’s almost as powerful as I can make it, and it can just go by itself forever."  Iniri shook her head.  "Being able to put a fourth-tier Skill directly into a magical item is absurd."

"You know, that Flame Knight guy who was after Shayma when she showed up the first time – second time? – had a cube with Shayma’s Seeker Skill in it.  I should still have it, actually."  I took a moment to try and sort through my inventory, or at least my treasury, since the actual inventory list included practically every discrete object in Tarnil and the Caldera.  It made the list nearly useless.

I did find it again, eventually, but it seemed to have run out of mana while it had been sitting around.  It simply called itself a [Perfected Skill Crystal].  I pulled it out and pushed up a pedestal to show it to Iniri, who picked it up and looked at it carefully.

"This came from the royal vault, I believe.  Yes, there’s actually the Tarnil crest inscribed on this face," she said, pointing.  I hadn’t noticed, in fact, but it was obvious once she pointed it out.  "Even if everything worked out, it irks me to think they used something from my treasury to track her down."

"Whatever happened to the mercs anyway?  I didn’t see them after that one battle."

"Oh, there’s a standing bounty on their heads, plus you wrecked their headquarters when you melted half of Meil."  Iniri smiled in satisfaction.  "I understand Ir has been levying some fairly heavy fines on their sister branches, as well."

"Huh."  I had completely let that slip my mind, but of course Iniri was on top of it.  I was glad I had made such things her business anyway, since obviously I wasn’t any good at keeping track.  "We’ve come a long way."

"Yes, and thank you for it."  Iniri said, lifting her hand up to touch her belly briefly.

"We’re in this together.  Also, I can put that crystal back in your treasury if you want me to.  I don’t have any use for it."  My Aurum was better, anyway.

"Thank you again," Iniri said, and put it back on the pedestal.  I dropped it into the vault below the Palace, putting it in place beside the rest of the stuff that had been recovered after the invasion.  "So, what’s next for the Fortress project?"

"I’m still working on the Firmament for it, but a [Contained Star] weapon.  Something to give me more control over my [Starlance]."

"That’s going to be an expensive weapon."  Iniri laughed suddenly.  "Considering what is going on, that only makes sense.  There’s probably no such thing as overdoing it."

"Definitely not.  Especially if I’m going to deal with whatever the mage-kings are containing with all their war cores.  Better to have something like that and never need it than the reverse."  The power of [Starlance] was impressive, but in the end it was fairly limited.  The point defenses would probably do a better job of carving up blightbeasts than a Starlance, for example.  Though if the mage-kings needed dozens of cores or more to contain the Blight and the rift, I might need that many fortresses to destroy it. 

It was irritating that I hadn’t gotten a good look at the actual rift from any of the mage-kings’ discussions, even the incidental ones.  Ansae’s information was incredibly out of date and apparently the sheer saturation of depletion and mana made the whole area impossible to scry.  I did suggest spying on it from space but since that wasn’t how scrying worked, it’d take a lot of effort to invent something that did work that way.

Assuming there was mana out there.  Ansae claimed she hadn’t been out past the atmosphere, despite having her own moon, and there was no guarantee that mana escaped the gravity well either.  In fact, if there was much air mana out there it would mean an atmosphere, so the atmosphere’s very limits implied the constraints on mana.  That was one thing I would have to test for myself once I finished the Fortress’ gravity engines.  With a [Contained Star] as power, it wouldn’t matter if there wasn’t ambient mana out there.  Probably.

The gravity engines were actually one of the things that the Chiuxatli had redesigned from scratch.  I hadn’t expected it of them, since I figured they’d be mostly familiar with wind and storm, but after seeing the ring setup I had they’d immediately produced a staggered-wave variant that worked far better.  It was inefficient compared to what a Skill or proper magic item could do, and at some point I might replace the engines with something like the point defenses, but since I was dealing with multiple billions of tons of fortress the sheer scale was too large for most artisans.

Still, I could move the Fortress already, albeit slowly.  Or rather, it would accelerate slowly.  I didn’t want to mess with it too much until I had more gravity metal in, otherwise I just knew I’d end up accidentally smacking into a mountain or something.  Not that such a thing would be an actual problem, but it would be embarrassing.

Once Iniri and I wrapped up the testing, she went back to her royal duties and I went to check in on Shayma, who was helping her parents with their pair of Ell prisoners.  Or rescues.  Whatever their status, they were slowly starting to get more character back.  Hirae and Girul apparently didn’t feel cravings for the drugs they’d been hooked on before, thanks to Keri and the Scalemind, but were starting to crave something.

Honestly it made me think that void Affinity was just a bad thing to get.  Cravings and addictions were always harmful, even when the target was less obviously terrible than magical drugs.  Though overhearing Sienne’s lectures to the new Ells, part of the reason they were so badly off was just because they’d been raised to think addiction was the only way to live with themselves.  That was true just for physical issues, and with magical ones intent would just reinforce the problem.  Sienne was obviously something special if she’d managed to go her whole life without becoming ruled by her hungers.

"You know, if you’re looking for adrenaline junky stuff, I bet the Chiuxatli have some fabric and some ideas for a wingsuit."

"Wingsuit?  I get the idea from the name, but…"  Shayma trailed off, waiting for me to elaborate.

"It’s a completely nonmagical way to glide.  Just some very tough fabric and a harness and a high place to jump from and you can go pretty far, and it’s at least moderately safe."

"Huh.  I’ll talk to the Chiuxatli about it."  Shayma looked over at where her parents were discussing things with the other Ells.  "Though I have my doubts about Girul.  I feel sorry for the guy, but I don’t know that he’ll ever really aspire to something better than drugs."

"There are people like that.  All you can do is the best you can do.  Unfortunately I don’t have any amazing insights into giving them better habits, not compared to Sienne and Giorn."

"Then what use is your Power knowledge?"  Shayma said, grinning to show she didn’t mean it.  "I’m still a little amazed that I have any opportunity to do this, though most of the Ells are over on Einteril.  Which I’m looking forward to seeing."

"It’s probably going to be a while.  Unless we somehow get a lead on an Ell that’s not anywhere near Port Anell.  I wouldn’t stop you from going after that one."

"I might, at that."  Shayma said.  "I didn’t expect I’d save two already."

"We kind of need to worry about that meeting with Tor Kot first, though.  Not exactly looking forward to it, but it’s Iniri’s show."

"Ugh, she never met him.  He was pretty creepy."  Shayma scowled, ears flattening.  "I don’t really want to talk to him again either, but I suppose we have to."  She was silent for a moment, communicating directly with Iniri, by my guess.  "We have a week to prepare for it, but I kind of wish it was earlier.  I’d have less time to worry over it."

"Hey, you nearly knocked him flat last time he was here and you are a lot more powerful now.  Besides, he’s not bringing a core so he’s going to be less powerful, meaning that you can squish him if he starts acting weird."

"That’s true!"  Shayma said, looking more cheerful.  "I bet I could take his mantises, too.  Maybe I should even ask for a spar…"

"I’m pretty sure it’d just be bullying at this point," I told her.  Shayma was ridiculously powerful and, if I understood things correctly, monsters didn’t really get stronger the way people did.  Tor Kot’s oddly-named mantises would be effectively the same as they had been when we’d last seen them.  Even if they weren’t, Shayma’s progress was absurd and I doubted they had doubled or more their effective ability in the past few months.

"They deserve it," Shayma said belligerently.

"I don’t think I can argue that."  Tarnil had been occupied in force by the mantis monsters for years before I came along.  Pretty much everyone had a grudge against them.  "Gotta make sure I have everyone’s [Soul Prosthetics] done before we have the meeting.  Maybe I can trade one to Wright, though I have no idea how expensive a fifth-tier one will be.  Third tier is expensive enough."

"It’s worth discussing," Shayma said.  "If anyone can afford it, Ir could."

"We’ve never traded supermaterials, so I have no idea what it’d cost.  Though it’d be nice to see if they have any exotic metals for me to play with.  I can only imagine what the magical or supermaterial version of tungsten or iridium would be."

"I have no idea what you’re talking about, but if it’s a new and exotic metal, that means I’ll get to play with it."  Shayma flexed her hands in anticipation.  "I haven’t had nearly enough time to play with all the extra techniques in the [Crafting Hall]."

"I don’t think anyone is going to object to you pitching in on the Fortress project.  From what I’ve been seeing there is going to be a lot involved in that.  Oh, speaking of which!  We got the [Starlance] defense thing working.  Iniri is really the key there, since it needs runes and her Skill, but I bet if you actually formed the metal parts it’d be better.  Somehow.  I’m still not very good at imagining magical stuff."

"Says the person who made a shiny new Affinity."  Shayma snorted.  "Not to mention the sheer amount of mana you control.  It’s a little bit silly for you to say that."

"That is fair enough," I had to admit.  "Still, the subtleties of magical crafting escape me.  Not being able to put intent into magic, or feel it, makes it hard for me to figure out how that works."

"Don’t worry your core about it," Shayma said with a grin.  "Taelah, Iniri and I can take care of it."

"That’s the plan."  I told her.  "Oh, speaking of things you can take care of — we need to change my ANATHEMA before the meeting.  Otherwise I might end up doing something stupid when it comes to Tor Kot and his monsters.  I don’t think we need the extra [Bane] potency for this.  Unless you think we do?"

"No, you’re right.  I doubt it would go down well to have a Field suddenly try to eat Tor Kot.  Plus I’m thinking I might saturate the area in something like [Panopticon] anyway, just to eat any depletion he may have around him."  Shayma swished her tail thoughtfully.  "Let me check on my version of your Status right now, so we don’t forget."

She took a moment to inform her parents she was stepping out for a short time, and pulled on the teleport I’d set up, moving back to the beach house.  It only took her a few moments to walk through to where my Companion core resided in her bedroom, taking up a big chunk of space and reaching from floor to ceiling.  It grew slightly every level, and it was actually too tall to fit in the room, meaning I had to make space above and below.

"Let’s see," Shayma said, putting her hands on the core.  Her eyes flickered as she examined an interface only she could access, which still irked me.  It was obvious dungeons were intended to be run by more intelligent individuals, but I would have liked my Power status to give me access to my own functions.

"Huh, you’re already forty percent to your next level."  Shayma told me.  With the overextension penalty gone thanks to [Floorless], it was theoretically easier to level up.  But it was also reliant on Companions and depletion, and so not entirely under my own control.

"At this rate, I’ll actually hit second tier in a few years!  Assuming dungeons get tiers, anyway."

"It’s just so weird I’m higher level than you," Shayma remarked, hands resting lightly on the core surface.  "So, your ANATHEMA right now is Depletion Sources, would Tor Kot even register on that?  No, wait, he affected Annit just by being near her, not by a spell, I think.  Right, what’s a good change for now?"

"House Anell," I suggested.  "It shouldn’t affect the Ells we’ve taken from them, but it might affect the ones still serving."

"Ooh, I like that."  Shayma grinned.  "I’m looking forward to showing up with an Anell Bane effect to threaten them with."

"As if you weren’t scary enough already."

"Obviously not, if they’re not quaking in terror already."  Shayma said, tapping the core.  "Ansae taught me that much."

"Maybe I should be paying more attention to what you two are discussing."

"Oh, it’s just girl talk, nothing for you to worry about."  She stepped back from the core, and a sudden shock seemed to go through me.  Nothing that hurt, but it was quite odd, like being reminded of something I’d forgotten.  Suddenly several bright sparks flared up, along with the concentrated hate of ANATHEMA.  It was controllable, but still functioned quite well to draw my attention to a remote manor homestead.

"Feel anything?"

"Yes, and apparently we missed some Anells.  There’s six of them hanging out at some safehouse or something, but they’re all really low level.  Maybe servants that got left behind or something."

"Hm, take me there."

I spun up a portal for her, setting it just outside the homestead grounds, and Shayma stepped through.  She had the [Panopticon] Field out, using illusion to cloak herself and create a double off to one side, just in case.  In truth I didn’t think anyone that was around could hurt her no matter how hard they tried; the highest level was 26 and that was a [Journeyman Stoneshaper], a crafter Class with rock-molding abilities.  Hardly something Shayma had to worry about.

She stalked forward, projecting my Presence as she went.  There were a few score people there, not just the Anells, but she ignored the low-level [Farmers] and [Carpenters] that she flattened on her way to the mansion.  They weren’t actually harmed, but it was made very clear that I was unhappy with their choice of employment.  It was possible they didn’t know there were Anells inside, but fox-kin weren’t that common in Tarnil.

Nobody was ready for her by the time she reached the front door, so she simply skipped past it with [Wake of the Phantasmal] and extended my Presence to blanket the whole house.  She didn’t smash them to the floor but everyone did freeze in place.  Shayma held them there for a few moments before speaking.

"I am Shayma Ell, Speaker for Blue.  All of the Anells here will present themselves to me."  Her voice boomed through the manor, amplified by her illusions.  I almost felt sorry for the Anells, seeing that two of them actually trembled and the lowest-level one, a female [Scribe], nearly fainted.  But only almost, because they were still Anells.  My ANATHEMA played a part in that, but I was letting Shayma handle it so any excessive antipathy on my part wouldn’t matter.  She released the Presence and waited, hands clasped at the small of her back and looking imperious.  At least her illusion did, since she was still displaced from where she looked to be standing.

"Well, none of them are running, but I think you scared them good.  One of them is just cowering and two are trying to work up the courage to do something, I’m not sure what."  The manor was large enough that only a few of the targets were inside Shayma’s perception sphere, so I filled her in on what everyone else was doing.  The non-Anell servants pretty much all went straight into the back rooms to hide, not that I blamed them.

What I wasn’t expecting was for an older gentleman to gather up two younger servants and physically drag the highest-level Anell out of his room.  That was kind of amusing.  Two others started making their way to the front on their own, but the ones that were most scared didn’t seem to be moving.  I was probably going to have to teleport them over, since they clearly weren’t coming on their own.  Then the [Scribe] suddenly bolted.

"We’ve got a runner," I said, and yanked her back in front of Shayma, who simply floored her with Presence again, though she let up when the woman – who was probably younger than Shayma – burst into tears.  Shayma simply pressed her lips into a thin line and waited, letting the girl blubber while the others were herded or came themselves.  The last two I teleported in from their ultimate hiding place under some beds.

"Now that you are all here," Shayma said, nodding to the trio who’d dragged in the [Journeyman Stoneshaper], "you will tell me why you are in Tarnil."  Silence met her proclamation, but Shayma didn’t say anything further, simply waiting and letting the tension stretch out.  She didn’t even need to use any Presence to apply pressure, just letting time do the work.

"We⁠— Our⁠—" One of the young women started spluttering.  "Master Giran left the household in our care and hasn’t been back!"

"Giran Anell?" Shayma asked, and the woman answered with frantic nodding.  "I know the crown hasn’t been told this place is owned by him.  Whose name is being used?"  At that, they mostly looked blank, and the older servant who had hauled the [Stoneshaper] over cleared his throat.

"I believe Master Itan Gen is the actual owner of the property, Speaker Shayma."  The man had enough presence of mind that I actually bothered to look at his name, and he was a Gen, too, Tassen Gen.  Shayma beat me to the question I wanted to ask.

"Any relation to Yamal Gen?" Shayma inquired, lifting an eyebrow at Tassen.

"Yes, though distantly," Tassen replied.  "I have only seen Master Itan once since I began work here."

"Mmm," Shayma said noncommittally.  "Hopefully this is merely a paper issue.  Did you know that Yamal is awake again?"

"I didn’t!"  Tassen said, looking astonished.  "That’s wonderful!"  Shayma nodded to him and surveyed the Anells.

"Queen Iniri is sending the Queensguard to secure this estate," she told them, taking shameless advantage of [Companion Concord].  "If you haven’t been working against us, I suspect you have nothing to fear.  However, there will be some hard questions for everyone here."  At this she lifted her eyebrows at Tassen, who simply clasped his hands and bowed his head.

"I can open a portal in the courtyard, I suppose?"  I asked Iniri.  She took a moment to reply because she was issuing orders for the Queensguard to assemble in anticipation of taking the hidden Anell estate.

"Yes, perfect," Iniri said, frowning out over the courtyard in question where her Classers were starting to form up.  "I admit I had thought they were all gone.   How did you find them?"

"Shayma set my ANATHEMA to House Anell since I figured it wouldn’t be a good idea for me to lose my faculties while we’re trying to talk things out with Tor Kot.  Turns out it’s easy to spot Anells when they actively irritate me."

"That is wonderful."  Iniri took in a deep breath and let it out.  "I suppose that lays any concerns to rest about possible agents inside my own palace.  You’re going to spoil me, Blue," she added with a smile.

"Yeah, it’s handy, but it is itchy to have them around."

"Oh, we’ll be sending them away soon enough.  Usually I’d ship them to Ir, but if we’re going there ourselves soon, we may just take them then and let Wright hand them back.  Assuming Wright cares to."

"Anell probably doesn’t care either way.  I can’t imagine they’re much valued if they were just left behind.  I think they thought there weren’t any Anells left in Tarnil."

"There won’t be, soon enough," Iniri said happily.  "Though the connection with the Gen family worries me."  Her smile faded.  "I trust Yamal, but if the Anells have gotten hooks into his cousins or even his heirs—"

"I don’t think you need to worry about that."  I assured her.  She was still sensitive about potential betrayals, and I didn’t blame her.  "It really does look like they were just left behind, and Itan Gen probably just rented it out to whatever cover identity the Anell person was using.  Or maybe there wasn’t even a cover identity; all the issues have been fairly recent."

"The hostilities are recent, but it’s clear that Anell keeps its fingers in where it can.  If they’ve compromised people’s loyalties, we’d only be finding out about it now."  Iniri sighed.  "I know I have Cheya, but would you keep an eye out for me, Blue?"

"Absolutely."  For a moment I daydreamed about just putting up Fields on all the borders and being done with it, but that just wasn’t possible.  Putting aside that, even for me, it would be a ridiculous mana drain, Tarnil wasn’t the Caldera and couldn’t just be closed off.  Even the Caldera wasn’t something I wanted to put a lethal field around, for the Chiuxatli if nothing else.  The ANATHEMA irritant was clearly affecting me if I was considering it.  "Any time I spot any Anell activity, or even something weird, I’ll let you know."

"Thank you, Blue."  Iniri shook her head, watching her Queensguard step through the portal.  On the other side, Shayma handed the Anells over before heading back through the portal herself.  It was getting to the point where I needed to think about having a dedicated teleport hub, though of course I’d need someone else to make the signs. 

Though [Companion Concord] meant she didn’t really need to meet Iniri to discuss things, Shayma still dropped by Iniri’s office.  Maybe she’d gotten the hint that Iniri was feeling unsettled, or maybe she was just looking for an excuse to say hello.  Either way, they were both happy to discuss the future of the Anells in Tarnil.  Or rather, the lack of it.

"I’m not sure I believe it," Molen Anell said.

"You could say that about many of the occurrences in Orn over the past few years," Toreq said dryly.  "But I trust our jade agents.  Wright is indeed meeting with the mage-kings, and what’s more, Tarnil is going to be there.  Specifically, Blue is supposed to be represented."

"Are we going to finally get a look at who this Blue actually is?"  Risu asked lazily, puffing at her kiseru.  "I know the official word is that he’s a dungeon, which is just bizarre.  Wouldn’t he just be some rogue mage-king?"

"If he was, I doubt he would have destroyed four mage-kings in battle."  Toreq pointed out.  "Unless he’s far more capable than they are, I suppose.  It’s always possible.  Either way, dangerous."  

"Then we definitely need to keep his attention on something else."  Molen said.  "Do we have any agents with the mage-kings?"

"No," Toreq told him.  "They barely even have diplomatic relations to begin with."

"We need to know about that meeting between them and Blue.  As much as possible."  Molen looked across to Risu.  "Can we do that?"

"I believe so."  Risu frowned thoughtfully, idly toying with the kiseru.  "I’ll have to examine the lists of agents again, but I believe so."

"We don’t have much time," Toreq warned.  "The meeting is scheduled for only a few days hence."

"Then the sooner we know," Molen remarked, "the sooner we can act."



Chapter 11A: Day 226 – Shayma


"It’s actually my private retreat," Wright told Shayma, the magitek train carrying them from Invernir toward the Great Dungeon on the coast.  "Well, my grandfather’s.  I don’t use it much myself, not since I stopped adventuring and started emperoring."  Shayma’s lips quirked at the non-word, reminding her as it did of Blue’s occasional mangling of the language.

The actual meeting wasn’t scheduled for another two days but she’d come ahead early.  In part just so everyone could arrive and be ready, and part so she could sweep the area with her and Blue’s superior senses.  In times past it would have taken several days for a Classer or a mana-empowered boat to transport Iniri to Ir, but since Shayma could just make a portal, all the logistics were much easier.

"I find it hard to believe you don’t feel the need for a retreat," Shayma said.  "You’ve got a lot going on with Ir."

"Oh, there’s a reason I have a personal forge attached to my palace," Wright said, smiling broadly.  "There’s even a portable one somewhere in these cars if I really get the itch while I’m in transit."  Shayma laughed.

"I like making stuff at my own forge, but I don’t think I’ve got it quite that bad," she admitted.

"I wouldn’t have made fifth tier if I didn’t," Wright admitted cheerfully.  "Even now I have four or five projects I’m thinking about.  It’s a lot more exciting now that I can get Sources and some of those weird metals.  I’d love to try out [Firmament]…"  He trailed off, looking at Shayma expectantly.

"We have very little of it," Shayma demurred, smothering a laugh.  Wright looked fifty years younger at that moment, more like a mischievous child than an elder statesman.

"Alas," he sighed.

"Maybe someday we’ll have enough supermaterial that we can see what Wright can do with the stuff.  Unfortunately, not now.  I tried to see how much it’d take to get Wright a [Soul Prosthesis] and it’s something like a month straight of anvil time."  Shayma nodded as Blue muttered in her ear, though it was a shame.  It would have been nice to offer Wright something to protect him from depletion, even though while she was there he probably didn’t have anything to worry about.

"Should we ever get some for trade, you’ll be the first to know," Shayma assured him.  "For the moment you’ll have to be satisfied with other things that you can’t find anywhere else in the world."  That just made him laugh.

"You have to be greedy to get to the top," he told her cheerfully.  She gave him a skeptical look, though the truth was that she was paying close attention.  Her lessons from Iniri told her that managing to be so agreeable, but still exercise control over so many powerful people, was a lot more difficult than it seemed.

"You should try to restrain yourself at least a little bit when it comes to Blue," Shayma told him.  "He’s generous enough, but he wouldn’t like it if you tried to take advantage of him."

"Oh, I think we’ve all heard about the palace incident," Wright said.  "I don’t have any desire to find my home or something bigger suddenly gone.  For all I know, Blue has figured out how to relocate Great Dungeons."

"Not likely," Blue murmured.  "They’re way too big for that."

"I don’t think that will be necessary.  Especially since you’ve been so good as to host this meeting for us.  Neutral ground is hard to come by, especially since so far as I understand you don’t have any reason to tolerate the mage-kings yourself."

"I do not."  Wright grimaced.  "They don’t have anything to offer diplomatically, in trade or alliances, but if it came to war it’d be a mess.  I expect Tarnil would be fine, since Blue repulsed them once, but the rest of us would have issues.  Preventing any future invasions is my stake in this meeting."

"Nobody wants future invasions," Shayma agreed.  "Tor Kot himself is coming, and I think he’s actually the one who planned it.  He’s also the only one who wants to be diplomatic, so I’m not really sure what he’s thinking."

"I wish I had your information sources!"  Wright shook his head.  "Assuming that’s accurate, it sounds like he’s pursuing the art of war by other means.  They failed to get what they wanted with war, so now they bargain.  The question is what, exactly, they want."

"Tor Kot seems to actually want to deal with the depletion properly, he just doesn’t know how.  He also doesn’t seem to much care what happens to people in his way, so he’s a true fanatic."  Shayma nodded at Blue’s commentary and rephrased it for Wright.

"This is not the mage-kings as a whole, just Tor Kot’s faction, and he seems to be interested in the depletion problem.  He’s cruel and terrible but not intrinsically a conqueror."

"That’s not reassuring.  Conquerors can be dissuaded, but men with other missions are harder to tackle."  Wright pressed his lips together, the train swaying as it took a turn and started to slow down.  "It doesn’t help that House Anell is planning something.  Hanzell is beside himself that he hasn’t found anyone."

"Iniri’s spymaster says that it’s almost impossible to find people who don’t do anything until the very moment they’re told to.  No matter what Skills are used."

"It’s true, there really isn’t any Skill to test loyalty.  Even people who think they’re good and faithful citizens might find themselves swayed by money or blackmail."

"I always knew House Anell wasn’t good, from what my mother said, but I didn’t realize they were so pervasive."

"They’re the biggest trading house in the world.  I think.  The biggest one that deals with human-kin, anyway."  Wright shrugged.  "I’ve heard that some of the Underneath companies are larger, but they don’t really count.  We don’t even get caravans from them anymore.  Not for decades.  I suppose after seeing those blightbeasts we know why."

"The world is so much bigger than I thought it was when I was young," Shayma confessed.  "I didn’t know such places even existed.  Now, I live inside a magical land hidden away from the world and controlled by a Power."

"I’d like to hear that story someday," Wright told her, an inquisitive glint in his eye.  "I’m still not clear how The Silver Woe and Blue and Tarnil all got put together."

"Maybe someday," Shayma agreed.  Eventually they’d want to craft a story that was mostly true but was still vague enough to protect Blue’s secrets.  At the moment, it was far better to keep Blue’s origins and growth mysterious, and let people think he’d been around for centuries.  Even people in Tarnil didn’t really know the truth, outside of Iniri’s inner circle.  Most of them didn’t even realize Blue existed prior to the Bargain.

"I suppose I’ll have to wheedle it out of you some other time," Wright said, standing.  "We’re here."

She’d already seen that they had arrived, with her Domain extending past the walls of the train, but that was something else she was keeping quiet about.  It wasn’t like she could hide it completely, since anyone with sufficient sensitivity to mana would notice the way her Domain affected things, but that wasn’t the same as advertising what she could do with it.

The station was at the end of the line, a large roof of steel and glass sheltering the raised metal strip the train rode upon. It was at the bottom of a large hill, upon which was set a sprawling estate, with a number of green stone buildings on and in the hillside.  It was almost a small town rather than a single resort, albeit one with immaculately groomed greenery and perfectly-swept paths connecting every building.

She followed Wright out the door and down the short steps to the landing, not at all bothered by the frigid air.  Wright didn’t seem to notice it either, though considering he radiated heat like a forge-fire that wasn’t surprising.  From there she could see more of the surroundings, and the retreat really was isolated.  There were some signs of civilization miles in the distance, but they were screened by thick forests in every direction, the branches bare considering the season.  The only obvious path through was the silver ribbon of the train track.

"I decided it would be for the best if you and the mage-king delegation weren’t in the same building," Wright said, bounding up the steps ten at a time with Classer speed.  Shayma had no issues following, though she leaned on [Wake of the Phantasmal] rather than pure muscle.  "You’ll be staying in the Prince’s Villa, since Queen Iniri needs to meet my son, Gavin, not to mention my daughter-in-law!  I do hope Denise gets along with Iniri."  Wright looked pensive for a moment, then shrugged.

"Well, that’s up to them.  Come on, I’ll introduce you."

「I’m going to meet your future in-laws,」 Shayma sent to Iniri, somewhat amused that she’d be meeting them first.  Though considering Blue’s stake in things, it wasn’t entirely inappropriate.

「They’re there already?  We’re ready to head over any time, just give me a few minutes of warning.」 Iniri had her Queensguard, Cheya, and a small domestic staff packed and ready to go through a portal.

「I will.  I promise not to make a bad impression.」  She would have to tamp down on some of her more mischievous impulses, but that was fine.  Her experience being Blue’s Voice was slowly getting her used to actual politics, though for the most part she had a massive advantage: Blue was the most terrifying thing in the room.  Even when she was being diplomatic, she didn’t have to cede anything to anyone.

Wright’s fourth-tier guard, just the one on this trip, trailed behind them, staying politely away from their conversation as Wright opened the door to the outer courtyard of the sprawling Prince’s Villa.  Despite the fairly rustic look, her Domain caught defensive enchantments and runescript worked into the walls and the foundation.  The place was well enough defended, perhaps even more so than the Palace in Tarnil.

"Gavin!  Denise!"  Wright bellowed good-naturedly as he strode across toward the inner courtyard.  "Don’t just hide inside, I’m sure you’re feeling cooped up in there."

"We aren’t all immune to the cold like you are, father."  Gavin’s voice floated back from somewhere deeper in the villa, and he appeared with his wife in tow a moment later.  He looked remarkably like Wright, the same square face and square jaw, but where Wright’s hair was salt-and-pepper, Gavin’s was fiery red.  Presumably from the mother Shayma still hadn’t met.

While Gavin was in a sleeveless shirt, despite his protests, Denise was bundled up against the cold, with just a little oval face and a few wisps of black hair peeking out.  There was something about her eyes that made Shayma think of Iniri, which gave her hope the two of them would get along.  Denise was very close to a princess herself, being in line to rule of one of Ir’s core provinces.

"You’re earlier than I expected," Gavin said, exchanging a bone-creaking hug with his father.  Adrian merely bowed over Denise’s hand.

"This is Shayma Ell, the Voice of Blue," Adrian said, introducing her to the pair.  "Shayma, this is my son Gavin Wright, and his wife, Denise Wright."

"Charmed," Gavin said, taking her hand.  "I hope it wasn’t too long a trip from Tarnil."  Wright just smirked at that, and Shayma chuckled.

"No, my movement Skill let me get here in less than an hour."  Shayma smiled, and Gavin’s eyebrows lifted before he stepped aside to let Denise take Shayma’s hand.

"Pleased to meet you," Denise said.  "I suppose meeting you is as close as it comes to meeting the father of my daughter’s betrothed."

"In a way," Shayma agreed.  "Blue is not exactly a father in the same way your husband is.  I’m sure Iniri’s son will have an Aunt Shayma but Blue will always be distant."  Denise nodded at that, either in satisfaction or just understanding.

"I confess it’s actually reassuring.  I find it a trifle disconcerting to be related to a Power, by blood or by law.  Admittedly, the only Power I have personally seen is the Forest of Silence."

"Ooh?  What’s the Forest of Silence?"  She could feel Blue’s attention focus down at that.  In fact, everyone did.  While she never felt anything overwhelming, according to others it was something rather like when she used his Presence through [Promise].  The sensation of something great and terrible passing nearby.

Gavin shifted uncomfortably and Denise looked a little alarmed, but Wright just chuckled.

"That got his attention," he remarked, and Shayma raised her hand to forestall any questions from the couple.

"I have met Blue, of course, and The Silver Woe, and I can assure you that one does not prepare you for the other," she told Denise.  "We have yet to encounter The Forest of Silence, though.  Blue wishes to know about it, which is why you can feel his interest."

"Ah…"  Denise took a moment to recover, as Blue’s attention became somewhat less sharp, giving the Wrights more room to think.  "It is exactly what it sounds like," she said at last.  "It’s a large forest where there is no sound.  I’ve only been near the outskirts.  Nobody goes any deeper than that."

"Huh.  I wonder if the Tree of Eschaton is related somehow.  It doesn’t have the sound thing, but it’s definitely a lot different than any of my other flora."  That sounded more like private musing than anything she needed to relay to the Wrights.

"Ir has an agreement with it," Adrian added.  "We keep people from annoying it and it answers questions every once in a while."

"I kind of want to meet it, but it also sounds like it doesn’t really want to see anyone, so it’s probably better not to."  Blue sighed in the back of her mind, and the weight of his attention vanished.

"And that’s why Powers are disconcerting," Denise muttered quietly, which Shayma pretended not to hear.  "Well, let me not be rude and welcome you to the villa," she said, this time speaking directly to Shayma.  "We set aside a wing for the Tarnil delegation, though it wasn’t clear whether you would be staying with them or not?"  The tone of her voice made it a question, and Shayma nodded understanding.

"I will.  Tarnil effectively represents Blue in these matters, even if Blue and Tarnil are separate.  Speaking of, I’ll be bringing the rest of the Tarnil delegation over by portal once things are settled."

"By portal?"  Gavin snorted.  "Certainly, why not.  We’ll have the servants show you to the guest wing, and then perhaps you will join us for lunch?"

「Ready when you are,」  Shayma sent.  "That sounds good to me," she agreed, and after a few more polite words followed a servant into the villa.  Nothing suspicious passed through her Domain, though she wasn’t expecting anything from the Wrights.  It was when Tor Kot arrived that she’d have to be really on guard, both against him and against anything the Anells might be up to.



Chapter 11B: Day 226 – Iniri


Iniri found Gavin to be warm enough, but Denise was rather withdrawn and formal.  That didn’t bother her much; they only needed to get along, not be best of friends.  They wouldn’t be seeing each other overmuch anyway, so Iniri was content with merely positive relations with the cat-kin.  Jaguar-kin, really, but Blue said Denise’s Status read cat-kin and she felt it was rude to enquire further.

The betrothal agreements were straightforward, exactly what she’d discussed with Adrian over the bound books.  Not that she thought they’d dare try to sneak something in.  It wasn’t like this was an actual alliance or some deal between warring factions.  Cooperation between Tarnil and Ir was relatively straightforward, and it was rather fortunate she still had sixteen years or so until some of the conditions activated.  Her ability to lend military strength at the moment was rather limited.

"So none of us have ever met Tor Kot," Gavin said, once the agreements were signed.  Blue had done her the favor of putting her copy back in the Palace, with their magical signatures attached.  "What should we expect?"

"I actually never met him myself," Iniri said.  "He only ever sent messengers.  The only person who’s seen him in person is Shayma, and even then those weren’t extended conversations.  The impression that I got from her was that he was odd, and the messages bore that out.  It was like he was completely detached from the actual conflict."

"That does seem rather odd."  Gavin frowned.  "Nobody declares war for fun.  Nobody sane, anyway."

"Tor Kot seems to think it’s a means to an end.  He obviously wants to deal with the depletion rift, and doesn’t care about who he hurts to do so."  Blue whispered to her, the voice seeming to echo this far away from Tarnil.

"When I consulted Blue, he suggested that Tor Kot’s goal is just the depletion rift, and everything else is collateral."  Iniri sighed.  "A fanatic.  I don’t know how useful this meeting will be but we have to try."

"Then I suppose there isn’t much we can do to prepare for it."  Denise frowned.  "Though Gavin and I won’t be involved in the negotiations.  We’re supposed to leave tomorrow morning before he gets here."

"That’s probably for the best," Iniri agreed.  "Shayma can block depletion from anyone near her, but I don’t think she can shield the entire retreat at the same time."

"Yes, I do not want to deal with that," Denise agreed.  She hesitated for a moment, glancing at Gavin, then looked back to Iniri.  "I didn’t want to mention this before we signed the agreements, but Tarnil is trading a number of Sources provided by Blue.  The list didn’t show any sound Affinity Sources available, so I’d like to ask about them directly."

"Oh, I don’t have any of those yet.  But Taelah might be able to get one out of illusion Affinity, the same way she extracted gravity.  I’ll ask her to work on it."

"Not at the moment, but it may be available in the future."  Iniri wasn’t entirely comfortable admitting that she could hear Blue almost as well as Shayma.  There weren’t too many ways that the revelation could be held against her, but it was better if people treated her as separate from Blue.  It made them more honest.

"Thank you," Denise said.  "The Forest of Silence doesn’t provide them anymore, so it’s hard to find any.  Not that sound Affinity is common to begin with."

Iniri simply nodded.  Sound Affinity wasn’t considered a particularly powerful Affinity either, though having a Power nearby associated with that Affinity probably changed that particular calculation.  Iniri was well aware of how Blue changed the landscape.  Both literally and figuratively.

"On another note, how did you manage to convince an Esox healer to work for you?"  Gavin said, changing topics completely.  "A fourth-tier’s protégé is quite the steal."

"It is more politically fraught than that, I’m afraid.  Keri is currently somewhat estranged from her family, and is more of a free agent than a part of any political bloc.  If anyone, Shayma stole her away, and she’s accompanying me by her request."  Keri’s signature was actually part of the agreement, vouching for Iniri’s pregnancy.

"Oh?  That sounds like quite the story."  Denise leaned forward, ears swiveling in Iniri’s direction.  Once she started filling the cat-kin in on the political goings-on near Tarnil, the woman seemed far more personable.  Apparently her weakness was political intrigue, or at least gossip.

In truth, Iniri didn’t mind the exchange, since she really didn’t have any real perspective on the internal workings of the Empire of Ir.  She knew it was composed of a number of kingdoms and princedoms that had been conquered or assimilated, some of them centuries back and others more recently, but it seemed monolithic from the outside.

From the inside, it became more clear why, for example, Ir hadn’t bothered to do anything when Tarnil had been invaded.  Wright had a good grip on his empire, but interfering in a far-away war that had a good chance of getting promising Classers killed or depleted was too much of an ask.  Especially when there was a slow-motion skirmish between the newly incorporated southern areas and the various southern clans.

Iniri was just glad she didn’t have to deal with that kind of mess in addition to Tarnil’s own recovery.  She’d studied enough history to know that kind of drawn-out feuding usually only ended in a full purge by one side or another.  Not to mention trying to corral nobility at such a distance.  Her own surviving titled Classers were restive enough.

Shayma and Adrian joined them for lunch, which was several grades above what Iniri was used to.  Even though she was the ruler of Tarnil, it wasn’t like she had a high-level food artisan cooking for her anymore, nor were there many delicacies available in Tarnil.  It was all they could do to feed people the basics.

She even got to meet the infant in the betrothal agreement, only seven months old and in the care of a serene-looking nurse.  Cradling the small child in her own arms made her glad that she had one on the way.  There was just something about it that warmed her heart.

Despite the impending meeting with Tor Kot, it was actually quite relaxing.  The political gossip was just gossip, nobody was demanding anything of her, and her table companions were all quite sharp.  In fact, aside from Shayma, they all had more normal leadership experience than her, and some of their insights were quite useful.  She wasn’t too proud to learn.

When she saw them off in the morning, their train of guards and servants ferrying bags and boxes into train cars, she felt that they were almost old friends.  Admittedly, friends that in all likelihood she wouldn’t see for another few years.  She had Tarnil to administer, Gavin and Denise had the Silin province to take care of and, unless Shayma got involved, the travel time for a friendly visit was a little much.  They did, however, promise to send her a paired book at some point.

"I wish I could set up a portal here and go back," Shayma said as they settled in to wait for Tor Kot’s arrival.  "I’m feeling a little twitchy.  I mean, it’s nice here."  She gestured around the opulent surroundings.  "But it’d be great to go burn off some energy hunting the Underneath with Annit and Keri."

"You should really try to relax a bit," Keri observed.  "Maybe take some notes.  This sort of thing is what people expect from royalty!"

"I’m not exactly royalty," Shayma demurred, and Blue chuckled.

"You’re pretty much my royalty," he said, and Iniri laughed.

"He’s got you there," she told Shayma, who gave her an aggrieved look.  "Voice of Blue is a post that most kings and queens will defer to.  You get all the benefits without any of the paperwork.  Not that I’d trade my Tarnil for anything."

"I suppose I can’t exactly avoid it, especially with my Class, but this feels like a little much."  She waved her hand to indicate all the antique, expensive furniture, the sheer quantity of magical items, and the art covering the walls.  "I’m afraid of touching anything."

"You say that, but both you and I are wearing Artifacts."  Iniri reached up to touch the [Torc of the Stars].  "Which is far more extravagant than anything here."

"That’s true."  Shayma examined [Promise], then shrugged.  "I suppose it doesn’t seem the same since it’s functional."

"That does seem a very adventurer perspective on things."  Despite having gone down in Ir’s Great Dungeon herself, she’d never really been a proper adventurer.  The purpose had always been for her to gain experience and levels in anticipation of ruling, not in order to support herself.  She’d seen the attitude many times, though, where people would impoverish themselves on gear and refuse to spend the barest fraction on niceties.  "It’s good to keep that in mind, but also remember certain types won’t take you seriously unless you flaunt your wealth."

"That’s what Presence is for," Shayma said with a devious grin.  "It doesn’t matter what they think when they can’t even raise their heads."

"I wish I had that option," Iniri laughed.  "It’s not very diplomatic, but I’m sure it’s satisfying."

"Diplomacy is your lookout," Shayma said smugly.  "I get to wield Blue’s hammer."

It was pleasant to simply relax and chat for a while, and be served extraordinarily expensive tidbits that she’d never even heard of back in Tarnil.  Despite the chill outdoors the villa environs were pleasant, and the furniture didn’t lose any comfort by its opulence.  She almost lost track of time until a servant came to inform them that the last visitor was on his way.

Tor Kot’s arrival didn’t completely take them by surprise, since Wright had people watching for him, but the fact that she couldn’t feel him coming with [Queen’s Insight] made her uncomfortable.  She hadn’t even realized how much she relied on the Skill to keep track of things around her.  At least the extra energy from Blue’s habitation core stayed with her outside of Tarnil.

The mage-king came by skyship.  Not the sort the Chiuxatli had, built of floating wood with magic-embroidered sails, but a small needle of a ship made of metal and stone, propelled by brute magical force.  She watched from afar as it descended toward the courtyard of the main building, where the groundskeeper was there to meet him.  Shayma was there too, though more to blanket the area with Blue’s mana and purge depletion than actually see Tor Kot.

「He brought his monsters with him,」  Shayma informed her.  「Five of those mantises.  Not very surprising, but it still seems a little weird.  Just as well, though, since Wright’s not supplying any servants.」 

「Just as long as he doesn’t try anything.」  Iniri replied.  She hadn’t really thought about the fact that she’d have to face the pale mantises once again, but there was nothing for it.  At least with the Scalemind she’d gotten used to the oddness of talking with something she could feel was a monster, though the Scalemind had never felt quite as wrong as the mantises.  That could have been personal bias, though.

「He hasn’t seen me but he sure noticed the mana saturation.  I’m sure if Blue’s ANATHEMA were still targeting him he’d be more bothered by it.」 Iniri didn’t even have the chance to reply to that before Shayma popped back into view inside the room, emerging from her travel Skill.

"So you’re sure it was him?"  She asked, though she doubted they’d send someone else, not after what Blue had told her.

"Yes.  Blue confirmed it, but I recognized him.  More, I recognized his monsters."  Shayma shook her head.  "I guess it’s less bizarre now that I know One-Eye-Green, but I have a hard time thinking of that Miriam of his as anything other than, well, a monster."

"Miriam isn’t a harmless child."  Iniri considered One-Eye-Green for a moment before amending her statement.  "Mostly harmless, anyway."

"If she’s anything like the other one, she’d give Monat trouble."  Shayma shook her head, and Iniri took a moment to appreciate that Shayma could stand up against fourth-tiers despite being in the single digits, level-wise, less than a year before.  Of course, she could, too.

"It’s odd to think we don’t have to worry about that now.  Wright and us together should be more than enough to stand up against him."

"I doubt you’ll need to," Blue said.  "He actually seemed honest about wanting a diplomatic solution.  I’m worried about what he might offer or threaten.  Pretty sure Tarnil is safe, but everyone else might be less so."  Iniri nodded, glad Blue was thinking along the same lines as her, and lifted her eyebrows at the butler who discreetly entered the room.

"Emperor Wright, Your Highness," he announced, and Iniri nodded.

"Show him in," she instructed and a few moments later Adrian arrived, his presence rather stronger than was usual.  After a moment, she realized he was using a Skill, some kind of internal reinforcement.

"Well, he’s here and he’s in his villa.  We won’t be doing anything until the evening, but I can already tell there might be issues with the wards.  The monsters moving around are liable to trip them, since for some reason we never thought about monsters as guests."  Adrian’s tone conveyed that he didn’t think this was a major oversight.

"So what—" Iniri was interrupted by the very thing she was asking about.  The magic of the wards sparked and flared, drawing hammered-steel plates over the walls and windows, magical protections humming.  Her magical senses couldn’t even make anything out past the warded exterior, so thick were the layers of defensive shielding.  "Ah.  That."

"Yes," Wright said, looking moderately annoyed.  "I’ll get you a wardstone to signal an all-clear so you can take them down yourself.  I suspect we’re in for a long few days, with this happening every couple hours."  He waved around at the lockdown.  "I’m not about to take down the wards entirely just because of this inconvenience."

"I completely agree with you," Iniri said.  "But I appreciate getting wardstones so we aren’t stuck."  Though she had a feeling that Shayma could bypass the wards if it were really necessary.

"Having security constantly going off is a great way to make people ignore it when it actually counts," Blue observed.  "It’s the kind of chaos that Anell could take advantage of, if they have someone around.  Or Tor Kot himself, if he’s up to mischief."  Neither she nor Shayma felt the need to relay Blue’s thoughts.  It was obvious from Adrian’s frustration that he was thinking the same thing.

"I assure you," Adrian told them, "I will make sure that this meeting is as safe as possible."



Chapter 12: Day 227 – Blue


Tor Kot seemed nervous. Everyone was at least a little bit uncomfortable, between Shayma blanketing the area with [Panopticon] and Tor Kot having two high-level mantis monsters stationed behind his chair. Wright was exuding fifth-tier emperor authority, and he had Tendau, one of his fourth-tiers, behind him. Iniri had a pair of her Queensguard as well, though they were outclassed by everyone else in the room.

Iniri and Shayma were clearly controlling their expressions so they didn’t look actually hostile when it came to Tor Kot, not to mention Miriam and Charlene. Wright frowned imperiously. But Tor Kot seemed to be genuinely strained, which didn’t really match the man that I remembered, when he came to blather at me in my audience chamber. Then again, he’d been at an advantage before. Now, he was clearly in the minority.

"Tor Kot, you are the one who asked for this meeting," Wright began. "I’d like to be clear about who exactly you’re representing. I am told you’re not here on behalf of the mage-kings as a whole." Tor Kot blinked.

"I am curious how you came by that information, but it is true. I represent a faction that is focused on ending, or at least permanently sealing, the threat of the depletion rift." Despite the strain he was under, Tor Kot’s voice was calm and steady. Without ANATHEMA, he was far less annoying. I still didn’t like him, but I could at least appreciate he wasn’t intrinsically irritating.

"How does that lead to invading Tarnil?" Iniri asked, rather than demanded, keeping herself laudably calm. Calmer than I probably would have been. Tor Kot inclined his head to her.

"We have effectively reached the end of how much power we can gather from our own lands. Despite this, the effects of the rift continue to spread. I understand you found out that even a small breach in the suppression we maintain with our cores leads to disaster. Though until recently we haven’t had breaches." Tor Kot was far blunter than I had imagined he would be, basically confirming all our suspicions.

"So you have to come slaughter my people⁠—" Iniri clamped her jaw shut. "So you came to Tarnil to gather resources," she said, after a moment. "Why have you come back? Surely you don’t think we will help you now."

"I think you would be fools if you did not help me now." Tor Kot said, eyes gleaming. "You have the chance to end everything that led to the invasion, which is surely more important than trying to punish us. From what I have been able to find out, Blue has the one thing I have been searching for all this time — a way of removing or blocking depletion." He gestured around, indicating the mana Shayma was channeling to suffuse the area. "In fact, I can feel it even as I sit here. That is what I am hoping to get access to."

"So that doesn’t surprise me, but there’s just so many problems with that. One, I can make those [Soul Prostheses] but Tor Kot doesn’t need one, since Controllers seem to be immune to depletion too. Two, Purification is just off the table. Three, everything else involves my presence directly, and I sure as hell am not going to go put myself in the middle of a bunch of mage-kings and hope we all just get along."

Tor Kot was twisted, but he and his friends seemed at least marginally reasonable. The other mage-kings I’d seen were flat-out awful. They’d try and take me over for certain, assuming they didn’t deploy more corekillers. Shayma nodded and flicked her ears as she considered my brief rant before focusing on Tor Kot.

"Blue can protect individuals from depletion, it is true. But only individuals, which would do very little for you. For obvious reasons, he has very little interest in going to your lands to apply more direct methods."

"I can understand that, but this is hardly a completely internal affair. We need anti-depletion tools not only for our own sakes, but to properly protect the rest of the world!" Tor Kot leaned forward over the table, which made his monsters stir uncomfortably. It was hard to judge body language but I was under the distinct impression Miriam and Charlene wanted to just drag Tor Kot away. "If we could get in closer, start eliminating the root of the problem instead of the symptoms⁠—"

"You’re talking about protecting the world but you’re part of the problem!" Tor Kot couldn’t actually hear me, but I couldn’t help trying to argue with him. "If I’m going to come in and start taking care of things⁠—"

"We’re not going to hand over the secrets of a Power." Shayma cut us both off. "Or go and leave you and your fellow mage-kings at our backs. If and when Blue deals with the depletion rift, all your red cores will have to go, too."

"That…" Tor Kot sighed and leaned back. "That is true enough. I am certain I could convince my faction to stand aside if Blue had that power, but not the rest of the Controllers."

"We seem to be at somewhat of an impasse. You want Blue to come take care of your problem for you, but you can’t guarantee his safety. You haven’t even offered anything to begin with," Iniri pointed out.

"There seemed to be little point in entering negotiations when I wasn’t yet certain Blue actually did have ways of removing depletion." Tor Kot clasped his hand together. "But, it is a valid complaint. What is it that you might want for aiding us?"

"While I am not directly involved in these negotiations, I want to know how likely it is the mage-kings will launch another invasion," Wright said. "Since it seems you’re actually after people and not something that we’re willing to trade."

"Yeah, I want to know that too." I didn’t actually see much value coming from the negotiations. Tor Kot wanted too much, and even if I could trust him I surely couldn’t trust the rest of the mage-kings. If things were as bad as he said, they would have to try something new to patch up their shortcomings.

"We are, technically, still at war," Iniri pointed out. "It’s complicated by the fact that we have no actual diplomatic relations and you didn’t bother to actually declare, but we certainly haven’t come to any mutual agreements about hostilities ending."

"I can’t speak for everyone on the Council, but I very much doubt there will be any additional incursions soon." Tor Kot frowned. "We are, for the most part, an insular people, and there is a goodly amount of political jostling over the duties and obligations in containing the rift. It’s ultimately a losing proposition, which is why I reached outside for a solution, but it may take some time for them to come to the same conclusion."

"That’s something, at least. But it’s not really even a concession. If you don’t have the ability to negotiate on behalf of the mage-kings, why are you here?" Shayma conveyed that almost word for word, and Tor Kot nodded.

"I don’t have the ability to negotiate for the Council as a whole, but I am not without resources. The only thing I wish to bargain for is the ability to eliminate or at least better curb depletion." He paused as both Iniri and Shayma shifted at the term bargain, but when they didn’t say anything he continued. "In return, I can offer knowledge of my own. I expect you don’t need resources, but we have centuries of dungeon management."

"Okay, that is something I’m actually interested in, but I wonder how much it will translate. I guess Tor Kot doesn’t really know I am a dungeon, or that I’m a Blue Core dungeon, does he? Do we even tell him?" Shayma looked at Iniri, the two of them obviously talking through [Companion Concord] before Shayma turned back to Tor Kot.

"That, at least, is a useful offer. Do you have records or manuals to offer us, or is this all word of mouth?"

"Oh, we have enough records to choke a—" He paused for a moment, glancing back at Miriam, and apparently thought better of what he was saying. "I brought a great deal of literature along, but I have a long experience with dungeons and I’m quite willing to answer any questions."

"Actually I have a couple big ones. One is, how do they get new cores? If it’s [Spawn Core], what are the details? Two, is there anything aside from [Storage Crystals] and levels to raise maximum mana?" I didn’t even get to finish my last sentence before Shayma was relaying them. Though they were obvious enough questions.

"The first question is closely guarded information. Why, I’m not entirely certain, except maybe to keep foolish young Controllers from trying to go for that trait themselves. We only have a few, very old dungeon cores that have the trait to make new cores. Each one requires a level 100 monster as a host and an immense number of resources ⁠— crystals, metals, and mana. Then it, effectively, incubates for a year before the new core is revealed."

"Okay well, that’s sure as hell not how mine is going to work. I guess I can extrapolate, though." It made sense for a red core to have to use a monster as a sacrifice, but I’d taken a different path. If I had to guess, the resource costs and the time cost would be the same, but it would gestate inside a Companion like the Dungeon Seed did. It also gave me some scope for how valuable cores were to Tor Kot. Not irreplaceable, but still ridiculous.

"As to maximum mana, I don’t know anything offhand. I would have to consult the records, but we generally don’t have a need for a greater maximum beyond what a few storage crystals provides." He frowned thoughtfully. "Dungeons generally are able to generate mana quickly enough that expenditures due to expansion or monster spawning don’t overly strain their ability."

"That’s unhelpful, but maybe there’s something in the records. Bah." I hadn’t held too much hope that Tor Kot would have an answer to the mana problem, but it was still a letdown. "What do you think we ought to tell him in return?" Shayma answered that by nodding at Iniri and clasping her hands together while she looked at Tor Kot.

"While those answers are not as helpful as we might have hoped, it’s worth telling you this. Red Cores spread depletion. But there are other types of cores, at least one of which can purge and purify it."

"Really?" Tor Kot looked very interested at that. "All of ours start out red." He considered a moment. "Well, red-ish. I suppose Blue transitioned away somehow."

"I suspect I broke the red core in that cave where Tor Kot stashed me before I became me. Which might have been enough to revert me to neutral? I’m not sure. I don’t even know why or how I broke it instead of assimilating it." There was another beat, as Shayma and Iniri communicated silently, then Shayma shook her head.

"Blue’s origins are mysterious, and we’re understandably wary of providing you with more exact information. It seems likely that he gained a different core type by actively opposing red cores, though how exactly you would go about that isn’t clear." Shayma shrugged. "We’re wary of providing you with too much help, considering how powerful your cores are, and how powerful Blue is."

"Understandable. Sad, but understandable." Tor Kot tapped his fingers against the table. "Speaking of which, Blue is an actual, sapient dungeon core? A Power?"

"Yes. That is no secret, but before you ask, Blue has no interest in making a Bargain with you."

"I suppose it was an obvious question." Tor Kot smiled, but it only reached halfway. "I admit, I believe it’s been asked in the past, but no Power agreed to such a Bargain." I had to wonder if Ansae had actually agreed, considering that she really did try to destroy the depletion source, and they just didn’t have records of it. Or maybe someone other than the mage-kings asked it of her. "It’s quite frustrating to see a solution for the depletion problem but not be able to grasp it."

"We might have been more willing to share if you hadn’t invaded without so much as a word, and if the mage-kings were less monstrous in general." Iniri said, and Tor Kot frowned.

"I am not particularly enamored of the solution we have, either," he said. "I do what I can to mitigate the damage, as you know, since you saw Vok Nal’s city and you saw mine. But it is the solution we have and without something like Blue’s abilities we can only keep using it."

"Blue’s abilities, as you put them, would cause absolute havoc in the wrong hands. If he could separate out the anti-depletion properties and peddle them about, he probably would." Shayma sounded irritated, and I didn’t blame her. We were starting to go around in circles. It was true that the mage-kings needed my abilities to permanently clear depletion, but it was also true that they couldn’t be trusted.

"Bah, I don’t think there’s anything else we need to discuss." Iniri held up a finger, and Shayma took the cue to cut her out of the wider conversation so she could say something to me.

"Actually, Blue, we might have the opportunity to get a foothold for later. Maybe we can set up an enclave somewhere for depletion purging for them, at a hefty cost. It might even be worth cores, to them. Since you can adjust your ANATHEMA it won’t even bother you. When the time comes, we’ll already have insight and a stepping stone to take care of them however we like."

"Hm. If you think it’s a good idea, we can go for it." I wasn’t completely convinced, but I liked her idea of using an enclave as a springboard for a later attack. The mage-kings absolutely weren’t an opponent that I was comfortable just stomping in on with no foreknowledge. Given Tor Kot’s attitude, he might even be willing to turn his coat when the time came for me to to properly take on depletion. Iniri nodded at Shayma, and the conversation resumed.

"While Blue is not interested in putting himself or his abilities in the hands of the mage-kings, it may be possible for you to still use them. We may be willing to create an enclave where depletion is purged so you can examine the effect, or use it for your own benefit, as you see fit. Of course, access would have to be restricted and it would be closer to Tarnil than your own archipelago, but you have more experience with depletion than we do. Perhaps you’ll see something we don’t."

"Hm." Tor Kot’s frown went away. "That may be acceptable. At the very least, it would provide a degree of insulation from the other factions on the Council. I rather doubt most of them would bother to leave Calest to investigate. Send their monsters, maybe, but not come themselves." That was the first time I’d actually heard the name of the mage-king lands, which I’d just been calling the archipelago. It sure wasn’t labeled on the maps I’d seen in Tarnil.

"Yeah, well, if anyone arrives that isn’t anticipated I’ll probably just vaporize them."  I wasn’t particularly thrilled about letting any mage-kings in, but if they wanted to smuggle another dungeon-bane weapon in, they knew where I was. So far as targets went, I was pretty much impossible to miss.

"It will have to be a place where only the people we agree on can go," Iniri said. "Anyone else, from any source, will not be welcome. It’s going to be strained enough without strangers blundering in."

"Yes, I imagine so." Tor Kot laughed suddenly. "It’s going to be fun to see the look on their faces when I tell them they aren’t invited. Well, some of them anyway. I suspect most of them won’t care."

"Then at least we have something we can agree to," Iniri said. "Let’s see if we can get some details taken care of. The major question is what you can pay for it, because one of the few things we do want is dungeon cores. But I suppose you can’t trade those?"

"That would be a great way to get in even more trouble." Tor Kot said. "You have no idea how long it took me to get two cores that I could experiment with, and it was generally thought that no matter what they’d still be useful at the end of it. Trading one away so we’d never see it again…" He shook his head. "I don’t have that much political credit."

"Unfortunate. Not unexpected, but cores are the only thing Blue would value highly."

"We value them too!" Tor Kot shook his head. "It sounds from these questions that Blue can actually make use of extra cores, and I’m assuming not to establish new domains."

"Huh, sounds like they don’t do multi-core dungeons. I guess it’s not like we can backtrack at this point, so we might as well ask what normally happens when two red dungeon cores meet." Shayma relayed the question, and Tor Kot laced his fingers together.

"It’s avoided for the most part, but dungeon-to-dungeon combat is at least introduced to each mage-king. It’s one of the few ways to deal with a rogue core, should a Controller die or simply mismanage it enough to lose their connection. It usually ends up shattering the loser’s core from foreign mana intrusion, unless you’re good enough to pull your dungeon back."

"Yeah that’s kind of what was going on the first time dungeon combat happened. I guess assimilation requires a more direct touch, or something." The only core I’d gotten without Shayma’s touch I had dumped so much mana into that I’d actually destroyed everything attached. If nothing else, it confirmed to me that the mage-kings had no multi-core dungeons or, for the matter, specialized cores.

"That makes sense. Blue has preferred to remove his enemies at a distance, when at all possible, so he hasn’t needed to worry too much about mana intrusion."

"That pillar of light?" Tor Kot speculated. "I wish I had access to whatever that was. I suppose it’s locked behind the same thing as depletion resistance."

"Yeah, no, that’s a me thing. Better that he know that so nobody is tempted by a potential superweapon."

"That is actually something specific to Blue. He is a Power, after all." Shayma smiled. "You can’t expect an ordinary dungeon to match that."

"I suppose I can’t," Tor Kot conceded. "Though our own dungeons give us quite a lot of benefits."

"Exactly what benefits? It’s never been quite clear to me." Iniri lifted her eyebrows at the mage-king.

"Oh, I can’t reveal all our secrets," Tor Kot said, shaking his head. "At least not for free. Once we have this enclave, perhaps we can discuss this further."

"I suppose that’s fair enough," Iniri said. "Why don’t we⁠—" She was interrupted by the door opening, a liveried servant stepping into the room and bowing deferentially.

"My lord!" He swept a bow in Wright’s direction. "There is a problem, our guest has⁠—" I stopped listening because of the great blaring alarm that was ANATHEMA triggering the moment he walked into Shayma’s Domain.

"He’s an Anell!" I hadn’t quite known whether the bias would work on deep cover agents, as this guy was name Ailon Jursk and wasn’t fox-kin. There wasn’t anything on my overlay that gave any hint as to his affiliation, but ANATHEMA sure as hell knew.

Iniri, Shayma, Wright, and their guards all vanished from the room, leaving Tor Kot alone with the startled servant. They’d never been there in the first place. They were seated in the next room, with Shayma’s Domain extended to its fullest and projecting both illusions and [Panopticon] somehow. They hadn’t been so foolish as to put themselves in harm’s way, that close to an enemy.

Tor Kot flinched back, his earlier nerves returning as Charlene and Miriam stepped forward to flank him, baring their scythes. Then Shayma teleported into the room, the full force of my Presence smashing out to flatten Ailon Jursk to the ground. All the wards went off, a deep ringing gong sounding out as magic and metal clattered, locking everyone in their own rooms.

That seemed to be too much for Tor Kot, who was hit by the fringes and sent reeling backward. His hand darted into the inner pocket of his suit and I caught a glimpse of something that looked like a scroll before Tor Kot crushed it. He reached out to grab Charlene and Miriam, and a massive surge of spatial mana carried him away. I didn’t have time to worry about that though, because Jursk wheezed feebly as Shayma approached him and his health started dropping rapidly.

"Ease up," I forced myself to say. It went against the grain, but we wanted to capture the guy and not kill him. "You’re actually doing damage."

"It’s not me," Shayma said grimly, reaching down to grab the man and haul him through the Phantasmal Realm. She had to smash through the extant wards, but that was no problem as she simply pulled on my mana to bash her way through to where Keri and Annit were. Ward-plates in the walls fizzled and burned where she overloaded them in a straight line between the conference room and the suite.

"Keri!" The healer jumped as Shayma burst out of the air, dropping Ailon on the ground. "Heal him, he’s one of the Anell deep agents." Keri blinked at Shayma’s command, then scrambled to obey, rushing over to the man’s side and accepting her staff from Annit. She started work on the dying man while Iniri was explaining things back in the warded box she shared with Wright.

"It’s definite; Blue isn’t wrong about these kinds of things." Iniri told him. "Though considering that only their deep agents remain, there can’t be many left in Ir."

"I thought we got all the agents though," Wright growled. "How did he get through our screening process to begin with? Besides that, did Tor Kot actually disperse hostile magecraft over the grounds here? Or was that just a lie to set us against each other? Tor Kot is going to be furious even though we have to check things now."

"Actually, Tor Kot is gone. He used a teleport charm, I guess an equivalent to the Companion recall thing." Iniri cursed, which made Wright stare, and I agreed. "I think all the goings-on scared him off." I hadn’t noticed that the Anell had accused Tor Kot of sabotage, thanks to ANATHEMA hyperfocus, but it made sense. Wright was right, they had to check. If House Anell really wanted to spark more conflict, they would have planted some kind of evidence.

Not that it mattered. The talks were absolutely ruined with Tor Kot gone. I hadn’t expected him to be as jumpy as he was, but then, he was rather far from his powerbase. Between the accusation, the wards going off, everyone vanishing, and Shayma’s liberal use of my Presence, it probably seemed like a fairly dire situation. Which was fair; even knowing the Anells had their eye on the meeting I would have believed that Tor Kot was guilty of some treachery. Especially if he was still under the target of my ANATHEMA.

"Shayma just let me know Tor Kot teleported back to his dungeon core, wherever it is," Iniri told Wright as explanation for her outburst, whose scowl became even more thunderous than before. "I’m not sure if you have any way to contact him, but if you do we need to get a message as soon as may be."

"He contacted me, but I’m sure there is something I can do. A magical construct, if nothing else."

"If that’s the only way, we can use one of mine." Iniri turned her palm upward and created a bird [Sunmetal] construct, pulling on my mana to summon the whole thing at once. "It’s stellar mana, so it shouldn’t be affected by Depletion." I could tell Wright was focused on business because he didn’t evince any interest in the casual creation of the metal.

"How fast can it go?" Wright eyed the bird. "If it’s immune to depletion and sturdy enough to make the journey, we can combine our talents."

"That would be welcome," Iniri said, and Wright nodded decisively.

"We’ll go to my workshop here, as soon as the wards are lifted and we have the place swept." Wright signaled Tendau, who nodded and used a wardstone to unlock the room they were in before starting to gather up other Classers. He popped back into the room a moment later.

"Tor Kot’s ship is leaving," he reported. It made sense; he wouldn’t just abandon it along with the rest of his staff.

"Let it," Wright ordered unhappily. "No need to compound the misunderstandings by trying to waylay it."

Shayma was still supervising Ailon’s healing, sitting there in full Scythe-Sister form and looming over Keri and Annit. I wasn’t sure if it was poison or some strange mana thing, but Keri seemed to be able to keep ahead of it. Given that Shayma could probably yank stuff out of his head it was probably not necessary to keep him alive, but I was sure Wright would appreciate it.

"I’ll need an actual Scalemind for this," Shayma said, shifting back after only a few minutes as a Scalemind. "There’s something weird going on with his mind that makes it hard to follow. It’s a lot harder when someone’s fighting you."

"I’m surprised he has enough in him to fight," Keri muttered from her position at his side. "This is some potent stuff."

"I suspect it’s ingrained training. Maybe even something done by a mind Affinity type on their end. If they’ve put effort into truly deep agents they had to have had some way to pass a simple lie detection or the like." In a magical world, I could see completely alternate personas and other such techniques being entirely possible. The soul would make it difficult to stuff one entire person inside another, but nothing in a Status said anything about ultimate loyalties.

"We should take him back to the Caldera," Shayma said. "I suppose I’ll ask Wright first. I imagine he’ll want his people present as well."

"Probably. May also want to apologize for burning out a chunk of his defense wards. It was for a good reason but I bet they’re expensive." Shayma frowned, then laughed.

"I need to figure out a better way past wards than throwing a few thousand mana into them. It’s not exactly subtle." She looked to Keri. "Will you two be fine with him?"

"Yes. I’ll make sure not to heal him too much, though I’m sure Annie can keep me out of trouble."

"I surely can," Annit said, waving Shayma off. "Go ahead and do your diplomacy stuff, we’ll hold things down here."

Shayma went back through the hole she’d made in the warding, retracing her path to the separate villa where they’d been meeting Tor Kot. The interior had been unlocked by wardstone, but the exterior was still locked down as mages combed through the grounds for any potential trap. The guards jumped as she appeared in the main room, but Tendau waved them down and pointed her toward where Iniri and Wright had gone off to: a tiny forge room, where Wright was doing some detail work on Iniri’s bird.

"He’s alive, but he did his best to kill himself," Shayma reported, though I was sure she’d already told Iniri through [Companion Concord]. "I know this is your turf, but I’d like to take him back to the Caldera and have some mind-magic experts look at him. Of course, I would invite you to send along whomever you wish, or even come yourself. Though be warned, the mind-magic experts are Blue’s monsters."

"We do have our own interrogators," Wright said without looking up from his work. "But I suppose it’s not really possible to have the same finesse as someone who has actual mental Affinity. When we’re finished with this messenger I would love to have Hanzell and his team attend."

"Certainly." Shayma agreed readily, looking on as Wright tapped at [Sunmetal] with a small enchanted pick. "Blue will prepare things." Her words made me bestir myself. I didn’t much like making whole rooms, furniture and everything, in part because I didn’t feel I was creative enough to make the proper flourishes and in part because I didn’t want to. The Village and the Chiuxatli had put in their own work making their own furnishings, but I shouldn’t rely on them for this.

Fortunately, I had plenty of references now, and it didn’t take me more than a few minutes to set up a series of guest quarters on the very same mountain as the Ell rehabilitation complex. Plus some nice, remote interrogation cells with gold thread woven into [Adamant Stone] walls. Not something that would hold a fourth-tier probably, but Ailon was only level forty. Besides, he looked to be a water Affinity mage and probably lacked some of the weirder tricks for getting out of confinement.

I needn’t have rushed, though, since it took some time for everyone to be ready. Wright and Iniri finished the messenger bird and sent it off, the now thoroughly enchanted construct winging away at something upward of a hundred kilometers an hour. There was no real guarantee it’d make it there, or that Tor Kot would listen, but it was the best that could be done on short notice.

The mages clearing the villa complex did find some nasty runed plates buried around the meeting villa, though they wouldn’t have been any particular threat to either Iniri or Wright. They were obviously more complex than Ailon could have made himself, so there had to be a supplier somewhere, but that was the extent of the sabotage. Considering they didn’t have any depletion near them, it was pretty obvious they weren’t planted by Tor Kot.

The delay meant that there was time for someone to wrangle an extra car onto Wright’s train just for Ailon, though I wasn’t sure how I felt about them having a prison car that handy. From there, it was another few hours traveling to Invernir and acquiring Hanzell. Finally, though, everyone returned to the Caldera and Tarnil, and I immediately sent Shayma to see Tlulipechua. I needed to get my Fortress moving.



Chapter 13A: Day 230 – Shayma


"Honestly, it isn’t your fault," Blue said for the tenth time.

"I know," she said, though she didn’t agree. If she’d been more considered in her response, she might not have scared Tor Kot off. Though it was difficult, especially since she was pretty certain Blue’s ANATHEMA was pushing at her too, a little. With Blue’s voice so full of loathing, well, he was hers and she was his and of course she was going to take his side.

Ultimately, it probably didn’t matter. Even if the negotiations had continued, House Anell had always been the next target and the mage-kings a distraction at best. No matter how things had played out, Blue would have decided to rush the Fortress next. But she still felt that she had fallen short, which was not something she liked at all.

"So relax!" Blue chided her. "You’re going to pound the mana out of that bracket."  Shayma snorted and looked down at the piece of [Steelwoven Skyron] she was working on. Blue’s point defense modules all needed her and Iniri to do some work, with the rest being handed off to Chiuxatli experts. Which meant she had to do hundreds of the things, even if they didn’t take very long.

Even the Sungun, as Blue was calling it, was on hold. He wouldn’t have the firmament ready, let alone the testing and development of the rest of it, by the time the gravity engines were finished. The sheer quantity of gravity metal was the only bottleneck. As soon as the Fortress could move, they were headed across the ocean to Port Anell.

"Did Uilei-nktik get back to you yet?" She asked the question while it was in her head, finishing the bracket and quenching it with [Temperature Finesse].

"Not yet. We probably don’t really need permission, and I won’t wait if we can’t get it, but the Leviathans have been extremely polite so far. I’m hopeful." Shayma nodded and took the next chunk of metal out of the forge, bringing down her hammer to shape her intent into the backet. If nothing else the repetitive work was good for honing her technique and [Dungeon Crafting] Skill, though not actual experience. In a way she hardly needed that, since her leveling was really too fast. She was already just past level 68 and still figuring out basic ways to use her Domain.

That said, leveling up usually involved having a lot of fun. She hadn’t resorted to playing pranks on people just because, but misdirection and diversion had proved quite lucrative. The negotiation with Tor Kot, sustaining completely contradictory Skills the entire time, had been quite a boost by itself. She didn’t mind monster hunting, and still wanted to go back out with her group when she could, but she was glad she wasn’t dependent on it.

"How many more of these to go, anyway?" She quenched it and set it next to the others, rows and rows of them on the side of the [Craft Hall].

"Another few hundred."

"Just a few hundred, hmm? We’ve made over a thousand already! That many of Iniri’s [Starlances] seems like it’d destroy anything nearby. It’s complete overkill."

"Not if someone throws a mountain at me." Shayma rolled her eyes, but had to admit that Blue had a point. Anything that was powerful enough to be a physical threat would be really powerful. "Besides, I have to cover the whole surface, so they aren’t all going to be hitting the same thing."

"True." She still doubted there’d be any call for that level of defense, but it was nice that the entire surface was protected. As powerful as she was, she was still just one person. Something like the blightbeast swarm would be difficult to deal with, if not impossible, if he had to rely on her alone.

She finished another bracket, rounding out the row, then moved to the wire die and began drawing out the Aurum. Each of the brackets needed a thin loop, then Blue would set the Stellar sources himself. Once Iniri had instilled [Starlance] in the Aurum, it would finally go to the Chiuxatli crafters.

After seeing just one of them in action, she was sure that even a void Ell would be hard pressed to get anywhere near the Fortress if Blue didn’t want to let them. Of course, first she had to finish. She took time out to down some water before returning to the forge.

It took another day for Uilei-nktik to reply to them, and Shayma found it a rather odd experience to speak through transmission device. She took it into Blue’s tower in the Palace, placing her hands on it and finding she had a narrow window through to the Leviathan settlement off the coast of Tarnil. Behind Uilei’s familiar form, other massive shapes swam through the dark waters, bioluminescence flickering as they went about their own mysterious business.

"I have informed the Levin and Ui-sel of the Fortress," Uilei-nktik told her, the magically created voice backed by the basso rumbling of seaspeak. "Those are the only abechrai of note in the area unless you decide to go around the world the opposite way. I doubt they would or could do anything about it even if I hadn’t sent word, but I deeply appreciate the courtesy."

"Hey, Uilei’s been polite to us, figured I’d be polite back." Shayma smiled at Blue’s flippant reply.

"It’s only right to return the courtesy you’ve shown us," she told the Leviathan. "I hope our opposition to the Anells wasn’t an issue."

"They’re the biggest source of Surfacer goods in the hemisphere — or were. What you’re providing ought to make up for any pinch they feel from whatever disruption you cause." His blue-green bioluminescence flashed in a way that she felt she almost understood, now that she knew colortongue. 

"Once I’m done with the Fortress—" 

"Once Blue is finished with the Fortress he should have more leeway in the resources he can produce," Shayma said, the ease of practice letting her translate his words almost in real time.

"Yes, the Fortress. I do hope to see it sometime, though I am not equipped for the skies. So, perhaps at a distance."

Shayma laughed, though she was fairly certain he was being self-effacing for her benefit. Uilei-nktik was almost older than Tarnil itself, and had a level that she’d never seen surpassed, discounting Ansae. She had to admit that it worked, though, and sometimes made her forget that he was large enough to eat whole villages in a single bite.

"I mean, if he wants to get in on the design process, he can. I’m sure he knows better than the Chiuxatli."

"I think the Chiuxatli are designing a Leviathan habitat for it, so you might get a closer look than you think," she told him.

"I would be honored to see it," Uilei-nktik replied.

"If you have some suggestions for what to do for the Leviathan section, or what not to do, I would appreciate your input," she offered. Hopefully he’d be less skeptical if he had a hand – or tentacle, or whatever – involved in the design. "Though, now that I think of it, have you been informed about Blue’s habitation benefits for Leviathans?"

"I have not," Uilei-nktik said cautiously. "I was not aware that Blue was seeking to entice Leviathans to dwell in his demesne."

"I didn’t mean it that way, my apologies. Blue’s magic intrinsically provides unique benefits for each species that calls his demesne home. For Leviathans, it enhances adaptation to shallow waters, and for those already adapted it grants [Size Adaptation]." Uilei was silent for a moment, pondering that.

"That is very enticing, even if you didn’t intend it that way. Are these boons permanent?"

"I actually don’t know. They don’t stop when we leave his actual borders, but they might if a citizen decided to emigrate entirely."

"I would ask that you do not broadcast this for the moment. I can only imagine how many Leviathan parents would want to change abechrai. For that matter, I don’t suppose you have one properly founded."

"You know, I don’t think we’ve broadcast the habitation benefits in general," Blue observed. "We told Iniri, and Ansae, but it’s not like we’ve issued a general press release about it. Anyway, I just checked with Ansae and her Acolytes don’t count as an abechrai. Whatever constitutes one of those."

"We have some Acolytes of the Silver Temple, but not a true Leviathan community. I’m not even sure what makes for an abechrai." She made the last more of a question than a statement.

"There are certain ceremonies, and you’d need an elder with certain corals. If you are amenable to Leviathans taking up residence – aside from the Acolytes, who have their own rules – it is a needful thing, regardless."

"Oh, I’d be fine with more Leviathans, so long as I have some warning. I’d want to make a more appropriate place for them, and get more fish about. That kind of thing."

"Blue wouldn’t mind, though he’ll need to know well in advance. It’s probably better to wait until after we’ve dealt with the Anells."

"It would be months before it would happen, if not years. Done properly, at least." The lights dotting his hide twinkled again. "It is my job to make sure these things are done properly. You would not thank me for ending up in a Leviathan civil war."

"Yyyeeeah let’s avoid that."

"We would not. Thank you for your help, Uilei-nktik."

"Thank you, Voice Shayma and Blue." The spellwork went flat and Shayma lifted her hands from the device.

"I’d be really interested in seeing the weird stuff that comes out of a real Leviathan community. None of the trade goods we’ve gotten from them are anything like what I see in Tarnil."

"Yeah! They seem pretty nice, at least to judge by Uilei-nktik." She was looking forward to trying out a Leviathan form sometime. After seeing Wright’s fourth-tier shifter and hearing about Ansae’s water form, she knew it was possible to take much larger forms, though she wasn’t there quite yet.

"True. But, since Uilei’s job is specifically to talk to different people, I imagine he’s more diplomatic than most. I mean, they live in the lightless depths of an ocean, I bet they get pretty weird. Just think about the fact that an abrechai needs ceremonies and the like to keep a civil war from happening."

"Even on the surface I don’t think many nations would be happy about a new one popping up nearby," Shayma pointed out. "But it’s true, I shouldn’t judge based on Uilei-nktik."

"Anyway, glad we got clearance. Can’t wait to head over to Port Anell." Shayma agreed with that much. Blue had told her that the Anells had gotten word of the falling-out somehow, and were satisfied with it despite the loss of an agent.

An agent that couldn’t tell them much. Dreams-Ahead verified that the Anells had some sort of mind Affinity expert on their side, and Ailon hadn’t even known he was an agent until just before the meeting. He didn’t even know who else was involved, though Wright’s agents were tracking down the manufacturers of the devices he’d planted. The adjustments to Ailon’s mind from being activated combined with the short timeline had resulted in the rather slipshod attempt to frame Tor Kot.

Of course, slipshod or not, it had still managed to derail the talks. Wright was publicly furious, and had only stopped short of declaring actual and immediate war on House Anell because Blue had first claim. Blue said that the Iniri’s messenger bird had made it to the intended destination, but that Tor Kot was not in great standing after being forced to retreat in panic. She still wasn’t sure exactly how Blue’s scrying ability worked, but it was great to have some insight on their opponents.

Unfortunately, beyond the three names of the top Anells, she didn’t have a good picture of what it was like at Port Anell. The plan of action would have to wait until they were there, but she was doubtful they’d bother with polite diplomacy. Putting a giant fortress over the place was not exactly a friendly gesture.

She finished the last bracket the evening of the next day, and took the opportunity to go see what the Chiuxatli were doing with the Fortress. Blue teleported her to the top of the Fortress, where dozens of the bird-people were flitting about. They weren’t installing the defense items; Blue could do that himself. Instead they were setting down the basic ward patterns that tied into the defense modules.

There was a lot of magic in the air, Chiuxatli drawing on wind Affinity and fixing it into the ward plates that covered the Fortress. Each plate was stationary, but they were in small pits that Blue was filling in as the wards were finished, so they’d ultimately be hidden behind the [Adamant Stone] armor. Every single one of those ward plates was connected to the heart of the Fortress with threads of stellar quartz, leading Blue to mumble about cabling. For the most part it was meant to either be on or off, to run without any person controlling it, but at some point she’d have the ability to control the whole thing. In theory.

She shifted into Chiuxatli form, taking a moment to acclimate to the strange change in senses. She couldn’t see as such, but was intensely aware of all the colors around her, including the colortongue chatter among the other Chiuxatli. The black of the Fortress underclaw was rather disturbing to those senses, but nothing she couldn’t handle. Spatial awareness was taken care of by some sort of wind sense, which meant she could sense further out and around corners, but it wasn’t as robust as sight. At least her Domain meant that she could have both.

Shayma spread her wings and flew out over the Fortress, crossing one of the edges and altering her trajectory to skim over one of the slopes. Blue’s gravity magic, either metals or just flowers somewhere beneath the surface, meant that there was no need for any acrobatics, even when it came to the bottom facet.

"So close!" Blue said, clearly pleased at the progress. "Honestly it’ll be nice to have something mobile. Er. I mean. Other than you. I didn’t mean—" She laughed in colortongue, her plumage rippling colors. 

«I know what you mean,» she said. «This way you can go sightsee without feeling like you’re imposing.»

"Exactly!" Blue agreed, clearly relieved that she understood what he was getting at. "Not that I feel particularly trapped or anything; I’ve got more than enough space. It’s just that there are certain limitations that come with being a landscape." Limitations that he’d more or less destroyed, often without much thinking about it. It only made sense, since that was one of the defining features of Powers.

She landed on the bottom facet of the Fortress and shifted back to her normal form, looking up at the Tarnil landscape below. It was a very strange sensation, though it wasn’t too far different from some parts of the Underneath, all told. The Chiuxatli were almost done with that particular facet, only one of the elder mages making a spiral to check on the connections. She could see it too, the complex webwork laced through and over the stone, insubstantial but still threatening somehow.

"I can’t wait to leave," she said at last.

"Soon," Blue said ominously.



Chapter 13B: Day 232 – Blue


It was done.  It wasn’t really finished, but the Fortress could move and I could turn on the defenses to target anything that tried to attack it.  That was close enough to done for me.

I had Shayma ensconced in what would eventually be the control room, with my Companion Core there so she could share my perspective of the outside.  It had started out ten meters on each side, but fully expanded it was large enough for a bridge, luxurious housing for each of my Companions, should they ever wish to travel on board, and enough leftover room for a big garden with a [Stellar Chrysthenium] sky.  The sheer power of Spatial fields was just astounding.

My adjustments weren’t as fine as I would really like, but I had six axis control, including some roll, pitch, and yaw.  The Fortress still used buoyant stone to keep itself aloft, so I adjusted the mass distribution so it would right itself if it got a bit tilted.  The Chiuxatli assured me that my axis controls wouldn’t do that, though I imagined things would have to be rebalanced once I started adding entire cities.  Then again, I knew that anything inside an Expanded space was somehow buffered, else the Caldera would have collapsed long ago.

"Here we go," I said, and lifted the Fortress up.  Despite massing billions of tons of rock, the acceleration was quite smooth, and we cleared the height of the mountains with no fuss at all.

"This is great!"  Shayma grinned, leaning back against the core, her eyes unfocused as she tapped into my [Genius Loci] to see the peaks of the mountain range sliding below us.

"I hope Nivir and Kinul are ready for a show."  They’d been warned I was coming, or well, that the Fortress was, but I was pretty sure they weren’t ready for the reality.  The wards baffled the surface enough that it didn’t make the noise a twenty-five-square kilometer hunk of rock displacing air should, but it still had a presence.  The pressure wave could be felt all around whenever it moved, not so much a wind as just the sheer force being transmitted across the distance.

I could see it punching into the mist and fog that was present throughout Nivir, a visible wake as I sent the Fortress west.  The roiling vapor occasionally parted to reveal a clearing or a town, and with it people staring up at the sight of a massive black dodecahedron flying high in the sky.  We weren’t going far enough north to cruise over the palace, unfortunately, but the southern part of Nivir got a good show.  At the speed I was going it took over an hour to cross the little bit of Nivir in my path, which was picturesque but rather monotonous since I could see little more of the landscape below than the occasional wooded hill.

For the first time I saw the far mountain range that defined Nivir’s bowl, looking very much like the more familiar peaks in Tarnil, all craggy and grey-blue.  So far as I could see the area wasn’t volcanic, though the Underneath and magic in general made that appraisal suspect, so I was quite curious as to what exactly had caused what looked like a giant crater in the middle of Orn’s northeast lobe.  Perhaps some ancient cataclysm.

"I really don’t know," Shayma said after I shared my idle pondering.  "The history I know goes back to the founding of Tarnil, but that’s less than a thousand years ago.  I mean, that’s a really long time but I doubt Orn was just completely uninhabited before then.  Though the stories say that the northern lobe was just wilderness when Teash Arn founded Tarnil."

"Huh."  The mountains didn’t give any answers, passing by below as we crossed into Kinul.  The rivers cascading down from the mountain peaks immediately turned into broad, sluggish bogs that looked unpleasant even from my elevation.  The whole land was muddy green, often with more emphasis on muddy than on green.  I saw even fewer signs of civilization than I had in Nivir, which was impressive since Nivir had the mist cover to obscure things, and Kinul did not.

I could see why Kinul was so sparsely populated, but still independent.  Every single inch of it was soggy and muddy and I could see the rot Affinity mixed in with the normal nature Affinity of living plants.  It’d be miserable to be down there, and I only hoped that the actual towns in Kinul were built in dry patches with less rot, or at least some sort of fresh breeze.  Even if I couldn’t smell it, I could well imagine how badly that much swamp stunk.

"You know, it was obvious in hindsight but I hadn’t considered that this is going to be many hours of flight.  There’s no need for you to stay on board if you don’t want to; I can just let you know and have you teleport back when we finish crossing the ocean."  It was neat watching the landscape pass by, but that was all that was happening and I didn’t want to keep Shayma if she had other things to do.

"Maybe when we get over the ocean, but I’m actually enjoying myself."  She looked relaxed, too, leaning back with her eyes closed and focusing on the dungeon sense link through my core.  "It’s flying without having to spend my energy shifting and flapping around.  Besides, I haven’t seen any of these places really.  The Phantasmal Realm doesn’t let you appreciate the view like this."

"True."  Though really, Kinul wasn’t much to look at.  I had expected to head onward to the ocean, but either I’d misread the map or I had drifted further south than I’d anticipated, because soon enough I found the massive plateau of Orrelin looming ahead.  The Fortress had enough altitude that I wasn’t worried about hitting anything, unless they built really tall in Orrelin, but I gave myself another few hundred meters anyway as I approached the border.  "Huh."

"Huh," Shayma agreed.  Despite the natural barrier of the plateau’s cliff, there were walls blocking off the entire perimeter of the country.  More walls ran through the interior of the plateau, practically gridding it off.  Each section had a river and a lake, tree-shaded roads, a town, and farms.  It was truly bizarre seeing nearly identical landscape reproduced dozens or even hundreds of times, spreading out in all directions.  There were obvious variations, like where some spears of rock jutted up from the plateau base and there were quarries and mines instead of farms, but it was all very much the same.

"I can’t imagine how much effort that represents."  I wasn’t even sure why they’d done it, either.  All the walls were something like fifty meters high and ten meters thick, with openings only for roads and rivers.  The mana had obviously been changed along with the land, earth and nature Affinities swirling and pooling in each of the walled-off sections.

"It’s actually kind of disturbing.  No wonder Tissaria wanted to leave."

"Yeah, I don’t imagine there’s too much freedom down there."  The Fortress attracted a lot of attention, people stopping what they were doing to point and stare, from farmers tilling crops to soldiers manning the walls.  Nobody got the bright idea to try and attack it, but given how high up it was, I doubted that anyone but Orrelin’s top Classers could have even reached.

If it were any other country I might have felt bad about panicking so many people, but I didn’t much care for Orrelin.  I didn’t even know if it was possible to get a message to them, considering their isolation.  As it was, I just watched people run around and yell and took in the weirdness of the place.  It was a good reminder that Tarnil was hardly the best metric to judge what the rest of the world was like.

The weird, pocketed land rolled onward as the Fortress went west, and perhaps an hour into the Orrelin crossing we finally acquired some official attention.  A quartet of Classers came zooming along the wall network, using some sort of stone-based travel power that made them look like they were skating, and started pacing the Fortress from the ground.  They didn’t even try to attack, though even if they had I wasn’t sure what they expected to do against something so large.  Even if they could somehow bring the Fortress down it’d just create a terrible mess across all their nice neat walled-off sections.

I kept an eye on them while I traveled across a small snippet of Orrelin, but they never did anything, just talking among themselves in yells that didn’t quite reach me, until I reached the opposite shore of the lobe.  They halted at the final wall, watching the Fortress sail off over the waves.  From their perspective, the fact that the Fortress didn’t do anything at all was probably more ominous than anything that looked like aggression.  People hated the unknown.

"Right, I think I’ll head back for a while," Shayma said.  By that point the sun was starting to set behind the curve of the horizon, but that was fine.  I just had to keep from smashing into the water, and there was more than enough moonlight and starlight for that.

"Yeah, good call.  I gotta keep an eye out here so I’m going to be a bit distracted, but just yell if you need anything."  It wasn’t like the Fortress took any particular effort from me to continue moving forward, but I wasn’t comfortable spreading my attention out too much.

"Oh, I will," Shayma said, and pulled on the teleport to return to the Caldera.  Despite the fact that it was magic, it still amazed me sometimes that my teleports and portals worked over such distances, even disconnected.  Since I was one giant organism, it didn’t feel too absurd when it was point-to-point within my own body, but with the Fortress completely disconnected I didn’t have that excuse.

The ocean in front of the Fortress didn’t look particularly magical, aside from the occasional glimpse of bioluminescence or lurking shadows in the depths.  I was pretty sure some of the Leviathans in the area had turned out to catch a glimpse of the Fortress as it passed by, but nothing emerged from the sea to make it a certainty. 

For a while there was just water, but in the moonlight a large swath of land revealed itself, far sooner than was reasonable for Port Anell.  I checked the map again, and guessed that I was seeing the western lobe, if just the northern tip.  It was apparently wilderness, so I wasn’t much worried.  At least, I wasn’t worried until part of the landscape seemed to shift my way.

"Uhh…"  I was used to thinking on immense scales.  After all, I was the size of a dozen countries or so, and regularly worked with mana amounts several magnitudes over what anyone else did.  It still turned out I was not ready for a snake with wings, with a body length and wingspan of something like eighty kilometers, to casually fly over to inspect the Fortress.  It was big enough to actually eat the Fortress whole.

The Beast of Tarkelion

Level 115 Colossus Winged Serpent

"What is that!?"  I woke both Shayma and Ansae, though I wasn’t sure what either of them were going to do.  The information the overlay gave me was not exactly useful, and besides, I didn’t see how something that size could be merely level 115.  I knew that levels had more to do with personal mana density than power as such, but still, there were limits.

"That is big," Shayma said, resting her hand against my Ecology specialized core back in the Caldera so she could peer through my [Genius Loci].  "How do you even fight that thing?"

"What is it?"  Ansae asked, since unlike Shayma, she couldn’t look through my eyes.

"A flying snake large enough to eat the Fortress.  It’s called The Beast of Tarkelion.  Is it another Power?"

"I am not certain," Ansae admitted without hesitation.  "It must have appeared during the time I was asleep."

"Oh!"  Shayma shook her head.  "No, it’s not a Power.  It’s just a very large beast.  It took over the western lobe about a hundred years ago; that’s why it’s called the Wilderness of Tarkelion."

"Large is an understatement.  Why Tarkelion?"

"I think he was the first one to spot it?"  Shayma shrugged.

"Well, regardless of what it is I think it’s going to try to eat the Fortress."  The Beast in question swam languidly over to the floating hunk of rock, moving far more quicky and smoothly than I could, enormous tongue flickering as it bumped its snout against one of the faces.  In truth it was acting just like an ordinary, curious snake, despite the size difference and the wings.

"Hmm."  Ansae flicked her claws, and conjured up a scrying window.  It wasn’t focused on the Fortress, but on the Beast itself, showing the snake from another angle.  "I admit, that is quite large.  But I don’t get the sense that it’s a Power."

"So what, should I turn on my defenses here?  I don’t want to make it mad but I don’t want it to try and eat the Fortress either."

"I doubt those [Starlance] items can really hurt it," Ansae observed.  "The light might do more than the actual impact."

"Maybe skirt around the land there," Shayma suggested.  "It supposedly doesn’t really go out of its lair much.  Which is the whole lobe, but still."

"Plan made."  I used [Mana Mechanisms] to link up my point defenses, and the entire Fortress lit up.  I’d performed smaller scale tests, but that was the first time I had used them for real, and hundreds of streams of light smacked the serpent in the snout.

As Ansae had predicted, it flinched back from the light but didn’t seem to notice the actual beams that punched into its scales, at least at first.  Then it flicked its tongue at the Fortress again and several of the [Starlance] beams vaporized flesh.  It didn’t hiss or anything, but it clearly didn’t like that as it shied away from the brightly-lit fortress and headed back inland.  It was quick, too, probably supersonic considering its size, though its enormous wings made only the faintest of sounds.

The [Starlance] beams ceased the moment it was out of range, and I hastily changed direction to skirt around the western lobe.  If the Beast of Tarkelion had actually been particularly aggressive, the Fortress could have sustained a lot of damage, if not been swallowed whole.  I didn’t want to take another chance on that, even if the encounter had been more or less harmless.

From there on out, it was flying by compass and by stars.  It’d still be hours before I was near the coast of Einteril, and before I got near I’d get a better idea of my position by divination.  Even if the Fortress itself was hard to find that way thanks to the normal Dungeon exclusions, Shayma could divine her own location and we’d work from there.

Soon we’d be in Port Anell.



Chapter 14: Day 233 – Blue 


"That is a big city."

"Mhm," Shayma agreed, standing on the bottom facet and looking down at the thriving port that Anell called home.  Hundreds of ships crowded the harbor, and the city itself sprawled along a river, white worked stone with green tile roofs.   The Anell compound, which I’d seen when they’d talked about me, was part of an opulent complex of estates that raised themselves above the city proper by virtue of sheer scale.

"So how did you want to play this?"  It was really her choice to make, even though it was my Fortress and the Anells had managed to offend pretty much everyone over on Orn.  Demands and destruction were fairly easy, but rescuing the Ells from Anell control took finesse.  Besides, it’d be easier to make demands after Shayma had taken away their favorite toys.

"Well, you’re not exactly hidden, so they know we’re here.  I’m assuming that they know what the Fortress is."

"I don’t know that they do yet.  It’s not like they have any agents in the Caldera or even Tarnil."  I hadn’t gotten any visions of the Anell council panicking, at least, which was a shame.  It would have been fun to watch.

"They’ll figure it out eventually," Shayma judged.  "While they’re focused on you, I’d like to spirit away as many Ells as possible."

"Yeah, but where are the Ells?  I don’t imagine they just have a bunch of barely controlled void agents all together."

"Of course not," Shayma agreed.  "But they’re often sent out with the ships, so the high-security areas by the docks would be a good place to start.  Mom also mentioned she remembered being near that big compound, so there’s probably an Ell wing there.  Plus I can always rifle through people’s heads when I find something important.  I’ll start by teleporting around and you tell me if an Ell or Anell pops up."

"I suppose that works."  It was a rather brute-force way of doing it, but since we lacked a handy Ell tracker it would have to do.  Besides, with Shayma’s ability to turn into a Scalemind and lack of compunctions about using it to rip information out of Anell or even Ell heads, I was pretty sure it wouldn’t take very long to zero in on our targets.  In the meantime, the Fortress would loom menacingly.

There was already some visible panic in the scurrying about below, but ships were still being loaded and unloaded, so not everyone was so bothered.  It would be interesting to see how long it took for someone to come up and see what the Fortress was about.  Actually, taking away their void tools before then would be a good idea, because that was what the Anells would naturally turn to.  I was pretty sure that the Fortress could withstand them by virtue of sheer mass, but it was better to take away that choice to begin with.

Shayma vanished into the Phantasmal Realm and dropped down to street level, making herself anonymous with her Domain.  Not that she needed to, since the bulk of the population was fox-kin, with a scattering of other human-kin and some ordinary humans.  Other than her good looks, there was nothing that would make my fox-girl stand out in the crowd.  Even her clothes wouldn’t draw any comment, considering the variety of people who were wandering about.

Of course, in Scalemind form she’d be a bit more noticeable.

I kept part of my attention on the bustle of the city and another on the overlay as Shayma flashed through warehouses and dwellings.  I knew she’d taken an interest in wards over the last few days and it seemed she learned quickly, because she was managing to slip past some of the wards that had been laid down to protect the goods.

Some still tripped her up, but as fast as she was going, and with the disturbance of the Fortress above, they didn’t matter.  She scanned through the warehouses in less than a minute and was onto the next before anyone could respond to a broken ward.  There was an awful lot of harbor-front to search, but she was moving fast.  It only took fifteen minutes before she stumbled across the first actual Anell; despite the name of the city, they didn’t seem to be particularly numerous.

"There!  Him, in the office."  Shayma paused at my words and shifted herself to Scalemind form to rifle through the man’s mind.  He didn’t even seem to notice, simply working away at some logbook or something, only pausing once to stare off into the middle distance.  When he resumed, Shayma shifted back.

"I started on the wrong side of the harbor," she said, disgruntled.  "On the other hand I know exactly where at least one Ell agent is, and where more are quartered, at least in general."

"You didn’t lose that much time," I told her.

"True, but the Anells aren’t going to be content to let the Fortress loom menacingly all day."  She vanished into the phantasmal realm again, making for her target.

"What if it’s from Blue?" Molen Anell suggested, staring up at the black dodecahedron floating above Port Anell.  "That’s the only real blind spot we have.  Anyone else, we would have heard about something of this scale before it arrived."

"It could be the mage-kings," Toreq said.  "We know they have flying fortresses."

"Not like that," Molen disagreed.  "That is not something a person would make.  It doesn’t even look like anything."

"If it is from Blue, we’re properly fucked," Risu said bluntly.  "Even if we can destroy it, can we do so without wrecking the city?

"What I’m wondering is why we haven’t heard anything from whoever controls that thing.  It hasn’t attacked, there haven’t been any announcements, it hasn’t even come down from where it put itself.  It’s just hanging there."  Toreq frowned and consulted his notepad.  "We have a few Classers who can fly but I don’t think they have the power to threaten this thing — assuming we even want to threaten it."

"It’s over our city.  Don’t tell me you’ve suddenly lost your backbone because something is here instead of across the sea," Molen sneered.  "If we let someone beard us in our own home, we’ll have no end of fires to put out further afield."

"My best tools are bribery, distraction, and sabotage."  Risu pointed her kiseru at Molen.  "I can’t distract or bribe that and I don’t know how to sabotage it.  I need more information to do that, which means talking.  Once we know who it is, what they want, and why, then I can start pulling strings."

"So are we going to approach it or not?"  Toreq asked mildly.  "Whether it’s Blue or not, it doesn’t seem to be in any hurry to communicate."

"We’ll discuss it," Risu said.  "It might do something before we’re done, but we’ll discuss it."

I wasn’t too impressed with their reasoning, but I really shouldn’t have expected them to be humbled.  Until they knew what the Fortress was and why it was there, it was actually quite reasonable for them to treat it as a random hostile force and not karmic retribution.  Or some kind of retribution, anyway.

"Looks like they’re considering that the Fortress might be mine, mostly by process of elimination," I told Shayma.

"Hopefully they stay confused until after I grab a bunch of Ells.  It’s going to be a lot harder to deal with them when they’re actively fighting me."  Shayma masked herself again and phased into something like an apartment above one of the warehouses.  There was only one inhabitant, a woman named Chesu Ell, who didn’t look like she was in any way related to Shayma or Sienne.  If anything, she looked like she might be related to Risu, with the same severe features, not to mention her use of a kiseru.

Shayma didn’t even bother to say anything to Chesu, who was only level 37 and so completely defenseless against Shayma’s Scalemind form.  If she ran across anyone in the third tier, she would have to pull on my mana pretty heavily to get anywhere, but below that it was easy enough for her to put them to sleep.  Chesu crumpled slowly in her chair and Shayma caught her, teleporting over to ease her onto her own bed.

"You know, I was originally thinking of just taking the Ells and nothing else, but this is all her stuff."  She waved around at the apartment, which was furnished and decorated with artwork and pottery figurines.  Most of it was even tasteful.  "We could teleport these four rooms, and everything in it, right?"

"We absolutely could!  I can just imagine them coming to check and it’s just a big empty shell."  The Palace trick had worked out well, so pulling it off on a smaller scale was no problem.  I’d need to rearrange the mountain interior in the Caldera to hold everything we were taking, but that was fine.  It was a big mountain.

Shayma teleported just outside the apartment and put her hands on the walls, letting me reach out through her and encapsulate the apartment, which was just bathroom, bedroom, smoking den and kitchen.  Some of it was structural with the adjoining warehouse, so I reinforced the outside with [Stonesteel] before I teleported the entire thing into a slot inside the mountain. 

"Hey, Iniri, could you send a note to Sienne and Giorn for me?  We’re starting to send some Ells their way, and I’m going to be moving whole living areas."  The general idea of kidnapping Ells en masse had already been discussed, but the extra wrinkle was something I probably needed to pass on.  To make it easier on Shayma’s parents, I stripped the apartment of drugs, arms, and armor, dumping it all in a holding area for later sorting.  That room was probably going to get very full before we were done.

"Certainly," Iniri replied.  "I can even spare some of my Queensguard to help for a bit, though it can’t be for long.  I’m still fairly short-handed."

"Thank you!  I’ll have Taelah find One-Eye-Green and get some more Scalemind to help."  There were actually relatively few Scalemind outside of Dreams-Ahead and Cuts-Like-Cold who were any good at dealing with mind surgery.  There was a reason those two were the tribal leaders.  Still, the amount they were helping meant I was going to have to make sure they were pointed toward metal veins or something.  Or I’d have to figure out mind Affinity Sources.

"Taelah, can I get you to pass on something to One-Eye-Green?"  My wife was with some of the Kinul youth, overseeing their rotation through helping different people in the Village, but she excused herself to respond to me.

"Of course, husband.  What do you need?"

"Just that we’ve got more Ells incoming, so we’re going to need some handlers to keep them from getting violent right off."

"I have been continually impressed by Dreams-Ahead’s abilities in that realm," Taelah said.  "I will make sure they know."

"Thank you!"  I said to her, then focused back on Shayma.  "So you have more targets?"

"Anyone that’s home in this area," she said, taking her hands away as I finished pulling myself out of the structures.  I left the thin shell of [Stonesteel] behind.  "They go out with certain high-profile ships, or at least, important ships.  Some of them are deployed but we’ll see how many I can find."

"Makes sense."  Anell wouldn’t have void agents for every ship, nor would they all be deployed to potentially assassinate troublemakers.  The flashiest ones would be on the most famous ships, and the really competent ones would be on ships that were going places there might be real trouble. 

Shayma jumped to another building on the waterfront, her Domain revealing magical tapestries and expensive rugs, but no people.

"I’m almost tempted to take these," she said, momentarily admiring the goods.  "It’s not like anyone would know."

"They are pretty nice," I agreed.  "But maybe not befitting a Power to just take random stuff that catches your eye."

"We’re taking Ells," she pointed out.

"That’s hardly random!"

"Fine," she said with mock hurt before grinning and continuing onward.  Shayma disappeared from the warehouse and reappeared in the small block of dwellings bracketing a dockside dive.  There were actually three Ells there, two in the tavern actively drinking and the third sunk in a drunken stupor in one of the rooms above.

"Hm,"  Shayma said thoughtfully, teleporting up to the insensate Ell and kicking at one of the empty bottles on the floor.  "Maybe take this entire complex?  I suppose you shouldn’t teleport them right out of the tavern.  I’ll have to get them out myself."

"Er?  Won’t you be spotted?" 

"Do you think anyone is going to really remark on someone dragging a couple drunkards out for being supposedly late to something?"  Shayma smiled winningly.  "Watch this, it’ll be fun!"

She covered her form with a subtle illusion, altering herself to be dressed somewhat more ostentatiously and have a face closer to Risu’s than her own.  Then she jumped down to an alley, stepping out into the harborfront and marching straight to the tavern.  She banged through the front door, making the tavernkeeper and some of the less-inebriated patrons jump, and strode directly toward the Ells.

"What are you two doing here?"  She demanded of the bewildered fox-kin.  "You’re late, and I’ve got about ten people who want my head because of it!  Come on!"  Ignoring their protests, she hauled them up, one in each hand, and started to propel them toward the door.  Even if she was smaller than them, between her [Form of Thought, Shape of Will] and [Domain of the Trickster], she was able to push them around like they were small children.  The small crowd watched with either bemusement or amusement as Shayma shoved the two Ells out the door.

"Hey, this isn’t⁠—"  One of them began to speak as Shayma pushed them through the open door of the apartment next door, but she cut him off by teleporting all of them up next to the sleeping Ell.  A quick shift to Scalemind form dropped the other two into slumber next to him.

"Ugh, these three need to bathe."  Shayma wrinkled her nose.  "But wow, that was actually easier than I thought it would be."

"Yeah, it worked well."  It had also given her Trickster experience.  Though it was really just a drop in the bucket considering the level she was at, but things like stealing entire apartment blocks with no one the wiser added up quickly.  Once again she took up station outside the building and I infiltrated it.  Nobody in the tavern was any the wiser as I stole away everything but the tavernkeeper’s own home and put it inside the mountain.  Like before I left a thin shell of stone behind, holding up the framework of the roofs and outer walls, so there wasn’t any immediate effect to pilfering entire rooms.

Overall it was perhaps five to ten minutes’ work to teleport one of Shayma’s targets, which meant that while the Anells deliberated and waited to see if the Fortress was doing anything, they were losing their agents, one after another.  There weren’t that many to begin with, though.  So far as Shayma could determine there were thirty, maybe forty total Ells publicly assigned to protect vessels.  Forty individuals at the second and third tiers of such a fraught Affinity was actually an enormous force, and even though half of them were out on deployment Shayma still found seventeen total Ells to transport back to the mountain.  Sienne and Giorn were going to need staff.

The odd thing about the Ells is that they were all living by themselves, if one didn’t count their handlers.  They didn’t have family or friends with them.  I had to guess they were kept deliberately isolated, but if this had been going on for generations then new Ells had to come from somewhere.  There had to be full families or clans or something somewhere, especially since it wasn’t like every Ell got void Affinity.

"Yes, I think they must be in that inner compound," Shayma said when I shared my musings.  "I’m glad that mom got out when she was so young, but I wish she’d been able to tell me at least a little bit more about how things were done here."

"Probably part of how they control them.  It’s a lot easier to keep a leash on someone when you decide who they talk to and when."

"I almost felt bad about taking them away from their lives here," Shayma said, her face dark.  "But now I don’t."

"Yeah, some of them aren’t going to be too happy but that’s just tough."

Shayma left the waterfront behind, moving inward toward the Anell compound.  She stayed out of sight, bouncing from alley to alley and keeping herself shrouded in her Domain, until she was stopped by a much heavier set of wards than those protecting the warehouses.  I could see that the wards provided full protection in the form of nested boxes and spheres around the entire place, faint but perceptible.  It made sense the wards weren’t simply on the walls; with all the Classers about there would certainly be people capable of arriving by air or underground.

The way in was clearly a well-trafficked area, but with the Fortress hanging there, the big gates were closed.  Since the wards weren’t really to keep people out, merely to sound an alarm, it wasn’t like they would actually stop Shayma, but it’d ruin the attempt to steal their void slaves out from under their noses.  From the way she was scowling, Shayma didn’t have enough ward experience to slip through those, and aside from performing another Palace heist, I didn’t know that I could contribute much.  Unless the Fortress very obviously messed with not only the compound wards, but everyone’s.

"Hey Shayma, I have an idea.  How about I put a bunch of [Mana Diamond Anvils] on the Fortress and set them off?  Considering what I saw down in Ir, that sort of disturbance would definitely set most of the wards off.  Plus, since it came from the Fortress, it still leaves you hidden."

"Ooh, I like it.  Just get me one of those shields, because it’s really not comfortable to be around."

"Yeah you’re all high level and stuff now."  I actually liked the idea the more I looked at it, since most of the people were low-level and wouldn’t be overly bothered, but the top Anells were all third tier and ought to be quite annoyed.

Since I’d already made a shield for Ansae, making another one for Shayma was the work of a moment.  I sent her the gold-laced and infused glass dome through inventory and transferred twenty [Mana Diamond Anvils] over.  Obviously I didn’t want to ruin my own wards, so the Fortress grew a small bulb off the bottom face temporarily to hold them, along with a bunch of gold plating to keep the mana wave pointed downward.

It always felt odd to me that there wasn’t any sound accompanying an anvil going off, let alone twenty at once, but that same silence meant there was nothing to warn Port Anell.  Shayma hunkered down under the dome and the intense mana wave rolled over the city.  Wards snapped and popped, and high-level people suddenly cried out in pain and contorted themselves away from the hammer-blow of mana flux.

"What in all the abyss was that?"  Molen scowled thunderously, holding his head in his hands.

"I do not know.  Not a weapon, or else it would have actually done damage."  Toreq moved gingerly, while Risu finished her coughing fit from choking on her own smoke.

"Has to be Blue," she managed before gagging and coughing again before continuing.  "We know he has a lot of mana," she added, taking a long breath and shaking her head.  "That’s basically all we know, but that was thousands of mana.  Who else could it be?"

"So is that a threat or a warning or what?"  Molen asked.

"It wasn’t friendly, regardless," Toreq said, as if imagining that friendly relations were even possible.  "Raise the alert one stage.  We’ll use the main courtyard."

It was pretty satisfying to see the mana wave affected them so severely, even if it wasn’t more than a temporary annoyance.  Unfortunately, I was pretty sure that some of their Classers would be the nearby Ells, so Shayma would have to move fast.  If it came down to it, I wasn’t sure if she’d abandon the stealthy approach or what.

"I think they’re forming up their Classers in the main courtyard," I told her.  "Better hurry."

She was already across the wards, her mana shield stashed in her own inventory, flickering in and out of the real world as she rapidly teleported with [Wake of the Phantasmal].  It was an inefficient use of the Skill, but I needed her to be out of the Phantasmal Realm in order to see anyone’s identity on my overlay and point out Ells to her.

"I’m going, I’m going," she muttered distractedly, flashing past third-tier Classers making their way toward the big open space in front of the gate.  It was odd to think that Shayma was generally higher level than them, though I was sure the Anells had a fourth-tier around somewhere.  Though that somewhere might be elsewhere on the continent, in which case they might as well not exist.

"There’s one!"  I spotted a woman named [Liani Ell], who looked more put together than the examples I’d seen before.  She was older, smartly dressed, and in a proper Anell uniform.  Not only that, but she had a sword belted at her side, though it was more of a longsword than a rapier.  At level 65, not only was she the highest level Ell I’d seen, she was the highest level person, aside from the trio making decisions further in the compound.

"She might be a problem, I can’t Scalemind her," Shayma muttered, before flashing over next to the woman.  My fox-girl gave herself a uniform like the other Ell and assumed her false Anell face, reaching out to tap Liani’s arm.  "Excuse me a moment," she said.  Liani paused and glanced at Shayma, then frowned.

"Who are you?"  She stopped and peered at Shayma, her eyes widening, then narrowing. "Wait — who in the abyss are you?"  I could practically see Shayma thinking furiously, deciding on her approach.

"A friend of the Ells," she told Liani after a moment.  Liani frowned at her, then suddenly glanced upward toward the Fortress and raised her eyebrows at Shayma.

"This will have to be quick, they’ll notice if I’m missing for long," Liana said, turning to the nearest building.

"Come on," Shayma replied, taking her arm and hauling her through [Wake of the Phantasmal] to teleport inside in a moment, landing in a small sitting room with nobody else around.  She turned to Liani, dropping her illusions to appear as herself again.

"This looks really good, but be careful," I said.  Liani seemed to be several magnitudes more intelligent than any of the addicts we’d seen so far, plus she seemed to instantly jump to the appropriate conclusions from Shayma’s reply.  That was all to the good, but she was also a void Affinity Classer that was almost as high a level as Shayma, and I had seen how dangerous even second-tier void Affinity people could be.

"…Sienne?" Liani asked, staring at Shayma.

"Well, I’ll be damned."  Though in hindsight maybe it wasn’t too improbable at that.  If Liani’s weapon was the sword, she probably came out of the same general branch as Sienne, and she was certainly old enough to remember Sienne as a child.  Though with [Quest] tilting the scales, maybe it was inevitable that we would have run into her.

"Sienne’s my mother," Shayma said.  "Full explanations would take too long, but I’m here to get all the Ells out from under the Anell thumb.  Which means evacuating as many as I can right now.  Where are they?"

"How— no, if you’re with that⁠—" Liani pressed her lips together.  "The core Ell void agents are housed behind the Anell palace, in that direction."  She pointed, and Shayma nodded.  "But the families; the children and the Ells who don’t have void Affinity are kept elsewhere.  I’m not sure where.  You’d have to ask one of the top Anells."

"Then I will," Shayma said grimly.  "I was planning on confronting them anyway.  For now, let me get you out of here, and go find the other Ells.  How many of them would be willing to help me like you are?"

"Not Gennat or Tolkan," Liani said immediately.  "The rest would be happy enough to leave if you can promise to find the others."

"Which I can," Shayma said.  "I am backed by a Power."  She pulled out a small sheaf of paper from her own inventory and scribbled a note before handing it to Liani.  "Give this to my mom when you see her.  If you would, Blue?"  She put her hand on the wall, so I took it over and opened a portal for Liani, who flinched away from the sudden opening.

"Spatial Affinity?"  Liani asked, eyeing it.  "So you’re not just spiriting people up to that thing, you’re bringing them elsewhere?"

"Yes," Shayma said.  "Please, go through, we’re on a time limit here.  As you said, they’ll miss you sooner or later."

"Of course," Liani said, stepping through gingerly and looking around at the complex.  Considering that she hadn’t been knocked out and shipped there by force, I had put her right by the outside, common room.  It wouldn’t be too hard to find Sienne or Giorn.

"I’ll have to ambush or avoid Gennat and Tolkan," Shayma said as I closed the portal and pulled myself out of the wall.  "Keep an eye out for me, please."

"Absolutely," I said.  "If they’re high level I can hit anvils again and you can grab them while they’re insensate."

"Perfect," she agreed, and made a line in the direction Liani had pointed her.  The inner core of Ells were obviously treated far better than the more expendable agents and addicts that they used to protect their ships or assassinate others.  It made sense; someone like Girul Ell could only barely manage to break through to third tier, and definitely couldn’t be trusted with the security of the Anell family itself.  At the same time, they clearly were not as leashed and, if Liani were to be believed, had no real love for the Anell family.

There were eight of them, making their way toward the Anell complex itself.  It wasn’t clear to me what they intended to do, but the best time to accost them was before they got inside and spread out.  Unfortunately, the two loyalists were among them.

"Hit the anvils again," Shayma said, pulling up the glass dome.  I had to cycle in new Anvils to do so, but I had plenty, and another wave of mana distortion hammered the city.  All the Ells were in the third tier, if barely, and they staggered drunkenly.  Shayma immediately shifted to Scalemind form and pulled on my mana to target Gennat and Tolkan.  I expected them to drop pretty much instantly, considering mind magic backed by extra mana, but it actually took Shayma about five seconds to make Gennat crumple, by which point they were recovering from the mana wave.

"Gennat?"  One of the Ells bent down to try and help him to his feet, the others pausing to ensure he was okay.  That gave Shayma enough time to take down Tolkan as well, after which she appeared in her own form at the end of the corridor.

"My name is Shayma Ell, daughter of Sienne Ell," she told them, getting their attention.  "I am getting the entire Ell family away from the Anells."  She accompanied those words with a trace of Presence.  Not enough to floor them, but enough to make it clear she was far more than the third-tier she appeared to be.

"That explains that," said Timor Ell, who seemed to be of an age with Liani, looking at the unconscious bodies of Gennat and Tolkan.  "But the others⁠—"

"I already took Liani and everyone down by the docks, and I will go wring the location of the families out of the Anells myself," Shayma said.  "I need you out of here to deprive them of their tools."

"How would you get us out of here?"  Another asked, and Shayma just smiled.

"Blue will do it," she said, and I took the cue to [Assimilate] the wall from her hand and open another portal.  "This will take you to Orn.  Liani is already there."

"What about⁠—" Timor started, and Shayma silenced him with a pulse of Presence.

"I’m trying to do this without having to kill people," she said.  "If you just leave, there’s nothing they can do.  The longer we delay, the more likely it is there will be real combat."

Timor glanced around, then one of the others picked up the unconscious Gennat and slung him over her shoulders.  That seemed to be enough, and someone else picked up Tolkan and they trooped through.  I released the portal and Shayma let out a breath.

"Keep an eye on them, just so they don’t decide to try and revolt against mom and dad while they’re over there," Shayma said.

"Will do," I told her.

"Now, it’s time for the Voice of Blue to make her appearance."  Shayma ran her hands over her tunic, making sure it wasn’t rumpled, and vanished into the Phantasmal Realm.



Chapter 15A: Day 233 – Shayma


Shayma made sure to keep a firm grip on her temper as she appeared just outside the gates of the Anell compound, but couldn’t resist accompanying her appearance with a lightning-brilliant blast of blue. Harmless, but it certainly drew all eyes to her. She kept some of the radiance around her as she strode forward, to the consternation of the guards posted there.

"Who are⁠—" One of them started, before she silenced him by a simple effort of will. While she was still perfecting her domain Skill, it was easy enough to ensure she was the only person who could speak. Any other sounds didn’t exist. While she could have done more, the guard was only second-tier and wasn’t even an actual Anell, and didn’t deserve her wrath.

The gates, on the other hand, were a fine target. Though she could have simply stepped straight through them by rendering them temporarily intangible with her Domain, she didn’t want to. Instead she conjured up illusory flame: not just normal fire, but the blue-glowing plasma prominences of the [Contained Stars]. The flames were illusions, but the heat was enough to melt the very real gate, rendering it to a molten puddle in a matter of moments. She stepped through the remains of gold and steel and jade and walked into the courtyard, casting a cold eye over the third-tiers gathered there.

"I am Shayma Ell, Voice of the Power Blue," she said, amplifying her voice until it rang from walls. "I call upon the heads of the Anell Family to come forth!"

"That’s one hell of an entrance," Blue whispered in her ear, enjoying the show.

Fortunately, the Anell estate guards were well disciplined enough, or overawed enough, not to try and attack her. That would have ended badly for them, and Shayma didn’t have anything in particular against them to begin with. It was the Anells, the ones who had reduced most of her family to such a sorry state, that she was interested in.

"Looks like Molen Anell is coming out to meet you. Level 70 [Flowing Banner Blademaster]." Shayma just nodded. Even her mother used Anell style bladeplay, so of course it was no surprise that the Anells themselves leaned toward it. She waited patiently as the main doors opened, and Molen started down the long steps that led from the heart of the Anell compound to the courtyard.

Mostly patiently. Molen’s expression seemed to be set in an expression of permanent smugness, which made her want to wipe it off his face. She actually wondered briefly if Blue’s ANATHEMA was affecting her, but it didn’t really matter. Shayma had more than enough reasons to dislike the Anells.

"Voice Shayma Ell," Molen said with an insincere smile. "What can the Anell family do for you and Blue?"

"You say that as if you haven’t already attacked Blue, as well as the land he protects." Shayma said coldly. "There is no diplomacy to be had here." She had the satisfaction of seeing his expression stiffen before he regained control.

"Then why have you come?" He came to a halt several feet away, only a few paces in front of the guards but still well within Shayma’s Domain. "Surely not simply to destroy our wards."

"I have come to dictate terms." Shayma said bluntly. "Blue merely had to get your attention first."

"You certainly have it," Molen replied. "Though as to terms—"

"I am not interested in hearing any pleas or excuses."

"Of course, of course," Molen said hastily. "But perhaps we can discuss this in a private setting."

"I don’t hear them planning to ambush you or anything, but be careful anyway." Blue muttered to her.

"Very well," Shayma said.

"Please, come with me." Molen gestured for the guards to give them room, but Shayma kept herself displaced from where she appeared to be as she mounted the steps side by side with the Anell. Her nerves were on edge, her Domain stretched to the limit to make sure there was no planned ambush or other surprise just out of sight.

If it weren’t for the fact that she needed to get the location of the rest of the Ells out of them, she wouldn’t have agreed to a private meeting, but she doubted they’d be interested in making that discussion public. The situation was a little delicate, though of course she didn’t want Molen or any of the others to know that. If they realized the amount of leverage they actually had by way of the remaining Ell family, things could get very bad very quickly.

"In a hostage situation, nobody wins," Blue said, clearly thinking along the same lines. She flicked her tail and kept following Molen, finding that most of the staff and soldiers had been cleared out of their path. "Hah!" Blue said. "I know where you’re going. They sit out on this balcony and talk all the time."

Shayma was never completely certain how Blue knew the things he did, but it was a great help. When two other high-level Anells came into her Domain, she knew exactly who they were. She had her illusion follow Molen out onto the balcony and frown at Risu and Toreq while she waited on the other side of the wall and frowned at them from there.

"Voice Shayma," Molen said. "Allow me to introduce Risu and Toreq Anell⁠—"

"I know who they are," she interrupted. "Just as I know who sent the orders for Girul Ell to attack Nivir, and I assume also sent the Ell that attacked Iniri. Let us not pretend that we are not at odds." Her illusion looked at the three Anells, and she decided to just skip straight to what she wanted. "I am here for two reasons. The first is to free the Ells from the Anell family. The second is to make sure there will be no further attacks on Blue by you, directly or indirectly."

"Free them?" Risu frowned. "They’re hardly enslaved, they’re a cadet branch of the Anells. They’re family."

Shayma had to choke down the urge to throttle the woman. It wasn’t just how absurd the reply was, it was the very idea of being related to someone like Risu. She had the urge to spit from the taste that concept left in her mouth, but instead simply grit her teeth and had her illusion glare at Risu.

"Your ideas on how to treat family leave something to be desired." Shayma’s illusory self was cold and contemptuous, no matter how much she was seething. "My demands can hardly be deflected with words, Risu. You merely need to tell me that you will comply."

"You say that as if we are simply tyrants that can order everyone about as we please," Toreq said cautiously. "This is our city, true enough, but even a king or a queen would be hesitant about rounding up everyone of a particular bloodline."

"I assume you are wasting time in hopes that one of your third-tier void Affinity guards will arrive," Shayma said. "They won’t. I have already taken them back to Orn, and most of them were glad to go. All the Ells stationed at the harbor are gone. The only Ells I have yet to rescue are those who do not have void Affinity." She kept a close watch on the expression of the three Anells as she spoke, but they didn’t betray any useful expression at all.

"I’m not sure what you’re getting at," Risu told her. "We can’t give you something we don’t have."

"My patience is not infinite," Shayma said, and invoked Blue’s Presence. She had avoided outright threats because she didn’t want to run the risk of somehow endangering her extended family, but it was obvious the Anells didn’t realize the position they were in. It seemed idiotic to her, but then, she hadn’t shown off anything really threatening. They might simply think she was at the third tier and that was it.

Every time she used his Presence she felt like she had some idea of what it was like to be a Power. Hints and whispers of the things that made Blue what he was, the ideas and abilities that lay behind his friendly personality. Normally it flattened and suppressed people, but for a moment she had forgotten that the Anells were his ANATHEMA.

Risu gurgled and her eyes rolled back in her head as she collapsed outright. Molen made a spasmodic movement as if to grasp the sword at his hip, but none of his muscles were working right and he unbalanced himself to crumple to the ground. Only Toreq remained conscious, fingers white where he gripped his notebook. Though she hadn’t intended the effects to be so intense, Shayma took a certain satisfaction in their misery before she stopped channeling his Presence.

"You will tell me where the other Ells are," she demanded of Toreq, keeping her illusion’s voice crisp and clear. Shayma didn’t follow it with a threat or bluster. There would be no point. Toreq’s eyes flickered, finally giving something away as he glanced at Risu for a moment.

She shifted to Scalemind form, reaching out with her mental senses to probe the unconscious fox-kin’s mind, but found the Anell mind-mage had been there before her. Risu’s own mana was strong enough that Shayma would have to use serious attacks rather than being able to simply pull information from Risu’s head, and she was far from confident in her ability to do any of that considering the woman’s level. With the additional mind magic protections, somewhere between wards and visualizations, Shayma was almost certain that Risu’s mind would crumble before Shayma could get anything from it. That was assuming that she didn’t trip something nasty buried in the mind-magic defenses first.

Without waiting for whatever non-answer Toreq was prepared to give, she had her illusion haul Risu upright. Without Blue’s Presence, that was enough to wake her up, her eyes snapping open as she pulled back from Shayma. She even made an aborted gesture with the kiseru before her mind caught up, which made Shayma wonder exactly what her Class and Skills were. The long pipe was clearly a weapon.

"What was that?" Risu asked hoarsely.

"Tell me where you have put the rest of the Ells," Shayma said, ignoring the question. Behind her, Molen stirred, but she ignored him. Unless he attacked her, he wasn’t worth spending more time on. Risu’s eyes flicked to look at Toreq, the two of them communicating silently for a moment by the looks in their eyes and the expression on their faces.

"There is a small compound north of Port Anell. You will have to tell the guards that you’re a friend of Taeli, since they won’t know you." Risu spoke reluctantly, but she spoke.

"Where, exactly, is this compound?"

Risu gave more precise directions, but it was Blue who spotted it from his position high up in the sky. It really didn’t look particularly special, just like another one of the many walled estates scattered outside the city proper. According to him, the only peculiarity was the lightness of traffic to and from the estate, which didn’t really stand out to begin with.

"Good," Shayma said, looking at the three Anells. "I will go there, and I will take them home. After what you have done, Orn does not welcome you. I will expect you to send us the remaining members of the Ell family as you can contact them, and if you do we will consider the matter closed." Part of her wanted to punish them a lot more than that, but there was no way that she could go around finding every single agent that the Anells had scattered around the continent. If she just killed the Anells, whoever was left probably wouldn’t be too cooperative. Assuming they even could perform the task.

"Of course," Toreq said. Despite her display of power, none of the three were servile, but at least they weren’t trying to pretend they didn’t know what was going on anymore. She found it hard to believe they had been so disingenuous to begin with, but most kingdoms would be vulnerable to that sort of diplomatic tactic.

"Good." She didn’t bother asking them to sign or swear anything. It wasn’t that kind of agreement. With that, she simply vanished from the Anell estate, heading toward the Ell compound with [Wake of the Phantasmal]. Hopefully she’d never have to see the Anells again.

It didn’t take her long to emerge in front of the estate. From a closer perspective it was obvious that it was heavily warded, more visually than in terms of direct protection. The exterior wards projected the image of a completely uninteresting and generic compound, though there was a heavy line that was tuned specifically to Ells, as she found out when she tried to push through.

Her Domain showed her the real reason for the wards, as from the other side they projected a completely different surroundings than the Port Anell area. The wards made it look like the estate was set deep in the mountains, somewhere far away from civilization. It was no wonder her family had no idea where it was when the compound was within sight of a place as instantly recognizable as the port.

There was enough potency in whatever was buried under the ground to make it an issue for any first or second tiers to cross the line, but she simply borrowed some mana from Blue and punched straight through, breaking the ward-line and opening a hole in it the width of the road. That opened a gap that let the first-tier teenager guarding the entrance, some hundred feet or so further in, see the truth as she strolled up to him. Though guarding was a strong term for putting someone so young and low in level in charge of the gate.

"Talen Ell, Level 12 [Fighter]," Blue informed her. "Just a kid." Shayma nodded. It was clear that they didn’t really have any worries about someone unwanted walking in. The ward-line took care of that.

"Identify yourself!" Talen called out with admirable gravity as she came closer.

"My name is Shayma Ell," she said, smiling at him. "I’m a friend of Taeli."

"Um." Talen frowned, obviously uncertain. "You don’t have a badge or anything?"

"I’m afraid not," she said, though inwardly she was ready to go back and take her frustration out on Risu. If there was supposed to be a badge, she should have been given a badge.

"Let me get Taeli then. Wait here!" Talen ran off into the estate, shouting for Taeli. Shayma shook her head at him leaving the gate unguarded, but she did wait outside. No need to get the kid in trouble. It wasn’t long before Talen returned with a matronly woman in tow, greying but still spry.

"Oh damn. Taeli’s a level 78 [Sabrelord of the Persistent Void]." Shayma could tell she was a fourth-tier by the general feel of things, but an actual fourth-tier void Affinity class was terrifying. Though Taeli didn’t look upset or anxious, merely curious as she studied Shayma.

"You’re really an Ell?" Taeli asked, looking her over. "I haven’t seen you before, and I should have. Who are your parents?"

"My mother is Sienne Ell," Shayma said, and Taeli’s eyes widened.

"Then you’ve come back to join us? Is she with you?" Taeli’s eager question made Shayma blink.

"No…" Shayma said slowly, eyeing Taeli cautiously. It made sense that a fourth-tier void Affinity would have to be loyal, because nobody could really force her to do anything. She would definitely have to take Risu to task for not being more forthcoming, but in the meantime she had a job to do. "I’m actually here for the opposite reason. To have you join us."

"Us join you?" Taeli look confused, ears swiveling as she cocked her head at Shayma. "How do you mean?"

"I am the Voice for Blue, a Power in Orn, and⁠—" She stopped as Taeli held up her hand.

"This sounds complicated. Why don’t we discuss it somewhere other than the front gate?"

"I would appreciate it." Shayma was actually thrilled, because she could already tell that Taeli would be a problem. But once she had more people in her Domain, she could talk to someone else. Someone who wasn’t of the opinion that Ells should come back to the Anell fold once they’d run away.

"Come on, kid," Taeli said, and it took a moment for Shayma to realize the woman meant her and not Talen. She beckoned him to follow anyway. It wouldn’t do to potentially miss him simply because he was out at the gate. The teen looked conflicted, but eventually trailed after them.

She stretched her Domain as they neared the center of the estate, finding a score of women, two dozen children, and six men of various ages scattered throughout. There were probably more scattered throughout the grounds, but that more than doubled the amount of family members she’d found already. Even as she followed Taeli into a front room, Shayma shifted to Scalemind form to scan who she could. After a moment she had one illusion continue after Taeli while another appeared in front of a middle-aged woman who was knitting on the floor above.

"Hello, Enni" she said, listening to Blue’s whispering about her name and class, and the poor woman jumped.

"Who?" She spluttered. "What?"

"My name is Shayma Ell," she told Enni, letting just a hint of Blue’s Presence breeze through the room. "I represent the Power known as Blue." She smiled at Enni, surreptitiously skimming some of Enni’s surface attitudes. "Would you like to leave this place?" Enni blinked, all kinds of thoughts racing through her mind, too fast for Shayma to really catch. Then she glanced around, trying to discern where Taeli was.

"I’m keeping Taeli busy," Shayma assured her. "I’ve already transported a number of us to safety. Everyone at the docks and the palace. Risu has even agreed to send me those who are out at the moment, but I’d rather get everyone to safety before relying on her word." It was better for everyone if she took the Ells and got out before the Anells recovered from the shock and did something stupid.

"Oh." Enni said, clutching her knitting. "The children. I mean." She stopped for a moment. "Take them first, I don’t want them to grow up here."

"I’ll get everyone out," Shayma assured her. "Blue, if you would?"

"On it," Blue said, using the scythe-arm she had placed against the wall to open a portal to the Ell Compound back in the Caldera. Ennit stared, standing up from her chair to take a closer look at the portal and poking at it with one of her knitting needles. She looked at Shayma again.

"Liani, my sister, she’s over at the Anell Manor—"

"She’s already on the other side," Shayma assured Enni. "I don’t want to leave anyone here. You’re my family, and it’s pretty obvious the Anells aren’t. Not anymore."

"I’ll start getting people together," Enni said.

"Just keep it quiet," Shayma cautioned her.

"I could just teleport everyone," Blue offered, but Shayma shook her head. Her real, Scalemind head, which was so large that the process was fairly ponderous.

"We’re not in that much of a hurry now, and it’ll be easier to deal with the children if they can see what’s going on." Besides, Taeli would be an issue if it seemed like Shayma was kidnapping people.

"So are you related to that giant floating thing?" Taeli asked, unaware of Shayma’s simultaneous conversation with Enni.

"That is Blue’s Fortress," Shayma admitted. With the wards down, the Fortress was quite visible. "House Anell has been acting against Blue’s interests for some time, so he thought he’d show his disapproval." Blue chuckled at her phrasing. Taeli pursed her lips, looking disapproving.

"I understand House Anell has wide-ranging interests and sometimes there are conflicts, but I don’t like people bringing that sort of thing where it can threaten my family," she told Shayma.

"House Anell was threatening mine," Shayma told her, tracking people through her domain as Enni went and found some other adults, a few of whom went to outlying buildings. Others went to find the children. "Besides, I wouldn’t call House Anell much of a family after what they’ve done to us."

"Done to us? Dear, House Anell provides all these things for us, they train us and raise us and give us houses and equipment. They even help us deal with the side effects of void Affinity!" Taeli shook her head. "We owe them a lot, and besides that, they’re blood. If you can’t stand with your blood, who can you stand with?"

"You care and feed for your pets, too." Shayma frowned at Taeli, and shifted her still-hidden body out of Scalemind form. It was too distracting to try and have that going at the same time as multiple illusions of herself. "My mother didn’t need their help dealing with void Affinity, and seeing what they consider helping, I don’t think anyone does!"

"Don’t take that tone with me, child!" Taeli crossed her arms and stared back at Shayma, undaunted. "I don’t care who you represent, don’t disrespect your elders!" Shayma just stared at Taeli. Then she realized that the women just saw Shayma as another young Ell, not what she actually was.

"Taeli, the Anells have been using our family for generations," Shayma said, drawing on Blue’s Presence a little. She didn’t want to flatten Taeli, but she did want to establish she wasn’t some random runaway. "They’ve been abusing us. My mom fled when she had the chance because she saw what was going on. Liani saw it, too. I can’t believe you don’t see it yourself."

"What I see is an outsider coming by to tell us our own business." Taeli narrowed her eyes as the pressure of Presence came into play, but she simply braced her shoulders and shook her head at Shayma. "Even if you are an Ell, you aren’t one of mine! I’m glad Sienne is alive but I thought she would have raised her daughter better!"

Shayma suppressed the urge to strangle Taeli, and succeeded mostly because she was still rooted to the floor so Blue could make his portals for everyone. The evacuation of the estate was actually going fairly well, and while she admitted it would have been faster to take the entire thing at once, it may not have been possible to do that with a fourth-tier void user around. She was rapidly coming to the conclusion that Taeli might be too far gone to take with them; she was clearly not a drugged-out addict like most of the void users, but given her loyalties and power it was impossible to force her to come, or to control her on the other side if she did.

"She did, which is why I’m here," Shayma said at last. "If anything, I would say you’re the outsider," she continued. "Not many Ells want to stay here. They’re well aware it’s a prison." She noticed that Talen was looking deeply uncomfortable, standing in the corner of the room, but he’d have to cope.

"What do you mean, they’re aware—" Taeli stopped suddenly, turning her head to look around. Obviously there was nothing of note in the room, but it was clear there were esoteric senses at play as she narrowed her eyes in the direction of the nearest portal. By now there were three, and children were being herded through them out to the other side. "What are you doing!?"

"Letting everyone leave." Shayma said bluntly. There was no point in trying to hide it anymore. "The Ell family is breaking away from the Anells."

"And who are you to decide that?" Taeli whirled to march out of the room, but Shayma stopped her by closing off the entrance with illusionary [Cultivated Steel]. Her Domain made it real enough that Taeli’s fist bounced off it when she gave it an exploratory knock. She scowled and turned to Shayma. "What exactly is your Class, girl? You’re definitely not void Affinity."

"I am not. I don’t want to fight you on this, Taeli, but Risu already agreed. We’re leaving."

"Risu?" Taeli laughed, but it didn’t hold any humor. "The passphrase you gave me was the one that meant she was under duress. You forced it out of her."

"That bitch!" Blue said, and Shayma agreed. "You need to get out of there, let me—"

"No," she told him. "Not until we’re done here." She focused on Taeli. "Of course we forced Risu to terms. The Anells would never give up their weapons of their own accord. Why would they?"

"Just like everyone is leaving of their own accord?" Taeli frowned and put her hand on the sabre sheathed at her side. "You’re an Ell, so I don’t want to fight you, but I won’t let you do this either."

"I’m not—" Shayma began, shifting her skin to [Mana Iron] just in case it actually did come to blows. She was pinned down to some extent, anchored to the house, but shapeshifting made that less of an issue than it might have been. What interrupted her was Taeli suddenly tracing a line of void in the air with a fingertip. It wasn’t anywhere near her, but it hurt, and shattered her Domain like cheap glass. Even though she wasn’t using it, the Skill ached like a sore tooth. "What in the abyss?"

"[The Persistent Void]," Taeli said, turning to look at where Shayma really was. With the shattering of the illusionary Domain, Shayma no longer seemed to be talking to Taeli in the middle of the room, but instead was revealed at the entrance to it. The fourth-tier didn’t seem overly surprised to see that Shayma had been somewhere else, and she wheeled and advanced on Shayma, ignoring her bleeding finger. "Now you cannot influence my family with whatever Skill that was!" She barely finished the sentence before the floor cracked, and Taeli vaulted to one side to avoid a plume of superheated steam. Shayma laughed.

"I’m not influencing anyone, and if you’re smart you won’t attack me. Blue wouldn’t like it."

"I’m just going to teleport her away," Blue said, but even as he was speaking Taeli made another void-tinged gesture. "Oh shit, that smarts!"

"You can’t touch me with that," Taeli said, and looked upward once again. "Why are they still vanishing? I’ll…" She trailed off and turned to leave the room again.

"Blue?" Shayma prodded, and stone slid up to cover the entrances to the room. "Taeli, you have to know that the Anells are the problem here. If the Ells were happy I’d find something else to punish them with, but I’ve seen them sending out my family as suicidal assassins." Taeli growled and smashed her fist against the stone before rounding on Shayma.

"I won’t have you slandering my family that way!" Taeli took a few quick strides over to where Shayma stood, reaching out. Shayma slapped her hand away. The loss of her Domain was a problem, but so long as Taeli didn’t try to use a void sword Skill, Shayma was confident in her ability to deal with the woman. Even if she did, Shayma had other tricks up her sleeve.

"Ungrateful child." Taeli shifted into a familiar stance, one that Shayma saw her mother use, and unleashed a blurringly quick blow, a grapple rather than something meant to hurt or kill. Taeli clearly still saw her as an Ell and Shayma wasn’t above taking advantage of that. With [Form of Thought, Shape of Will] it was simplicity itself to deflect the grab, though Taeli was so fast that was all she could do.

The next few moments were a blur as Shayma was forced to fend off a rapid series of attacks, [Mana Iron] skin ringing from the force of Taeli’s blows. The speed and ferocity of it really drove home Taeli’s fourth-tier status, and she wasn’t using either her sword or her void Skills. Shayma had to focus on deflecting Taeli’s attacks, though she didn’t yet need to draw on Blue’s mana to do it.

"Tell me when they’re all through, would you?" She was talking to Blue, but her casual question stunned Taeli enough that she froze. It flashed through her mind that Taeli could sense them leaving too, and she probably thought Shayma was asking her. She couldn’t turn down the opening either, and sent Taeli reeling back with a punch to the gut.

"Almost done," Blue said. "They’re pretty fast, but I guess it’s mostly children anyway. There’s like thirty of them on the other side now."

There was a soft sound as Taeli took out her sabre, and suddenly Shayma didn’t have any attention to spare for anything else. It was one thing to deal with a Taeli who was just trying to pin her down for being insubordinate. It was another to deal with a Taeli who actually wanted to do her harm. The woman’s sword was a dizzying blur, and if it weren’t for Shayma’s ability to make her skin [Mana Iron], she would have been full of bloody holes even if she deflected most of the attacks.

"Careful!" Blue said, as Taeli came at her again, and Shayma threw up a barrier with her Domain without thinking about it. Sudden pain blazed through her as the mana she was channeling seemed to eat away at her very body, forcing her to drop it again as she sagged to her knees, blinking blood from her eyes. Taeli’s void Skill was horrifying. She barely managed to deflect the next thrust, stuck as she was to the floor.

"I won’t let you take my family away!" Taeli shouted, and Shayma shifted her arms into long scythes to sweep Taeli’s legs out from under her.

"I’m not!" Shayma shouted back. "They’re leaving!"

"Everyone’s through but Talen," Blue told her.

"Then open a portal here!" Shayma said, having actually completely forgotten about the kid in the corner. She glanced that way, seeing him watching the battle with wide eyes. One of Blue’s portals opened near him, and Taeli swiveled around to stare at it. Talen looked from Shayma, to Taeli, to the portal.

"Go through!" She told him.

"No, don’t!" Taeli said, taking a step toward him, then another. They both stared at each other for a moment, then acted at almost the exact same moment. Talen darted toward the portal, and Taeli’s sword whipped out, glowing black with void Energy, sending a long arc flying through the air toward the portal.

And Talen.

Shayma could see he wouldn’t make it, and so could Taeli, by a sudden and subtle shift in her stance, as if she was trying to recall the Skill she’d unleashed, to stop it from slicing the boy in half. But she couldn’t, and there was no way to get there in the few fractions of a second remaining.

Shayma did the only thing she could do, pulling on her Domain again, poisoned as it was, and hurling mana between the void slash and the boy. Once again the void seared her, Taeli’s [Persistent Void] Skill and her void blade Skill both grinding away at her mana, burning through her body as the instants slid by in slow motion. When she pulled on Blue’s mana it only hastened the poison, sending it blazing through her, so she dropped it and just focused on pushing back the void Skill of her own accord. Her vision blurred and her shapeshift failed, but inch by inch the void slash slowed, stilled and finally vanished. Talen disappeared through the portal. Her Domain sputtered and went out of its own accord.

"Shayma!" Blue’s voice seemed to come from a long way away as she drifted away into blackness.



Chapter 15B: Day 233 – Blue


"Shayma!"  My fox-girl collapsed to the floor, blood pouring from her eyes and ears, and I recalled her despite the fact that she was still connected to the estate on the other side.  There was a horrible tearing sensation as the part of me over in Port Anell was ripped away but I really didn’t give a damn. "Shayma!"  I tried again, but she wasn’t responding.  Her health was dangerously low and still ticking downward as the void mana writhed throughout her body.

I reached out and grabbed Keri from where she was eating lunch, teleporting her next to Shayma.  She toppled over and scrambled to her feet, staring around for a moment before seeing Shayma and blinking.  Then she recovered her senses and hurried to Shayma’s side.

"Heal her!"  I yelled it even if Keri couldn’t hear me, and didn’t really need the direction anyway.  She fairly jumped over to Shayma’s side, putting her hands on Shayma’s chest, but the numbers didn’t stop falling.

"I’m calling in my favor," I said, and while she still couldn’t hear me the atmosphere changed.  "Heal.  Her."

Keri bowed under the weight of the command, pouring all the mana she could into it.  But I could see the void Affinity that suffused Shayma swallowing it up, mere second-tier healing not enough to counteract a fourth-tier Skill.  Shayma’s health reached zero and I just watched, completely helpless.  Something snapped.  Keri recoiled as the failure of her favor sent her sprawling backward.  [Promise] cracked in half and fell to the ground.

"She’s—" Keri started, then stopped as Shayma’s body seemed to sag in on itself, reverting to black dungeon-flesh and vanishing.

Shayma was dead.

I went mad for a time.



Chapter 15C: Day 233 – Port Anell


The enormous black polyhedron hovering in the sky seemed to press down on the city, people hurrying just a bit more than usual as they went about their business.  The two pulses of mana had been barely felt by most, but even for those who had noticed, nothing else had happened.  Intimidating as it was, it didn’t seem to be too threatening.

"Are you sure that was a good idea?" Toreq asked, swallowing chilled wine and frowning at Risu.

"It was obvious she wasn’t going to let us keep them, no matter what," Risu said.  "I am not going to let a fourth-tier void user be brought to the side of our enemies, so better to let the two of them fight it out.  It doesn’t involve us."

"I can’t believe how rude she was," Molen grumbled.  "To us!"

"We can hardly complain to anyone about it, and it’s not like we have much leverage in Tarnil or Orn in general."  Toreq replied.  "Though in truth my concern is more with that than anything else."  He waved at the rock floating in the sky.

"You did send a runner for our Earth Corps, yes?"  Risu dismissed the matter with a negligent wave of her kiseru.  "In the end, it’s just rock, so they should be able to take it apart easily enough.  Or even catch it, if for some reason it comes crashing down."

"Yes, get it out of our skies."  Molen frowned up at it.  "I’m sure it’s already scared off some of the cargo ships that were supposed to arrive today."

"I’m a little worried about that mana wave.  It might have some defenses and with that much mana they could be nasty," Toreq pointed out.

"If it had any real weapons she would have threatened us with them.  Instead she had to use that whatever-it-was personally."  Risu took a draw on her kiseru.  "Besides, it probably requires someone to steer that thing, and it hasn’t moved since she arrived."

"Perhaps, but Blue is supposed to be a Power, so you’d expect—"

A massive weight of mana spilled out over them, stifling and suppressing, like the world collapsing.  Everything stilled, sound and movement trailing off from the force of that great unyielding pressure.  Breath stopped.  Time slowed.

A star lit on the underside of the Fortress.



Chapter 16A: The Tree of Eschaton


Petals drifted down from the blossom on the Tree of Eschaton.

"What’s wrong with Blue?"

"The Caldera is so cold all of a sudden."

"What was that about Port Anell?"

The root of the blossom began to swell, protected by the leaves of the Tree.

"I can’t believe she’s gone."

"Blue barely says anything.  I know he’s in mourning, but I still worry."

Deep within the nascent fruit, light flickered.  Deep within the light, thoughts moved sluggishly.  Dreams punctuated by words from the outside, touched by glimpses of a world where time slid by.  Sometimes the dreams turned inward, a slow and swirling contemplation.  Wind rustled the leaves of the tree.

"Miss Taelah, we have some questions for Mister Blue."

"I’ll ask, sweetie, but I don’t know if he’s going to be very helpful right now."

The sun rose and set.

"What do I tell everyone who’s asking about Port Anell?"

"That they’re lucky.  I’ve done worse for less cause."

Birds flew. Fish swam.

"I’m going to need you to talk to the Leviathans.  Uilei-nktik is calling Blue about the refugees."

"Very well.  I suppose it can’t be any more intimidating than dragons!  I know she liked Uilei-nktik, anyway."

Grass grew.

"Aww, they’re adorable!"

"I know!  Blue sounded almost normal when he saw them, but any father would be cheered up seeing his kids."

The fruit grew, sheltered in the boughs of the Tree where the mind and mana within slowly spun, experience and memories condensing inward.

"I’m surprised we haven’t seen any refugees from the Underneath."

"At this point I doubt anyone is even left down there in this part of the world."

 The sun spun over the Caldera, shining down on the shimmering leaves of the Tree.

"Congratulations!  He looks just like you!"

"Thank you.  I might ask you to babysit every once in a while. I have nurses for that of course, but the Caldera and the Village are something special."

The fruit ripened, coiled red and blue under a glossy surface.

"It’s been almost a year.  I’m worried."

"He’s an immortal.  Sometimes that alters how you view the world."

The fruit fell.



Chapter 16B: Year 1, Day 234 – Shayma


"Miss Shayma!?"

Shayma opened her eyes, not exactly confused but still not expecting to find herself reclining against the base of the Tree of Eschaton, looking out on the Village. She was naked, but a flicker of thought fixed that, her usual clothing condensing about her form as she focused on the face of young Suna, who was standing nearby and gaping. For some reason the girl was taller than Shayma had remembered, her hair far longer.

"Yes, Suna?" She rose to her feet, feeling light and springy, perhaps even a little bit like she was floating. It was the feeling from getting a new physical Skill, though that couldn’t possibly be the case. Or maybe it could be. Shayma felt exceedingly calm, but also a little bit off, like she had forgotten to do something important.

"But, um." Suna tentatively leaned forward to poke Shayma’s arm. "Are you real?"

"I feel pretty real!" Shayma said cheerfully, poking Suna back.

"But you died!" Suna protested.

"Did I?" Shayma recalled the fight with Taeli, the pervasive agony of void mana, but that was not the end. She remembered drifting, hearing people talk from a far distance: Iniri and Ansae and Taelah. Her mind still felt exceedingly clear, almost detached from what she knew should be a disconcerting development. "Well, I’m back now."

"Oh." Suna considered this with the gravity of a seven-year old, then grabbed Shayma’s hand. "We gotta tell Missus Taelah!" Shayma let herself be towed along in Suna’s wake, looking around at the Village. It was only slightly different from what she remembered; the same buildings, looking maybe a touch more weathered, with a scattering of wooden benches on the common square.

"Missus Taelah! Missus Taelah!" Suna yelled out. Shayma could see Taelah’s brown hair and sunhat from across the central green, perfectly ordinary to look at yet somehow managing to stand out from the people she was talking to. "The sky told me to go look at the tree and I found Miss Shayma!"

"What?" Taelah turned around, startled, and stared. "What?" She actually ran toward them, putting one hand on her hat to keep it from flying off.

"Yes, it’s me," she said, smiling down at her fellow Companion. Taelah looked at her a moment more and then pulled her into a tight hug, strong enough that it almost seemed like she’d tiered up in Shayma’s absence. Then she pulled away slightly, gripping Shayma’s hands and looking her in the eyes.

"How? When? Does Blue know?" Taelah demanded. Before Shayma could answer there was the sound of roaring water in her head and a sensation of Presence around them.

"Shayma!" Despite not having any actual volume, Blue’s voice was painfully loud. "You’re alive! But, I saw you die. How? Oh, who cares, you’re alive! Shayma’s alive, everyone!" Shayma laughed again, because nobody other than his Companions could hear Blue, but that didn’t much matter, because Blue began teleporting people in.

Her parents appeared mid-kiss, Iniri was dropped into the Caldera along with her desk and chair. Keri and Annit appeared side by side, the former clutching her staff and the latter a dishrag dripping with soapy water. One-Eye-Green stared around in confusion. Ansae arrived of her own accord, angling in from the sky at a rate that implied some Skill was being used. Blue even pulled in Liani, the former guard captain stopping mid-bellow to stare around at her new surroundings.

"Sienne! Giorn!" Taelah took control of the confused gathering immediately, getting everyone’s attention.

"Shayma?" Sienne gasped, and suddenly Shayma was engulfed in parental embrace, partly blocking off the exclamations of the others Blue had summoned.

"My baby girl! You’re alive!" It was incredibly awkward for everyone to be awed and overjoyed to see her, for her mother to cry and hold her close, when to Shayma it had just been like waking from a long nap.

"How long was I gone?" She asked after her father finally set her down again.

"A year and a day," Blue told her. "It’s been terrible. I wasn’t able to focus on anything well, not even Taelah, which isn’t fair, but I couldn’t." Blue continued to babble as Iniri approached and pulled her into a more restrained hug.

"I’m almost not surprised," Iniri told her. "It’s good to have you back. Though how exactly did you come back? Not even the best healers can reverse death like that."

"I’d like to know too," Ansae rumbled, looming over everyone else as she landed. "Coming back to life is one extraordinary trick."

"Ah, damn, that’s exactly it. That’s exactly how." Blue suddenly became somewhat more coherent. "It’s the best trick, right? Tricksters have always been able to play fast and loose with death. That explains the huge amount of trickster experience that’s showing up on my overlay."

"Blue thinks it’s a function of my Class," she said, pausing to exchange more embraces with Keri and Annit. She could tell the two of them were both on the verge of third tier, nearly ready to break through. "But it might well be due to the Bargain, too. I’m sort of part of Blue, and he didn’t die." Then it was One-Eye-Green’s turn to pick her up, the Scalemind somehow having gotten even taller while Shayma was away.

"Yay! Now that you’re back I have someone to ambassador with!" One-Eye-Green said, pointing a claw to herself. "I got an evolution and was sad you weren’t there for ambassador things but now you are here!"

"It’s good to see you too," Shayma said with a smile.

"Oh yeah, you’ve got a lot to catch up on. And by the way, when you’re done there, the overlay claims you’re ready for some leveling up."

"It can wait," Shayma said, then paused. The sense of distance she had was starting to fade, and the idea that a whole year had passed had begun to sink in. "Wait a minute. Taelah! Iniri! Your kids!"

"Yes!" Taelah beamed. "Well, they’re napping now so we can’t bring a whole troupe of people in, but yes." While Taelah had always been centered and steady, she now had an air of deep contentment that hadn’t been there before. It really suited her.

"Marin is back at the Palace with his nurses, since someone just brought me here unexpectedly." Iniri just shook her head, smiling to show she wasn’t really upset with Blue. Iniri seemed more relaxed as well, perhaps not quite as transfigured by motherhood as Taelah had been, but some hidden stress eased.

"Still, I want to see them!" Shayma clapped her hands together, turning to address the crowd of people Blue had brought in. She did want to talk with everyone, but was feeling a little overwhelmed by the whole group clamoring after her. Especially since she didn’t feel like she had been gone. "Well, I’m back, so I really need to catch up. After I see the babies, maybe we should have a meeting or something?"

"Council meeting," Blue suggested. "Between Taelah, Iniri, and Ansae, they can probably fill you in on anything I’ve forgotten." There was a brief pause. "Honestly I haven’t been paying close attention this past year. There’s probably a lot of stuff I’ve forgotten or overlooked or just didn’t notice to begin with."

"You’ll have to stop by the Ell estate afterward," her mother said, recapturing her hand for a minute. "We’ve made a lot of changes since you sent everyone over here. Most of the Ells who had been deployed have arrived by now, too."

"Oh!" Shayma checked [Quest], prodding the Skill and finding it satisfied. So far as it was concerned, she’d freed the Ells from House Anell. "That’s fantastic!"

"We’ll probably be there," Annit added, glancing at Keri. The healer looked a little haggard, but still cheerful as she nodded.

"I’m so glad to see you alive, Shayma. I tried to heal you, but…" Keri lost some of the cheerful look and Shayma pulled her close again.

"It was a fourth-tier Skill that killed me, you don’t have anything to feel bad about." The phrase sounded weird even as it left her lips, but Shayma had actually died. She reflexively went to touch [Promise], but found that the ring was no longer on her finger. Though that didn’t seem to impact the quality of her illusions, as her conjured clothes seemed to be just as real as she was.

It was just one of a long list of things she had to catch up on, and while [Promise] was important, babies were far more important. Despite Taelah’s protestations about the crowd, Iniri, Sienne, and Giorn still joined Shayma in Taelah’s cottage to see little Eva and Grant in all their sleepy, swaddled glory. While she held them she realized the [Dungeon Seed] she’d been gestating was no longer there, and it made her glad it was just that and not an actual infant.

However she’d gotten her new body, it wasn’t her old one, which was rather strange to think about. She felt like herself, but she’d felt like herself after the Bargain with Blue and that had been demonstrably untrue. Normal flesh and blood wouldn’t let Blue extend himself out from her. But she didn’t let herself dwell on it, instead following Iniri back to the Palace to see the even younger Marin. He was too little to show antlers but did have his chubby little kirin tail clutched between his fingers.

Of the people at the Palace, she got some stares and surprised looks, but most of them didn’t know her personally. There were a few exceptions. Tulk was effusive as ever, despite his new rank and regalia as a member of the Queensguard, and Cheya looked remarkably unruffled by her return.

"To be honest, I had my doubts you were really dead, considering who and what you are," Cheya confided. "Next time, come back sooner!"

"There won’t be a next time," Blue growled. He’d been alternating between complete silence and babble, but they hadn’t had a chance to properly talk in private yet. She was a little surprised Blue hadn’t swept her off yet, but she was also glad he hadn’t because she was still coming to terms with it herself. Indulging in tickling infants helped, but soon enough Iniri had to get back to work, at least until the council meeting.

"Reconvene in an hour?" Blue suggested. The moment he got agreement, she felt the pull of core recall as Blue teleported her away. She reappeared in her beach house, which looked much the same save for a faint air of neglect. Nothing visible, just an impression.

"When you died I kind of lost it," Blue told her somberly. "It was awful. I love you and I missed you and I’m glad you’re back, and I’m never going to stand for that kind of risk again."

"I love you too," Shayma said, stepping over to the core crystal next to her bed and wrapping her arms around it, even if Blue couldn’t really feel it. She could feel how much her absence had hurt him, and the only physical option he had would twist the mood in a way neither of them were ready for. "For me it was just like a night of sleep, but I don’t want to hurt anyone that way either. I promise I won’t do that again."

"No, I mean it. It won’t happen again, ever." Blue’s tone was hard. "I’m not going to let threats to you just go anymore. I only lost you because I wasn’t careful enough, didn’t take things seriously enough. It was completely avoidable and you have no idea how long I’ve spent dwelling on what I could have done better."

"Blue, I—" She stopped, not really certain what she should say. It was true enough that she hadn’t really expected things to escalate as they had, and she really hadn’t paid the true price of her mistake. It had hurt, yes, but she was here again whole and hale, without having suffered the loss that everyone else did.

"No arguments. And we’re going to start with getting you a proper weapon. Something on par with Iniri’s Regalia. Believe me, I’ve been considering things for a while."

"Well, I certainly wouldn’t argue about that," Shayma admitted. "But where’s [Promise]?"

"It broke when you died," Blue said, voice wavering for a second. "I have ideas. More than I’ve had in a while. I tell you, I was kind of out of it the whole time you were gone."

"Oh." For some reason, that hit her. She’d been using [Promise] so heavily it was just a habit, and now it was gone. By habit her hand went to her ring finger, finding nothing there.

"Anyway, let’s get you leveled up before the meeting," Blue said.

Shayma Ell reaches level 72.

Shayma Ell Class evolves to [Trickster Hero]. 2 trait points awarded.

[Blue Core’s Blessing] mutates: When in corporeal form, that form is a fully living organism, capable of everything an ordinary living being is.

[Mana Manipulation], [Phantom Form], [Pocket Space], [Form of Thought, Shape of Will], and [Domain of the Trickster] merge to form [Domain of the Hero]: As a spirit, you are your Domain. You may touch and manipulate things anywhere in your domain as if you were in physical contact with them. Within this Domain, reality is your plaything. Any corporeal form you choose, limited only by your knowledge of such forms, will be fully substantiated. You can create illusions with physical form, project dungeon weapons and abilities, and alter the apparent nature of people or things. Mana moves at your whim. Even when not in active use, your perception within this Domain is total. This domain extends into a small pocket dimension, which you may access directly or through a portal. Rank remains at 4.

[Wisdom] evolves to [Wisdom from Beyond Death]: From death, understanding. This skill provides an intuitive grasp of the mechanisms of the world and the mana within.

[One Last Trick]: The Trickster has a low opinion of mortality. Should your corporeal form die, you will revive at the Tree of Eschaton in a year and a day.

"Oh." Shayma said again. "What?" She knew she was getting close to the fourth tier, but she wasn’t expecting to breach it just yet. It wasn’t exactly a normal tier-up, which usually evolved capped Skills, and maybe a new one, not the ridiculous convergence of Skills that she’d gotten. Almost everything had merged into her Domain, including herself. At the same time, most of the remaining Skills had been left as they were, and even the Domain felt like it hadn’t changed much in power, just scope. It hadn’t even advanced at all, so she still hadn’t reached anywhere near its full potential.

"Uh. That’s um. Different."

"I know my species said spirit but it never felt like I really was. I guess now I am." She reached into her Domain and simply dispersed, vanishing for a moment before reforming on the other side of the room. It was strange, but she really didn’t need an actual body though she definitely wanted one.

"Also holy moly, that Ability. I guess it means that the Tree and I are both involved in it, but still. Wow."

"I guess that means I’m somewhat less killable than before," Shayma said with a grin.

"Don’t be too sure," Blue said, voice turning adamant again. "It’s just your corporeal form, which means the spirit you is still vulnerable. Whatever that person did to you before could still easily kill you, and in such a way that you wouldn’t come back. I’m not taking any chances."

"That is true," she said, feeling slightly less invulnerable. Still, it explained why she felt so different, so much sharper and clearer. The Bargain she’d made what seemed like ages ago had finally reached its full fruition.

"Let me teleport in some food and stuff for you while we wait. I don’t want to talk your ear off about too much that’s happened since honestly I know I haven’t been paying attention to everything, but — actually, do you even need to eat anymore? With being a spirit and all?"

"I could use a snack," she admitted, focusing in on herself. She wasn’t all that peckish, but her stomach was obviously empty and the description for [Blue Core’s Blessing] said that her corporeal form was exactly like a normal living being. Fortunately. She would have missed eating and drinking and sleeping, not to mention enjoying herself with Blue on their nightly, and sometimes not so nightly, adventures.

"So it was just like one night for you?" Blue asked, summoning up a spread that was far too large for Shayma to eat by herself, and obviously filled with some of her favorites. There were even some of Miss Burnhade’s cookies, so she couldn’t resist taking one of those and biting into it before helping herself to some roasted Scalehoof. Blue had probably stolen it out of someone’s oven, but she couldn’t find it in herself to ask.

"Sort of. I vaguely remember hearing people talk and the impression of time passing, but it was mostly like a dream. Not a bad dream, just one of those vague ones that you can only remember bits of."

As they chatted, Shayma realized Blue was, consciously or not, trying to make sure she was the Shayma he knew, and not some strange imposter. She didn’t blame him; she felt subtly out of place herself, with everyone having skipped forward a year and looking older and having done things she didn’t know anything about. At the same time, he seemed to be avoiding talking about what had actually happened over the past year, almost as if he was afraid to tell her. She almost, almost asked, but Blue still seemed oddly fragile so she didn’t want to push him.

Soon enough, though, the others arrived for the council meeting. Instead of using the chamber somewhere deep in the mountain that Blue had first put together for it, he created a gazebo on the beach and brought everyone over. The four of them settled in around a table, and Shayma glanced at them expectantly.

"The first thing," Iniri began, "is that Port Anell is gone."

"What?" She stared at Iniri.

"When you died, I [Starlanced] the Anells," Blue told her. That was what he’d been withholding, and the thought made her feel a little bit sick. It was one thing to target the Anells, and justly so, but to wipe out an entire city?

"Actually, Blue let them off easily," Ansae rumbled. "If it were me, I would have spent far more time and effort destroying the Anell family than Blue did."

"But, you’re The Silver Woe," Shayma protested. "It’s different for you."

"No, it’s not," Ansae disagreed, leaning back in her oversized chair and looking at Shayma. "Do you know why I’m known for scorched earth destruction? Because it works. The Anells tried to kill Iniri, your allies, and you. They did kill you, despite knowing what Blue was. That kind of attitude is a disease, and if you don’t cut it out, it will simply spread."

"That seems a little cold," Shayma said, though she had to admit she didn’t mourn the Anells at all.

"I’ve tried it the other way. You have to break their power and their will all at once, or they’ll just come back later. Do you have the stomach for hunting down and eradicating every Anell, publicly, until you’re completely sure nobody will come for you? Because if you do that, you’ll have to get them all." Ansae shook her head. "No. They hurt Blue, Blue destroyed them. Now everyone knows the consequences."

"Ansae and I have talked this over a dozen times or more since you died," Blue added. "I wasn’t entirely happy with it either. But I’ll tell you this: I’d do it again before I let you die another time. Though I’m going to make sure that doesn’t happen."

"Oh." She still felt a little ill, but the idea of having to kill all the Anells herself made her even more uneasy. "But all those innocent people…"

"Yes," Ansae agreed. "People who were contributing to the Anell’s power, were part of the Anell infrastructure, and giving them shield to hide behind. Make no mistake, if you are going to be willing to play the game you have to understand that there will be collateral. It’s very rare you find enemies that you can simply remove with no cost to anyone else. Even if Blue merely killed the Anell family in its entirety, the infighting over the power vacuum would kill as many."

"It’s one of the uncomfortable things about the world stage," Iniri said quietly. "That it’s nearly impossible to hold only those who are responsible to account."

She didn’t like that. It didn’t seem to be good enough a reason, and yet it wasn’t entirely Blue’s fault or his first choice. Blue hadn’t started the feud, and the Ells were safe, so she put that aside to think over later. "Well, while I let that sink in, what else is going on?"

"Uilei-nktik set up an abechrai of Leviathans in the Caldera," Taelah volunteered.

"I had to do some alterations and hollow out some areas outside the Caldera, but I’ve got them settled in," Blue agreed. "There’s even a canal if they want to go to the Village."

"The Chiuxatli finished the warding around the Caldera and have done a lot of work on the Fortress," Ansae said. "The dragon area is quite nice."

"I’ll give you a tour later," Blue said. "Or see if Tlulipechua wants to."

"The major thing is, after Tor Kot went back, they decided to use us to take care of their containment problems," Iniri sighed.

"Wait, more blightbeasts?" Shayma flicked her ears, cocking her head at Iniri. "I thought they were trying to stop that from spreading."

"From the glimpses I’ve seen, things are getting worse over there. They just don’t have enough cores to keep things contained. So they’re purposely letting blightbeasts out in my direction since I can handle them." Blue sounded sour. "So many have come through that I actually got another level from them, but the land outside Tarnil is not in the best shape."

"Blue set up a giant wall of Hungering Dark out in the ocean and going down into the Underneath," Iniri added.

"I have got to see that," Shayma said, a little bit staggered at the thought. Not that a wall to shield Tarnil was any greater a working than the Caldera itself, but the Caldera was self-contained. "But surely the blightbeasts aren’t just coming out in Tarnil."

"No, and Iniri helped Wright set up a big [Sunmetal] perimeter around the Underneath access down in Ir because stuff keeps coming out of there, too."

Shayma shook her head. It seemed like a year was all it took for things to take a turn for the worse. Of course, she already knew that the mage-kings had the ability to ruin anything they touched in very short order. It shouldn’t have been a surprise they were doing it again.

"So what are we going to do about it?" She addressed the question to them all, and Taelah and Iniri exchanged glances.

"We were talking over options with Blue…" Iniri said, but didn’t sound entirely certain about it.

"I know I haven’t really been all here lately," Blue said. "I’m sorry. But now that Shayma’s back I’m ready to figure out something other than a holding action."

"The question is, frankly, whether you have the power to force them to stop yet," Ansae said. "And you don’t. Until you solve the problem of the devastation actually destroying their forces would unleash, your choices are limited."

"So what are we supposed to do?" Shayma frowned. Perhaps she was still overly energized from her recent resurrection, but just hearing about the problems made her want to go out and fix them.

"Just because we can’t attack them directly yet doesn’t mean we can’t address what they’re doing." Iniri said. "Blue’s been expanding along the ocean floor and the Underneath, but the Fortress would let us go take care of trouble spots, maybe even alter the local geography."

"And with you back, Blue will actually be able to talk to people properly," Taelah said. "Iniri and I filled in how we could, but it just didn’t work as well."

"Well, who do you need to talk to? I know Ir’s already on our side."

"Orrelin, for one." Iniri grimaced. "I’d almost rather let them deal with things on their own, but if they get infested they border Nivir and Kinul, and that would be a nightmare." Shayma shared Iniri’s expression. What little she’d seen and heard from Orrelin didn’t fill her with any great cheer, but it did cut across the entire northern lobe.

"The Leviathans, too," Taelah put in. "Uilei-nktik is polite enough, but some of them have been downright rude."

"Oh, I’ll talk to them," Shayma agreed, a little shocked that Blue hadn’t already corrected anyone who would dare to be rude to Taelah. He really had been out of it. "Though, without Promise, I can’t wield Blue’s Presence as well as I used to."

"I’ve made some progress, but I’m still not as good at it as you are. Like I said, I’m going to try and replace Promise with something more suited to proper offense and defense."

"It’s a good point," Taelah said. "You’re the one dealing with all these people, you should have something that makes you invulnerable. Or close to it."

"Oh, that reminds me!" Shayma said, and conjured up a Status rune to show off her new Skills and Abilities. "I actually tiered up and this happened." She waved at [Domain of the Hero], which had the longest description of any Skill she’d seen. Taelah lifted her brows, and Iniri stared.

"That looks like what happened with my Skills," Ansae observed. "Fourth tier is rather early for it, but often at high levels of power most Skills condense down into a very few that describe total control over some aspect or concept. Your body has always been an extension of Blue and you’ve always been a spirit, but now all that, along with your manipulation abilities, are of a single piece."

"I’m more impressed by that ability!" Iniri shook her head.

"At least we know one thing the Tree of Eschaton does," Taelah observed. "It always seemed a little smug to me, and now I know why."

"I don’t think it would work for anyone else, though," Shayma said. "I’m part of Blue and the Tree is part of Blue, and he seems to think it’s part of my Class to begin with."

"Yeah, I feel like I should have known it was a possibility before. But it took so long, even if I had suspected..." Blue sighed. "Well, you’re back now."

"I actually have never seen a Skill like that," Ansae said. "Have you seen what happens when you transcribe it?"

"Oh jeez no, I completely forgot." Blue said. "Haven’t had any need to try transcription in a long time. We’ll do it as soon as we finish the meeting." Shayma laughed. Even if he was far more serious than he had been before, Blue was definitely still Blue.

"Well, what else has been going on while I was gone?"

Most of the rest of it was far less profound. Tarnil was finally self-sufficient again, producing enough of its own food and goods so there wasn’t starvation or shortages. The Village had sent a few teenagers off to Kinul, though Taelah was confident they’d be back. Two of the five dragon couples were expecting a clutch soon enough, and Shayma was quietly gleeful at the thought of dragon babies. Relations with Nivir had slowly improved, though Haerlish had some issues, considering their links to Leviathans. Apparently Blue’s abechrai made things, at the very least, complicated. The Ell compound was more her parent’s business, so she’d go there afterward to check in.

They parted after getting through the best gossip, exchanging another set of hugs with Iniri and Taelah, and even Ansae gave her a nod. Though she really wanted to go visit her parents and the other Ells, she walked back to the beach house, stepping into her bedroom to put her hand against Blue’s core again. The transcription triggered and she peeked in on his Status to see what it had turned into.

Skill and Ability Transcription beginning.

Transcribing Companion abilities:

Transcribing [One Last Trick]…upgrade to title [Sworn Protector]: When in grave danger, Companions gain a moment of perfect clarity, during which they may teleport to any core.

"Ooh, I like it. I’ve always been worried about missing something, especially after what happened to you."

"I admit, that makes me feel better, too." Blue’s core recall was useful, but it relied on his reactions and his paying attention, and wasn’t anywhere near infallible.

"Especially since you’re going to go visit people with void Affinity again. I admit, I’m twitchy."

"It’ll be fine," Shayma assured him. "Alright, time to go meet my extended family."



Chapter 17: Year 1, Day 235 – Blue


For the first time in a long time, I felt whole again. The whole past year had been veiled behind a haze of depression and grief and guilt, and now that I was thinking clearly once more I began to suspect there was something more. Shayma was in some ways a part of me, so I might have been genuinely crippled or brain-damaged without her.

Not that it mattered, since I wasn’t going to lose her again. She needed the absolute best protection I could make, a real effort and not just the whimsical tinkering I’d done before. I’d spent time musing, uselessly at the time, over what would work for Shayma. Before, she hadn’t really needed any magical items and other things had taken precedence, but now I turned all my resource production to making something for her. In truth, I already had much of what I needed, but I still fired up all my spare [Mana Diamond Anvils] and got to making new material.

Mercury ⁠– or quicksilver, as it was known – turned into [Chimaeric Silver] in the Anvil, and I was making that the primary basis of Shayma’s item. The stuff rippled and shimmered, cycling through colors and moving of its own accord with whatever bit of mana flowed through it. The end product of the transmutation was nothing like a toxic metal, but more like something almost alive, and I was going to need an awful lot of it. I already had a stockpile from some desultory experimentation over the past year and I wasn’t making anything else with the Anvils, so it wouldn’t take overly long.

I didn’t have much spare time while that was cooking, since I spent most of it loading and unloading the Anvils, even tied together as they were. I had enough that I could spend all my time doing nothing but managing them if I really needed to grind through supermaterials, and I did. With Shayma asleep, though I wasn’t sure she really needed sleep if her physical form was optional, I didn’t feel bad about immersing myself in the crafting for a bit.

The second step I had in mind was the really iffy one. There were other options if it didn’t work, but I thought it would, provided I took the proper precautions. Precautions like wrapping an [Infusion Crystal] in layers of gold and [Firmament]. The [Infusion Crystal] wasn’t something I’d used too much, but in this case it was the perfect tool, because I was going to infuse the [Contained Star] I had used to destroy Port Anell into the [Chimaeric Silver].

It wasn’t as insane as it seemed. I’d seen with Iniri’s torc that the history of the materials used had an impact, and that particular star had a lot of history. It had its own intent, as it were, that made it perfect for a weapon and protection for Shayma. The neutron versions still produced a lot of stellar mana, but less than the blue star types, and I’d already seen that mana could be corralled if it became too overwhelming. Considering the enormous amounts Shayma could draw on and her unique condition, neither I nor [Blue’s Sagacity] had any worries.

Mostly, though, mana-active neutronium would be better for my purposes than [Firmament]. Indestructability didn’t mean that it blocked mana attacks nor did it mean a weapon created by it was any more effective than normal steel. But something with the sheer mana output of an [Origin Relic] would laugh off direct mana attacks, and nothing beat the raw impact strength of a neutronium weapon. Plus, the stuff was practically liquid to begin with, so that much meshed with [Chimaeric Silver].

Even if my past year had been a hazy waste of time, I hadn’t been entirely idle. Aside from setting things up at Iniri’s and Taelah’s requests, I’d talked with Ansae some and gotten a touch more handle on how magic worked. It wasn’t that much progress, and I’d never really be able to operate in the same way that Ansae did. I had too much grounding in nonmagical knowledge for that. But what I had learned was enough to know that being conceptually or even descriptively similar was more important for magic than being physically similar.

While that was cooking, I put together a [Soul Prosthesis] for Shayma. Not that she needed the protection it granted, but I wanted the item I was making to be bound more to her soul structure than her body. Considering that she could go around without any physical form whatsoever, what I was making would need to work even when she was in spirit form. It sucked up a goodly amount of my Aurum and Argentum, but I’d had a year to stockpile the stuff so it wasn’t too awful.

Once I had a solid amount of [Chimaeric Silver] I poured it into the [Infusion Crystal], then used [Structural Mana Reinforcement] to its maximum capacity. There wasn’t any visible change but I could see the magic taking hold, and I waited until it was fully settled in before taking the next step. I pulled the [Contained Star] from where I’d put it, deep inside the mountain, and shoved it into the [Infusion Crystal].

It didn’t want to go at first, giving me a nasty kind of buzzing ache as the only feedback, but I really didn’t care. Pain was entirely irrelevant since it wasn’t like breaking a crystal could really hurt me, even if it completely blew up in my face. I’d set off multiple supernovae already, so if one more happened it’d just ruin a section of mountain. It didn’t detonate, but it came damned close as I grappled with both the [Infusion Crystal] and my interface and forced two things together in a way that probably wasn’t intended.

I hadn’t messed with the dungeon system that badly in quite some time, but I had a lot more mana and a lot more power than I did before, so eventually I forced the [Contained Star] into the [Infusion Crystal] where I wanted it. Predictably, the whole thing wanted to explode. Mana billowed outward, ran into the gold plating that stopped it dead. The [Firmament] plating and [Structural Mana Reinforcement] kept the actual crystal from cracking, splitting, or rupturing physically. The stresses ate away at my mana reserves but, considering my regeneration, that wasn’t even slightly worrisome.

What was worrisome was how long it took to settle. The few times I’d used an [Infusion Crystal] before, the mixing was practically instantaneous. Obviously mixing an actual star with supermaterials was a few steps up, but it took hours of constant attention. I didn’t dare do much more than keep pressure on it with my own mana, letting it cook. Dawn was well started by the time it finally settled, the flaring, boiling mana cooling slowly until I could finally pull it out of the [Infusion Crystal].

[Reinforced Crystals] obtained. Crystals are more robust.

[Chimaeric Neutronium] glowed and shimmered in all colors of the rainbow, but was still perfectly reflective. The contradictory appearance really was perfectly indicative of the sheer amount of mana involved, though [Chimaeric Neutronium] didn’t put off nearly as much as a [Contained Star]. It also seemed to be incredibly heavy, straining the [Adamant Stone] bowl I’d put some of it in to look at, yet little drops drifted up from the surface, floating lazily as if almost buoyant before sinking back down.

"Taelah, dear?" She was already up, because of course she was with the twins to take care of. I was still uncertain how to feel about them, because while they were mine, they were also completely distant and detached from me. I was not and could not act as their father. Among other things, even if Taelah’s Lineage skill worked for them the same way it worked for her, they’d still need to grow up and level up to get that Lineage skill. So mostly I watched them from afar and talked to Taelah.

"Yes, husband?" Taelah didn’t stop changing Eva to reply, re-wrapping the indignant toddler and lifting her up to cradle the squirming bundle against herself.

"When you get a chance, I have some alchemy stuff. I’m making a new item for Shayma so I don’t have to worry about her getting killed again, and I’m going to need your help to bind it together."

"Certainly, after I give these two their breakfast."

"Yeah, I’m still working on things myself. Gotta get stuff together." A lot of the stuff I was planning to put into Shayma’s item was stuff I had wanted anyway. Specifically, Aurum strands with useful Skills in them. Iniri’s [Guardian Constellation] and [Shield of Tarnil], Keri’s [Primal Healing] and [Healing Buffer], Giorn’s [Kinetic Sink] and [Kinetic Redirection], just as examples. There weren’t any void Skills, since those just destroyed the Aurum, but I had a small cache of the most useful ones.

I even had some Argentum, so I could put in [Customization] and [Mana Mechanisms]. It felt a little weird to be doing most of the construction myself, but there really wasn’t much for Iniri to do. The neutronium would be the main point of the item, and the Skills would be the extra bonus. Considering Shayma’s Domain, most of the things that I could think to put into it were redundant or just wouldn’t work with her normal Skills.

In my [Assembler] I wound the strands of Aurum and Argentum about the fragments of [Promise] then connecting the lot with [Firmament], binding them back together with wire kintsugi. I even added individual unattuned Aurum strands, in case Shayma found more or different Skills that would work for her, and a few Argentum ones if I picked up useful Skills of my own in the future.

The [Soul Prosthesis] needed a little bit of finagling to fit in. It was far too large to fit into the setting I’d added to the reconstructed ring, but I already had the solution to that. Like with the [Ell Family Tree], I encased the sphere with a cage of Argentum and put in the compression spatial Field, applying mana and watching it shrink down to the size of a proper gemstone.

The new ring glinted in gold and silver and blue, with the [Soul Prosthesis] hinting at additional colors inside. Then I only needed to wait for Taelah, who was nursing the twins and talking quietly with Tessa Lin, Suna’s mother. Frankly it seemed the whole Village had semi-adopted Eva and Grant, and there were always people hanging around the little house she kept at the Village square. She had no shortage of babysitters, though she preferred not to pass them off unless she needed to do alchemical work.

I wasn’t impatient; it wasn’t like anything impended as such. I wanted to get Shayma this stuff right away, but I wasn’t so far gone as to be frantic about it. Besides, she was taking her time talking with Sienne and Giorn, with Keri and Annit, and with some of the rescued Ells. Barring some catastrophe she’d stay in the Caldera until I was ready.

It was actually over an hour later that Taelah walked into the [Craft Hall]. I wasn’t much surprised; babies took a lot of care, and Taelah wasn’t one to hand that care off to someone else. Nor would I want her to. She adjusted [Vow] and walked over to the alchemical section, tying back her hair.

"What are we working with?"

"Okay, this stuff is called [Chimaeric Neutronium], and I advise using [Vow] at maximum. You probably don’t want to touch this stuff until it’s been properly bound into an item."

"Believe me, I’m familiar with that kind of thing," she assured me. "What is— oh, wow!" She took a moment to marvel at the sight of [Chimaeric Neutronium] as it filled the big tank in the [Alchemy Station]. "You never cease to come up with new miracles."

"I’m having to apply [Structural Mana Reinforcement] to the whole thing so it doesn’t collapse," I admitted. "Do you think you can bind it down to this?" The ring I’d made appeared next to her with a pop of black, and she smiled when she saw what it was, though, shaking her head fondly.

"You’re so sentimental," Taelah said. "It’s adorable, and I approve. Let’s see what we can do." She put the ring to one side, pulling on [Vow] and extending her hands over the tank of neutronium to study it with her senses and Skills. Her brow wrinkled and she closed her eyes, concentrating without quite touching the slowly seething mass of rainbowed metal. "There is a lot of mana here. Could you ask the Great Lady if she would be willing to take a look? I’d be a lot more comfortable with an expert opinion."

"Sure! Hey, Ansae?" The dragon in question had by now converted an entire floor of her tower into a magical lab for investigating stellar mana. The process hadn’t just been for fun, since instead of being two away from full depletion she was six. Somewhere along the line she’d gained a level from her investigations of stellar phenomena and from contemplations on physics in general.

"Yes, Blue?"

"If you have the time, Taelah could use your advice on something I cooked up. I think I might have added a bit too much mana to it for her tastes."

"You always do," Ansae said with a chuckled, and shifted down to her amazon form. "Something you cooked up, hmm? Sounds like it could be interesting. You haven’t done enough invention lately."

"I know, I know. I’m feeling better, though. I’ll probably get back to it. But at some point I’m going to hit the limits of what I can figure out."

"You’d be surprised. I’ve been around a very long time and I’m still learning new things." Ansae walked through the portal I made, coming out in the [Craft Hall]. She strode over to where Taelah was communing with the [Chimaeric Neutronium] and looked down at the material herself. The sight of it made her curl her tail in surprise.

"Well, no wonder you asked for me," she said to Taelah. "What exactly did you do here, Blue?"

"I alloyed a neutron star with the [Chimaeric Silver] supermaterial," I told them.

"Because of course you did," Ansae mused. "I daresay I never thought of using a star as an ingredient instead of an item." She reached into the alchemy tank and captured a tiny drop of the neutronium, or tried to. The drop that she had in her paw didn’t want to move, and Ansae grunted as she applied actual muscle to move it. "This is interesting stuff," she said, and with great effort lifted the drop to her muzzle for a closer look. "May I?"

"Uh, sure." I had an idea of what she was going to do, and I had enough that one drop missing from the mass wouldn’t make much of a difference. Sure enough, she opened her muzzle, tilted back her head, and swallowed the drop. Even for Ansae that seemed a little ridiculous, but she knew her business better than I did. Besides, dragons were thaumivores and whatever digestive tract Ansae had was probably more of a magical disassembler than anything resembling biology.

"I do love the weird stuff you make," Ansae said after a moment, licking her lips. "Yes, I can see why the usual approach to binding this wouldn’t work too well." She turned to Taelah and the two of them indulged in an exchange of magical jargon, most of which still flew over my head. I understood maybe one concept in five instead of one in ten as before, but it still wasn’t completely comprehensible to me.

Ansae solved the issue by producing something from her own hoard. That wasn’t usual, but she had taken a drop of the neutronium so it was payment in kind. She handed the vial off to Taelah, who arranged it with a number of other materials from the shelves. I still found it a little odd that Ansae didn’t do much crafting herself, but she still watched with interest as Taelah mixed and stirred things using the other glassware of the Alchemy station, resulting in something that looked like liquid crystal.

Eventually she decanted the mixture into a small glass bowl and dropped the ring into it. The crystalline fluid seemed to be absorbed by the ring as if it were a sponge, though there was no noticeable change. That seemed to be all that was needed, though, since she transferred the ring to another container within the [Alchemy Station] and put her hands on the device to control it.

"I’m going to start binding in the [Chimaeric Neutronium]," she said. "Keep an eye on it, would you, Blue? It might get a bit lively when it’s moving around."

"On it," I said, pre-emptively adding more mana to the [Structural Mana Reinforcement]. The neutronium started to shift into the smaller chamber with the ring, whipping around like an accretion disk and spiraling in to smash into the ring’s surface. I winced, but that seemed to be intended, as the ring started to rise up from where it was resting in the box. It looked for all the world like it was at the center of some tremendous vortex, spinning and tumbling in midair as the shifting, rainbowed neutronium was drawn into it.

The entire [Alchemy Station] started shaking, and I had to grow some metal bracing to keep it still, adding more stone as extra mass when even the metal started to vibrate. Then golden lattice as mana waves started pulsing outward. Aside from making a new [Contained Star], it was the most dramatic magical process I’d seen yet. A good liter or more of [Chimaeric Neutronium] spiraled into Shayma’s new ring, the last drops vanishing before it dropped down flat and didn’t bounce. It didn’t blaze with mana like [Contained Stars] did, but rather looked more like Ansae, completely opaque to mana sight with hints of hidden depths.

[You have created an Artifact!]

I thought that would be the case after what I put into it, but there was no telling, in the end. Still, my best guess for one of the requirements for Artifact status was uniqueness, and I was completely certain nobody had stuffed neutronium into a ring before. Let alone the mana-active, supermaterial alloy stuff.

Bound to Shayma Ell. Ring cannot be lost, stolen, or destroyed.

Acts as a Primal Source for all Affinities produced by Authority.

Supplies Bearer with a large, constantly renewed reservoir of mana.

Bearer Represents Authority.

Grants Ability: [Starforged Shifting]: Bearer assumes control over stored [Chimaeric Neutronium]. The [Chimaeric Neutronium] will integrate with Bearer’s Skills and intent, and may freely change form, shape, mass, and density.

Missing or destroyed [Chimaeric Neutronium] will regenerate over time.

Grants Ability: [Skill Network]: Skills may be stored within the Artifact. Stored Skills may be used if Authority has access to the Skill’s Affinity.

Stored Skills: 14/50

Grants Ability: [Contingency]: Skills stored in the Skill Network may be designated to be automatically triggered under certain conditions.

A vengeful star her arms and armor. May she never be lost again.

[Please name your Artifact.]

[…]

[You have obtained Unbreakable Promise!]

Companion Taelah Marn has assisted in creating an Artifact.

Companion Extraordinary Feats have slightly reduced requirements to level.

It was less textually impressive than, say, Iniri’s [Torc of the Stars], but the granted abilities were everything I could have hoped for. Protection, offense, and utility all in one. Just like with the Torc, this one had an extra line that wasn’t entirely clear in its effects, but had an incredible weight in my consciousness. I wasn’t sure if it was fate mana or just the evocative nature of the statement, but it spoke to me.

"This is amazing. Thank you, dear! Thank you, Ansae!"

"You’re welcome, husband." Taelah said, a little drained from her own role in the alchemical infusion. "I even got a level from that! And I’m sure my Alchemy skill advanced, too."

"Let me get you home," I offered, and when Taelah nodded I teleported her directly back to her cottage. Tessa jumped as Taelah appeared, not quite as used to that kind of thing as Taelah was.

"It’s always interesting when you’re up to something new," Ansae remarked, peering at the ring. "I think even I would have trouble picking that up. At the rate you’re going, you’ll be creating pure mana atoms by the end of the decade."

"Heaven forfend. That sounds like it could end very badly." Ansae just laughed.

"If you ever decide to make another batch of that, I’d be very interested," she said. "It’s fascinating stuff."

"Yeah, I wouldn’t call neutronium stable or safe normally, but the magical version? I’m sure there’s a million potential uses."

"Yes, I already have a few in mind." Ansae looked pleased, and I had to wonder if she was thinking of making herself some [Chimaeric Neutronium] blood or something. I wouldn’t put it past her.

"Want a lift back home?" I offered.

"Yes, thank you. I have some investigation of my own to do now." She seemed somewhat distracted, but dragons liked shiny things and the neutronium was very shiny. I opened a portal back to the tower and she headed back to do her own experiments while I turned my attention to Shayma. It was time to see what she thought.

"Hey Shayma, I have something for you." My fox-girl paused her chat with Keri, flicking her ears.

"Did you finish up already?"

"You got me. I really wanted to get this thing done." It was also seriously straining my ability to keep the [Alchemy Station] intact. "Hold out your hand." Shayma smiled at the instruction and did so. Black flashed as I transported the ring into her grasp, which didn’t waver at all despite the weight of the thing. Even moving [Unbreakable Promise] around cost a staggering amount of mana, even more than transporting [Contained Stars], and wasn’t something that I could do casually.

"Is this…" Shayma blinked at it for a moment. "Did you make it from [Promise]?"

"I did! I wasn’t about to let it languish."

"I’m glad." She traced her fingers over it, then slid it onto her left ring finger with no apparent effort. A burst of rainbowed silver rippled out from it, rolling over Shayma from tip to tail, and then vanishing as her clothes rearranged themselves. Her eyebrows went up, and she stood up and spun around, arms out.

"This is…" She shook her head. "I don’t even know what to say. This is amazing, Blue." I could see from the uniquely dense appearance of the Artifact in mana-sight that she’d replaced her pseudo-real illusory clothes with ones made of [Chimaeric Neutronium]. Despite being composed of the heaviest stuff on the planet, they acted just like light cotton. Even the signature mana density seemed to soften a little as Shayma’s Domain did its work.

"Like I said. Never again."

"He spoils you," Keri said with a giggle.

"Of course I do!"

"Of course he does!" Shayma said, laughing. "He’s a really soft touch once you know him."

"Hey! Only for you! And Taelah. And Iniri. And probably Ansae. Okay I guess I kind of am."

"So what’s it do?" Annit asked, leaning over to look at [Unbreakable Promise]. It was quite striking. Gold and silver threaded with [Firmament] held together fragments of blue and black, with the jeweled setting glittering in a dozen muted colors. That didn’t even take into account the armor that was the main part of the Artifact. In response, Shayma traced out the runes for Status and displayed [Unbreakable Promise’s] description. Of course, hers had an actual description for the Artifact, not just its abilities.

[Unbreakable Promise]

Constructed for Shayma Ell from the fragments of her previous ring, [Promise], this artifact represents Blue’s renewed commitment to Shayma after her death and rebirth. Let it never happen again.

There was nothing about the description I could object to. To Shayma, it was an upgrade, but to me, it represented another chance. I’d been, previously, rather lackadaisical when it came to my actions, but that wasn’t acceptable anymore.

"That certainly seems impressive, but what is [Chimaeric Neutronium]?" Annit said the unfamiliar words with a certain amount of deliberation, as if tasting them. In answer, Shayma stretched out her hand and a glittering iridescent silver gauntlet formed on it. She flexed the hand and the gauntlet turned into a sword, then a spear, then a hammer.

"That is very handy," Annit admitted. "Does it do ranged weaponry as well?"

"Hmm." Shayma altered the shape to a bow, but hesitated at putting together an arrow. "I can, but I have the feeling an arrow made out of this would be terrifying. It would also take more of the [Chimaeric Neutronium] than I would like, even if it can regenerate."

"Start with something small, first. Just some kind of tiny pellet thrower." Shayma nodded at that while Annit pursed her lips at Shayma’s reply.

"You could try one, to test. I’m curious, now."

"Maybe something small, like a sling bullet." The weapon shifted once again, and Shayma started whirling the sling around.

"Wait⁠—" Shayma released before I could suggest it was maybe a bad idea to even use a projectile that large, the pea-sized pebble smashing straight through the wall and making the whole mountain shudder as it crunched down through rock. Shayma fortunately had used an outer wall, else I would have had to teleport people out of the way to save them from being crushed as the thing carved a tunnel through the northern range, not slowing at all as it fell down through the rock and punching a hole straight through the Caldera floor. It was only falling with normal acceleration, which was fortunate because it just barely gave me time to set up a teleport in its path before it fell out of my influence entirely. Once again I had to spend an exorbitant amount of mana to teleport the little piece of [Chimaeric Neutronium], and when it popped into existence next to Shayma it simply floated back toward her.

"I knew it was heavy, but I wasn’t expecting that," Shayma said, staring at the hole in the wall.

"Yeah, that little bullet was like chucking a mountain."

"As if you weren’t terrifying before." Annit said, voice a little faint. "I’m glad we’re on your side."

"Well, now I know to be a little more careful when practicing with this."

"I was going to warn you. I made [Chimaeric Neutronium] by merging a [Contained Star] with a shifting-oriented supermaterial. So it’s that potent." Shayma whistled at that explanation.

"I’ll definitely take it seriously," she said, a little chastened. "It’s supposed to work with my spirit form, too, which has been an issue with other items. Let’s see." With that, Shayma simply vanished, except she didn’t. The change was odd from my end, since I could still see and hear through her senses, but in spirit form that meant her whole Domain.

Since her upgrade, the Domain had seemed more distinct from the surrounding mana as well, so I could still spot her even when she wasn’t in her normal foxgirl form. The Domain floated this way and that, nothing visible to mundane senses before Shayma re-manifested herself on the other side of the room. I was still unclear on the exact mechanism of shifting between corporeal and incorporeal, flesh and spirit, but the deep mysteries of magic would never be my thing.

"Well, that seems to work," Shayma said with a brilliant smile. "The question is, what am I going to use it on?"

"Anything that gets in our way. Now that I have my Voice back, I have some things to say."



Chapter 18A: Year 1, Day 235 ⁠- Blue


I decided I’d cut my teeth on an issue close to home. The Village inhabitants were free to sass Taelah at their own peril. Between being an Elder and being a mom, anyone who gave her lip was taking their life, or at least their ego, into their own hands. But someone else being rude to her was not something I was going to let pass. At least, it wasn’t now. I was more than a little chagrined I’d let it pass at the time, and being in the throes of a depressive blackout-fugue wasn’t really a good excuse.

"Let’s do this in the Leviathan audience chamber," I decided. "I think it’d send the wrong message if you go down there."

"Aw, I was looking forward to trying out an aquatic form," Shayma said with a grin. I didn’t think she was entirely joking. With her advancement to fourth-tier, figuring out something like a Leviathan form was probably a great way to improve her actual Skill levels, though I didn’t think she could quite manage that yet. It wouldn’t surprise me if she figured it out soon enough, though.

"Maybe when we talk with Uilei-nktik," I suggested. We were on good terms with him, so I didn’t feel we were ceding anything if Shayma went to him to talk, but for someone we were taking to task I preferred Shayma in her original form. She nodded agreement and pulled on the teleport, bringing herself to the moon pool chamber.

With [Unbreakable Promise] I almost couldn’t teleport Shayma myself anymore. It was very similar to how Ansae’s sheer mana presence threatened to utterly wreck portals and teleports, the spatial threads shattering even if I overcharged them. In both cases, though, if they actually went along with the transportation their mana supported mine, preventing portals from collapsing or teleports from failing.

Since I hardly ever leveled, my mana never got any denser. I wasn’t even sure it got denser at all, so even though I had an awful lot of it there was a definite cap to how much concentrated power I could apply with my default Fields. The gap between standard dungeon stuff and Power related stuff was glaringly obvious, now that I was hitting the limits of dungeon Skills. It also explained why I wasn’t getting anywhere trying further crunches or other prosaic methods of boosting my default stuff. I probably needed to buy traits or level up or something.

Leveling up was something I needed to actively pursue anyway. The mage-kings had given me an actual avenue for that, and I had to take care of blightbeasts anyway. With more levels I might actually reach the mana capacity to finally purify Ansae, and then we wouldn’t have any issues with the mage-kings at all. My Stellar core was already providing me an extra fifteen hundred mana or so. A drop in the bucket, but enough drops eventually filled buckets, so it was nice to see.

"What was the name of the Leviathan that was giving you grief, again?" I asked Taelah. They all had complicated names and nobody in the abechrai stood out as being someone I particularly recognized. Which definitely bothered me, but it’d be even more mortifying to guess wrong if I was summoning someone to the moon pool.

"Kilianik-inui," Taelah supplied. "She was demanding supplies from the Village."

"Yeah, that won’t do." I located Kilianik-inui where she was fiddling with something inside one of the coral growths and wrapped a teleport field around her. As with most Leviathans she was nearly a kilometer long, but since her actual level was only 57 she didn’t have the magical wherewithal to make transportation an issue. She popped into existence in the moon pool, her multiple eyes all swiveling independently as her tentacles thrashed about in surprise.

"Alright, Shayma, she’s here."

"Kilianik-inui!" Shayma boomed, her Domain ensuring that her voice reached into the water. "Approach the core!" That certainly got the Leviathan’s attention, and she swiveled about and swam upward to poke her head out of the water.

"Who are you?" She demanded, her voice spellwork not up to Uilei-nktik’s standards. It sounded off, somehow, or maybe she was just that cold and indifferent. "What is the meaning of this?" It was not an auspicious start. I hadn’t been particularly active for the past year, and she hadn’t met Shayma before, but I figured it’d still be obvious what was going on.

"I am Shayma Ell, the Voice of Blue," Shayma said, keeping the stentorian tone. "You are here because you have been disrespectful to Taelah, Blue’s wife, and placed yourself above the inhabitants of the Village. Fortunately Blue is a merciful Power, and has no interest in undue punishment. You merely need apologize to Taelah and revise your idea of your role in the Caldera."

A blank stare using six eyes was pretty impressive, though it looked no better on a Leviathan than it did on human-kin. It was obvious that Kilianik-inui wasn’t parsing anything Shayma had said. It was a little disappointing. After dealing with Uilei-nktik I had higher expectations of Leviathans, but it seemed not every individual could be genteel and well-spoken.

"Are you referring to the Surfacers?" Kilianik-inui asked at last.

"Yes," Shayma said shortly.

"But, that’s not how it works," she said in a tone of complaint. "Abechrai charters are clear! Surfacers don’t have any standing! You can’t demand that Surfacers be put on the same level as Leviathans!"

"This is Blue’s Caldera," Shayma told her. "It doesn’t matter what you do in your own home, but when you’re talking to other inhabitants you’ll have to abide by Blue’s wishes."

"The rules of the Surface don’t bind an abechrai," Kilianik-inui said, still complaining. "Even by bringing me here you’re breaking all kinds of rules! The Wayfarers are going to be unhappy with you and no mistake!"

"It doesn’t matter⁠—" Shayma started, but I stopped her.

"No, you’re just playing her game. We don’t have to do that, and we shouldn’t." It took all of my self-control to keep from reminding her that was what got her killed. "We tried being reasonable and asking. Now, we enforce things on our own terms."

"Hmm." Shayma pursed her lips in thought as she screened herself off, ignoring Kilianik-inui’s continued ranting about how things did matter and something about thousands of years of law. "I suppose I see what you mean," she added, a little uncertainly. "But what did you have in mind?"

"I actually don’t know. Just killing her seems way over the top and unnecessary but my options are kind of limited. You have a lot more tools for intimidating people and showing them that they’re dealing with a Power."

"Right." Shayma’s tail swished back and forth as she considered for a moment. "Let’s see if I can do this now that I’m fourth tier." The mana of her Domain swirled and expanded, and she even pulled on my own mana to feed the Skill’s appetite as she spread herself out to wrap around the Leviathan’s enormous body. Then the entire room seemed to compress inward.

Some of what happened was Shayma’s Skill, but some of it was the Leviathan’s own size-shifting Ability, the one that my Inhabitant core granted to those who lived in my domain. Slowly at first, then with increasing speed, Kilianik-inui shrunk, growing smaller and smaller until she was the size of a trout and suspended in a ball of water between Shayma’s hands. Her longwinded complaints had dwindled to nothing and she stared wildly around as Shayma frowned at her.

"The Caldera is Blue’s domain, and those of the Village are Blue’s people," Shayma told her, voice hard. "He does not care what you do within your own community, but do not mistake that forbearance for weakness. Your choices are to acquiesce, or to remain bait."

I was pretty sure that was a bluff. I didn’t think Shayma could keep Kilianik-inui tiny indefinitely, but as a threat it was impressive. Kilianik-inui seemed to agree, because she squeaked an affirmative immediately.

"Can you get me the signal device?" Shayma said in an aside to me. "I want to give her to Uilei-nktik so it’s clear what’s going on."

"Absolutely." I reached out and pulled the communicator over for her. She activated it with one hand, while keeping Kilianik-inui’s water sphere hovering over the other, and after a short wait Uilei-nktik’s familiar form appeared on the other side. He was still primarily based out of the abechrai that was located off Tarnil’s shore, rather than the one that existed in the Caldera, and it occurred to me as he appeared that nobody had actually told him Shayma had returned.

"What?" He sounded a little bit shaken, his bioluminescence flickering wildly. "Shayma? Is that you? How…?" The rumbling trailed off as he saw the captive Leviathan floating above Shayma’s hand.

"Yes, I’m back!" Shayma said, her voice far warmer with him than it had been with Kilianik-inui. "I’ll explain later, but right now I have a bit of an issue. Kilianik-inui here has not been treating the Village with respect, and while she’s agreed to apologize and mend her ways, I thought you should know what was going on."

"Yes, of course," he said, recovering. "I will come over and ensure she follows through." Kilianik-inui squeaked again, and I had no idea whether Shayma was doing that or the size transformation meant that her speaking spell or Ability automatically shifted to a high register. "In the future, should there be any issues between your abechrai and anyone else, anyone at all, do not hesitate to contact me. I would be honored to take care of such problems for you."

"We will certainly do so, thank you," Shayma said. "I’ll come visit as soon as I can, and catch you up with everything that’s gone on."

"I look forward to it," Uilei-nktik said, taking the idea of Shayma visiting him in the depths in stride. Shayma cut the connection and cast Kilianik-inui back into the moon pool with a flick of her hand, dropping the magic and letting the Leviathan return to her normal size. I teleported her back to the abechrai before she could get herself into trouble by ranting any further, and Shayma sagged, leaning against the faux core.

"That was not easy," she said, and judging by how much mana she had pulled during the short conversation, it had been a heck of a strain.

"No, but it was awesome."

"That it was!" Shayma agreed with a laugh.

"I feel bad for not keeping Uilei-nktik in the loop. You’ll have to add my apologies when you go see him."

"I can do that," Shayma said, straightening back up. Whatever exhaustion she had from using her Domain like that seemed to have already passed. She’d have plenty of time to gossip with Uilei, too, since my next goal was to secure my borders, and I’d need Iniri to prepare the way.



Chapter 18B: Year 1, Day 236 – Iniri


"You’re kidding."  Blue sounded skeptical, and Iniri didn’t blame him.

"No.  This is the thirteenth request, too."  Iniri rolled her eyes.  "You’d think they would have given up after the first twelve."

"I’m surprised it took you this long to bring it up."

"I did bring it up before, Blue," Iniri said gently.

"Oh.  I’m sorry."

"I don’t blame you," she told him.  He hadn’t really been in the mood to deal with Orrelin’s complaints when they’d sent the first diplomatic message about Blue’s Fortress passing over their land.  She hadn’t either, and had summarily tossed it.  But they’d kept sending them, demanding some unspecified restitution for Blue’s violation of their borders and supposed damages.  It was bizarrely arrogant, especially once word spread that the Fortress had utterly annihilated Port Anell.

Yet there were no fangs to the messages.  No threats accompanied the demands, not even an intimation of a penalty.  It seemed to be just an annoyance campaign, as if they could pester Blue into compliance.  Though considering the messages were coming to Iniri, it wasn’t like Blue really even saw them.

Iniri could only guess the constant messaging was some internal political gambit.  Orrelin couldn’t forge Iniri’s magical signature, or for that matter, Blue’s.  Until one of them sent a response, Orrelin couldn’t credibly claim to have gotten one, either to its citizens or the world at large.  It seemed laughably petty in the face of everything that was going on, but everyone knew Orrelin thought of its own affairs as the most important thing in the world.

The annoyance could work in their favor, though.  Blue certainly didn’t need to play politics, as the affair with Port Anell demonstrated with some finality.  That didn’t mean there was no reason, as it was always better for people to cooperate than simply obey out of fear, and Orrelin’s complaint was a perfect opportunity to play the game.

"You know, it’s a good excuse to get Shayma into Orrelin," she suggested.  "We need to see if they’ve got blightbeast problems to begin with, and even if they don’t we need to harden them against the potential of such."

"It’s a good excuse but I’m not apologizing for flying over a corner of their land.  That’s probably going to counter any potential political points for going there by invitation instead of just sweeping in like I’d like."

"In Orrelin, not likely.  To everyone else?  They’ll see you’re willing to work with them if they aren’t too difficult."

"I guess we might as well, since as you say we have to go over there anyway."  Blue was silent for a moment.  "Also, thanks for taking care of things while I was preoccupied."  Iniri smiled.  It was good to have Blue paying real attention to things again, even if he’d perked up for a while when Marin was born.  Not only was it good politically, she also missed just talking with him.  If she was honest, she missed the intimacy as well, which had been summarily cut short and now might resume again.

"It was no trouble.  It’s our Bargain, but I also know what it’s like to lose somebody."  For all that Blue was a Power and existed in some ways beyond her comprehension, he was also an ordinary person with ordinary worries for the people he cared about.

"Doesn’t mean I should ignore everyone else."  Blue sighed.  "It shouldn’t be a problem in the future, but still, don’t be afraid to reel me in if I’m getting stuck inside my own head."

"I’ll keep that in mind," Iniri replied, centering the missive from Orrelin on her desk and weighting down the corners so it didn’t try to curl back to its original scroll form.  "Do you want to warn them about the blightbeasts in advance?"

"I have no idea.  I don’t know anything about them except that the representatives were very rude and their country is really creepy.  Whether they’re smart enough to understand that they’re in real danger or not is beyond me."

"I suppose we might as well."  Iniri tapped a finger on the paper, considering a reply.  "Personally, I doubt that they’ll believe there’s a danger.  They haven’t been properly threatened for so long that they probably believe they’re invincible."

"That’s ridiculous.  The Chiuxatli alone could take over Orrelin. Being in a plateau doesn’t mean anything!"

"I’m sure it’s not as ridiculous as it seems," Iniri said with a laugh.  "Those walls are probably part of a country-wide defensive working, so you can imagine how tough that would be to get through."

"Eh.  It’s not as impressive when you are a whole country yourself," Blue said, though by his tone he was conceding her point.  "I want to get things started soon, though.  Next few days.  The fact that I’m not noticing as many blightbeasts hurling themselves against the wall has me a little worried."

Iniri glanced reflexively out toward the ocean, though the wall wasn’t actually visible from Meil.  It wasn’t even visible from the shore, but she’d gone out with the [Torc of the Stars] to take a look.  The wall was an unrelieved barrier of ominous darkness, anchored by white pillars projecting up from the ocean floor.  The wall stretched over four hundred miles, from north of Tarnil to just south of it, and served to catch all of the unpleasant things that swam through the ocean or crossed the lowways.  That wasn’t enough to catch every blightbeast released from the mage-kings’ islands, but it did a reasonable enough job.  Or had.

"Then I’ll send this out today, and we’ll figure out where Shayma ought to go."

"Thanks, Iniri!  You’re the best."  He kept chatting with her while she drafted a simple missive back to Orrelin, even asking after Marin.  Who was, according to the maid who’d volunteered to be the primary nanny, almost frighteningly healthy.  Iniri was glad she had someone in her household who knew more about infants than she did.  Somehow her instruction and education had been somewhat lacking in a practical understanding of newborn children.  She could figure out most of it; mothers had been doing so since time immemorial.  But it was nice to have someone who had some practical experience.

She summoned a page and sent him off with the reply before using [Swiftray] to move to her tower and check on Marin.  Catherine had been with her throughout the entire invasion debacle, and while she wasn’t a Classer she had more than earned the trust to take care of Marin.  As soon as Iniri entered the room, Catherine smiled and stood to hand back her son without Iniri needing to say anything.  She knew how much Iniri doted on the infant.

The truth was, she felt far more secure about Marin’s future now that Shayma was back, and with the absolute monstrosity of an Artifact that Blue had made her.  It was true Blue had made a Bargain to protect Tarnil, but if he did so grudgingly there was no telling what the long term effects would be.  It wasn’t even impossible for Blue to break his Bargain, for all that doing so would hurt him.  She’d seen the sort of depression that had taken hold of him in people who’d lost everything during the war, and it wasn’t always survivable.

Iniri just hoped his new, proactive stance didn’t cause trouble he wasn’t ready to deal with.



Chapter 18C: Year 1, Day 237 – Blue


Orrelin only had a day of warning that Shayma was coming, which was all I was willing to give them. I might not even have given them that much if I didn’t want to let Shayma have enough time to visit Uilei-nktik and catch up with her family and friends more. It wasn’t as much lead time as people normally got, but I was eager to get started even if I was following Iniri’s advice in being marginally diplomatic. After all, despite how good they thought their defenses were, they were just as vulnerable to blightbeasts as anyone else and my barrier wall didn’t extend far enough south to cover them yet. If they had any connection to the lowways at all, they were vulnerable, and represented a potential front that I wanted to deal with as soon as possible. Especially since I’d lost time by my inaction over the past year.

The official route into Orrelin was where Tarnil touched the plateau, sandwiched between the border with Nivir and the mountain valley that contained the Wildwood. There was a steep switchback that started halfway down the plateau, with the rest of the distance being covered by a lift. It was, somewhat surprisingly, purely mechanical, rather than any magical artifice. It was set up so they could cut the cables from the top, dropping the lift and leaving nothing but a sheer cliff face to climb, but that simple defense mattered not at all to either me or Shayma.

Instead, the Fortress loomed over Orrelin.

It wasn’t really necessary to bring it, but I wanted to make it clear that I was taking this seriously, and nothing said serious like the thing that had eradicated an entire city. The bottom face of the Fortress still bore the mark of the [Starlance]; not in any crater but in a spangling of lights that turned the pure black face into a night sky. It was residue of the intense stellar mana, and while it might have been possible to get rid of it, I didn’t really want to. Let it be a reminder to me and everyone else.

"Blue," Iniri said, mostly with amusement but with a touch of resignation. "It’s probably not necessary to hover the Fortress over their capital."

"Oh, fine." Considering that Iniri was back in Meil I was pretty sure Shayma had told on me. Though with [Queen’s Insight], she might have been able to figure it out just from the path the Fortress took over Tarnil. I wasn’t actually miffed about the admonition, despite the fact that I was sorely tempted to use the Fortress to drive home how serious I was. With her new armor, Shayma shouldn’t need any extra muscle. The real reason the Fortress was there was so I could move in on any blightbeasts she should find, since the entire land would have to be purged of lingering depletion in the mana.

The liveried Classers waiting at the lift pointed and shouted at each other and probably at me as the Fortress moved forward, crossing high over the networked walls and coming to rest right at the edge of the plateau. There was a remarkable sameness to each of the cells described by Orrelin’s walls, even if they were irregularly shaped, to the point that if I didn’t have the top-down view that I did, it’d be easy to lose my bearings. The only landmarks of note were some projecting portions of the plateau in the far distance.

"Okay, Shayma, time to go give them the bad news." Shayma just laughed and breezed her way out of the Fortress. Now that it was somewhat more complete she needed to take an actual path out rather than teleporting straight through the bulk. She had a wardstone but, like any security, some of the ward protections were meant to not be bypassed by anyone, not even Shayma. While she could still bull her way through, neither she nor I wanted to break the infrastructure.

She exited the fortress in spirit form, taking short jaunts through the Phantasmal Realm as she drifted downward. It didn’t take long for her to reach what was intended to be the welcoming party, headed by a weak-chinned man with his name embroidered on his uniform who was insisting that his soldiers do something about the blatant transgression of Orrelin’s sovereign territory. I had no idea what he expected, considering that his retinue consisted entirely of second-tiers. Shayma coalesced behind him and allotted him a few seconds more of ineffectual ranting before exercising my Presence to get his attention.

"Commandant Greys," she said as he staggered slightly despite the relatively light touch Shayma was using. "I am Shayma Ell, the Voice of Blue. Show me to Princeps Alakeim." Greys stared at her, mouth working silently for a moment before pointing an accusatory finger at her.

"I demand you remove that monstrosity from our borders at once!" His tone was somewhat more shrill than was actually necessary.

"Why the heck did they send this guy? He’s obviously a moron." I couldn’t even be particularly mad; Greys was just so pitiable. He was either a sacrificial pawn or evidence of some severe nepotism somewhere.

"Maybe someone wants an incident?" Shayma wondered, masking her reply from Greys. Then she focused on him and the Classers backing him up. "You have one job, Commandant," she told him. "Escort me to the Princeps. Everything else, especially the Fortress, is not your worry."

Shayma was really taking my more aggressive attitude to diplomacy in stride. Though, considering that she only held back with the Anells due to her concern for her extended family, maybe Shayma had as little patience for political maneuvering as I did. Either way, her tone took him aback and he gaped at her, looking a little bit like a landed fish.

"You will not take that tone with me!" The statement was undercut by the way he looked back at his subordinates as if hoping that they would back him up.

"Okay, this guy’s useless. Someone is trying to play politics with us somehow."

"Agreed." Shayma didn’t bother replying to Greys, returning to spirit form and heading in along the plateau’s road. According to the maps, the actual capital was pretty far inland, but Orrelin had enough infrastructure that if they’d sent a proper greeting party it wouldn’t take long. There were some fairly obvious grooves cut into the tops of the walls for vehicles, and I could even see a couple of stone cylinders zipping about from the Fortress. Another sign that they weren’t really taking our visit seriously.

"Maybe hijack one of their little stone transports," I suggested. "If they aren’t going to send a proper delegation, we’ll just have to help ourselves."

"Do they even know who we are?" Shayma asked incredulously, then considered what she had just said. "That really does sound bad out loud. But really, no country would meet a head of state with so little preparation and pomp unless they were trying to provoke an incident." She couldn’t shrug in spirit form, but I got the impression of it regardless as her Domain bobbled. "I suppose we’ll have to take things into our own hands. Where is one of those transports you mentioned?"

"There’s one two walls ahead of you, but they move quick. There’s one coming from the north you can probably intercept. You’ll probably be able to see it if you get up on the walls." She no longer had the ability to see perfectly that [Promise] had granted her, but between the Domain and the fundamental abilities of her race and Skills, she hardly needed it.

Shayma followed the road until it passed through one of the massive gates, then teleported upward to the top of the high wall, coalescing and waiting by one of the grooves their odd transports used. They were obviously not used for common hauling given their size, and besides there were roads for that. The ones I could see were big enough for maybe four or six people, zipping along the walls at speeds that indicated they were in a hurry to get somewhere.

The one Shayma and I had our eyes on was headed south, slowing only to take the curves where the walls intersected. If it weren’t for [Wake of the Phantasmal] Shayma could never have reached it, but with her Skill she reached the intersection of the walls at almost the same time and promptly teleported into the cabin inside. To their credit, the Inquisitors inside reacted quite promptly in reaching for their weapons, but I was having none of that.

"No." I didn’t have Shayma’s finesse when it came to using my Presence, but I could still impose enough pressure to practically paralyze the trio of third-tiers riding inside the well-appointed cabin.

"I am Shayma Ell, the Voice of Blue," Shayma told them, using her stony official voice. "If you don’t want to lose those weapons, you’ll put them away now." Two of the Inquisitor seemed more intelligent than the Commandant and sheathed a sword and an axe, respectively. The third kept wrestling with a shortspear as if it were mere physical force holding him down. Shayma reached out with a silvery gauntlet and grabbed the spear, wadding it into a compressed ball of scrap as if it were made out of paper. All three of the men winced at the sound of tortured metal, but neither Shayma nor I had any sympathy.

"Well, gentlemen, with that taken care of, perhaps you can take me to the capital. I am expected there, but I found my escorts somewhat lacking in both courtesy and preparedness." She looked at the apparent leader of the group, a square-faced older man with shockingly white hair and the ironic name of Blackmane. I could tell Shayma had issues keeping a straight face when I told her.

"Inquisitor Blackmane, there is a certain amount of urgency to my errand." He stared at her a moment, then coughed and cleared his throat.

"Yes, of course, Lady Shayma. I suppose under the circumstances your credentials are obvious." He automatically reached up to brace himself as the car slowed for a turn. Though the little cylinders had some commonalities with Wright’s magitek rail system, they very clearly used earth magic to move, tapping into the mana flows that followed the walls which covered Orrelin. They were also not automated in any way, as the driver outside and at the front of the stone vehicle was clearly controlling it. "If you would allow me to drop off my companions first. They do have business in the south."

Shayma inclined her head regally and Blackmane swiveled the speaking-tube in the corner of the cabin around to inform the driver of the change of plans. Since he didn’t mention Shayma at all, I definitely marked him as a more intelligent specimen than we’d seen from Orrelin thus far. It was about time.

"Do you have any idea why I was met by nobody important at all?" Shayma asked Blackmane bluntly. He didn’t turn a hair at the question, but his answer was not helpful.

"Foreign affairs is not in the Inquisition’s remit, Lady Shayma." I was morbidly curious what actually was, but we weren’t here to meddle in Orrelin’s internal messes.

"A domestic question, then. Have you been informed of the existence of blightbeasts?"

"No, Lady Shayma," Blackmane said. He didn’t seem to be lying, so the contents of Iniri’s missive hadn’t been seen by him. Once again, not really our problem but it didn’t speak well of Orrelin in general. We hadn’t given them much reason for cooperation ourselves, but existential threats in the form of depletion monsters seemed to be pretty compelling otherwise.

The driver halted at one of the guard towers that were sprinkled across the walls, letting the other two inquisitors disembark before the stone carriage swiveled about and shot back to the north. Shayma tried probing Blackmane with a few other questions but he was fairly tight-lipped, if polite. She even shifted into Scalemind form briefly, of course hiding it from Blackmane, but shifted back shortly so apparently he really didn’t know anything.

The little rock vehicle could reach some significant speeds, coming in sight of the walled cell that held Orrelin’s capital of Veleigh in only an hour. Though Shayma could have easily reached Veleigh sooner, having someone from the Inquisition would bypass some of the nonsense from leaving the so-called official escort behind. While I wasn’t willing to play their games, I also didn’t want things to escalate to serious violence. That would just be counterproductive.

While Shayma rode north, some people showed up near the Fortress, ostensibly to keep an eye on it. A few came in the stone conveyances, but most showed up on foot or whatever the appropriate verb was for travel Skills. Considering that my reputation was pretty weighty now that I’d burned Port Anell off the face of the map, I was pretty sure it was just to look. One person looked to be setting up some scrying tools, but I knew that would get nowhere. Between my native dungeon resistance and [Warding] all they’d get from that was a blank. Which was good, because the Chiuxatli who were inside the Fortress, still working on setting up the living spaces, deserved to have their privacy respected.

Veleigh took up the whole cell, sprawling all the way out to the walls. The only buildings that were taller than the walls were deep in the middle, a big palace rising up over wide and tidy streets. It was also the only cell where the grooves for the stone cars left the walls, raised bridges carrying them to the palace itself. Shayma’s Domain took all this in as Blackmane ordered the car into the Inquisition’s station.

"If you’ll allow me, Lady Shayma, I will show you to my superior. I don’t have the station to bring you to the Princeps myself," Blackmane apologized. I was actually starting to like the guy; he seemed to be the one sane member of the whole kingdom.

"Certainly. You have been most helpful," she assured him, but he didn’t look all that happy at the compliment. He was probably contemplating that he was supposed to be off somewhere else and not escorting a VIP that had ditched her official entourage. We got a good look at the palace interior as Shayma accompanied Blackmane inside, finding it fairly tasteful though not as well-defended in terms of wards and enchantments as Ir’s or even Tarnil’s capital buildings. Shayma’s Domain didn’t find any torture chambers or interrogation cells or the like in the Inquisition’s section of the palace, which was probably to the good, but the sheer amount of clerical staff made it obvious they were genuinely busy.

"High Inquisitor Leteille? May I present Lady Shayma Ell, the Voice of Blue. Apparently her escort was rather lacking." Blackmane stopped at an office not visibly different from any others, getting the attention of the flat-nosed old man inside. Leteille looked up, annoyed, and frowned at Shayma.

"What nonsense is this?"

"I am very unimpressed with Orrelin’s hospitality," Shayma said, and invoked my Presence again. She excluded Blackmane somewhat, but Leteille got the full force of it and the color drained from his face.

"Enough!" He croaked. "I see I was mistaken! You are indeed the Voice of Blue." Shayma let off the pressure and Leteille took in a breath.

"I’m glad that’s established," Shayma said, barely restraining herself from a cutting tone. "Take me to see the Princeps."

"Yes, Lady Shayma, if you’ll follow me I’ll make sure you’re announced." Leteille creaked to his feet and cast a glance at Blackmane, who bowed and hied off to whatever he was supposed to be doing. Then he shuffled out of his office and guided Shayma deeper into the palace, ignoring the guards that detached themselves from their posts to follow.

As I pretty much figured, nobody gave the Head Inquisitor and his guest a second look. Or rather, the ones that did give Shayma a closer look were the sort who were wondering who exactly rated Leteille showing her around himself. Yet at no point were any runners or pages sent that I could see, which was starting to give me a bad feeling. Not that they’d try anything underhanded, but that they still weren’t taking anything seriously.

"Please wait here, Lady Shayma," Leteille asked, ushering her to a well-appointed sitting room. When he left, he went back the way he had come instead of in the direction of the Princeps area, something Shayma only knew because she could see right through the walls with her Domain.

"Yeah, no. I bet that they’ll just make you cool your heels here for a day or two. The question is do you want to go yell at him immediately or snoop?"

"Snoop," Shayma replied with glee, and vanished with a smile. She trailed Leteille for a few minutes, but it wasn’t until he got back to his own office that he started writing a missive about Shayma’s presence. Even without a body I could tell Shayma was rolling her eyes and she darted off in the other direction to spy around in the Princeps’ area.

She breezed past open doors and closed ones, the wards not doing much to stop her since very few of them were actually active. Now that she was inside the palace by way of the Inquisition’s entrance, there weren’t any real defenses. I was sure that Cheya would have loved to get a verbatim report of any one of a number of conversations, but they weren’t all that interesting. It wasn’t until she wandered into the more military section that we overheard something relevant.

"Even the walls are starting to show signs of crumbling," someone with a military insignia grumbled to an inquisitor, before knocking back a slug of some type of liquor. From the face he made there was nothing to recommend it but being strong. The overlay named him as one Marque Engele but it didn’t give me the rank, so I didn’t know if he was lamenting as a common soldier or a top-level commander. "It’s hard enough to keep the Leyn from breaking out into the surrounding tiles without the mana failing too!"

"Wait, aren’t the Leyn some Underneath race?"

"Yes, and that sounds like Blight damage? Mana constructs falling apart?"

"Yeah, if it’s not my mana, anything complicated just sorta dissolves." We’d gotten an unfortunate number of up-close examples of that before I’d erected the wall of darkness. Shayma shifted to Scalemind long enough to ransack poor Marque’s mind before coalescing in a side hall, her mouth grim.

"Definitely blightbeasts, and it looks like they’re keeping the Leyn refugees penned in one of the neighboring tiles, as they call them. They aren’t delivering any supplies or aid, either, it seems they’re just considered invaders."

I couldn’t completely fault Orrelin for not being happy about the Leyn, since I’d treated the Chiuxatli much the same way prior to them striking an actual Bargain, but under the circumstances I would have thought they’d at least try to debrief them. Plus they were fighting blightbeasts without me, which was ultimately a losing proposition. I just wondered how long it had been going on.

"Time to go tell Princeps Alakeim we’re here to take care of his problem."

"Yeah." Shayma left the hard-drinking soldier behind and headed toward the throne room. It looked like Alakeim was wrapping things up for the day, with his herald calling out some long proclamation about something or another, when Shayma appeared in the middle of the mixed nobility and got everyone’s attention by exercising my Presence.

"I am Shayma Ell, the Voice of Blue," she said into the enforced silence. "I am here because you have a blightbeast problem, Princeps Alakeim. Fortunately, Blue can stop the invasion."

"What is this nonsense?" Alakeim said after a moment, making me wonder how well he knew the Grand Inquisitor. They used the same language. "Orrelin has not been invaded. Orrelin cannot be invaded!"

"Oh dang. Has he not been told? Or are they suppressing the news out of some kind of national image issue?" Suddenly some of what was going on made sense. Nobody knew anything about it because the government refused to admit it was actually happening. I knew that happened sometimes but it was still weird to run into.

"Then you won’t mind if I go take care of several hundred Leyn and a few thousand depletion-bearing non-invaders up at Tile Heisen." Shayma said dryly. We probably could have been more diplomatic, and I was sure Iniri would grump about it later, but they’d started it.

"You’ll do no such thing!" Alakeim said, glaring imperiously down at Shayma as his personal guards started for her. "Voice of Blue or not you cannot barge around my country at your whim." He waved in her general direction. "Return her to her room and ensure she stays there." I didn’t even need to say anything, Shayma just rolled her eyes and teleported away.

"So where do you need me to move the Fortress?" While Shayma seemed to have gotten the general location of Tile Heisen and the blightbeasts, I had not.

"Straight south," she said. "I think we’re going to need it."



Chapter 19: Year 1, Day 237 – Shayma


She had missed most of the blightbeast attacks during the year she’d spent dead.  The incursion that Blue had vaporized didn’t really count, since she hadn’t had the opportunity to see them.  The descriptions of the ridiculous horde of beasts and monsters really did not do the reality justice, because the sight of thousands of things crowded together was nearly overwhelming.  As was the sound, and the smell.

Orrelin’s walls had served them well, corralling the blightbeasts so that dozens of earth cannons mounted on the wall could fire at staggered intervals, littering the ground with corpses. The weaponry wasn’t enough to keep up with the tide, and they weren’t quick enough to catch every winged thing that appeared from the hole in the center of the tile that everything was coming from.  Giant birds, bats, and stranger things took to the air and attacked those manning the walls.

Some of them even crossed the walls, though in a way it was fortunate that they seemed intensely bloodthirsty, since that meant they didn’t go too far.  It wasn’t particularly great for the Leyn, though they seemed to be doing well enough.  Their exact form was difficult to discern, since they’d thrown up great strands of shimmering metal as a barrier and shelter against both stray blightbeasts and Orrelin’s own guards.  She had the feeling if it weren’t for the blightbeast horde there’d be more than just a token force encircling the steel thicket.

To see more than occasionally glimpses of movement from inside the densely-packed metal threads she’d have to get closer, but she wasn’t interested in the Leyn just yet.  It was the unending carpet of blightbeasts that concerned her.  Despite the magical weaponry on display, they didn’t make an enormous dent in the swarm, nor did they stop the depletion taint the beasts carried from seeping into the heavily magical walls.  The mana reinforcement was clearly failing, the stone chipping and shearing under the relentless tearing of claws and talons and teeth.  Not to mention what it was doing to the soldiers above as it crept upward.

"That’s really bad," Blue said. "Though I guess they could keep it contained for a long time since even if they broke out there’d just be more wall to get through."

"Might as well get to work," she said, and ignored the soldiers frantically trying to slaughter blightbeasts as she clad herself in her new armor.  It was like a second skin, and meant she could focus her Skills more on movement and control than on toughness.  It moved with complete fluidity as she stretched and changed from human form to something more suited to wreaking havoc.

The amount of [Chimaeric Neutronium] was strictly limited, so while she could make weapons from it, that made the armor extremely difficult to maintain.  It was easier to just let it coat her and take a more warlike shape.  The Scythe-Sister form was fairly good but the scythes had a limited range of motion and the form itself was not as large as it could be.  Now that she’d hit the fourth tier, and had extra mana density to support it, she’d been working on something with a little more punch.

She launched herself into the fray as a dragon covered in starmetal.

Shayma couldn’t manage a full size version yet, but even what she could do packed a staggering amount of physical power behind it.  Coupled with the neutronium armor, smaller things were instantly crushed while anything worth using a claw on offered no resistance whatsoever.  Her tail was a severing whip, and even her wings could be used as blades.  Every time she moved, she rent flesh and bone and set blood splashing, though it slid right off her armor.

Nor did she stint on magic.  Blue’s [Hungering Dark] Field flickered into existence around her, chewing through anything she’d missed and annihilating small creatures outright. It also handily cloaked her exact location from the people manning the walls, not that they could hurt her through the new armor.  All they saw was a black sphere moving around leaving disintegrating bits of beast behind, as Blue’s ANATHEMA had been changed back to depletion sources.  Even brief contact was enough to consume a good chunk of dead matter.

She whipped out one paw to decapitate a flame-haired, ten-legged wolf-thing while smashing a diving hook-faced raptor from the air with her tail, racing along the perimeter of the wall.  It was exhilarating to be so powerful, running almost as fast as she could teleport and eradicating anything in her path.  It didn’t grant her much experience, not as a Trickster, but that wasn’t the point.  It wasn’t like she needed it, anyway.

A stone projectile landed in front of her by happenstance and detonated, the shards pinging off her armor.  She didn’t even feel it.  In the direction where it had come from, smaller boar and wolf types were scrambling up the walls, scaling a small hill of corpses to try and jump at the defenders above.  She dropped the [Hungering Dark] long enough to turn her head and loose a spray of blue-white stellar dragonsbreath, feeling it suck down her mana reserves even as the armor topped them back up.  There were faint cries from the people at the top of the wall, but she’d only slightly melted the surface of the stone and left the blightbeasts as little more than ash.

"Damn!  I don’t know that you’ll need the Fortress at all, there."

"It’s impressive, but I don’t want to deal with a thousand acres of land all by myself."  Blue’s Field scourged the depletion taint from the land as she went along, but she was doing little more than relieving some of the pressure on the walls.  Partly by killing things, and partly because she drew a lot of attention to herself.  All the mindlessly aggressive beasts and monsters saw her as a valid target, even when something that looked like a ten-foot scaled chicken with fangs literally broke its teeth trying to bite her.

She tore its head off just afterward, but it was a good reminder that without the armor and the sheer lethality of her dragon form it would have been exceedingly dangerous to be in the middle of the monster mob by sheer weight of numbers.  It didn’t help that, while the blightbeasts were densely packed and not very bright, there was no infighting and very little accidental trampling or other collateral.  A normal fourth-tier would probably be worn down by the sheer weight of bodies at some point.

Shayma, though, just continued her sprint along the wall, anything nipping at her heels getting torn apart by a kick of her hind claws or crushed by a flick of her tail.  She could see the Fortress as a speck in the distance, but it would still be some minutes before it arrived and cleaned everything else up.  Until then, she just focused on taking care of trouble spots.

By the time the Fortress was looming overhead, she’d probably slaughtered over a thousand blightbeasts just with her claws and jaws alone, but even that had only made a small dent.  They were still streaming out of the connection to the Underneath, like ants from an upturned hill.  From the looks of things, Orrelin had been dealing with the swarm for weeks, though whether it had always been as dense as it was now or if they just couldn’t keep up with the reinforcements wasn’t clear.

"Okay I’m about ready," Blue told her, and she took to wing, soaring over to the command post she’d noticed earlier, located at one of the wall intersections, and shifting down to her normal form as she landed.  At least ten different arrows and four different combat spells were stopped dead by her armor in the process, most of which she could have avoided.  In truth it probably wasn’t the best habit to get into, because there was no such thing as invulnerable armor, so she dispersed into spirit form and let an illusion of herself walk forward. 

Even in spirit form she could feel the magic involved in Skill-driven attacks, but the sheer mana density of the [Chimaeric Neutronium] absorbed the damage.  The noncorporeal form wasn’t immune to everything, and might have been more vulnerable to some things if it weren’t for [Unbreakable Promise].  The illusion affected not to notice such failed attacks, just casually walking forward, and after a few moments the commanding officer ordered his guards to cease fire. That boded well for his understanding of the situation, especially since Blue was paying very close attention.

"General Acatem," she said, once again grateful for Blue’s ability to identify anyone near her.  It made it far easier to get on with the important things instead of waiting for introductions.  The man in question was having a hard time deciding whether to stare at her or the giant black fortress dropping down toward the ground.  "Blue is about to solve your blightbeast problem.  I advise you to get your men off the walls, or at least have them look away."

The man confirmed he wasn’t a complete idiot by, after another glance at her and at the Fortress, barking orders for a withdrawal from the tile walls.  The tiles were large enough that Blue’s point defense wouldn’t reach over the whole thing, maybe a quarter of it at most, but all those [Starlance] point defenses going off at once could blind a man.  The Fortress kept descending as they continued the retreat, the sheer scale of it becoming more and more intimidating.  It halted maybe fifty feet above the top of the walls, waiting in ominous silence.

"Excuse me, ma’am," Akatem said, approaching her.  "I appreciate whatever assistance you can provide, but who are you?  And what is that?"  She was a little surprised that he didn’t recognize the Fortress, though considering the general state of enforced ignorance that Orrelin was operating in, perhaps she shouldn’t have been.  Shayma made the usual introductions, then nodded in the direction of the Fortress.

"That is Blue’s Fortress, and it is more than capable of allowing Blue to destroy the blightbeasts and purge the depletion from your land.  It may take some time, and I would advise not attacking it in the interim.  Your government was less than helpful, so you may be ordered to seize either myself or Blue’s property.  Don’t."

"Yes, ma’am," Akatem said, eyeing her cautiously.  Of course, he’d seen her as an invulnerable dragon, so he was likely considerably more impressed than those who’d only seen her as a fox-girl.  Her admission that she didn’t have the imprimatur of the Orrelin government made him obviously wary, even more so than before, but he didn’t make any further demands or ask any further questions.  He just turned back to his men and continued giving orders.

He was interrupted by a blazing flare of light from the Fortress as hundreds of individual [Starlance] projectors picked out targets on the ground, followed by a crackling boom and the earth shaking underfoot as Blue landed directly over the hole to the Underneath.  Shayma hid a wince.  She still wasn’t at ease with the fact that Blue had destroyed Port Anell, and seeing the Fortress attacking rather forcefully brought that to mind.

He was using it to a far better purpose this time, however, so she simply waited for the sounds to settle.  There were shouts from some of the Classers who were watching, and cracks appeared in walls in places where they had been weakened, but nothing she could see gave way.  If something had fallen apart somewhere, Blue would probably fix it before he left.  Probably.

"Oof, yeah, there’s still a lot coming up," Blue told her. "Ridiculous how many of these things can cross under the ocean.  You’d think they’d starve or something first, but nooo, tens of thousands of bloodthirsty monsters just show up from nowhere."

"If they just starved on their way out, it would be too easy," Shayma said, though One-Eye-Green had told her that the Scalemind scouts had found that anything outside of Blue’s territory had been scoured clean of non-blighted life.  Not that they left Blue’s territory these days.  Mostly because he’d expanded so far, but partly just because it wasn’t safe to do so.

"Either way this is going to take a little bit of time."  Blue’s ability to take over terrain was faster than ever, but with enormous volumes to attend to it still took time.

"I’ll go check on the Leyn while you do that," Shayma said, looking to where the general was redeploying some of his soldiers around the Leyn fortifications.  Blue seemed somewhat indifferent to them, but she wanted to see what they were like and, considering where they were and how they’d gotten there, offer them a lift away from Orrelin.

She flickered through Phantasmal space, dropping down from the command center to the webwork of metal in the next tile.  Her Domain saw straight through it, to a network of razor-wire-edged tunnels of various widths.  They weren’t all at ground level, either, arcing down into the earth or up into the air, making a rather effective defense against any lower tier human-kin or animals.

The Leyn themselves were very definitely not human-kin, or even humanoid. They looked like a bizarre mix of starfish and spider, with a seven-sided central body and seven limbs extending from it: four legs, two small, delicate-looking arms ending in long-fingered hands, and one larger, claw-like arm.  There was an eye located on the angles of the body between each pair of legs, and a rather terrifying-looking mouth on the underside.  She might have taken them for monsters or beasts if it weren’t for the fact that they were all heavily clothed, from puffy jackets stretched over the top side of their bodies and secured around their legs, to arm and leg coverings cinched tight with cord, to metal-tipped piton boots on the insectile legs.

"Wow, radial symmetry!  Yeah, those are definitely alien.  The Underneath is a bizarre place I guess."

"Yeah!"  She stared at them through her Domain, wondering how to talk to them.  Her Domain made it a lot easier to study them enough to take a Leyn form, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to do that just yet.  Just because she knew their form didn’t mean she knew anything else, and they’d find a brand new Leyn appearing out of nowhere and acting strangely far more suspect than her coming as herself.

「Iniri, do you know anything about the Leyn?」 Shayma sent, though she didn’t hold too much hope.  Neither of them had known much of anything about the Underneath prior to talking to Ansae.

「I’m afraid not,」 Iniri said regretfully.  「Whatever records we had for the Underneath races were lost.  I requested some texts from Ir but with Blue putting up that wall it didn’t seem urgent to go through them.  One moment.」  She could almost hear Iniri’s instructions on the other side, and less than a minute later Iniri continued.

「They’re primarily metal Affinity, and there’s some entries on their diet and habitat.  Ah!  They can understand normal speech, and they’re usually led by someone from the highest caste in a given group.  I don’t see any special warnings about how to address them, but I haven’t gone through the whole entry yet.」

「Thanks!」 Shayma replied.  「l’ll make do with that much.」 She couldn’t wait forever unless she was willing to force Orrelin’s hand regarding the refugees, and she wasn’t.

"I am Shayma Ell, Voice of the Power Blue.  I’m here to speak with whoever is in charge!"  She amplified her voice slightly, and her pronouncement was punctuated by the ground shaking again as Blue did whatever he was doing to wipe out the blightbeasts.  She had a feeling when he was done, there wouldn’t be any more connection to the Underneath.

The nearest Leyn rotated so that its gripping claw, and the spear it was holding, faced Shayma’s direction where she stood outside the metal, while one of its legs tapped rapidly against one of the metal strands.  Two other Leyn guards arrived at full tilt, clambering through the metal-strand tunnels to join the first.  Shayma was a little put out about that; apparently she’d have to learn something else like colortongue, only she didn’t think that she’d get the benefit of the [Craft Hall] and a Bargain.

"Who are these three?  Anyone I need to worry about?"  She excluded her question from the Leyn, since until they understood her exact relationship with Blue, talking to someone who wasn’t visible was merely confusing.

"Kellarek Apatite-Spiral.  Level 37 [Gemstone Spear].  Mullonok Topaz-Facet.  Level 28 [Fire Mage].  Eslenee Ruby-Facet.  Level 33 [Steel Summoner]."  It was obvious enough which was which, or rather, who was whom.  None of the three responded directly, and she was considering the best approach when a fourth individual appeared in her Domain, larger than the other three and wearing more elaborate clothing.

"Nillaren Diamond-Star.  Level 52 [Merchant of the Sapphire Way]."  Shayma nodded.  That looked and sounded like someone who was in charge.  Nillaren walked up to the barrier and poked Eslenee, who reached out with their gripping arm to grab the threads and bend them aside as if they were reeds and not steel.

"My name is Nillaren," the Leyn said through the crack, its voice a little coarse and metallic but surprisingly normal otherwise.  Or rather, his voice, since Shayma had enough time to study them through her Domain and the voice was definitely masculine.  "I represent this caravan.  What is it that you want, Shayma Ell, Voice of Blue?"

"I want to know what you know about the blightbeasts," Shayma said, gesturing behind herself to the tile where the Fortress towered into the sky.  "In exchange, I can offer you transportation out of Orrelin."  The eyes facing Shayma blinked and Nillaren rocked his body from side to side in something that was either a shrug or a nod.

"That seems more than equitable.  I suppose these human attackers are of an accord with that?"  Shayma wondered if the Leyn even knew where they were, labeling the Orrelin defense force by species instead of nationality.

"No, but it doesn’t matter.  Blue, can you teleport everything here up to the Fortress?"

"Sure!  Just give me a second, I’ll put them in the Scalemind area I guess, since they’re from the Underneath."  Even with her newfound spirit form, she had to be in corporeal form for Blue to take over an area, and she was still stuck when he did so, but he was faster now so encompassing the entire encampment wouldn’t take long.

"Teleport?"  Nillaren asked cautiously, rocking his body in a circular motion this time, though what precisely that meant was anyone’s guess.  "It will take some time to break down the camp and store everything."

"Oh, you don’t need to worry about that," she assured Nillaren.  With her Domain she could see Blue’s territory spread out underneath the encampment, and even when the front passed out of her vision she had a good idea how long it would take for Blue to cover the whole thing.  "You might want to tell everyone else to expect a change of scenery, though.  In about ten seconds."

Nillaren made some convulsive movement with its manipulator hands and raced over to the inner steel threads, beating a furious tattoo on the metal.  Shayma silently counted down in her own head, then waved at Nillaren just before their entire camp vanished, leaving just an empty crater of dirt.  Blue withdrew himself just as quickly freeing her to move once again.  Another look around showed that General Akatem had gone off somewhere else, so she just shrugged.

"Bring me aboard, would you Blue?"

"Your wish is my command," Blue told her, and she felt the tug of the recall as she reappeared at the heart of the Fortress.  "Considering the way the other people acted I’m surprised those soldiers aren’t trying to attack the Fortress."

"I think after your little display they know better," she told him.  "The man in charge didn’t seem blind or stupid, either.  I doubt his superiors will be officially happy but I think he was glad enough to see someone else take care of this mess."

"That would be a breath of fresh air.  Anyway, speaking of messes, you’d better go over there before the Leyn encounter any Scalemind."  There weren’t many Scalemind in the Fortress, since they were still grappling with the concepts of farming and ranching, but few wasn’t none.  She nodded agreement and pulled on the teleport Field that Blue had set up in her central room, shifting over to the Scalemind area.

The Chiuxatli had been quite busy over the past year.  Each of the areas had started out as a fifteen hundred foot or so cube, and Expanded to around thirty miles in each dimension, but they weren’t just empty cubes.  The Chiuxatli region was dominated by red sandstone spires, rising from the floor, jutting out from the walls, and hanging from the ceiling, forming a complex but open network of vertical surfaces, complete with waterfalls and hanging plants.  The human area, by contrast, had discrete half-mile tall levels, each of which was fully landscaped.

The Underneath section was a sprawling network of caverns and tunnels, with both large open spaces and narrow ones.  None of them were populated with animals for the simple fact that [Climate Flourishing] did not make a full ecosystem of animals.  In fact, every animal created by the Skill was female, so there needed to be an existing population for it to go anywhere.  Taelah had started making inroads on some of the areas in the Caldera with [Ecological Integration], but even a year wasn’t much when it came to that.

The Leyn encampment had been dropped in the middle of one of the larger caverns, in an area Blue had shaped to fit exactly so it looked like it had been built there to begin with.  Blue had even set up the teleport point in the same spot relative to the Leyn, so she was facing Nillaren once again as she blinked into existence.  The Leyn crouched down for a moment, almost flattening himself against the ground with its arms splayed, before straightening back up.  Shayma figured that was pretty much a bow.

"Now, why don’t you tell me about how you ran into the blightbeasts?  Plus if there’s somewhere you were going we might be able to get you there."

"Yes, of course," Nillaren said, his eyes focusing elsewhere for a moment.  "We run the route from the Great Metal Dungeon north to the Chalcery Depths.  There was a territorial clash between two factions at Kallindakari, the city we normally go through, so we circled upward to avoid it.  That’s when we ran into the swarm.  There weren’t many at first, but our guards became weakened and some even fell unconscious."

"Depletion," Shayma supplied.  "The blightbeasts carry it."  One of Nillaren’s feet tapped the ground in a rapid pattern, then stopped.

"I see," Nillaren said.  "Then they will not recover."  Shayma just smiled, because she really enjoyed being able to do things like what she was about to.

"That’s not entirely true.  For those who have been completely depleted, if any survive, Blue has a way to revive them.  They’ll have to start their Class from scratch, and it is not free, but it can be done."  Nillaren was silent for a moment, then lowered himself to the ground again.

"Please.  My nephew, my cousin."

"You will owe a favor to a Power," Shayma warned.

"Anything," Nillaren said.

"Then it can be done.  I will bring several of Blue’s citizens here, and they will be monsters, so prepare yourself accordingly."  Nillaren bowed again, and Shayma shielded herself from the Leyn to talk to Blue.

"Where’s One-Eye-Green?  I’ll want a few Scalemind to help with the binding process."

"She’s off talking with some of the people from Kinul.  I’ll send you over.  You know, I don’t have any idea what I’m going to get from a Leyn merchant caravan.   Not that I’m complaining!  Just thinking out loud."  Blue mused to her before spatial magic swirled up around her and sent her back to the Village.  As Blue had said, One-Eye-Green was deep in discussion with one of the visiting youth, about irrigation of all things.  Shayma waited until she was at a stopping point before interrupting.

"One-Eye-Green?  I need some people to help me with a number of depleted Leyn, if you could."

"Of course, miss Shayma!"  One-Eye-Green said happily, baring a large number of teeth in a smile.  Her evolution had given her more height and bulk, and made her fingers a little more dexterous, but had left her mostly the same as before.  She’d also gotten a good chunk of levels in the bargain, bringing her up to a level 45 [Scalemind Ambassador].

"I’ll meet you in the Fortress.  Blue will send you where you need to go."  One-Eye-Green nodded along, and vanished a moment later as Blue sent her back to the caves beneath the mountains.  Shayma shook her head.  She was still stunned by how absurd Blue’s teleportation was on occasion.  With a flicker of thought she returned to the Leyn compound, which in the few minutes she had been gone was already starting to be deconstructed by their [Steel Summoner].

"They’re on their way," she informed Nillaren.  "So, Kallindakari?"  The Leyn tapped his feet on the ground and blinked at her.

"After we ran into the swarm by Kallindakari, we retreated upward.  But they kept coming, so we kept pushing upward.  We didn’t want to go all the way to the Surface but we didn’t have a choice.  It was that or be trapped in a dead-end cavern."  Nillaren made a grating, clicking noise.  "I fear Kallindakari may be overrun."

"We can take care of that once we’ve taken care of you," Shayma assured it.  "Can’t we?" She added as an aside to Blue, without letting Nillaren hear.

"Sure!  I don’t know if we can establish a permanent presence there, and it’s not like I can bring the Fortress down into the Underneath, but it’s not a good idea to let blightbeasts kill off a city if we can stop it."

One-Eye-Green popped into existence next to her with two Scythe Sisters she didn’t know offhand, and while the three guards were tense, they made no hostile moves toward the monsters.  It was an interesting note on how One-Eye-Green had grown that she stood with her hands clasped behind her back while Shayma made introductions, and nodded to Nillaren with commendable gravitas.

"I am One-Eye-Green, [Scalemind Ambassador]," she said.  "We are here to help!"

"Thank you," Nillaren said, gesturing to the wire-lined passages behind it.  "We are still working on access.  I know that it is difficult for non-Leyn to traverse."

"That’s no trouble," Shayma assured it.  "Lead the way!"  She formed proper passage in her Domain for One-Eye-Green and her friends to follow, her Domain unmaking the razor wire as they passed and restoring it behind them, a solid stone platform underfoot adjusting for the uneven ground.  It was odd to watch the Leyn walk, because he didn’t rotate when changing directions and had eyes that kept looking back at them while navigating through the remnants of the fortifications.

There were maybe fifteen total Leyn within the fortifications, five of them double the size of Nillaren and wearing harnesses that the various bags and cases on the ground obviously clipped to.  Most of the rest were spread out, but there were three others off to the side on hammocks, and unmoving.  It was to these that Nillaren led them, and Blue confirmed it.

"Yup, [Depleted].  Doublecheck their Affinities just so we don’t embarrass ourselves?"

"What Affinities did they have?"  Shayma asked, stepping off to one side to let the Scalemind work.

"Metal, Metal, Earth," Nillaren said, indicating the Leyn in turn, and Blue provided her with a Primal Source for each of them.  Nillaren’s eyes glittered at the sight but didn’t say anything as she folded the unconscious Leyn’s smaller graspers around the Sources in preparation for the [Soul Prostheses].  One-Eye-Green didn’t say anything either, but by now Shayma was familiar enough with mind magic to see it going on, even if she couldn’t tap into it without shifting.  Each of the three Scalemind chose a Leyn, with One-Eye-Green selecting one of the ones with metal Affinity and the other two Scythe-Sisters placing their scythes on top of their respective patients.

"And here we go."  Blue muttered.  "Hoooold it…"  He wasn’t talking to her, since she wasn’t doing the work, but One-Eye-Green knew what to do anyway.  "Got it!"  Blue said, and Shayma tapped One-Eye-Green’s elbow.

"It’s done," she told the Scalemind, putting out her hand to produce the [Soul Prostheses].

"Now we can fix them?"  One-Eye-Green asked cheerfully, waiting for Shayma to distribute the small orbs to the appropriate Leyn, to replace the Source that had crumbled away as soon the Scalemind had stopped.

"Yes," Shayma said, and turned to Nillaren.  "Those items will protect them against any further depletion and help support their new Classes.  The Scalemind are helping ease them into that.  They’ve lost all their Skills and Abilities, so the shock means they’ll remain unconscious without further help, even if their soul collapse has been stopped."

"That’s soul magic?"  Nillaren asked sharply, which Shayma understood.

"Not exactly.  It’s something only a Power can do."

"Oh."  Nillaren didn’t have anything further to say to that.  Perhaps it still hadn’t quite come to terms with the fact that it was dealing with a Power.  It watched for a few minutes longer before taking a breath.  "How long⁠—" it began, then stopped as one of the unconscious Leyn stirred.  What had taken Shayma hours took real Scalemind only minutes, and the trio of [DEPLETED] Leyn returned to life.  Nillaren rushed forward, and Shayma gave him room.  Once he had come to terms with Blue saving three of the Leyn, she’d see about saving others.  With luck, Kallindakari still held.



Chapter 20A: Year 1, Day 237 – One-Eye-Green


Leyn were so interesting!  One-Eye-Green almost never got the chance to see what Gossamers were like since they couldn’t Share and they were so fragile, but Miss Shayma had asked her to!  She was so glad Miss Shayma was back because everything else felt more alive and of course it was sad when people died.  It was sad but sort of normal so it was weird that none of her people had died since they moved to Blue’s, and only Shayma had of the people she knew!  And even Shayma came back.

The Leyn weren’t dead either, but it had been very close.  They were almost dead when One-Eye-Green looked at them, at least that’s what it seemed like from their minds.  She had to be very very careful, but that care had gotten much easier with her evolution.  Her nestmates had all evolved into Scythe Sisters or Brothers of Burden but she had become something else and she’d kept her hands.  Which was good, because she liked hands, even if she still poked holes in her pockets with her claws.

One-Eye-Green kept getting distracted, since she was so excited about helping Shayma again.  The Leyn mind was very odd, all partitioned out into different directions and without any real sense of forward or backward, just up and down.  It was harder to find where the Skills were, and where the sense of mana and stamina was, since the Leyn thought of such things as different vibrations instead of different limbs like humans or Chiuxatli.  Once she found it, though, it was easy.

Once the Leyn were awake again she was very polite and didn’t stay inside their heads, though she did Share what she could sense with her sisters.  They couldn’t passively see things going on in Gossamer minds like she could, even after she’d been training them to be very delicate and careful.  It was amazing how close to every other kind of Gossamer the emotions were, even though none were exactly the same.

She was also polite in staying back and letting Shayma and Nillaren talk about things.  It turned out that being polite mostly involved not saying anything, but the clever thing was to also listen a lot.  Not just to what was said, but what was thought, and how the two were different.  Being a good ambassador meant knowing which of the two to actually respond to!  Figuring that out had been the hardest part.

"Why don’t you show Nillaren around, tell him about the Fortress and Blue," Shayma suggested.  "While I see what we can do for Kallindakari."

"I will, Miss Shayma!"  One-Eye-Green couldn’t help but waggle her tail in excitement.  She was being trusted to talk for Blue!  Not only had he helped them so much, taking them in and protecting them and making sure they always had something to hunt or fish, but he was a Big Thing.  She had better words for that now, but at the heart of the idea when she Shared about Blue, he was a Big Thing.  It was always amazing to be trusted with anything Big.  Shayma vanished away in a palpable surge of magic and Nillaren blinked at One-Eye-Green.

"You have never heard of Blue before?"  One-Eye-Green knew that the world was big, especially since they’d walked so far through the lowways!  But it seemed strange to her that there were still people who didn’t know about him, considering everything he’d done.  Nillaren clicked his big claw in negation, so One-Eye-Green brought up the packet of information she’d made beforehand in her head to make sure she didn’t forget anything.

It was fun to watch Nillaren’s reactions as she told the Leyn about Blue being a Power, and a dungeon, and everything he’d done for the Scalemind and Tarnil and Leviathans and Chiuxatli and everyone.  He had the appropriate amount of awe which was nice, because a lot of people didn’t!  They just shrugged and decided it wasn’t their problem and went on with their life.  Which she understood from Taelah was a good thing for the most part but it was a little sad.  Anyone who wasn’t awed at awesome things was really missing out on one of the best part of things being awesome!

"This is the Scalemind part of the Hedron."  One-Eye-Green said, gesturing around at the cavern.  "There are hundreds of caverns like this!  There are human, Surface areas too.  And even a Leviathan area full of water!"

"The Hedron?"  Nillaren questioned, his visible eyes wide and staring at her.  "Voice Shayma called it the Fortress."

"Oh, it’s a fortress from the outside, but in here it’s too nice for that!  So I called it the Hedron and now everyone else does too."  Blue’s name for it was a little too long and strange and he hadn’t objected to her shortening it for everyone else, so the Hedron it was.  She was quite proud people liked the name.

"Wait, if it’s that big…"  Nillaren tapped the ground with one of his feet, in a quick rattling rhythm that, from what she could sense of his mind, was just the equivalent of filler words.  "How could it possibly fit into what I saw before?  Is it even the same place?  We were teleported here."

"Blue can expand space," One-Eye-Green said happily.  "He can make the interior of the Hedron as large as he likes!"  That wasn’t strictly true, from what she’d learned talking to Miss Taelah, but it was close enough.

"That is an astounding thing," Nillaren said.  "I do not know if I would believe it, if I had not seen the teleportation myself."

"That is very often how it is with Blue," One-Eye-Green said.  "You get used to it when you start working with him.  For many, we Scalemind are the most difficult to deal with because we are monsters."

"Yes," Nillaren agreed.  "It is very odd.  You’re Blue’s monsters?"

"Blue is making us not monsters!"  Just as she had a memory packet for Blue, to explain what he was, she had one for the Scalemind, to explain who they were, what they wanted, and where they were going.  She introduced her sisters, Edge-of-Frost and Sharp-of-Sight, and was absolutely thrilled by Nillaren bowing to them like they were real people.  Mostly only the people from the Village did that and they were already special and Blue’s.

Hopefully once they started to be treated like real people, becoming real people wouldn’t be too far off.



Chapter 20B: Year 1, Day 238 – Ynikrik Sapphire-Facet


Kallindakari was a death trap.  The survivors were crammed into the lowest portions of the enormous garnet stalactites, but there was no way for anyone to escape from them there, hanging as they did over the Chalcery Depths.  Nobody wanted to be near the upper portions, where Kallindakari joined the lowways, as if mere distance would save them from the hordes that threatened to overrun the city.  The bridges that joined the disparate parts of the hanging, carved city had been retracted or in some cases destroyed, sent spiraling down into the shadowy abyss below.

Ynikrik was exhausted.  They’d learned early on that fighting the blightbeast horde directly was a rapid path to death, even for a fourth-tier Classer, so the defense had fallen to those who could attack at range.  Unfortunately, most mages and archers and javelineers and other, more esoteric types were not really built for endurance.  He’d been at it for nearly a week with only scraps of sleep, draining his mana pool constantly as he sent shards of steel out to slaughter anything that squirmed its way past the earthen barriers, then draining it again to recall the metal.  They’d already run out of any extra, having cannibalized furniture and statues and railings to give the metal shapers more to work with.

He scraped together enough concentration to turn the twisted piece of scrap in his claw into a razored disc and sent it spinning through the smaller beasts that had broken through the main front.  His entire carapace felt sore from concentration as it bounded and rebounded through the morass, killing Leyn-sized things, especially flying ones, before they reached the defenders.  He sent it careening into a larger, twenty-foot stone-armored chimera, guiding it into a maw exposed to bite and then detonating the disk into shards.

The frog-faced, crocodile-jawed horror screamed, convulsed, and toppled.  The corpse blocked the gap it had made in the defenses, though it wouldn’t stay blocked for long.  The very nature of the beasts seemed to break down complex magic and mana reinforcement, meaning it was a constant struggle by those with earth Affinity to hold back the main tide.  That didn’t even take into account the beasts that had earth Affinity themselves and bored their own holes around the reinforced lowway.

The ground shuddered, a garbled message of violence that he didn’t pay much attention to any longer, it happened so much.  Instead he focused on pulling back the splintered shards of the missile he’d destroyed, and so missed the entrance of an even greater terror until it smashed straight through the thick stone barricade.  Some massive lava-coated insect, fifty feet long at least, lumbered forward and spat flaming globs out at whatever it could see.  It could see him.

Ynikrik skittered to one side as a lava bomb crunched down on the pocked stone where he had stood, sending molten droplets spattering.  He hissed as one landed on his armor, almost burning through before he managed to dislodge it with a swipe of reclaimed iron, formed into a flat scoop.  Even so, he could feel the sting of the burn, among the other bruises, scrapes, and welts from the past week’s fighting.

Rapid drumming from Keleeheem Opal-Star rang across the battlefield, ordering those with earth and water Affinities to the gap and shifting others to deal with the rest.  It wasn’t likely they’d be able to kill the thing without further casualties, but there had to be some third-tiers left who could snuff its fire.  He forced his aching legs to carry him closer, so he could start sniping the fluttering flame-wraiths that were darting forward to suck the heat from the living.

Leyn and Stoneborn converged on the lava-beast, all of them moving with grim weariness.  Anyone that had delusions of glory or excitement had been either killed or had their attitude ground out of them over hundreds of hours of continuous fighting.  A few Classers had even retreated down to Kallindakari, though how they were faring Ynikrik didn’t know.  The only thing coming out of the city were ever-dwindling stocks of food, though at least the mighty deluge of the Kallin Conduit meant there was more than enough water available.

Suddenly, the ground shook again, but it wasn’t something coming through the barriers.  It came from above, it was moving fast, and the creak and crunch of shattering rock told him that it wasn’t bothering with any sort of earth Affinity magic.  It was pure power.  He groaned, skidding to a halt and rounding on yet another threat when it punched through the ceiling, dropping the full two hundred feet to land on the scarred surface of the lowway.

It was no invader.  He could tell that from any distance, considering the aura of unfamiliar magic that it radiated.  Not to mention the unfamiliar metal that coated it completely, something with so much power that it made his mouth water.  No, whoever it was had reached the fourth or fifth tier, if not higher, and that armor, moving as it did with the slightest twitch, made it obvious they had metal Affinity.  But not just metal Affinity, since they were cloaked in some other kind of power entirely.

Before anyone could react in any intelligent way to its appearance, it turned and launched itself at the lava beast.  He tried to call out a warning, uselessly, about the depletion they carried, but it was far too late for that.  Then in midflight it shifted, becoming something closer to twenty feet long than the biped it had been before, something with claws and wings and horns.  When it smashed into the lava beast, it tore through it like it was little more than vapor, then turned and spat a blue-white fire at the smaller animals and monsters crowding in behind it.

As if fire and metal weren’t enough, sudden shadows billowed outward from their new ally, ones that made Ynikrik shudder.  The Chalcery Depths were home to the largest darkness Affinity mana spring in their part of the world, and he was quite familiar with all the various forms the Affinity could take.  None of them had the sheer malevolent hunger of that one, and the screams of the things the darkness surrounded were chilling.  Even more chilling was the fact that as the shadows moved, they left nothing behind but polished stone.

A sudden lance of brilliant light shot out of the darkness and smashed into some sort of gem-carapaced beetle that had nearly made it to him, and shook him out of his reverie.  However the stranger was managing all that without weakening, he still had to look to his own defense, and that of others.  He was almost, almost tempted to try and pull a drop of that strange metal he felt to use, but even tired as he was he knew that was a terrible idea.

He crafted more metal spikes to take out the smallest things, claw-sized rats scurrying forward, pinning them writhing and dying against the stone.  Then the shadow region swept over them, and he threw up a defensive Skill in reflexive horror, nearly collapsing in mana drain, before realizing that the shadows weren’t touching him, or any of the defenders.  It was just the invaders that were being torn apart and eaten, chunks vanishing as if a thousand starving jaws had set upon them.  It was amazing, but when the shadows rolled away it just revealed how many more things there were to kill, how the beast swarm stretched on and on along the lowway.

The stranger returned to its first, bipedal form, stretching out its hands.  There was a whirl of black and a monstrous weapon, full four times as long as the stranger was tall, appeared in its hands.  It had a bulb at one end, and decorations and runes covered the barrel, every single one of which was unfamiliar and potent.  This was a new metal too, and if the armor made his mouth water, this metal almost made his heart stop.  It sang perfection in ways he didn’t know were possible.  Yet even that was obscured by the sheer potency of mana radiating from the thing, as if the stranger had captured an entire mana spring and stuffed it inside.  And it wasn’t any mana Affinity he was familiar with.

"Cover your eyes!"  The stranger shouted as it swung the weapon up to its shoulder, the metal armor shifting to brace it.  The voice was loud and booming but undeniably female, and he dropped to the ground, curling legs and claws over his eyes.  Whatever that weapon could do, if she was warning against watching it, he was going to take it to heart.  There was a sudden crack, a thunder like the end of the world, and then a roar that just went on and on.  Even though he’d closed his eyes and covered them with his limbs, light leaked in, harsh and aggressive.

Mana hammered at him, just the faintest reflections of what the weapon was actually doing, and heat rippled over his carapace in waves, as if he were next to a blazing fire.  It seemed to go on forever, the sheer destructive power becoming more horrifying with every passing second, but the stranger did not stop.  It wasn’t until a full minute later that the light went out and the heat faded, with a suddenness that suggested she had simply stopped firing rather than run out of mana to power the weapon with.

"It should be safe now," the stranger’s voice said, and Ynikrik uncovered his eyes.  The barriers were gone, but so was the horde.  For as far as he could see the lowway had been scoured clean, even the incredibly hard stone vaporized in a nearly perfect circular tunnel, extending on and on.  The stone at the edges still glowed, but not with heat.  Instead, somehow chunks of crystal and rock had been transmuted, turning the entire tunnel into a light-flecked passage, glittering and glimmering on all sides.

"I think that’s everything," the stranger continued.  "But just in case…"  She lifted a hand, and small orbs of light began to flick out, arcing through the air and coming to rest floating about each of the defenders.  One settled just above his carapace, a soothing warmth that felt remarkably safe, though he had no idea why.

The metal armor shimmered and seemed to vanish, though he could still feel its presence, revealing what was obviously a Surfacer.  She looked oddly soft compared to a Stoneborn or a Leyn or even the Unake, but he’d already seen how deceiving that appearance was.  Ynikrik started toward her, more out of sheer bloody-minded curiosity than anything else, but then sagged back down as the last of his strength failed him.  He was just too tired, now that things were safe again.

She walked back toward the defenders, the bright green carapace of Keleeheem moving to intercept her, and a wave of restorative energy washed out from her, cascading across him and the other defenders.  Ynikrik’s claw clattered.  In the sudden clarity as fatigue was washed away, he wasn’t sure he actually wanted to meet her.  She’d shown mastery over at least four Affinities, wielded a weapon that could destroy cities, and seemed entirely immune to the effects of depletion.

If she could do all that, there was nobody left in Kallindakari who could oppose her, not even Keleeheem.  Perhaps nobody could.  All in all, while she might have been their savior she was not someone whose attention he wanted, if he wanted to keep his life the way it was.  No, Ynikrik decided, it would be better to return to the city and see if he could find an intact hammock to sleep in.  Leave the powerful outsiders to the higher castes.  After all, that was their job.



Chapter 20C: Year 1, Day 238 – Blue


The Sungun worked as well as I could ever have hoped. There had been tests and even test-firings, but it wasn’t the same as watching the device actually scour a lowway clean of blightbeasts. The containment on the Firmament chassis meant that it could actually overcharge the sun with stellar Affinity, enough that the integrity of the [Contained Star] within wasn’t threatened even with how long Shayma had kept the trigger down. Admittedly, the mana had been pouring out for months.

I hadn’t originally intended for the Sungun to be a man-portable weapon, and it still really wasn’t, but Shayma’s armor changed things. It gave her both the protection and the sheer mass necessary to fire the thing, and the fact that she could see through her Domain meant she didn’t have to worry about burning out her eyes in order to aim. She also could use it better than I could, frankly, with the finesse that came with being able to interact with magical items properly and not through the mana equivalent of mechanical switches.

The lance of stellar plasma had done a fantastic job of purging the overcrowded lowway of everything from vermin to near-kaiju, but I hadn’t been expecting the side effect of all that stellar mana. It’d transmuted huge swaths of lowway walls, especially the glimstone, turning it into a star-speckled tunnel. If we were lucky that might actually deter future blightbeast traffic, but it wasn’t something to count on. I’d have to see about something more permanent before Shayma left.

It was a pretty messy battle that Shayma dropped into, but she cleaned it up extremely quickly. Most of the defenders were Leyn, but there were quite a few of the mobile geodes that were Stoneborn, some of which I wouldn’t have been able to tell from rubble without the overlay. Everyone was down on health and stamina and mana, but [Rejuvenation] went a long way toward fixing that. She had Keri’s [Primal Healing] available to her as well, but I wasn’t sure it was needed. It was an unfortunate fact of the battlefield that people who weren’t given medical attention quickly died quickly, so for the most part there were only people in adequate shape and corpses.

"Thank you, stranger," said a Leyn the color of jade, approaching Shayma. The overlay said it was named Keleeheem Opal-Star, and it was a level 71 [Enduring Gemstone Battlecaller]. Not quite fourth-tier, but really close, and while it was about half depleted, half was pretty good under the circumstances. "May we know who you are?"

"I am Shayma Ell, Voice for the Power known as Blue," Shayma said. "The blightbeasts are his business, and he is eradicating them where they can be found." The glowing tunnel behind her put some serious emphasis on the word eradicating. I couldn’t read Leyn body language, but I was still pretty sure Keleeheem was impressed.

"Nillaren Diamond-Star informed us of the attack," she continued. "I suspect that it has been effectively dealt with, but I am quite willing to stay for a short time to ensure there is nothing further that needs to be addressed."

"Maybe see if they’re willing to open some kind of diplomatic contact? I’m sort of on their northern border. Or will be, when I dig deep enough." The Chalcery Depths were eighty kilometers straight down, which absolutely demonstrated there was nothing approaching normal geology going on. "Though I have to avoid that Great Dungeon so maybe more like northeast. Either way, we aren’t all that far away in absolute terms."

"I believe the masters of the city would be quite willing to grant you leave to stay as long as you like," Keleeheem said. "We would not be so churlish as to turn away our savior."

"Excellent," Shayma said. "I would like to meet these masters, and offer some aid on the way. You seem to have had a rough time of it."

"We have," Keleeheem admitted, then hesitated. "I am not actually certain who is in charge of the city at the moment. I haven’t been back in days."

"Nillaren did mention something about certain internal affairs, but under the circumstances I’m sure that is no longer as important as it once was." Shayma raised her eyebrows at Keleeheen, who blinked its eyes at her.

"Yeahhh, I bet it actually made it worse. Not a problem we can ignore if we want to deal with them. I don’t think they’d be happy if we waltzed in and put someone in charge, but we’d better address it anyway, just to make sure it’s not an issue." Before, I would have left well enough alone. Now, I wanted to make sure I pruned any small problems before they became large ones.

"Are you sure about that?" Shayma asked, masking herself from Keleeheem, who was explaining exactly what I had said in slightly more diplomatic terms.

"Oh yeah. If we’re going to deal with them at all, it has to be as a unified government. Else we’re going to see people trying to mislead and backstab us and I’m not going to stand for that. So either they get their act together or we leave them to their own devices."

"That seems a little harsh," Shayma said, her tail flicking as she considered. "Though you’re right that if they bring us into their infighting, that’s not going to go well for anyone. No destroying any more cities," she warned.

"If they behave themselves, I won’t need to!" That failed to reassure her, though I really wasn’t planning on any significant mayhem. "Seriously, we’re going to either deal with someone reasonable, or walk away. We can be diplomatic, but at the end of the day there’s no need for us to do things on anything but our own terms."

"That is true," Shayma admitted, then returned her attention to Keleeheem. "If you haven’t gotten any clear information from the city masters, who has been in charge of the defense?" She gestured around at all the people who were, though worn out, not starving or dehydrated. There was even an obvious encampment deeper in, a defensible beachhead. Though how defensible it was when simply being near the blightbeasts caused issues was an open question.

"I have," Keleeheem said. "I could not allow the city to be overrun."

"A good attitude to have," Shayma said, walking beside the Leyn as they headed back toward the second layer of defenses. Keleeheem drummed on the ground with one of its legs on occasion, sending distant Leyn running back toward the city or bringing them to fall in with the escort. In very short order they had a enough outriders to make a credible honor guard, and by the way they made a loose perimeter around the pair it was clear it was exactly that.

The entrance to Kallindakari was vertical, not horizontal. Instead of an enormous gate or a walled entrance, there was a huge four-way helical ramp that split off into a bunch of smaller vertical shafts. The entire thing seemed to be made of steel, and a big steel cap was raised above the entrance on toothed girders, making it obvious that it could be lowered down to block the city entrance.

The whole architecture was clearly not meant for humans. The Leyn more or less came up to Shayma’s waist, and the Stoneborn had some flexibility in the outer swirl of stone that served for their bodies, so ceilings were low and there were often sheer vertical drops that had only rings of notches for handholds. Shayma, of course, had no trouble, but any other surfacer would have had difficulties.

The view when they finally reached the city proper was well worth it, whether the way was difficult or not. Kallindakari was built into a cluster of seven enormous garnet crystals hanging from the roof of a cavern so large I couldn’t see the ends of it. Each of the crystals had been expertly carved into hanging terraces and interior rooms, with water and plants of all shades and colors present throughout. Between the crystals were occasional bridges and hanging platforms full of crops, dozens of layers deep, lit with glimstone and irrigated with water siphoned from an enormous deluge in the center of the cluster, dropping into the abyss below. The whole thing was large enough to house tens or even hundreds of thousands of people, and from the looks of things as Keleeheem led her downward, it did.

"Holy crap." I gawked at it all, and Shayma privately did the same. Of course, we both had the advantage of being able to look all around at once, taking in the huge expanses of polished, landscaped gemstone.

"You have a remarkable city here," Shayma said, which was quite the understatement. "I’m glad to see it remains intact."

"Mostly intact," Keleeheem said, with a gesture of its claw that I took to be resignation. "It may look fine to you as an outsider, but I can see all the things that have gone missing, either salvaged for fighting or taken by opportunists." Shayma hummed thoughtfully at that, and I took another look with a different perspective. Past the impressive façade, I saw what Keleeheem meant. There were mounts for things that were no longer attached to walls, mismatched decorations, and other signs of neglect or sabotage. Things looked fairly clean, at least, but the upper levels might have seen more attention than others.

"I sent runners ahead," Keleeheem told her, as Leyn and Stoneborn appeared from the various entrances. The honor guard kept them at bay, but there was still a lot of foot-drumming and an odd grinding noise from the Stoneborn. "Kallindakari should know it has been saved, and by whom. The highest caste will likely meet you in the address terrace. It would be a great insult if they did not come," it added in a lower tone, and I gave it high marks for offering Shayma that warning.

Most of the Leyn seemed to be of the middle castes, what really I thought of as the normal ones. There were two distinct sizes, which I had thought was sexual dimorphism at first, but Iniri had corrected me on that. There were a few of the larger, worker types on the fringes, looming over everyone else, but it was mostly the other two castes. Which made the ruling castes easy to spot, since they were far wider and longer-legged than everyone else, though lacking the bulk of the lowest hauler caste.

They were raised to their full height as Shayma arrived, which put their eye level roughly at hers. There were two distinct groups, and both of them locked onto her as she crossed the floor of an open level, one with the detritus of makeshift dwellings. Clearly people had been sheltering there until quite recently.

"Voice Shayma," one of the high-caste individuals started, only to be echoed by the other one a fraction of a moment later.

"Voice Shayma! We would like to⁠—"

"We would like to thank you for⁠—"

"For your defense of our city—"

"Our city! We would be happy to offer you a suitable reward as soon as we have control of the city⁠—"

"Soon as we have control of the city!"

The near-argumentative words were accompanied by a significant amount of leg-drumming and a lot of very nasty looks. Considering their anatomy, the Leyn had no trouble eyeballing each other while still looking at Shayma. It was almost laughable, except that the pair were very obviously trying to recruit Shayma to take sides. Especially as the bickering escalated, and they got off-script by arguing with each other.

"This is a mess." Having a power struggle at the same time as an invasion was bad luck, but it was also kind of stupid that it had gone on while the city was under attack.

"Are they like this all the time?" Shayma muttered to Keleeheem.

"They will be until one of them emerges as the top caste," it murmured back. "Nobody has gotten beyond the fourth instar, so we are in a bit of a crisis." Shayma nodded and frowned at the two camps of competing Leyn.

"I think we’re done here," she decided. "If you’ll show me back to the lowway, I’ll check that there’s nothing left."

"Of course, Voice Shayma," Keleeheem said, rapping out orders with its legs. She turned to go, though the Leyn merely reversed direction, the honor guard keeping the lower caste camps of the would-be Leyn leaders at bay. They both shouted offers of properties and goods at her back, and it wasn’t clear they had any business offering them in the first place. They were all contingent.

"Please do not think too badly of them," Keleeheem said softly. "They will likely have only this one chance to ascend. I know it makes it difficult for you, for everyone, but the city needs someone of the uppermost caste."

"I understand that, but neither Blue nor I are going to try and navigate what’s going on." Shayma told him. "This is merely one front among many."

"I do not blame you. You have already accomplished what I could not." Keleeheem didn’t sound particularly put out by that. "I only ask that you do not forget Kallindakari. Even with this invasion defeated, we have lost enough that we will be hard-pressed to maintain the territory we once did. Unlike some others, I have heard of Blue, and we would welcome a good neighbor to the north."

"Hmm, what about him?" Shayma asked, masking herself again. "I mean, why don’t we just make him our official contact point or whatever. He’s obviously independent of the two higher-caste Leyn inside and he’s pretty reasonable."

"Yeah, I like him." I wasn’t sure Keleeheem was a him, but Shayma was better at judging those things than I was. "We’ll set him up with Iniri. Umm, I’ll see about some sort of messenger thing, hang on. Iniri, do you have any paired books or anything available? I want to put your people in touch with someone from an Underneath city." Iniri was actually holding court, so I had to wait for my answer, but that was fine.

"Goodness, you’re being proactive," Iniri said with a smile. "Yes, I have a few. I’ll send one of my Queensguard to procure a half. They use my [Sunmetal], but hopefully that won’t be an issue."

"Great! Thanks, Iniri!" I watched the Queensguard in question, who went down to the vaults and took a small rune-scribed metal sphere from a display case, carrying it over my tower in the Palace and putting it on a pedestal there. I grabbed it and handed it off to Shayma, who was on her way back up the giant staircase with Keleeheem.

"Keleeheem," Shayma said, and he rocked his body slightly to look up at her. "You have been very courteous and helpful, so instead of worrying about the higher castes back there, we have decided to treat with you. I have a connection here to Iniri, as she deals with Blue’s diplomatic efforts, so you can keep in touch." She held out the communications orb, but Keleeheem didn’t take it.

"Blue is recognizing me over either Yesamin or Grenassil?" Keleeheem said in a careful, strained tone.

"Well, yes," Shayma said, then stopped as he shuddered and crouched down. Mana suddenly flared inside him, flowing through his body, and underneath the uniform he wore cracks appeared in his carapace.

"What—" Shayma began, but one of the honor guard scurried closer.

"Please, do not touch!" The Leyn said in an undertone. "He is ascending an instar!"

"Uh. Did we do that to him?"

"I think so," Shayma said quietly, watching Keleeheem. The mana was cycling furiously, the outer carapace shredding like paper. A few of the other honor guard sprang forward to loosen the straps on the uniform, where it cinched the hide and cloth tight, and Keleeheem suddenly rose upward. Fragments of jade-green carapace scattered outward, dropping to the floor from a suddenly rather larger and longer-legged version of the Leyn. His name even changed, from Keleeheem Opal-Star to Keleeheem Opal-Summit.

He blinked his eyes open, fastening them on Shayma, now that he was at eye level with her. In fact, he might have been slightly taller, and his big gripping claw had turned into a long, articulated limb that looked even more dexterous than their normal ones. Keleeheem took in a long breath and let it out again, before shaking himself.

"You launched me ahead two instars," he said, a little wonderingly. "The attention of a Power is quite something." One of the nearby Leyn rattled something with a leg and Keleeheem rocked from side to side. "Speak aloud, for Voice Shayma is a friend," he said. "Yes, I may have been on the verge of the fourth instar after that battle, but I was not there, and I would not cross over until the leadership crisis passed. Now, I have."

"It’s a good thing, then?" Shayma asked, still a little unsure.

"Yes. It means now the city will answer to me." Keleeheem dipped his carapace to Shayma. "You have entrusted me with this power, and I will not betray that trust." He reached out to gently take the divination ball from Shayma’s hands, holding it in his new manipulator hand. "I suspect you are not enticed by promises of wealth or power, but perhaps instead I could offer you a strong and friendly port in the Underneath."

"Oh, he’s good." Shayma nodded agreement.

"Blue find those terms agreeable. He has no desire to get involved in local issues, but would appreciate being informed about existential threats like the blightbeasts."

"Excellent. I will take command of Kallindakari. Do you wish to come with me, or would you prefer to ensure the threat is completely dealt with? I will send an escort with you that is familiar with the surroundings."

"I’ll go scour the area for any remaining blightbeasts," Shayma said. I didn’t even have to prompt her. Obviously we both had the thought that it was better not to get involved in a Leyn matter, especially when we really didn’t understand how their caste system worked. "I am immune to depletion, so I am the only one who should engage them closely."

"That certainly does simplify matters," Keleeheem said in good humor. He sent a signal with the leg drumming, and a pair of middle-caste Leyn trotted over. "Inirik and Ynsentil will show you around, and I will look forward to your return." He bobbed another bow to her, and waited for her to head upward before he started back down, gathering a tide of lower-caste Leyn as he went.

"So, did we just start a military coup?" I asked.

"I think we did," Shayma agreed.



Chapter 21A: Year 1, Day 245 – Keri


Keri rather enjoyed working with the Ell family.  Most of them, anyway.  Sienne and Giorn were great fun, of course, and many of the older Ells were pleasant. It was true that some of the older ones and the recovering addicts were grumpy, and some would have been grabby if Annie weren’t there to stop them, but they were in a minority.  The little ones were just adorable, and she especially liked to watch Annie play with them.  Annie was just so cute with kids! 

It did a lot to take the sting off the fact that she had to do it.  She’d felt the flood of Blue’s power as soon as she’d failed in healing Shayma, and it had left an unnamable dread in her gut.  It wasn’t like anything had happened, but there was a distinct sense of dread hovering over her.  For weeks, even, until Blue had recovered enough to talk to her through Taelah.

It wasn’t exactly a Bargain, but it seemed Blue had grown enough that even a favor, when traded for, had some real magical weight behind it.  It also showed why people didn’t generally trade with Powers, because what he’d asked for in trade for her favor was actually impossible.  There was no way for her to fulfill it, so she was almost bound to his service, at least for a time.  At least he’d not held her failure against her, since all he’d asked her to do was take care of Shayma’s family, and that was something she could do happily.

Especially since most of them were in terrible shape, in one form or another.  The addicts were the worst of all, of course, needing days and weeks of treatment even after the Scalemind helped them.  It wouldn’t have taken so long if it were more than just her and Annie, or if all the worst Ells weren’t void Affinity types.

They didn’t have any active void Affinity mana in their bodies, obviously enough, or else they would have been long dead.  But even the hint of it seemed to make healing more difficult, constantly dragging the former addicts back toward their former habits. 

Unfortunately, she didn’t have too much prior experience with void Affinity Classers. Even though Nivir’s Great Dungeon had the void Affinity, very few people, if any, did.  Even a year later she was still struggling with how to deal with the hungers it induced, since they weren’t even clearly something that was wrong with a patient.

It wasn’t really possible to determine what Affinity and Class a child had access to, but Keri was really beginning to think encouraging interest in void Affinity at all was cruel.  It was powerful, certainly, and not a guarantee of becoming wastrel, as Sienne and Liani demonstrated, but it also made it exceedingly hard to maintain normal behavior.  Her talks with Dreams-Ahead had given her a lot of insight into the mind that healers normally didn’t have, all of which had been fascinating.  Classical healing missed so much.

"Hello, you two,"  Shayma’s voice came, and Keri twitched and looked up from Kian Ell.  It still made her heart lurch in her breast every time Shayma popped up, because she’d seen Shayma die.  Yet, here she was back.  She still had trouble sleeping at nights, the weight of that death still bearing down on her, and even beyond that she still was in enforced servitude to heal the Ells.  Yet there Shayma was, whole and hale in spite of it all.

She and Annit had spent a lot of time with Sienne and Giorn after Shayma’s death, partly because they had to, but partly because they were the ones who knew Shayma best.  But she could see in their eyes that they never quite admitted it, not without a body to properly mourn.  There was some faint, painful hope that one day she’d come back to them.

But unlike any other person in the world, she actually had.  It was hard to know how to deal with that.  It was amazing, but at the same time it hurt.  She’d done her mourning, they all had, but Shayma had returned.  Keri tried to act normal, as hard as it was. 

"Hello, Shayma.  I’ll be done in a few minutes," she said.

"Miss Shayma."  Rilu, Kian’s wife, stood up and awkwardly curtseyed.    "I haven’t seen you since— I mean, thank you."  Shayma smiled a trifle awkwardly.  She probably didn’t even remember Rilu, among all the other Ells that had come, or their son, who was playing with Annie. 

"You’re welcome," Shayma told Rilu, nodding and stepping back out into the front room.  Keri and Annie had more or less moved into the Ell compound, rather than the Village, and even in his distraction Blue had provided a decent place to stay.  A few minutes later, Keri stepped back and Kian levered himself to his feet, blinking.

"How are the shakes?"  Keri asked, and Kian held out his hand.  It didn’t tremble much.  Behind him, Annie watched very closely despite having a two-year-old riding piggyback.  She’d had to deal with one or two of the Ells actually trying something over the past year, and had gotten very good at intercepting void Skills.

"Better, Miss Keri. Thank you," Kian said, bowing.  She saw the three of them back out, then joined Shayma and Annie in their front room, seating herself by the roaring fire.  Even if they had other ways to keep the place warm, the front window looked out on a snow-swept mountain and a fire was the perfect complement to that.

"So what brings you by?" Keri asked.  Every time she looked at Shayma she was reminded of the feeling of her dying, but she forced herself not to look shaken.  For all that she’d tried to leave it beyond, her childhood as a noble of Nivir came back to her in moments like that.  Her instincts made her put on a calm face, pretending nothing was different even though everything was.  Even their relative levels had changed.  Now that Shayma was two tiers ahead of them, there was no way they’d be going back to adventuring as they once had.

"Honestly?  Just to get my head on straight."  Shayma said with a laugh, holding her hands out to the fireplace.  "I just had a surreal few days down in the Underneath with the Leyn, and you two are the most normal people I know."

"I appreciate that," Annie said, and meant it.  After getting involved with Blue, Annie had been very firm about keeping her grounding.

"I miss the days when we could just go out in the Wildwood and hunt, you know?"  Shayma told them, as if she’d heard Keri’s earlier thoughts.  Which wasn’t out of the question, since she could take Scalemind form, but Keri was pretty sure she didn’t use that on friends and allies.  "Though I have to admit, I love being able to do what I do," she added after a moment.

"You had to know you were going to end up moving and shaking from the time you met Blue," Annie told her, amused.  "He gave you an entirely new class!  One that hadn’t ever been seen before!"

"I know, I know."  Shayma said.  "I just sometimes feel the need for some normalcy after dealing with kings and queens and the rulers of giant cities in the Underneath."  She shook her head and turned to them.  "So, what have you been up to, aside from trying to wrangle my family?"  Shayma grinned at them.  "Though I’m sure that’s been exciting enough."

"Only in the beginning," Annie said.  "I don’t have to tell you this, but dealing with void Affinity Skills is terrifying."  Keri shivered.  It really was!

"Fortunately that only happened twice," Keri put in.  "Most of your family is quite nice."  Shayma frowned, but nodded.

"I suppose that was a long time ago, for you.  Sometimes it’s hard to remember it’s been a full year for everyone else."  She pursed her lips, then shook her head, switching topics.  "I don’t really approve of you having to pay off a debt, you know.  It wasn’t like you didn’t do the best you could."

"I think it turned out well, actually," Keri said.  "I probably would have been doing it anyway, but what’s really amazing is I’ve actually gotten a new Skill finally, working with the Scalemind so much."

"Oh?"  Shayma asked, ears swiveling forward as she looked at Keri.

"[Soothing Empathy]," Keri said.  "It’s right on the line of mind and healing Affinity.  I’m hoping it’ll evolve when I tier up, since I’ve started really delving into mind and body health together.  It’s amazing how much one affects the other!"  She wasn’t sure if she should continue.  Annie always listened, but not everyone was so fascinated by her insights into the healing arts.  Shayma, though, looked attentive enough that she didn’t hesitate long.

She talked about how the Scalemind had started developing ways to bridge her into their work so she could watch.  About what addiction looked like from inside someone’s head, how it looked like inside their body.  How she’d started putting these things together, even writing down her observations, using her hard-earned penmanship skills for the first time in years.

"I’m impressed." Shayma said when she was finished.  "I can take Scalemind form whenever I want, and I don’t think I really noticed all that.  Though I suppose it’s not like healing is my Affinity, even if I can use your healing Skill with [Unbreakable Promise]."

"You are such a cheater," Keri said with a grin.

"You know, being able to use other people’s Skills is probably great for forming your own," Annit suggested.  "Or at least getting insight into another Affinity if you’re trying to evolve yours.  I’m pretty sure I’ll get storm when I tier up at this point, but it’s taken a lot of tedious experimentation."

"Oh, that’s an interesting point.  I’ll send that on to Iniri and keep that in mind for future trading.  Though generally we aren’t trading supermaterials."

"Maybe you can think about it now," Annie said.  "Not like people are going to try and mess with Blue."  Shayma’s face fell at the comment, and Keri pouted at Annie for bringing it up.

"What?"  Annie said.  "I’m just telling the truth!"

"I know," Shayma replied with a sigh.  "I’m just not comfortable with the fact that he destroyed a whole city."  Keri scooted closer to give Shayma a hug while she thought about what to say.

"My mom and dad said the worst thing for a ruler to do was be insufficiently ruthless," she said quietly.  "I’ve never really understood it, myself.  To me, destroying the Anell’s palace would have been enough."

"It’s simple," Annie said, looking from Keri to Shayma.  "You have a problem, you solve it.  If that problem is people, you have to solve it all the way the first time, or it’ll come back.  People will go off, rebuild, and come at you again, only twice as hard and tricky.  Even if he didn’t completely intend it, Blue had to break the Anells, all at once.  And he did."

"You sound like you know that firsthand," Shayma observed.

"The southern tribes, we’ve been feuding for ages.  We know what happens if you don’t break your enemy.  If you don’t, you lose.  Even if you do win in the end, you have to be willing to let them attack you until they’re exhausted of the will to fight."  Annit’s mouth turned down before she sighed.  " One of the reasons I left was to get away from all that, but it’s really the same everywhere."

"Yeah, can’t see things that way," Keri said with a shiver.  "Maybe things are like that but I could never do it.  I guess that’s what I have Annie for."

"It is, is it?"  Annie said with a smile, and Keri nodded.

"I’m too nice!  Annie keeps me from getting myself into trouble that way.  You’re too nice, too, Shayma.  It’s not a bad thing, because it means you’ll keep Blue from doing stuff like that most of the time.  But sometimes mean people need to do things instead."

"Most of time, really," Annit said, as Keri shifted over to put an arm around her instead.  "You’d be amazed at how many people have no sense."

"I actually wouldn’t," Shayma said with a laugh, clearly not entirely happy with the topic but letting it go.  "You wouldn’t believe how deep the denial ran in Orrelin."

"Oh, yes!  I want to hear all about that trip," Keri said, snuggling in with Annit to listen to Shayma’s stories.



Chapter 21B:  Year 1, Day 248 – Flight-Alpha Tlulipechua


Flying through the Chiuxatli section of the Hedron and breathing in the winds that gamboled playfully around the spires, Tlulipechua was struck by intense saudade. There was little to complain about when it came to the Caldera, for the weather was excellent, the winds fair, the soil rich, and the cliffs protected, and yet it was not Chiuxatlan. The colors were a stern blue-grey, rather than the fond shades of red sandstone, and the Hedron got it almost exactly right. Taelah had even spent time making sure the varieties and scents mimicked those of his native land.

Yet, it still wasn’t home.

Tlulipechua angled himself back through the portal to emerge into the Caldera, leaving the achingly nostalgic surrounds of the Hedron behind. Their section alone was stunningly large, but nowhere near the size needed for their whole population. Instead he’d prioritized families with young ones, so that fledglings might grow up in something close to their proper homeland. Someday, the Chiuxatli would take back what was theirs.

Or rather, if he was to be honest with himself, Blue would do so. For all that some of his people had learned the secrets of stellar Affinity mana, which was immune to the taint of depletion, there were none who could fully purge it like the Power himself. With the Fortress mobile, he had hoped that beginning the process would have been one of Blue’s first priorities, even though the Bargain had never included such a thing.

He hadn’t done so yet, but Tlulipechua did not permit himself to feel despair. Blue had not done much for anyone for some time, not since his Voice had been killed, so the inaction did not represent any particular policy on Blue’s part. All he needed was patience.

The fact that his Voice had returned was out of all reason and expectation. A fifth-tier healer might be able to reverse death, should they reach someone within a few minutes, while the body was still warm. There was certainly nobody who could revive someone a full year later, and yet Shayma had returned.

She had returned as a [Hero].

That was a terrifying bit of information. There had been some few [Hero] Classes in the annals of Chiuxatli history, and all of them had been unstoppable forces of nature. No Class name was without meaning, and a [Hero] was a wonder and a danger in equal measure, doing the impossible and striding like a titan through the world.

It was with some trepidation that he found himself summoned to meet her again. It was good that she was back, and things had once again begun to move, yet he found himself still shaken by very knowledge of it. A Power and a [Hero] together were fit to challenge the very gods.

The Voice could have met him inside the Hedron, as the entire place was Blue’s territory and the Chiuxatli were merely caretakers, but she had not. In fact, he had yet to meet her directly after the return, being told only by Queen Iniri and by a subtle undercurrent in the taste of the air that marked a change in Blue’s demeanor. The slight bite of winter, still there no matter the seasons, had changed into a promise of spring, even though warmer months were not expected for some time.

He landed on the warm wood of Alpha’s Eyrie, talons gripping the planks as he made his way toward the shaded balcony where he preferred to conduct business. The Flight-Mother was already there, and he waved her down before she could even begin to rise. The Caldera had actually been quite kind to her aging bones, but they were still aging and he didn’t need her to show him any deference. Especially not in private.

"Has Voice Shayma arrived?" He flashed to the Flight-Mother’s escorts, and they signaled negative after a few moments of relaying the question and answer throughout the Eyrie.

"Do you know what this is about?" The Flight-Mother inquired, shading ever so slightly red.

"I suspect it has to do with her return. Now that Blue has his Voice back, perhaps he is in a better mood. Perhaps he even has a response for me." He was confident that Blue had no reason or desire to take him or the Chiuxatli at large to task. The few groups of malcontents or just wrong-minded individuals that attempted to encroach upon the Village had been rather severely dealt with by the dragons that dwelt nearby, and he’d never shown any interest in the way Tlulipechua ran his own people.

The Flight-Mother signaled acknowledgement, settling back to wait. Shayma arrived soon afterward, preceded by a ripple of signaled color, using Chiuxatli form rather than her own fox-kin one. Tlulipechua was grateful for the consideration. While he could use sound to communicate, it lacked a certain nuance, and the Flight-Mother was far less practiced.

"Welcome, Voice Shayma," he signaled, lowering his crest slightly in respect. "I am glad to see you back among the living." Her presence was accompanied by a sun-bright churn of mana. For a moment he thought it was part of her [Hero] class before noticing it centered itself upon her left hand, some new and potent magical item that Blue had surely gifted her to keep her safe. Though, perhaps potent was an understatement. There was enough power there to melt his beak off. Powers surely did not do things by halves.

"I’m glad to be back," Shayma replied in cheerful greens and blues. "A year is a long time to be away, and I’m still catching up. I probably would have been by earlier, but you were doing such a good job and there were some emergencies to deal with."

"I take it this is not a social visit, then?" Tlulipechua pressed, not entirely certain what to make of her mood. Vivacious cheer was not something he associated with matters of state, but dealing with Blue and his Voice was entirely unlike dealing with other individuals of great power and responsibility. Sometimes they were so profound that it was difficult to breathe, other times, they acted as if they were common as air.

"Not for the most part," Shayma admitted, indicating the perch-seats. The propriety of who should be seated first was difficult to parse, but if Shayma wasn’t worried, he wouldn’t let it weigh on his mind. "First of all, Blue does want to officially commend you for the excellent job you’re doing with the Fortress. The sections that you’ve put together so far are amazing."

"Thank you," Tlulipechua said. The work had been extremely interesting so far, especially since there was very little that Blue couldn’t provide when designing each area. Discussions with his greatest designers and artificers had been long and detailed, and though he was no expert in everything, he had scouted ahead as a leader should. He had even had a brief and terrifying talk with The Silver Woe herself, prior to the creation of the dragon chamber. It was satisfying to have Blue recognize the effort his people had put into it.

"Second, Blue is taking a more proactive stance when it comes to blightbeasts. He’s not confident in taking on the mage-kings themselves, but he is sending me to deal with some incursions here on the surface and the Underneath. That’s why he’s taking the Fortress south, to address the blighted area in Ir, and then east to see Chiuxatlan. The wall of shadows should protect Tarnil."

Tlulipechua had to exercise iron control to keep his plumage color steady. The Flight-Mother didn’t bother, flashing vividly in shades of excitement and drawing an amused repetition of agreement from Shayma. He had not even needed to make a request, official or otherwise, for Blue to move. In that, he had to remind himself that merely surveying the problem was not solving it; Blue could, but in what time frame and at what cost, he did not know.

"I would much desire to see Chiuxatlan again, though by now I know it will have been badly used." He used more measured shades, letting the Flight-Mother speak for the mood of his people while he spoke for their will. "Convey my deepest gratitude. When should I expect the Hedron to move?"

"It already is," Shayma told him. "It’s heading south from Orrelin now. I just wanted to give you an official notice. Blue isn’t just wandering around poking at things, he’s going there with intent." She flashed amusement again. "I don’t think I need to impress you with that, but I felt I should at least officially tell you, and request that you tell us who we might encounter over there. As well as mediate, if it is necessary. He’s trying to be proactive in preventing problems, these days."

"I would be honored," Tlulipechua said, mind racing. He flashed a quick set of instructions to his guards, letting them relay the orders outward. In a moment a young page winged in with a map, the trapped winds cycling slowly, and deposited it on the table between them. His crest flickered around the edges before he hastened away, and Tlulipechua didn’t blame him overmuch. As a Chiuxatli, Shayma was an extremely attractive specimen.

"There are a number of other nations in Nicehapoca, though I doubt any have moved in after our evacuation. Chiuxatlan is not greatly enticing to any who cannot fly, and there is of course the great issue of depletion and the blightbeasts." He traced his talons over the map. "It is unfortunate, but we left in so great a hurry that we could not reinforce our borders. I fear there may have been some spillover, depending on how many came through." The Flight-Mother flickered subdued reassurance to him, and he replied with a thankful green.

"I imagine if they’re dealing with blight on their borders, they won’t be particularly enthusiastic about seeing the Fortress arrive," Shayma observed. "It’s not easy to scry but it is easy to see."

"Speaking of scrying, we shall try to get an idea of the disposition of any forces before we reach Nicehapoca. There may be nobody near Chiuxatlan, in which case there would be no need for diplomatic overtures. If there are, I would be glad to introduce you to any of our neighbors. Though, as I am no longer part of the Nicehapoca Compact, my standing is uncertain."

"You haven’t lost Chiuxatlan," Shayma disagreed. "You’re simply temporarily displaced."

"It is kind of you to say so, but we surely cannot execute our responsibilities from half a world away," he demurred.

"I suppose not," Shayma said after a moment. "I’m spoiled by the fact that Blue’s always with me, and distance means very little." Her plumage rippled grey, discarding the topic. "So who are we likely to meet over there?"

"A number of races inhabit Nicehapoca, but if we are arriving from the south, we will be near Xicoatlan. It is primarily inhabited by the Xicoatli, of course, and they are led by Tzicue of the Green. They are natural allies, for our land is not appealing to them and they mostly fancy the spices we grow on the highest peaks of our spires."

"I admit I have no idea what a Xicoatl is," Shayma said. Tlulipechua ruffled his crest and flashed an apology; it was easy to forget that despite having the form of one of his subjects, she did not have the knowledge even a barely fledged youngster would.

"They live in the high, icy mountains of southern Nicehapoca," he told her. "They are fur-maned, scaled folk, with a bewildering set of internal politics. I do not understand it all myself, for that I have been dealing with my counterparts for years, but they are in general surprisingly good-natured. If you are not a Xicoatl, they will take no offense. I would suggest that you not take their form."

"That is excellent advice," Shayma told him. "I shall certainly keep that in mind. Neither Blue nor I have any desire to get involved in more internal wrangling." Her feathers rippled in bright colors of amusement. "I will have to tell you about the Leyn sometime."

"I can well guess there were some caste issues," Tlulipechua told her. It had been some time since the Leyn caravans had come to Chiuxatlan, but he still remembered some sudden and confusing changes of authority for no adequately explained reason. The precise mechanism of Leyn caste changes was not something they could physically explain to outsiders, not without invoking senses and sensations no non-Leyn ever had.

"You could say that," Shayma said, frissons of amusement chasing themselves over her plumage. "Apparently the involvement of a Power is enough to cause significant caste movement."

"It sounds like you will have to be very careful dealing with Leyn in the future, then," he replied after a moment. Tlulipechua did not point out that Blue was not just any Power. He was well convinced that Blue was second only to The Silver Woe, and the fact that he had an Affinity of his own suggested that his ties to the fundamentals of magic were, potentially, even deeper than hers.

"Well, we have one contact who is already Summit caste, so I think so long as we deal with him, there won’t be any further issues," Shayma said. Tlulipechua wondered if he should point out that a Summit caste Leyn was something that happened once a generation at most and could well make a bid to establish his own kingdom. For Leyn, the Summit caste was the same as Chiuxatli and the human-kin fifth tier, and perhaps even rarer than that. But he decided against it; surely they had already taken that into consideration.

"I expect we will not have those troubles with the Xicoatli. The only point of contention may be Tzicue’s low regard for me after being forced to flee, and he is smart enough that he will not press the issue while I am under Blue’s protection." It galled him to admit it, for even if Chiuxatlan and Xicoatlan were on good terms, that relationship was one built from being equals. He was not that anymore. Even if Chiuxatlan were restored this very moment, it would take time to recover from simply knowing they had been driven out.

"You’ve been good to us," Shayma told him. "We’ll make sure nobody gives you any trouble." Her plumage dimmed a moment in introspection. "Within reason, of course."

"Of course," Tlulipechua said, of a rather mixed mind about that. It would be nice if he weren’t simply turfed out once Chiuxatlan was cleansed, and was given the opportunity to return in a controlled and staged fashion. "But barring a genuine threat, I would prefer to handle any challenges in my own way. I will not have Blue’s backing forever," he said, voicing his objections in the most diplomatic way he could.

"Sure, that makes sense," Shayma said, which was a relief. He hadn’t marked Blue as the sort who would be offended by someone turning down his help, but that was before the Power had annihilated Port Anell and become an effective hermit for a year. Grief could do strange things to people, even when those people were dungeons.

"Oh, and Iniri’s going to get you an invitation to talk with Wright while we’re down there," Shayma added. "If you want it, of course. He’s fifth-tier too, if it makes a difference."

"Certainly. Even once this is all over I think it will behoove me to maintain closer relations with Orn than has been the case in the past. Prior to now it has not been considered any place of great importance. It surely has become so now." Shayma flashed agreement in cheerful oranges and greens.

"That’s an understatement."



Chapter 21C: Year 1, Day 250 – Wright


The sight of a massive black fortress gliding toward him, all inhuman angles and larger than life, sent a chill down Wright’s spine. He knew that it was friendly, and that he had nothing to fear from it, but it was a city-killer. At least the Fortress wasn’t actually coming to one of his cities, which would have caused his citizens all kinds of panic no matter how much their emperor soothed them.

Instead, it was coming to a quarantined area maintained by military perimeter and a large number of thaumocannons he’d forged personally. Iniri had made it a point to send him gravity affinity metals, and he’d made of them terrible weapons that could crush beasts no matter what they were made of, or ground anything that flew. They weren’t all-powerful, but they were more than good enough for the purpose of preventing the spread of the blight.

The buildings that had once surrounded the entrance to the Underneath had half-crumbled, the magic that kept them intact subverted by the presence of too much depletion. The actual stone and wood and metal wasn’t much affected, but where Skills had joined things or enchantments reinforced them, the magic had failed. It was a ghost town now, empty of anything but the occasional floods of blightbeasts and ruins blasted by skills and magic weapons.

"He’s not going to [Starlance] it, is he?" Wright asked, glancing over at Shayma.

"I don’t think that’ll be necessary," she replied, surveying the no-man’s-land. "In Orrelin, Blue just purged the depletion, then closed off the lowways with a series of metal barriers." Her ears flicked. "It won’t stop them from boring a new tunnel if there are any earth beasts there, but it does make it more difficult."

"Not to be rude, but if it’s only a stopgap, it may only make things worse. At least here, we know where the beasts are." With the resources of an entire empire, maintaining the cordon around the Underneath access was an irritant, but no more than that.

"That does make sense," Shayma admitted. She cocked her head, either considering or listening to Blue, then nodded. "He’ll purge the depletion and reinforce the walls down there, then set up a kill box for you, instead of blocking it off. They seem too stupid or blindly aggressive to realize when a trap is a trap."

"Excellent." Wright eyed the blighted acreage. A dull thump announced the discharge of a gravity cannon, and a carpet of scuttling white insects was suddenly crushed against the stone. Nothing had managed to get anywhere near the perimeter for months, thanks to constant guard rotations and the products of his artifice. There had been a few incidents, but so far nobody had been fully depleted, and anyone who’d gotten severely hit had only themselves to blame. Despite that, he’d retired them with full honors, since there was no coming back from that kind of blow.

The immense fortress came to a halt over the ruined embassy town and started downward. Wright knew it was big, and it looked big in the sky, but as it came down toward the ground the sheer scale of it really became apparent. It was an entire mountain, and Blue didn’t need a [Starlance] to flatten a city with it. Even his most powerful siege equipment would probably have difficulty doing much to it just due to sheer size.

The ground shuddered as it touched down, grinding the remnants of the buildings to dust. He idly began planning something that could actually stand up to the crushing force of the Fortress falling on it, just in case it was ever needed. While he didn’t have access to the [Firmament] Blue could use, he had his own resources and thought it would be a good challenge.

A blinding flash of light announced Blue’s eradication of any remaining blightbeasts, beams of stellar light razing the ground near the Fortress, followed by a billowing roil of shadow. Together, the two scoured the land completely clean and level, down to bare dirt and stone. He could feel the potency of the mana as it drew closer to the perimeter and stopped, very precisely, at the barricade before dying down.

That would have been good enough for him, but a carpet of blue-green grass burst forth from the ground, turning the bare dirt into an open meadow. Broken streets repaired themselves, and the muddy slog of the dammed-up stream reverted to its prior state. The mana involved in that was even heavier than the destructive shadows, but also somehow fainter and more delicate.

"Blue doesn’t like to leave a mess behind," Shayma said in response to his lifted eyebrow. "He says the surface is safe now, but it’ll take some time to purge everything down there. In the meantime, would you like to see the interior?"

"I would, indeed." Wright rubbed his hands together. Now that Blue was back, surely there’d be more new things to see, new ideas and, if he was very lucky, new materials.

If only they would let him see what went into a [Starlance].



Chapter 22: Year 1, Day 252 – Blue


"Blue’s Fortress is on the move," Rol Siw said, voice and face betraying no emotion, pale grey eyes cold and hard as winter. "According to our scrying, it is headed to the south of us, presumably on its way to Nicehapoca." He stumbled not at all over the name, pronouncing the exotic word as if he were a native.

"You’d think something that big would be easier to locate," Lin Sar said. He sat where Tor Kot once had, though his reedy voice and reedy body didn’t measure up to Tor Kot’s presence.

"This a briefing, Councilman Lin Sar," Rol Siw said, his tone level and completely unchanged. "Not a forum for airing obvious platitudes." Lin Sar visibly shrunk from the cold grey eyes, and Rol Siw looked around at the table. "At this point it is obvious that he has no intention of confronting us directly. The controlled breach is functioning exactly as intended, and there does not seem to be any appreciable increase in rift size. While Blue can still be considered hostile, he does not pose a direct threat to our core holdings."

"After what he did to Port Anell, I’m just as glad he doesn’t seem to care about us," another Councilman observed, and Rol Siw’s eyes flickered to him. "I hope this is not a prelude to suggesting further action against him, though. We’ve already seen that he can’t be dealt with."

"The proposal I have is one that has been waiting for a while," Rol Siw said, placing a small metal wafer on a section of runes. The table projected an illusion of Einteril with a number of annotations. "We are, in fact, aligning ourselves with Blue, at least by inference. In order to quickly grow our younger cores and reinforce the region around the rift, we will still have to expand to other places. Orn is clearly out of the question, and Blue is headed to Nicehapoca, which leaves Einteril. Considering Blue’s actions on Einteril, and its current state, it is both an easy target and clearly not defended by Blue."

"How is this different from Tor Kot’s expansionist proposal?" Mil Tek asked. "We know how that one ended."

"Despite Blue’s interference, there were a number of cores that had their growth significantly accelerated," Rol Siw said. "Furthermore, we have some idea of how much value can be gotten in a short time frame, relative to our native population. This proposal comes with an updated operating procedure to maximize that value and minimize our time in Einteril. This is not, let me make clear, an expansion plan. It is simply a raid to gather resources."

"May we see the revised operating procedure?" Another council member asked the question, and Rol Siw touched one of his runes to replace the map with densely-written text. It was mirrored in smaller format in front of each of the council members, and all but Mil Tek and Rol Siw focused on it. They had work to do.

That was profoundly irritating. I could turn around and head back, but I was already three-quarters of the way across the ocean after promising Tlulipechua and clearing the ocean travel with Uilei-nktik. It was more the former that weighed on me than the latter, because I didn’t consider myself a liar to begin with and as a Power even the most idle word should be considered my bond. Which was partly why I was glad I couldn’t actually talk to everyone. I’d get in so much trouble.

"Iniri, do you still have some way to talk to Tor Kot?" Obviously the concept of a neutral zone had never come to fruition, but I didn’t know whether some other channels had been kept open. There were obvious issues with sending messengers around, and the combination of depletion and normal dungeon scry resistance made ordinary magical sendings impractical. Iniri’s stellar mana, however, was immune and quite capable of surviving the depletion of the mage-king homelands. Her little messenger birds were probably the only reasonable way of contacting them.

"We haven’t corresponded but the one time," Iniri said with a frown. "What’s going on?"

"The mage-kings seem to be under the impression that Einteril is free game. They’re not going to attack Orn anymore, thank goodness, but since I destroyed Port Anell apparently that signals to them I hate the entire continent or something. Which isn’t true. But since I can’t be in two places at once, maybe you can threaten them for me and keep them from wreaking havoc the next continent over."

"I would be glad to threaten them for you." Iniri’s face was thunderous. "I’ll also send messages to the countries in Einteril on your behalf, though I don’t know how much credence they’ll give us. Do you know when they’re going over there?"

"No, but fairly soon I’d imagine. I also don’t know if they’re going to be using war cores like Vok Lim, or what, but I’ll keep you updated as I find out more." I wasn’t sure if I would find out more. I only caught the occasional gossip from the mage-kings, probably because for most of them I wasn’t relevant, and even then it was only business that related directly to me. Since the invasion of Einteril wasn’t something that related to me, or so they thought, they might not mention me at all.

"Please do," Iniri said, playing with Marin’s fingers.

"One thing, though. Tor Kot isn’t actually on the mage-king council so threatening him, specifically, isn’t going to help."

"That’s a shame. I’ve had time to think of some very inventive threats." Iniri smiled and I laughed. It was good to see her unbend a bit. "If he’s just a messenger though, I can work with that. The impersonal can sometimes be more threatening than the personal."

"That’s why I count on you," I told her, and had the satisfaction of seeing her preen, just a little.

"I’ll start writing it up as soon as I put Marin down for a nap," Iniri promised.

"Sure, I doubt there’s too much of a rush. It’s a long journey." I would know. I’d been crossing the ocean to a distant continent for two days straight and still wasn’t there.

"I’m just not sure how much defense Einteril could mount at the moment," Iniri said with a frown. I had paid a little bit of attention to Einteril’s state of affairs for the simple reason that I was partly responsible for them, but it wasn’t a mess that I could help untangle in any way. The power vacuum and economic disruption of the Anell Family’s collapse, along with Port Anell’s destruction, had caused a rather nasty snarl over there, and the various countries were quite occupied with sorting that.

"We’ll just have to take it as it comes." I had been feeling pretty confident, watching Shayma in action, and making sure neither of us took any chances like the one that had resulted in her dying before. Now I was somewhat less so, mostly because it looked like trying to clean up the mage-king’s messes before they got any worse only emboldened them to make more of a mess. I knew I couldn’t take them all on at once, for a variety of reasons, and if they started running around behind my back it was going to make things difficult for everyone.

I couldn’t [Starlance] all my problems away.

Really, what I needed was another Fortress, or preferably, several more Fortresses. Maybe not as large, but just some way to have a presence. Unfortunately, that meant another dungeon seed, and that was a minimum of three months. In real terms, much longer than three months. I was hesitant to ask Taelah and Iniri, considering that I’d kind of ignored them for most of a year, and Shayma’s spirit form couldn’t support the gestation. She had to maintain her corporeal form for that, which was a good thing to know before Shayma started thinking about children.

For the immediate future, I had Tarnil, The Caldera, Shayma, and the Fortress, and it would have to be enough. Even if the Fortress was a bit sluggish compared to Shayma or even the Chiuxatli, it could still move faster than most would believe something that size could go. It had occurred to me that it was possible to send Shayma out first and have her anchor a truly massive portal, but I actually wasn’t certain I’d be able to support one for something as magical as the Fortress. Not to mention, that fell into the category of unacceptable risk, since that would pin her in place for hours on end.

Despite the speed it was going, it was still being paced by a few curious Leviathans far below. I was a good kilometer up at least, but I could still spot them due to their incredible bulk. The ones that far east seemed to have more serpent in their makeup than squid, but they were still recognizable. I was tempted to show off a bit, but I wasn’t sure that I could without it looking like an attack. I still mostly just had [Starlances], small and large.

I compromised by dropping it closer to the water, just for a little bit, letting them get a better look at the star-speckled underside and the wards parting fog and spray where it sprung from the waves. Amusingly, one of them actually breached the surface, flying out of the water a good five hundred meters or more to peer at one of the sides before splashing back in with a truly spectacular plume of water.

Eventually though, they got either bored or tired and dived back down into the depths. I put the Fortress back up at its proper height, because after seeing the Beast of Tarkelion I didn’t want to tempt fate by dangling the Fortress over waters I couldn’t see through. I’d cleared my route through Uilei-nktik and the Leviathans probably kept things relatively safe, but if something the size of the Beast existed on land, even larger things had to lurk in the depths of the sea.

Of course, I didn’t actually see anything particularly exotic. There were enormous plant-mats, little floating islands with their own ecologies, enormous birds, rays that seemed as much at home flying through the air as the water, and in one area a series of enormous, kilometer-thick trees rising out of the ocean depths like an oversized mangrove swamp. It was all very scenic, but nothing that made me worry about the integrity of the Fortress.

Since the Fortress only needed my occasional attention, aside from the incident with the Leviathans, it gave me a good excuse to spend serious and uninterrupted time with Taelah and Iniri. I couldn’t exactly lavish attention on the children, but I could at least by proxy. They were my children, yes, but there was a disconcerting gap between me and them. Part of it was the inability to talk, touch, or interact, but I was pretty sure there was some issues with dungeon biology, too. Or maybe I was just looking for something to blame for my lack of fatherly bliss other than my own preoccupation when they were born.

I couldn’t even make magic baby toys, because it was for the best that infants be kept in low magic areas and anything I made other than mundane stone or wood might be dangerous. So I could make blocks, for example, but honestly they already had those, whittled by people with Skills. It took a lot of scraping about in the recesses of my mind to recollect things they didn’t already have. The shape box, the ring stack toy, interlocking bricks, and a few other odds and ends. By the time they were older I might have more complicated and robust things, though I’d have to consult on how to make a toy that promoted magical development, but at least I had something to gift them.

"I know that one of your Power things is unusual knowledge, but I never thought it’d extend to baby toys," Iniri said, more than a little amused.

"It’s comforting to me," Taelah said, watching Eva and Grant flail about with the shaped blocks that were meant to be slotted into their matching holes in the box. "If all that knowledge was just about weapons and destruction, I’d have to start worrying about his intentions."

"It’s really just that it’s amazingly easy to weaponize a lot of knowledge. Destruction is pretty easy, in the end." The pair of them were in Iniri’s tower in the Palace, but they traded off. In fact, I thought that they might spend more time in the Caldera than at the Palace, but that was probably because the Caldera was quieter and more secure.

"I imagine that’s why so many high level Classers have combat Classes. Fighting is easy and straightforward," Taelah observed.

"Yes. If it weren’t for the opportunities during the fighting, my Class would never have made it to fourth tier," Iniri agreed. "Though I imagine the Caldera will let crafters from the Village reach high levels, considering what’s available. You could dominate the world’s top crafting in a few generations, if you really wanted to."

"I don’t think we do," Taelah said, shaking her head. "We’ll work hard, of course, but our Village would change too much if we tried to do something like that. Better to keep ourselves quiet. Especially since we’re protected by Blue, and we don’t have to worry about someone else trying to exploit us."

"Yeah, nobody touches my Village." Taelah and Iniri looked at each other at my pronouncement, then burst into laughter at the same time. That drew wide-eyed stares from the toddlers, and another round of laughter. I rather wished Shayma was there too, but she was spending time with her own family while I got the Fortress into position. With Keri and Annit, too, since they seemed to be an anchor for her, helping make the lost year more real. She hadn’t experienced it at all, and for me it was a bit of a haze, so she needed contact with people who’d actually struggled through it.

I had another sixteen hours or so of talking with my Companions, and giving each of them proper lascivious attention, before the coast of Nicehapoca came into view. The southern section of the continent rose from the ocean in enormous, jagged mountains, with breathtaking white slopes. There were spots of vibrant green near the bases of the mountains, but what really stood out were the winding threads of luminous orange twining up to the peaks. It was only when I got closer that I saw the origin of the color was some form of plant, clearly lining mountain trails, and the white wasn’t just snow but also some white-leaved tree that grew from the mountainside.

"Looks cold," Shayma said. She didn’t use my senses to see, but instead stood on the top of the fortress and looked out at the approaching terrain.

"You say that, but I’m pretty sure you’re immune to cold weather by now."

"I am, but it still looks cold."

"Can’t argue with that." Even the green valleys were probably quite chill, with all the water coming from melting snow on the mountains. "I guess it’s time to get the Flight-Alpha?"

"I think so," Shayma agreed. We were already close enough to see a number of vessels in the waters, and what looked like a seaside town, cut into the cliffs. If we could see them, they could see us, and if I got much closer they’d be justified in getting quite upset. While I wasn’t going to cede any ground to anyone anymore, that wasn’t the same as provoking people on purpose, and it was always better to start out polite. Escalation was easier than the reverse.

She shifted to Chiuxatli form and teleported into the Fortress interior, flying toward where Flight-Alpha Tlulipechua was reading a story to a number of fledglings. I actually didn’t know if any of them were his, or if it was normal for the leader of an entire country to spend time teaching a class of children, but it was a heartwarming scene nonetheless.

Tlulipechua’s guards didn’t let Shayma wander around unaccompanied on a matter of principle, but they also didn’t attempt to impede her progress in any way. In fact, they guided her to the proper cloth pavilion, flickering an announcement in subdued colortongue. The Flight-Alpha flashed an acknowledgement with his crest, finishing the story before turning his attention to Shayma

»The Fortress has arrived?« He inquired.

»We’re off the coast, « she told him. »Blue thought it’d be better to stay a safe distance until we have you to vouch for us. «

"Speaking of, I already see some boats headed my way." Most of them were clearly small fishing boats, nothing mounting any weapons or defenses to speak of, which made me question the sanity or perhaps the intelligence of the people aboard. Sure, I didn’t have any ill intent, but they couldn’t know that.

»Yes, the Xicoatli can be difficult to placate once roused. I find it unlikely they would be able to do the Hedron harm, but they could certainly make things difficult.« Tlulipechua stood, flashing a farewell to the young ones, before I opened a portal to the top of the Fortress. He and Shayma stepped through, and one of the guards had to block an overly-inquisitive fledgling from following before the Flight-Mother corralled them again.

On the top surface of the Fortress, Shayma and Tlulipechua took flight, flanked by the Flight-Alpha’s guards, diving down toward the ocean below. On their own wings, without using Skills, Chiuxatli were fast, just from their native wind Affinity mana. They were skimming the surface of the waves in no time, passing by boats and giving me my first real look at the Xicoatli.

They were as much serpent-folk as the Chiuxatli were bird-folk. While the Chiuxatli were slightly smaller than human-kin, the Xicoatli were slightly larger, though it was difficult to tell since they didn’t have any legs. Rather, they had a large, scaled tail for locomotion, and four arms located on their torso. It was difficult to say they were humanoid, since they had serpentine heads as well, faintly like a dragon muzzle, but they were certainly more familiar than Leviathans or Leyn.

Unlike conventional reptiles, each Xicoatl had a thick mane of fur around their neck, just below a serpentine head, joined with a thick stripe of more fur along their spines. Clearly, they weren’t cold-blooded. For most of them, the fur was white, but some had brown or red, but the scales varied more widely. All of them had vibrant colors, blue and green and orange and yellow, edged with darker ones that made each scale stand out.

Some of the sailors waved as the Chiuxatli passed, which seemed pretty friendly under the circumstances. It was possible waving meant something different in Xicoatl culture, though Tlulipechua didn’t seem worried. Either way, nobody threw things or cast spells at them as they headed inland, though if anything more ships turned in the direction of the Fortress. They weren’t sailing vessels either, the low-slung hulls being full of fire Affinity to my sight. I couldn’t tell if they were using steam turbines or something more esoteric, but they certainly moved without regard to wind.

Shayma and Tlulipechua reached the shore in just a few minutes, heading inland. I was glad Tlulipechua knew where to go because the Xicoatl settlements were generally not obvious from the air. Only their roads, liberally laced as they were with some kind of vine that gave them that distinctive orange glow, gave any indication of their civilization. The only reason I’d spotted the cliffside village was because the docks of the harbor weren’t camouflaged and hidden under the white-leafed trees.

He landed at the edge of one of the roads, and through Shayma’s senses I could actually see one of their inland settlements. The most noticeable feature of all their buildings was that they were round. There didn’t seem to be any sharp corners anywhere, which was part of why they weren’t obvious from the air. The other part was that the white trees grew on top of the buildings, covering arrays of domes and screening the smoke from stubby chimneys so they weren’t visible from the air.

A small coterie of Xicoatli were waiting at the edge of the village or town or whatever it was, dressed in wraps that wound about their upper bodies and a sort of drape braided into their spinal fur that covered their tails. The visible scales were brilliantly colored and distinct, reminiscent of poisonous vipers, and it made me wonder if they actually did have fangs or if they’d lost them in the rise to sapience.

I had expected Tlulipechua to meet with some local governor or the like to send word forward, since it wasn’t likely that Tzicue just happened to be near the shore, but I’d forgotten that the Chiuxatli had more magitek than I was used to. Perforce, so did the Xicoatli, and the leader of the delegation merely bowed to Tlulipechua before producing a long, heavily enchanted obsidian rod. He channeled fire Affinity mana into it and a simulacrum of another Xicoatl appeared above it, made out of colored flames.

"Flight-Alpha!" It was obviously Tzicue, and he seemed to be in a good mood. "I see you’ve come back to our shores. That doesn’t seem to be your kind of construction out there, though."

"No, indeed," Tlulipechua, using his wind magic instead of colortongue. "That is Blue’s great fortress, the Hedron." As he spoke, Shayma shifted from Chiuxatli form to her normal fox-girl form, and Tzicue’s fiery simulacrum tilted its head to look inquisitively in her direction. "And this is Blue’s Voice, Shayma Ell," Tlulipechua said by way of introduction, and Shayma nodded at Tzicue.

"Greetings on behalf of both Blue and myself," Shayma said.

"And greetings to you in return," Tzicue said. "Though I could make some guesses, given Tlulipechua’s presence, may I ask what your intentions are off my shore?"

"We’re headed to Chiuxatlan, to clean it up," Shayma told him. "I’m not sure if you’re having border issues there, but Blue has unique advantages against blightbeasts, and can purge the blight and depletion from the area." Tzicue made a soft hissing noise, tilting his head the other way as he eyed her.

"I have heard tell of such," Tzicue said. "I don’t see any reason to doubt the claim, and it would be welcome. It is no secret that the doom of Chiuxatlan has been encroaching on our northern passes. We have been mostly keeping them closed with a healthy helping of molten rock and fire, but it is certainly not a solution. We dare not push any deeper in, though there are only roving packs testing our barricades."

"I imagine that the mage-kings haven’t had another breach in that direction since they’re sending all the blightbeasts our way," I told Shayma. "Still, if they’ve spread out over the whole country, that’s a lot of cleanup." It was one thing to purge a few hundred hectares, or a kilometer or ten of lowway. It was quite another to try and take on the millions of square kilometers involved in a proper country, to scour the taint of depletion from every nook and cranny.

"Blue can take care of it, though it might take some time depending on the scale of the effort." Shayma informed him.

"Forgive me for being blunt, but what would this help cost?" Tzicue didn’t seem suspicious, merely certain that such a service wouldn’t come for free.

"This is Blue’s business. That it helps you is merely incidental," Shayma explained. It was true, especially since I could mark progress toward my next level by destroying blightbeasts. Aside from my Companions, absolutely nobody got anything for free, but at the same time I wasn’t going to extort people for something I was doing on my own.

"Ha!" Tzicue hissed a laugh, the sound more sibilant from his muzzle than it would be from a human-kin mouth. "I admire that kind of brutal honesty. I will pass word about the Fortress so you can proceed across Xicoatlan undisturbed. Perhaps at some point we can meet in person."

"I’m certain we will," Shayma said.

"And Tlulipechua, when this is all over, maybe you’ll rethink my proposal. Even if my people couldn’t have stopped such a wave, having a Xicoatli fortress at your Underneath access would at least have given you warning."

"Perhaps," Tlulipechua said, but that was all. I hadn’t much considered it, but given the degree to which the Chiuxatli were creatures of the air, it shouldn’t have been any surprise that they hadn’t had much of a presence under the earth. I had seen vast spaces in the Underneath, like where Kallindakari hung, and there were definitely flying monsters down there. Maybe it was more their color sense, or they just preferred sunlight.

"I’ll have Governor Iztli give you this seal in case we need to talk again, or if someone gives you trouble." The simulacrum turned around to look at the Xicoatl holding the obsidian rod.

"Understood," Iztli said, and stopped channeling mana into it. The flames died, and Iztli extended the rod to Shayma. She took it, vanishing it into her pocket space, and smiled brightly.

"Thank you, Governor Iztli. Do you want to send out an announcement before Blue comes further inland?"

"There a bunch of fishing boats clustered under the Fortress now," I told her. "It’s not bothering me but I’m not sure what they’re doing other than gawking."

"You might also want to tell your fishermen what the Fortress is so they can get back to work," Shayma added with a laugh. "I’m afraid it’s proving quite a distraction."

"Yes, it would," Itzli said with a sigh. "It may be for the best if you start moving it now, else you’ll get people trying to harpoon it so they can climb up." Shayma threw back her head and laughed.

"I think they’d find that difficult, but I take your point. Blue, if you would?"

"Yeah, I don’t want anyone to hurt themselves." I started the Fortress forward again, and upward just for good measure. Not only did I have to clear those mountains, apparently Xicoatli were so compulsively curious that putting the Fortress anywhere near them was begging for visitors. Odd, considering that they went to so much trouble to disguise the evidence of their civilization, but Tlulipechua had warned me the Xicoatli were weird.

"I would invite you in, but you seem to be in rather a hurry," Itzli observed. "Tzicue of the Green will ensure nobody gives you trouble further in, but if someone does raise an objection, the seal will satisfy any questions they have."

"It means you bear the same authority as one of his governors," Tlulipechua explained. "It is quite an investment of trust."

"Sounds like he already had figured out what to do if we stopped by. That, or he’s a very fast thinker." I doubted Tzicue actually had that much trust in us, but it was a smart play to keep us out of his fur. He no doubt knew who we were, and giving us extra authority just meant there’d be less friction. It wasn’t like he could stop us from doing what we wanted. Besides, having Tlulipechua along was an endorsement.

"I wish the Anells had been that smart," Shayma said with a sigh, though she masked it from everyone else.

"Yeah, me too."

"Perhaps I’ll visit after we get established in Chiuxatlan." That time Shayma said it aloud, and Itzli bowed again.

"We would be honored," he assured her.

After a few more rounds of pleasantries they returned to the Fortress, right about when it was starting to pass over the area. Even directly overhead I would have had trouble figuring out exactly where along the orange-lit roads the town was. It made me exceedingly curious what they were afraid of, or if the aesthetic was just a remnant of older culture. If every sapient race came out of a Great Dungeon, I could see hiding as something they learned early on.

Either way, I didn’t really get much of an impression of the Xicoatl and their lands as the Fortress floated through them. It looked almost like untouched wilderness, save for a few vessels on rivers and one caravan I spotted traveling through one of the green valleys. I could tell Shayma was disappointed.

"They were nice, but it feels like we’re just flying over empty mountains," she said. "I was hoping for something like Kallindakari. You know, something amazing."

"Maybe they will have something like that once you actually get into their cities. When you think about it, just the fact that they’re practically invisible is amazing in its own right."

"Maybe, but it’s not exciting to look at," Shayma said, shaking her head. "Ah well, I suppose that Tarnil wouldn’t look like much from the air before you came along."

It took a few more hours to make it across Xicoatlan, which seemed to be mostly composed of mountains. It was more evidence that the world didn’t generally stick to normal geography, since it wasn’t so much a range as a blob of mountain peaks and valleys, a network of rivers flowing out in all directions. Fortunately the Fortress could easily go as high as I wanted it to, otherwise I would have had to skirt around a few of the larger mountains, which rose to truly heroic heights.

Eventually, though, we reached the northern border, where the jagged mountains sloped down and down into a huge basin, where I finally got a firsthand view of Chiuxatlan. Rivers plunged from the mountain valleys and cut canyons through red sandstone, winding among spires that looked like the ones in the Chiuxatli chambers of the Fortress. The spires weren’t the only feature of Chixuatlan, with plateaus and pits and a lot more greenery than I had expected from the descriptions. Unfortunately, it was full of blightbeasts.

I managed to damp down the surge of ANATHEMA rage and surveyed things carefully. It wasn’t a massive carpet like the waves I’d been seeing, but rather that they seemed to have replaced all the usual wildlife that would have been evident. Blight didn’t destroy plants or anything that constituted the native mana field, though it did taint them with depletion.

I couldn’t see the entire country at once, but what I did see was more than a little terrifying. The blightbeasts hadn’t just tainted Chiuxatlan and destroyed all its infrastructure, which would have been bad enough. They’d settled in and were reproducing. The blight was spreading. If I didn’t take care of things quickly, they might compromise the entire continent.



Chapter 23: Year 1, Day 254 – Blue


"Those arrogant fools," Tor Kot said, pacing back and forth while his Pale Mantis elites looked on. "Blue is not going to sit by and let them invade Einteril. He made it pretty damn clear that he’s going to take issue with anything that spreads depletion." He suddenly whirled about and shook his finger at Miriam. "Not a chance! I’m not going to risk losing any of you. If we could get some sort of paired device without the depletion collapsing it that would be one thing, but as it is…" He trailed off and then nodded at Charlene. "Yes, exactly."

Tor Kot spun around and strode to a heavily enchanted desk, running mana through part of it. An illusion of Yit Niv appeared, with her spider guards. The woman had visibly aged after her faction’s expulsion from the central Council, with threads of silver and white in her hair, and her expression upon seeing Tor Kot was resigned. It was if she only expected bad news from him.

"Queen Iniri sent a message to me on behalf of Blue," Tor Kot said, foregoing any pleasantries. "Our esteemed council has decided to go to Einteril to power up their cores. Blue isn’t happy about this. The idiots probably thought he wouldn’t care because of what he did to Port Anell, but of course they didn’t bother to ask me."

"I see." Yit Niv considered Tor Kot. "Perhaps we should not be concerned. Blue can punish them in any way that he wants and it would hardly affect us. We certainly aren’t sending anyone along. Though, how did Blue know, if I haven’t even heard anything?"

"It’s undeniable that he’s a Power. When it comes to them, there’s no telling what’s possible." Tor Kot waved it away. "The problem is that if Blue goes after them and destroys them like he did Vok Lim, we’ll be losing more cores at a time we can’t afford to. Until and unless Blue comes and closes the rift we’ve still got a job to do."

"Good luck trying to get the Council to listen to you." Yit Niv said dryly. "The only replies they’ve sent me are receipts for my taxes."

"They really do blame the loss of those war cores on us," Tor Kot sighed. "I guess it’s hard to hold dead people to account. I will try to warn the Council but we need to decide what to do if they don’t listen."

"Contingency green? Grey?" Yit Niv suggested, and Tor Kot made a face.

"I’d rather not even mention those aloud." Tor Kot said with a warning glance. "Besides, we may need to make a contingency Blue at this point. Regardless, I don’t like the direction things are going."

"If you can stop them from deploying you might at least buy some time," Yit Niv observed. "I wouldn’t want to lay odds on how long it would take Blue to solve the issues over by the bird people’s continent, but it still won’t be quick."

It wasn’t going to be quick. No matter how I did it, I was going to have to end up taking over the whole country, all at once or bit by bit, and without a Bargain to supercharge the process that was not quick. It was faster with the [Burrowing] trait, thankfully, but the sheer scale of it was daunting. It might have been faster to scorch the whole thing with [Starlances], but I didn’t want to turn Chiuxatlan into a glass desert. I’d have to fix it, and that would take just as long as doing it right in the first place.

Of course I might have to, or at least fly around zapping things with the Fortress point defenses, just to get the spread under control. I wasn’t sure if the blighted, depletion-heavy mana was self-perpetuating yet, but burning all the blightbeast wildlife with fire would probably slow things down. It also reminded me there were huge chunks of the Underneath that needed the same treatment before they started causing more trouble themselves.

I had to begin somewhere though, and I started out by clearing the passes that the Xicoatli were defending. There were only a few of them, mostly located by rivers coming out of the mountainous terrain, and it was easy enough to find the semi-permanent fires or lava flows created by the Xicoatl Classers. Such barriers didn’t stop anything that flew, but there seemed to be a number of anti-air defenses buried in the mountainsides, small bolts of fire and earth flying out to hammer into the smaller blightbeasts that tried to fly up above the slopes. The air defenses surprised me, but then I realized it made sense to have them, since they bordered the Chiuxatli.

The point defenses made quick work of the chaff, and Shayma went out to hunt down things outside of my immediate range as I sort of bumped the Fortress into the side of the mountain. The major problem the Xicoatl had that they couldn’t deal with was less the actual beasts, which were fairly effectively dealt with, as the fact that the blight was creeping forward under and over their defenses in the wind and earth mana. So I hooked myself into the landscape and started purging everything.

Frankly, the Xicoatli weren’t too happy about it. I’d forgotten that to other people, being inside my area effect was very much the feeling of being deep in the dungeon and that wasn’t exactly restful. Each of the passes had a garrison dug in to guard it, or rather, several of them, spaced along the walls of the pass, which meant there were a lot of the snake-people around.

Shayma got good use out of the obsidian seal, though so far as I could tell everyone knew what the Fortress was. It was just that there was a big difference between knowing that the huge hovering black dodecahedron supposedly had permission to be there, and having the king’s seal to prove it. Or whatever Tzicue’s title was.

Tzicue’s comment to Tlulipechua about a Xicoatl fortress made a lot of sense after I got an intimate look at their architecture. They certainly weren’t a subterranean race, but they build underground as much as above, with low enough ceilings that upright bipeds would feel claustrophobic. Despite the lack of verticality, everything was clean, brightly lit with magitek and light pipes, and fully furnished. A nice place, for snake-people. They’d be well-suited to dealing with the Underneath.

Tlulipechua spent a lot of time out on the surface of the Fortress, looking over what we could see of Chiuxatlan. I’d cautioned him against actually flying out there, due to the depletion in the environmental mana, but he spent a good chunk brooding over the state of the country. In truth it didn’t look too bad, discounting the fact that almost all the artificial structures had been absolutely ruined, but I didn’t know what it looked like before. I didn’t have much attachment to all the remnants of buildings and things, but Tlulipechua clearly did.

The only real interruption came not from the blightbeasts or the Xicoatli, but from other inhabitants of the area. Ones I’d not even thought about, because in Orn the only local examples lived inside the Caldera. But in Nicehapoca, they had dragons.

Four of them came winging down from Xicoatlan’s peaks. To judge from my prior experience, one pair was volcanic and fire, and the other was glacial and water. Unlike the young ones who had simply thrown themselves at the Palace without much thought, these circled wide around the Fortress. Which actually made me wince, since that took them into an area with depletion, completely unnecessarily.

"I’ve got some dragons here, Shayma. I think I’ll just see if Ansae wants to deal with them." Considering she was cleansing blightbeasts from deep inside a natural cave system a dozen kilometers away, I didn’t think it was necessary to interrupt her.

"Good idea," she said. "My dragon form isn’t exactly intimidating quite yet. Not to real dragons, at least."

"Hey, Ansae? I’ve got some dragons here that I need to talk to and tell that they ought to come in closer to stay out of the depletion taint." Ansae perked up at that, blinking as she unfocused from her arcane worktable.

"Oh? It’s been a long time since I was in Nicehapoca. A very long time." She got to her feet, stretching out like a cat and then flexing her wings. "You won’t mind if I invite them into Hedron, will you? At least until the depletion is purged around their homes."

"I don’t actually know exactly where their homes are, but sure, go ahead, so long as they’re your guests. The dragon part is still empty since everyone has lairs in the Caldera."

"Excellent," Ansae said. "And thank you for thinking of it. The issue of dragons being affected by depletion is, as you can imagine, rather dear to my heart." She paced out of her study, tail flicking back and forth. "For you they would be stubborn, but they will certainly listen to me."

"Just stay on the Fortress, I don’t have that much range on my mana compared to the Caldera," I warned her. I didn’t expect she’d be even the slightest bit careless, especially since she could see my mana, unlike most everyone else, but I didn’t want to take the chance.

"Of course," she replied, and stepped through the portal I opened, emerging on the top surface of the Fortress. Since she spent all her time inside my Caldera, I’d forgotten how potent her Presence was. I wasn’t sure if she restrained it to be polite to me, or if being inside my territory actually suppressed it. Or some combination of the two.

The moment she stepped out of the portal her Presence slammed into the surroundings, physically dislodging snow and ice, bending trees, and causing the circling dragons to falter midflight. It also shattered my portal, which wasn’t a big deal, but it went to show how powerful she was without even exercising a single Skill. Not content with that much, she tilted her head back and roared, something loud enough that people inside the Fortress could hear it. From what I could see it echoed through mana, though it didn’t use any itself. Another reminder that Ansae was far, far ahead of me in magical knowledge and prowess.

"What was that?" Shayma asked, pausing in her application of stellar fire.

"That was Ansae."

"Gods above, that is terrifying. Even for me, and I know her!"

"Yeah, she’s like that!"

The other dragons stopped circling, instead heading straight for the Fortress. Of course, I had the point defenses turned off, but I did wonder how well they’d work if they were turned on. The only dragons I’d seen were Ansae, and a bunch of young and naïve outcasts. I didn’t have any real reference point for how powerful proper dragons were.

Oddly enough, they were all around level 120 or so. That put them firmly into fifth tier territory, were they human-kin, but dragons didn’t level and tier up quite the same way. It was more about Skills and evolution with them, and I didn’t really have the metrics to judge. That said, I was pretty sure these dragons were on the old and powerful side, and not just because they’d been appropriately cautious in approaching a giant black fortress.

Xialetl Hoicep

Level 122 [Dragon of the Rising Inferno]

Ixil Hoicep

Level 120 [Coatlmaw of Magma]

Tzechan Nixhual

Level 124 [Glacial Wyrm of White Mountain]

Ynxin Nixhual

Level 122 [Atocoatl of Springs and Waterfalls]

Ansae watched them come with a cold aloofness that would have done any royalty proud. Her presence pressed on them the entire way, and by the time they landed the four seemed to be visibly laboring to move. It was pretty heavy-handed, or rather heavy-pawed, but The Silver Woe was not exactly subtle.

"Is that who I think it is?" Xialetl muttered to Ixil. He spoke in an undertone, but if I could hear it, so could Ansae.

"There’s only one dragon it could be, but what is she doing here?" Ixil whispered back.

"Stop whispering and greet her before she gets mad!" Ynxin hissed, shoving the Hoiceps forward with her wings.

Ixil snapped back at her, teeth closing a bare fraction away from the other dragon’s scales, and then settled herself and stepped forward. Xialetl matched her step for step, approaching Ansae, and bowed to her. Behind them, the Nixhual pair prostrated themselves as well. It was interesting, considering they were actually higher level than the fire and magma set of dragons, but human-kin didn’t judge rank strictly by level so it was probably stupid to think dragons did.

"May I know if I have the honor of addressing the Great Lady, The Silver Woe?" Xialetl asked, completely politely. He had a pronounced accent, rather more sibilant than the way Ansae pronounced things, which only made sense if they hung around the Xicoatl.

"You do," Ansae said, fully magisterial. It still threw me a bit to see her act so differently with outsiders, but then, she wasn’t just Ansae with outsiders. It made me appreciate that she wasn’t generally The Silver Woe with me. "I am here with my associate, the Power Blue, to purge this land of depletion. Chiuxatlan has been compromised."

The four dragons exchanged glances. I could guess they had some idea of that, though I doubted they recognized how bad the problem was. My ANATHEMA gave me a special sensitivity to depletion and Ansae could see it because she was Ansae, but for everyone else it was something that was felt only when it afflicted them. Until constructed magic started failing, its infiltration into regular mana flows was practically invisible.

"We know that there were depletion issues in Chiuxatlan that had forced them to evacuate," Xialetl offered. "But we aren’t aware of the extent of the issue."

"Anywhere outside this construct you run the risk of depletion," Ansae said bluntly. "The mana you feel is Blue’s, and it prevents depletion from existing within it."

"What would you have us do?" Xialetl asked, looking around at the bare top of the Fortress. It probably didn’t look very accommodating from the outside.

"I will be in the Fortress for some time and will be accepting audiences. I trust the dragons of Nicehapoca have not forgotten their courtesy." The corner of Ansae’s muzzle twisted upward in a smile. It was a transparent enough ploy, satisfying the requirements of a mandate by a proud dragon and a Power while still offering them shelter, but it also wasn’t something they could turn down. I took the cue and opened another portal behind Ansae. Now that the pressure of her Presence had equalized somewhat, it wasn’t likely to collapse.

"Yes, of course, Great Lady," Xialetl said gratefully, spreading his wings and gesturing the others to join him with a jerk of his head. Ansae watched them take off, then stepped through the portal to the center of the dragon chamber in the Fortress. Unlike the Caldera, the Fortress chambers had at least a skeleton of infrastructure, but only that. If the dragons moved in, they’d have to do some work.

Since she actually had a little bit of mana available, that wasn’t an issue for Ansae. I wouldn’t have minded slapping something together for her, but apparently she felt like being a bit spendthrift. It looked like impressive spellcraft, but her mana pool didn’t drop more than a dozen points when she crooked a claw at the ground and pulled a pavilion out of it whole. She was even faster at shaping rock than I was.

The dragon chamber itself had, effectively, one floor dedicated to each Affinity, though I’d left some blank floors for the ones I didn’t have yet, though it was more like a giant spiral than discrete levels. Dragons needed plenty of air space, after all. What they didn’t need was balanced mana to provide a pleasant variety of surroundings, so the spiral was full of extremes. Blinding lights, murky shadow, flowing magma, frigid ice, permanent thunderstorms.

Like the other chambers, it wasn’t actually done. It needed inhabitants, and it needed dwellings, and the work that only those who were living there could provide. In Ansae’s case, I was sure she could have dwelt anywhere, but her advice had included a mana-neutral island in the middle of the chamber, and that was where I’d put her. In hindsight, it was obvious that was where any arbiter would sit, given how Affinity-oriented dragons were. Though, Ansae was the only all-Affinity dragon, so there really wasn’t anyone who could quite fill the role.

"Hmm." It didn’t feel quite right to have everyone drop in on Ansae’s island, and besides, the vertical portal looked a bit weird on the top of the Fortress, so I decided I’d try something big and flashy. That seemed to be my kind of thing these days anyway. It took me a minute of concentration, but I turned the entire top surface of the Fortress into a portal. Or rather, two portals, cut halfway down the middle, one leading to the ice area and the other to the volcanic area.

"Hmm?" Shayma asked.

"Looks like we’ve got some dragon visitors for a while. Top side of the Fortress goes to the dragon habitat now so they can find their way easily. They’re technically Ansae’s guests but you should probably swing by at some point just so I can welcome them on my behalf as well."

"Oh, sure! I’m almost done here anyway." Even in the short time that I’d been focused on dragon dealings, she’d sterilized the cave and swept it with Fields to clear it of blight and moved onto the next. In the grand scheme of things, the caves and other nooks and crannies weren’t that big a thing, but they were all close to the Xicoatli lines, so it was better to be safe than sorry.

"I’m really not certain the Xicoatli properly appreciate what we’re doing. Ah well, we’re not doing it for them anyway." If they’d realized that I could overhear their complaints, they likely wouldn’t have been making them, but I didn’t take it personally. Mostly I ignored it, like I ignored all the conversations in Tarnil and the Caldera, but I got the idea that the rank and file Xicoatl thought the Fortress was creepy. Which, fair enough, it kind of was from the outside.

I could have pulled Shayma back through core recall if she’d asked, but instead she shifted to dragon form and took off again. Without her armor on, she wasn’t silver like Ansae, but rather she’d styled herself in fox-red and white. It didn’t match any Affinity, but that was fine. She wasn’t a normal dragon.

"Changed your mind about showing up in your dragon form?"

"Well, I was thinking, and it’s not like my normal form is all that impressive to human-kin," Shayma said. "I could look more imposing but I don’t, so it shouldn’t matter in dragon form, either."

"That makes sense to me. I suppose it might be easier if you were super big and scary all the time but that’s really playing to other people’s expectations so no. You’ll be you and they just have to deal." Shayma laughed, which was a surprisingly loud noise as a dragon. Big lungs meant a big noise.

"That sounds like what I’d do anyway," Shayma admitted. "Plus I admit it’s sometimes fun when people underestimate me. Or you." Then she sobered. "Well, until it gets people in trouble. I need to be more aggressive about that."

"Yeah, I notice that Ansae always has her Presence up. I don’t know if she can suppress it completely; I think she had some kind of active warding blocking it before I came along. It might be best to always have some of that hanging around you unless you’re trying to hide."

"You’re right. I’ve mostly used it as a hammer, but Ansae uses it like a cloak. Or a badge. Hm." Her muzzle crinkled as she thought, which looked pretty silly in dragon form, but she smoothed it out by the time she reached the Fortress. Shayma dropped in through the fire portal and angled her flight toward Ansae’s pavilion, pulling my Presence around her as she went.

By the time she reached it, Ansae was waiting for her, head cocked slightly as she examined Shayma. I was half expecting her to laugh, but she didn’t. She did, however, look inordinately pleased.

"I see you’ve accepted the supremacy of the draconic form," Ansae said as she landed.

"It’s certainly powerful," Shayma said diplomatically. "I’m not really a fan of being quadrupedal, though."

"You have wings if you need to carry things," Ansae told her breezily. "But that’s a common complaint from bipeds."

"So any other thoughts?" Shyama was clearly fishing for compliments or at least opinions.

"You’re wondering why your dragon form isn’t as large as me." Ansae laughed. "Shayma, you’re just too young. You’ll need another two or three decades to get to adult size, unless you decide to age yourself somehow."

"I suppose I could, but it feels wrong." Shayma shifted herself back to her normal fox-girl self.

"Then you shouldn’t. You’ll be fine, especially now that you’ve decided to really embrace Blue’s mantle."

"I hadn’t really thought about it, but it was stupid not to have it around me all the time before, wasn’t it?"

"Perhaps, perhaps not." Ansae flicked her tail, curling it about her forefeet where she sat. "You aren’t Blue. Blue isn’t you. It’s not a simple decision, and some things you have to learn and decide for yourself."

"It seems simple to me," I put in.

"Yes," Ansae agreed, then raised a single claw. "It does now. Would either of you have been so eager before?" She waved it away. "Regardless, it is certainly a good idea with dragons. You don’t want to waste time fighting for them to acknowledge your authority."

"Do you think it would work better if I stayed in my normal form, or dragon form?"

"Whichever you choose is how they will think of you in the future, no matter what form you’re in," Ansae said, in lieu of a proper answer. Sometimes it was frustrating how she often didn’t give real advice, but she never said anything useless. In fact, it seemed to be some paradoxical wisdom about how giving unqualified advice turned out badly. She preferred people make their own choices, rather than acting as proxies for what she would do. "Either way, the sheer weight of mana you bear will impress them."

"I didn’t even think about that. Yeah, [Unbreakable Promise] is probably really imposing to dragons. I guess it’s best to only use dragon form for combat stuff?"

"Yeah. It’s fun, but it’s not me."

"A shame," Ansae said, but she was joking. I was pretty sure, at least. Sometimes when she made comments like that she wasn’t, and her deadpan was good enough that I couldn’t tell until she followed up with something serious. Shayma could tell easier than I could, for some reason.

"If I were a dragon, that’d mean there was a dragon that Blue liked more than you," Shayma told her with a grin. "As it is, you can claim to be his favorite."

"My ego does not ride on Blue’s approval," Ansae said loftily.

"Well, it ought to," Shayma said. Ansae just snorted. I was pretty certain Ansae enjoyed having someone who treated her like a normal person. Even if she weren’t imperious with everyone else, her Presence had a notable effect. Shayma and I weren’t really affected by it.

They bantered for a few minutes more before I spotted a full sixteen dragons headed toward the Fortress. Aside from Shayma, it was the first time I’d seen anything but full-sized adults, and judging from the sizes some of them were very young indeed. There was even a pair latched onto a sort of barding that one of the adults was wearing, too young to fly. Or at least, fly that far.

They circled once above the Fortress, looking at the portals and discussing it in low tones, but it didn’t take long for them to divide themselves into two groups. The fire and magma related dragons went to the hot area, and the water and ice related went to the cold, though of course the actual breakdown was more complex.

I watched them spread out, the younger dragons and parents heading for the inside of the spiral where the Affinities were less intense. It only made sense, since the youngest ones clearly hadn’t chosen their Affinities yet, and even native draconic toughness could only go so far. It also really helped my ego to see their eyes light up at the sight of entire swaths of stellar and metal and gravity Affinity rich areas. I knew it was great, but I liked seeing other people agree.

It only took a few minutes for the dragons to claim their areas, pulling a few items out of their bardings and sculpting small platforms for themselves, before gathering back up to go see Ansae. Clearly they didn’t know that Shayma was there too, to judge by the reactions as they lit down on the pavilion. A fraction of dismissal, then shock as my Presence hit them, then wary reappraisal. I could tell Shayma almost ruined it by wanting to coo over the baby dragons, still riding atop their mother, but she persevered.

"Great Lady," Xialetl said, once again speaking for everyone. "May I present the dragons of Xicoatlan." His eyes slipped to Shayma, but he didn’t ask. Ansae lifted her head imperiously.

"I welcome you to the Hedron," she said. "Though only on my own behalf. It is, in fact, the territory of Blue." She tilted her head sideways at Shayma.

"I am Shayma Ell, Voice of Blue. He also welcomes you to the Hedron, though this portion of it is under the Great Lady’s authority. The Silver Woe has his full support. While you are here, feel free to make any minor alterations you want, though for any major changes to mana flow, ask." Xialetl dipped his head.

"We thank Blue for the shelter," he said. "We have been able to feel the mana shaping we’ve done slowly unraveling, falling apart at the edges. There hasn’t been anything we have been able to do about it. Here, even if we can’t see it, we can feel how crisp and clean everything is." I wondered if the older dragons would be faster to pick up the trick of seeing my mana from Ansae, or if I’d need to do the anvil trick again. It would be instructive either way.

Ansae holding court was part the queen addressing her subjects and part worried children asking things of their mother. When Xialetl said that their mana sculpting was falling apart, that was something that had clearly shaken all but the youngest of the dragons. Even they had picked up on the mood, and it was only when their parents released them to gambol around in a fairly tame pocket of water and grass that they seemed to relax.

"If their manascaping is starting to break down, then Xicoatlan is going to need almost as much repair as Chiuxatlan does," Ansae said grimly, once the dragons had scattered back to their chosen areas. "I can’t go out and I know Blue’s perception does not extend as far as mine does, but there must be places we don’t see where the blight has made inroads."

"For some reason, I’m not surprised. This is going to be a long project."



Chapter 24A: Year 1, Day 257 – Taelah


"I know I’m kind of asking a lot," Blue said, and Taelah smiled. Blue actually rarely asked anything of her. Mixing up alchemy reagents or the like didn’t particularly count, as those were things she was doing anyway.

"It’s only three months," she said. "It’s not that serious an imposition, and it’s not as much of an issue as carrying an actual child, right?"

"I actually barely noticed," Shayma admitted. "The problem is that I can’t gestate a dungeon seed and still shift to spirit form."

"It won’t be an issue at all," Taelah reassured them both. "Especially since it’s clearly so important."

"Thank you," Blue said, with a note of relief. "Tonight, then. What about asking Iniri? What do you think?"

"Asking never hurts," Taelah said. "If you mean, is it appropriate, then yes. I expect she’ll be happy to do so. If you asked me and not her, I think she’d be hurt, actually. It would mean that you don’t trust her."

"It’s not that I don’t trust her! It’s just that she’s not actually my wife or anything, and we have an understanding, but I know that this past year didn’t help with that. I’m just afraid it’s too presumptuous." Taelah shared a glance with Shayma and they both rolled their eyes.

"You’re a Power. Even if we all know you’re not quite as scary as it may seem to others, you shouldn’t forget that." Despite Blue’s change in attitude, he clearly had some weak spots for his Companions. Not that she entirely minded, but he definitely needed some prodding to assert himself with them at times.

"You’re right," Blue said. "And I hadn’t even thought about the trust issue, which I really should have."

"I think Iniri even feels a little useless," Shayma said, tickling Eva with the Chiuxatli wing that she had shifted one arm into. Eva gurgled in delight and clutched at the brilliant feathers. "To you, I mean."

"But she’s handling all the political stuff!"

"Which she’d have to do anyway, considering it’s the same as Tarnil’s political interests," Shayma pointed out. "I’m his Voice, Taelah basically runs the Caldera…" Taelah shook her head but Shayma pointed at her.

"It’s true! Even the dragons do what you tell them! Even I do what you tell me!"

"It’s not that bad!" Taelah said, laughing at Shayma’s tone of voice.

"You have no idea what you sound like when you put on your mom mode," Shayma said, smiling back. "Mom senses and mom voice. Are you sure you don’t have a [Mother] Class?"

"No, but it might be something to aim for when I reach third tier," Taelah mused. Which wouldn’t be that long now.

"You’ll be even more powerful than me," Shayma teased. It was still a marvel to have her back. Taelah had missed talking with her, missed the bright and cheerful conversations. Even now, weeks after she’d returned, Taelah felt tears springing to her eyes as she was struck by a wave of relief from just being able to banter with Shayma once again.

Shayma shot her a silent glance of sympathy but didn’t seem to know what to say. Taelah had to admit it had to be hard on Shayma, too, coming back to people who would suddenly cling to her or, more rarely, avoid her for no real reason. She hadn’t had to mourn anyone, or endure the strange year.

"Well," Taelah said after a bit. "It sounds like you’re going to be busy for a while. If there’s a whole continent that needs Blue’s presence."

"There are two more borders to survey, even," Blue said glumly. "I’m going to have to make a full pass, then really settle in to do some work. To be honest Shayma’s way more valuable in the Underneath, where I can’t put the Fortress. Or spot rescue missions, like Kallindakari. Plus, I’m not going to make her run around and do boring depletion sweeps all the time. She’s a hero, she can do hero stuff."

"And what exactly is hero stuff?" Taelah asked.

"You know, rescuing damsels and dragons and monsters and all that." Shayma giggled.

"I’m pretty sure it doesn’t usually go like that. You usually rescue the damsel and kill the monster."

"We seem to collect them, though. Actually I think we’ve rescued more dragons than damsels."

"Not if you count Tarnil," Taelah pointed out.

"I mean, that was kind of Iniri."

"What about that first time? When you opened a way for us when Iniri was fleeing Meil?"

"Oh, I guess that’s true. How many damsels does a queen count as?"

Despite the occasional pang of stray emotion from Shayma’s presence, it was quite pleasant to spend time just chatting. Especially since she didn’t come with problems that needed solving, like most of the Villagers did. It didn’t hurt that Shayma gravitated toward the twins with an inevitable force, and Taelah would never turn down help with childcare.

Eventually though, Shayma had to leave to go see Iniri. Even if Blue could talk to Iniri of his own accord, for something like an official request it seemed he wanted Shayma there to help deliver it. Taelah gave her a hug before she disappeared, shaking her head at Shayma’s propensity for vanishing outright. If she had the Skills Shayma did, though, she probably would too.

"Who wants to go for a walk?" She cooed at Grant and Eva, settling the pair into another one of Blue’s creations. It was actually bizarre how much of his odd knowledge related to baby care, though for all she knew strollers were common in richer areas or denser cities. There definitely wasn’t much use for them where the roads were rough to nonexistent, but the Village had plenty of smooth stone paths. It was still winter, but the Caldera never got that cold and the stroller had been made out of magical enough materials to stay comfortable for the twins.

Taelah glanced at the Tree of Eschaton as she wheeled the stroller out the front door of her Village home, which was basically just a front addition to her secret garden cottage. Blue had once described the tree as smug, and while she wouldn’t normally attribute that sort of thing to a plant, she had to admit it seemed to fit. It wasn’t even feedback from any of her Skills, it was just the impression it gave her.

She pushed the twins along the path around the village green, making sure to stop by Linn Harsted’s new stall. The kid had gotten a [Woodcarver] Class and was trying to go the art route rather than making tools and boards. He didn’t yet have the Skills to imbue his creations with any particular magic, but with the access the Village had to rare woods and a pretty good eye for shape and form, he’d made some nice pieces. She could even tell the difference between the dragons the various figurines were supposed to represent.

"These are wonderful," she told Linn, who looked embarrassed but gamely nodded anyway.

"See anything you like, Elder Taelah?" She traced her fingers along the various carvings and stopped at one of the Tree itself. Since the Tree hadn’t shed a single leaf or twig in the whole time that it had been growing, it wasn’t made from the Tree’s wood, but it really looked like it was. She probably could have used her Skills to figure out exactly how he’d accomplished the fact, but it was a mystery she preferred to leave as it was.

"How about this one?" She held it up, and Linn beamed at her.

"One of my best!"

"What do you want for it?" Taelah asked, tracing the tiny blossom on the lowest bough with her thumb.

"Maybe bring by some of those herb tarts next time you’re by?" Linn suggested.

"Certainly," Taelah told him. "Say hi to your mom for me."

"I will, Elder Taelah!"

She gave him a smile and tucked the carving into her pocket before continuing on, giving Tessa a wave as she passed the clothing store. The woman was seated beside the window, sewing something, and paused to wave back. Suna wasn’t in evidence, but she was often wandering around figuring out her Skills. There weren’t many casters in the Village, but they did have dragons, and Suna was obviously completely fearless about asking them for advice.

On the topic of dragons, it wasn’t unusual to see one or two of them in the sky. Ansae had browbeaten all of them into submission so none of them gave her any lip or pestered the Village, let alone threatened it, but some dragons were more comfortable around them than others. The Mache pair stopped by often enough, while she hadn’t actually seen the Casteyns more than once.

From the ground, she recognized Syrinu’s silhouette and coloring and paused as the shadow dragoness came in for a landing. As far as she knew, Syrinu and Akanen were actually older than Taelah was, but they still came to her for advice as if she were a dragon matriarch. She got the impression that Ansae was a little too scary to pester for casual questions.

"Good afternoon, Matriarch Taelah," Syrinu said, pitching her voice quietly. It had only taken upsetting Eva and Grant once by speaking at normal dragon volume to learn that lesson.

"Good afternoon, Syrinu. What brings you by?"

"Mostly that I noticed that The Great Lady wasn’t actually in the Caldera," Syrinu admitted. "I was wondering if you knew where she might have gone."

"I’ll ask. Blue? Do you know where she’s gone?"

"Who? Oh, you mean Ansae. Yeah, she’s in the Fortress so the dragons over in Nicehapoca can hang out there without owing me directly. And I think she’s catching up on world events while she’s at it." Syrinu waggled a claw at the stroller while Taelah listened, though she didn’t get close to it. The sheer scale difference made it inadvisable. Now that she had her own children on the way, Syrinu was oddly fascinated with Taelah’s.

"Blue says she’s in the Fortress. Apparently he’s made contact with the dragons in Nicehapoca and The Great Lady is there discussing things with them. Dragon things, I expect."

"Probably," Syrinu said, clearly relaxing at the mundane nature of Ansae’s absence. While Taelah was essentially used to Ansae’s presence, The Silver Woe was still near a god to the dragons and any movement of hers might be of great import to them. "This is a fascinating little contraption. I wonder if I could get a dragon version?"

"I can talk to the [Carpenters] that made it," Taelah said. "Though I think you may want yours made out of metal."

"Maybe also to the Chiuxatli, for a glider version or something?" Blue suggested. "The dragons over in Nicehapoca had barding with clawholds for their children." She relayed Blue’s suggestions and Syrinu ducked her head.

"Please thank Blue for his suggestions," she said. "And thank you as well. I will take you up on your offer to speak to the craftsmen. I would love to have something appropriate for the draconic form."

"It sounds like a fun project," Taelah agreed. Not for her, of course, but there were more than a few craftsman who could pitch in. As dragons, they had more than enough to pay with. Not currency or a hoard like Ansae’s – they’d effectively come there with nothing – but their adjustment of the local mana flows had resulted in some interesting things popping up near their lairs.

"By your leave, Matriarch Taelah," Syrinu said, and at Taelah’s nod she took a few steps away and then launched herself into the air. Taelah watched her fly off elsewhere and looked down at the twins. Grant blinked back, but Eva was distracted.

"You two are going to have dragon playmates when you get older, aren’t you? You’re going to be such a handful." Eva snapped to attention and made a noise that Taelah took for agreement. She resumed pushing the stroller along the path that outlined the central green, on the lookout for anyone else who needed a talk. Half the reason that she went on the walks was because people didn’t want to bother her at home, but that didn’t mean their problems went away.

Partway around the green she noticed the light on over the big pool they’d made for the Leviathans when they visited. Taelah chuckled to herself and turned the stroller in that direction, navigating off to the side. Ever since Blue and Shayma had humbled the rude one – she honestly couldn’t remember the name – the messengers had been far more solicitous. Uilei-nktik had come by to explain that Leviathans had rules about how to interact with outsiders, for everyone’s safety, and those in the Caldera abechrai had been using the wrong ones.

The Caldera had so many peoples in it, and judging from the stories Shayma told about the Underneath, it might get more. She wouldn’t be surprised at all if some Leyn decided to take up residence somewhere. Taelah was glad that none of those groups had pressed for actual inclusion in the Village, because they were all different enough that it would not have worked, but they were still neighbors and so they all ought to get along.

Her comment about having dragon playmates had been an idle one, but as she pushed the twins over to see what the Leviathans wanted, she decided it was actually very important. Her children were going to grow up in the Village, in the Caldera, and she had the opportunity to make sure it was the place she wanted for them. Where they could meet people of other races in an environment where such encounters would be fruitful and interesting rather than fraught and dangerous.

Shayma had been mostly joking when she said that Taelah ruled the Caldera, but maybe there was some truth to it. Not that she had any desire to control the way dragons or Chiuxatli or Leviathans or Scalemind did things, but she could make sure that nobody was afraid of anyone else. Trust was hard, but with Blue’s backing she could probably make it work. She just had to take it slowly.



Chapter 24B: Year 1, Day 258 – Shayma


Fighting blightbeasts was fun at first, but it was getting tedious. It was also so easy that she knew she couldn’t possibly be getting any real experience or advancing any of her Skills. For smaller things, she could just project [Hungering Dark] from her Domain and [Starlance] any survivors, and for larger things she could simply tear them apart with a [Chimaeric Neutronium]-enhanced claw. It made her grateful her Class actually wasn’t a combat Class, since now that she had the opportunity she’d found she really wasn’t a battle fanatic. No, her Class was a Class for fooling around and having fun.

"Yup, that actually got you more experience." Blue’s confirmation helped, but she had a good idea of how to advance her Class even without it now. Killing blightbeasts in new and interesting ways, playing around with stretching the limits of [Chimaeric Neutronium] or her shapeshifting, or just generally applying her Skills in novel ways. She had an enormous breadth of Skills, with [Unbreakable Promise] and her Domain, so she needed to acquire the depth to go along with them.

"Not very efficient, though. It’s sad, but I can kill them faster than they can kill each other." Goading the cave of mole-things into slaughtering each other had been an interesting exercise, reminding her of her very first combat experience with the so-called goblins of Vok Nal’s, but it had taken longer than she would have liked. They were blindly hostile toward non-blighted animals and people, but acted more or less normally in their depletion-saturated surroundings, so inciting violence was easy enough. In theory.

Actually figuring out how to make one of the creatures look like a non-blighted version of itself without giving herself away was more difficult. It had taken more than few tries, and the result was less spectacular when she could have just turned the infestation into paste. Of course, when she’d done that, the Xicoatli who had been watching had been somewhat disturbed by the sheer power on display.

Shayma was glad that [Hungering Dark] cleaned up the mess. Until she had started killing things in job lots she hadn’t really been bothered by the scent of death, but it got overwhelming after a while. Oddly, it wasn’t as bad in Scalemind or dragon form, but she tended to stay fox-kin if there were Xicoatl about. They seemed to like that more and in the caves it didn’t matter too much.

"As long as it gets done, I guess." Blue didn’t sound particularly eager, and she didn’t blame him. This wasn’t like Kallindakari, where she had been able to save everyone all at once. It was a slog of sterilizing the closest infestations above the ground and under it to keep the blight from infecting Xicoatlan. A border of hundreds of miles, and she was responsible for the edges while Blue worked his way out from the Fortress.

"I’m starting to think it might just be better to use a [Contained Star] and scorch everything at once," Shayma said, only half meaning it.

"Yeah, this is a long-term project. But at least I’m getting value out of it. I just wish I could see how close I am to a level without you doing the looking for me." Shayma shook her head. Blue’s Status was as much of a mess as ever, but with her he actually had some idea of how far along he was toward his next level. Not something Classers got, but their levels were far easier to come by. "Oh, but do feel free to use the Sungun if you think it’s appropriate. That’s what it’s for."

"You really know how to tempt a girl," Shayma laughed. Unfortunately, there really wasn’t much of a reason to use such a powerful weapon, for the same reason Blue didn’t generally unleash his full [Starlance]. It didn’t just kill what was in front of it, but everything in its path.

"You know what? You’re almost done with the passes and chokepoints, right?"

"So far as I can see," Shayma agreed.

"Maybe we ought to get in touch with Tzicue and see if he’s got any major problems anywhere. There’s a big difference between the locals not bothering you, and getting firsthand reports of anything weird. There’s no point in having you do useless cleanup now that you’ve relieved the worst of the pressure." Blue seemed weirdly guilty about having her wandering around doing spot work, despite the fact that it was only a few days of labor. Though, thinking about it, they’d been going from one thing to another almost the entire time she’d been with Blue.

"Sure," she agreed, reaching into her pocket space to pull out the obsidian rod. Fire Affinity wasn’t one of her native Affinities, so it took quite a bit of concentration to convert it. Fortunately the rod didn’t take much to connect with whatever magical item was on the other end. A Xicoatl, not Tzicue, appeared after a moment, composed of fire. He ducked his head to her.

"Shayma Ell, Voice of Blue?" He asked, and she nodded. "May I tell Tzicue of the Green what you desire?"

"I’m just curious to know if he’s gotten any reports of anything Blue or I should look into. I’ve secured the border here, more or less, but there could easily be parts of the Underneath we need to address."

"I will pass that along. It may take some time to correlate the reports you wish, however." The spokes-snake hesitated, clearly wondering how to ask her to give them extra time.

"I could come by the capital," Shayma offered. "I have yet to meet Tzicue in person, and we can discuss things more easily."

"We would be delighted to have you," the Xicoatl said, empowered for that much, at least. "We have no Powers in Nicehapoca, so I beg forgiveness for any slights in advance."

"I doubt we’ll have any trouble," she assured him. "You’ve been more than hospitable so far." Aside from the grumbling of the Xicoatl who didn’t like the feeling of dungeon mana, but they grumbled out of her hearing, or thought they did, so she couldn’t fault them. Prior to the Bargain, people in Tarnil had felt the same way.

"Then we shall be expecting you," the Xicoatl told her, and bowed to her. She nodded back and stopped flooding the rod with mana, letting the simulacrum dissipate.

"Actually, where is their capital?" She asked after a moment. Blue laughed in her ear.

"I guess it doesn’t do much for the impression of all-knowing omniscience if we have to ask that," he said. "I kind of know, though. But I bet we can just ask Tlulipechua. He probably even has a map somewhere."

"Sounds good," she said. "Bring me home?" In answer, she felt the familiar tug of the core summons and reappeared next to Blue’s core. She gave him a hug, then shifted into Chixuatli form before taking the teleporter to the Chiuxatli chamber of the Hedron.

Tlulipechua wasn’t too difficult to track down, once again playing with the younger generation. Shayma was pretty sure he was treating the whole thing a little bit like a vacation. It wasn’t like he was actually far away from the Caldera, not with Blue’s spatial abilities, but he’d barely been back. Though he couldn’t put off his duties forever; it was going to take years to clean things up. He set aside the infant Chiuxatli he’d been flying around and darted over to her, offering her a nod.

»What can I help Blue with?«

»I’m going to go visit Tzicue,« Shayma signaled. »I just don’t know where his place of residence is. I’m not sure what to look for when it comes to Xicoatli palaces.«

»Yes, I can believe that. It’s not obvious.« Tlulipechua flickered instructions, his guards relaying it out to wherever the pages were, and soon enough someone arrived with a map. It was brightly embroidered, mana-rich cloth, of course, stretched over a box with chambers matching the largest divisions. Different flavors of air swirled inside the chambers, providing a very clear picture to Chiuxatli senses.

»Here,« Tlulipechua flashed, tapping a spot with a claw. »It’s in a cold valley, all downdrafts. Everything is white, of course.«

»That does seem to be how Xicoatlan is,« Shayma agreed. »I believe I can find it.« With her Domain, she could at least see through the treetops. Though maybe the capital would be slightly more visible than the outlying settlements.

She bade Tlulipechua a farewell and left the Hedron, skipping through the distance with [Wake of the Phantasmal]. There was a noticeable difference between Nicehapoca and Orn, with the former being far more real in the Phantasmal Realm. She could still move quickly, but things didn’t fade quite so much, as if there were more magical or metaphysical substance there. Which there probably was.

Shayma passed through a few mountains, detouring around warded sections as if they were stones on a road, and emerging several hundred feet above the ground, somewhat close to her target. She still only saw the orange roads, but she could teleport along those easily enough, making her way down the mountain until she found traffic.

She bypassed a caravan, which was pulled by what seemed like giant wooly spiders, maybe cousins of the Leyn, and stopped at the entrance to the capital city. A large gate, wide but low, was hidden in a dip in the terrain, sheltered under the white-leafed trees, and manned by guards. Taking out the obsidian rod, she approached the gate openly, in her fox-kin form.

Apparently her exact description hadn’t been circulated to the gate guards just yet, because they went on alert as soon as she came into view. They didn’t seem to have weapons as such, but their lower set of arms were clad in long, articulated gauntlets, set in a defensive posture as she drew closer. The cloak of Blue’s Authority had a visible impact, their eyes dilating and hands shaking, but she had to grant that they were at least brave.

"Huh," Blue said. "My overlay says those are warcaster gauntlets. Neat." She agreed with him, though she didn’t appreciate them being pointed in her direction. Shayma was just about to make that point to them when one of them noticed the rod and pointed it out to the other. Instantly they both went from wary to submissive, clasping their hands together crosswise and bowing deeply.

"Herald," one of them said.

"Greetings," she told them in reply. "I am Shayma Ell, the Voice of Blue. I’m here to meet Tzicue of the Green."

"Yes, of course, Herald," the same Xicoatl said, gesturing her inside. She’d been in some of the fortress areas on the border, so she’d been expecting more subterranean architecture, but an actual Xicoatl city was far different.

The dome overhead was more of a lattice, and the white trees above did nothing to block the light of the sun. If anything, they enhanced it, making the interior incredibly bright. Despite the cold outside, the city itself was warm, with smokeless flames dancing in grated columns supporting the protective dome. Despite being the capital, it didn’t seem overly large, even taking into account the subterranean portions she could see through her Domain.

Every building was brightly painted with colorful murals, to the point where the colors actually clashed, all of them generally cylindrical and reaching from the floor to the top of the dome. They radiated out from the center, where Tzicue’s palace or equivalent was obvious by size and by the vibrant green and gold murals depicting the Xicoatl himself.

There was another set of guards at the entrance to the palace, but they recognized the ornate rod she carried far more quickly than the ones outside the city. Really, it was a town, but the Xicoatli didn’t seem to build densely.

"Herald," one said. "Please, come inside." She stepped through the doors, and stopped.

"That is a lot of gold," Blue said. "Even by my standards." Shayma had to agree. The interior might not have been large relative to any of the palaces that she’d seen, but there was an enormous amount of gold. There were solid gold mosaics on the interior, gold filigree and cloth covering the furniture, and even golden tiles covering the floor in complex patterns. Where there wasn’t gold, there were gems, in an astounding display of opulence.

The sound of scales on gold as a Xicoatl approached her made a unique noise, and Shayma wondered if there was more to it than just opulence. Dragons used gold extensively in their lairs to help insulate mana flows, and since Xicoatli had a serpent lower half, gold might actually feel more pleasant than stone. She’d try it herself, but since Tlulipechua had warned against Xicoatl form it would have to wait.

"Ezi of the Green, [Councilor of Flame and Gold]," Blue told her as the Xicoatl bent her neck in greeting.

"Welcome, Shayma of the Blue," Ezi said. "Please, Tzicue is waiting to see you." She beckoned for Shayma to follow her, leading her up a shallow spiral of gold to the next level, where Tzicue himself lounged in silk-lined bowl on a dais.

"Please, join me," he said, waving his leftmost hands at a small golden table set with two bowls of steaming tea. No, not tea, she saw as she took a closer look through her Domain. Spiced chocolate.

"Thank you," she said, sitting down on the cushion across from Tzicue. Unlike most palaces or throne rooms, Tzicue didn’t have anyone around other than Ezi and the guards outside. The gold dampened her Domain, but she could still see that the only servants were in another room. He lifted his bowl of chocolate and held it out to her as if in a toast, and she did the same before they both drank. It was amazing.

"Blue, we have got to get some of this in the Caldera," she said as an aside.

"I’ll get right on that," he replied, amused.

"This is excellent," she told Tzicue, and he dipped his head.

"Xocolatl is one of our core crops," he told her. "I shall arrange to have some provided before you leave."

"I would appreciate that," Shayma said, taking another sip.

"As for business," Tzicue continued, "there is indeed a certain report that I would like to beg your help on."

"As long as it has to do with the blight, Blue and I would be glad to deal with it," she assured him.

"There is more to it than simply the blight," Tzicue said, which for some reason didn’t surprise Shayma at all. "It is a matter of some delicacy." Shayma just raised her eyebrows at Tzicue and waited for him to elaborate.

"I cannot demand that you keep this a secret, I can merely ask it. We have certain outposts underneath Chiuxatlan that do not officially exist." Blue laughed in her ear, though he didn’t explain why. "When Chiuxatlan fell, so did these outposts. Regrettable, but it was always a risk. However, these outposts had a direct route underneath Xicoatlan, our own lowways. As you can imagine, they have become dangerous vulnerabilities, despite having collapsed the lowways where we could."

"You’re worried about blightbeasts coming up under your cities now." Shayma summarized. Tzicue sighed.

"We do not have a real lowway, no genuine access to the Underneath, for all that we do not mind the closeness of underground life ourselves. The project was meant to address that, and now it is an enormous festering wound. There is nothing there to save, I think. I would be most grateful if you could lance that wound."

"Honestly, it’s probably a good idea to keep that secret. I know Tlulipechua is a good guy and all but it’s better if we’re discreet. Otherwise people won’t trust us." Shayma nodded thoughtfully. She couldn’t even completely fault Tzicue for trying it, even if she didn’t approve personally.

"We’ll take care of your problem," Shayma told him. "But there isn’t going to be much left of your outposts."

"I know."



Chapter 25A: Year 1, Day 259 - Blue


"Blue’s Fortress is still in Nicehapoca?"

"No movement that we’ve been able to see."

"I admit I am relieved."

"You would be."

"It’s not cowardice to beware a weapon that destroys cities in an instant."

"That may be, but I still doubt he can do something like that more than once."

"That weapon was supposedly how Blue killed the war cores."

"I’d claim that too, but we all know Vok Lim wasn’t the best tactician. Blue probably just destroyed them the old-fashioned way. Nothing that powerful can be easy to make."

"He’s a Power. That part isn’t under discussion. I can well believe a Power can scorch the land that way." 

A group of mage-kings reclined together on the deck of an airship, flying high above the waves and gossiping about what was going on. A smudge on the horizon was all that was visible of the northeast coast of Einteril, the target of the armada of airships floating nearby. Each of them had a pair of monsters nearby, ranging from fiery birds to watery snakes to red-stone statues with white eyes.

They weren’t using war cores, with their attendant fortresses and enormous, slow islands, but there were scores of troop ships filled with and crewed by monsters, representing thousands or even tens of thousands of troops. Despite that, the deck of the ship the mage-kings congregated on was as opulent as they might have wished, with plenty of food and an enormous swath of magical items to mimic the displays the war cores had.

"Attention, everyone," Sek Til said, activating the illusionary glyphs. "I’m sure you have all seen the plans, but I’ll be going over it now to make sure nobody goes to the wrong city. Or gets lost." Some of the mage-kings shifted uncomfortably as he glared at the audience. "This should be quick, just a few months at most. We aren’t here to seize territory but to grow our secondary cores."

I was going to kill them. Genuinely, I was going to kill them. Or rather, Shayma was going to have to, because I was stuck in Chiuxatlan. Even if I started pulling out immediately it’d take a bit of time to abandon all the land I’d taken over. The [Burrowing Wyrms] were a big help in letting me expand, though I had to fill in the holes they made in terrain, but having to seize volume and not just the surface crust made expansion a pain.

Even sending Shayma would have to wait until she finished sterilizing the outposts that Tzicue had described. More like small towns, each of which was crawling with blightbeasts, not to mention long tunnels the Xicoatli had bored out underneath Chixuatlan.

"Iniri? It looks like Tor Kot didn’t get through. The mage-kings are going to attack Einteril anyway. A lot of mage-kings. I’m going to have to send Shayma over there."

"I was worried about that." Iniri’s mouth was set in a grim line. "I sent a warning but I don’t know if anyone over there has any way to do anything. You’re still the only way anyone can deal with depletion."

"I know, I know! I’m going to be sending Shayma, since the Fortress isn’t particularly mobile at the moment, but I was kind of hoping you’d have some advice. Maybe I should have sent Shayma earlier but I didn’t know they’d already gone all the way across the ocean or that there were so many and I probably missed it because I was busy here but it still feels like I fell down on the job."

"Blue…" Iniri paused, and then smiled. "If you’d suggested sending Shayma to see the mage-kings, even just Tor Kot, I would have told you not to. They still have dungeon-bane weaponry, and we have no idea what that would do to her. Not to mention they really are fifth-tier equivalents, and even with [Unbreakable Promise] I wouldn’t advise taking them on together. You can’t do everything at once, not yet anyway."

"I suppose not, but they’re going to attack Einteril and it’s going to be really messy. Is there anything we can do? They’re only a few miles offshore."

"We’ve communicated the threat. I don’t know if they’ve heeded the warning or what they might have done to prepare, but the mage-kings aren’t completely invulnerable. If anyone took us seriously they may have prepared enough defenses to slow them down."

"Okay, so I guess it’s up to Shayma." I switched focus to my fox-girl. "You’re going to have to hurry it up, the mage-kings decided to go and attack Einteril."

"What?" Shayma slapped the head off of a centipede-snake looking hybrid and paused in the wholesale slaughter. "How long do we have?"

"Not long. I didn’t notice it until they were about ready to start actually invading. And they’re hitting most of the coast at once, it sounds like. So they aren’t going to be grouped up, which is good, but that means we can’t just Starlance them all in one go."

"Then I’ll take a shortcut here," Shayma said, and blew out a breath. "I wouldn’t wish a mage-king invasion on anyone, but it’s going to be so much more satisfying to take them down than just clean more blightbeasts out, you know?"

"Yeah, playing janitor is not fun, just necessary." Shayma nodded and then held out her hands.

"Sungun, please," she requested. The Sungun was far too powerful for her to store in her pocket dimension, the sheer amount and density of the mana defying the Skill’s ability to transport it. It was difficult even for my dungeon inventory, but if I could transport around [Unbreakable Promise], there probably weren’t any actual upper limits.

The Sungun appeared in Shayma’s hands with a black pop. She lifted it to her shoulder, braced herself, then proceeded to bathe the entire place in solar fire. It punched through tunnels and chambers the Xicoatl had made, vaporizing stone and turning the complex geometry of the outpost into a hole in the ground. It took less than thirty seconds to slag everything, leaving scoured stone glowing with remnant stellar mana.

"One more and I’ll head to Einteril." She flicked her tail thoughtfully. "Anything more precise than the continent?"

"It looked to be the northeast coast. Of course, they’re splitting up so it could be anywhere."

"Hmm. I’ll have to stop by and get a map from Iniri."

"Yeah, actually, it’s a little bit of an emergency but we should probably have a war council of some sort before you go over there. I don’t know where any likely cities are or who the defenders are or anything like that. I’m pretty sure you’re powerful enough that you can deal with things but I don’t want to go off half-cocked. Hell, I don’t even know what our approach should be, whether you should try to negotiate with the mage-kings or not. You can probably talk them down but it would be really nice to get ahold of more cores…"

"I’m tempted to try and bring Iniri with me for the negotiations," Shayma said, shaking her head. "Thankfully we can cheat with [Companion Concord]. This might be tricky."

"Isn’t that your specialty?"

"And hero-ing," Shayma reminded me with a grin. "Next outpost." I took back the Sungun and she backtracked along the tunnel to the intersection, teleporting in quick bursts. The trek to the last portion of Tzicue’s indiscretion took a little bit longer, since there were blightbeasts along the way, but not that much longer. She was pretty practiced in disposing of the actual beasts, and she used a combination of [Hungering Dark] and [Panopticon] to purge depletion.

The last outpost was dispatched in the same way, simply vaporized with the Sungun rather than purged more meticulously, and the tunnel leading toward the Underneath sealed with a combination of [Starlance] to collapse the ceiling and [Earthslide] to merge the debris into a thick wall. She’d gotten the latter skill from one of Wright’s fourth-tiers, the rude short one, and combined with [Customization] it did a pretty good job of allowing her to alter small sections of dirt and stone.

As soon as that was done, and I took back the Sungun, Shayma asked for a recall. I brought her back to the Fortress core, and she started to pull on the teleport Fields before stopping and taking out the obsidian rod. Flames appeared as Shayma channeled fire Affinity mana into it, and she smiled at the Xicoatl who appeared at the other end.

"Tell Tzicue that I have taken care of the breach he was worried about," she told the Xicoatl receptionist.

"Of course, Shayma of the Blue," the Xicoatl replied, and Shayma let the flames die.

"I’m sure he’ll be relieved," I told her. "But I have to say I kind of hope Tlulipechua finds out somehow, even if we don’t tell him."

"He’s polite enough, but you’re right. I like Tlulipechua more." Shayma shrugged, changing to the topic at hand. "Anyway, time to talk to Iniri." She pulled on the teleport and transported herself back to Tarnil, appearing in my tower and heading out into the Palace proper on two feet.

Apparently she’d been chatting with Iniri through [Companion Concord] because she went directly to one of the larger meeting rooms and settled in. A few minutes later Iniri joined her, along with Cheya and two other Classers, Basil Furst and Ina Leim, that she’d made her war minister and head diplomat, respectively.

It was interesting to note that they gave Shayma the exact same courtesies they gave Iniri, even if they didn’t afford her the same title. At some point Iniri had made good on her threat to recognize Shayma as the equivalent to a queen, at least within the borders of Tarnil. Once every one was settled in, Basil spread out a big map of Einteril and started pointing out targets.

"Port Liskel, Port Hureot, and Port Tisine would be the most likely initial targets," he said. "They’re all dense, right on the coast, and close in relative terms."

"The problem is that they’re all under the control of different factions," Ina said. "Ones that are currently in all-out economic warfare, so we can’t expect them to be capable of cooperating, let alone fending off the mage-kings. Frankly, I doubt that you’ll be welcomed, but people are also likely to show you respect. Especially if you’re taking care of an invasion for them."

It occurred to me that I probably seemed like some capricious god to the people on Einteril. Destroying one city, then coming over to save others, without any regard for their local politics or affiliations. Not that I didn’t have my reasons, but it wasn’t likely they’d appreciate them. Though hopefully they would appreciate being saved.

"There were at least ten mage-kings, so they’ll be going to more than three cities."

"These five would be the next probable targets," Ina said after Shayma had translated that. "Though after that it’s less clear where they would go. Whether they head inland or along the coast makes a big difference."

"Unfortunately, they’re practically immune to scrying. Once they cause trouble it will be obvious, but it will also be too late." Basil said, frowning mightily. "I would say it was too late already were it not for Lady Shayma’s movement Skill."

"We can start with the ports and go from there," Shayma decided. "The question is how we approach the mage-kings."

"They’re definitely wary of me, and you might be able to warn them off that way. Is there a downside to trying to negotiate first?"

"I don’t think so," Iniri said thoughtfully. "If they’re already wary they likely won’t attack on sight."

"Yeah, but I’m thinking that Shayma could easily hijack their core out from under them if they don’t know she’s coming. If they do, it might be a lot harder. Or they could threaten to kill off civilians if she doesn’t go away, or whatever."

"That is a concern." Iniri frowned thoughtfully. "But the possibility of warning them off the whole invasion is far too tempting."

"Yeah. We’ll try that first. I’d really like to just kill them but containment will have to do for the moment." If they regrouped before heading back across the ocean, I might have the opportunity to intercept them and burn them all with [Starlance]. Or maybe I wouldn’t. For the moment, the mage-kings keeping things contained was in my interests too.

"Do you have any way of warning them faster than I’d get there?" Shayma asked, and Iniri shook her head.

"I can’t be certain my first message has gotten to everyone," she admitted. "I actually sent it through Wright, since he has contacts there, but he doesn’t have a direct line to every country in Einteril."

"For what it’s worth, I don’t think anyone will doubt who you are," Ina told her. "That aura you have is…" She shrugged uncomfortably. "It’s very unique."

"It’s meant to be." Shayma studied the map. "Can I take this with me?"

"Certainly," Iniri said. "That one’s a copy anyway." Basil took the cue and rolled the map up into one overlong cylinder, which Shayma made disappear into her pocket space.

"Anything else before I leave?" She asked, looking around at Iniri’s advisors.

"If we think of something, we can always reach you," Iniri told her. "Good luck. I don’t want what happened to Tarnil happening to anyone else."

"I’ll make sure it doesn’t," Shayma said grimly. "In fact, I will make it my next [Quest] to push the mage-kings off of Einteril."

"Just make sure that this one doesn’t end with you dying again," I told her. The use of [Quest] actually made me a little worried, since I wasn’t sure that she could back out once she’d decided.

"No," she said. "No more of that. Besides, when it comes to the mage-kings I don’t need to worry about family. They are definitely the enemy."



Chapter 25B: Year 1, Day 259 – Shayma


It was far and away the longest distance Shayma had traveled with [Wake of the Phantasmal], dozens of times further than the trip to Ir from the Caldera. In the Phantasmal Realm, she could see the brilliance of features beneath the ocean she was crossing, indicating places where Leviathans congregated or maybe mana springs down in the abyssal depths. Someday she’d go down and see what they were, after she’d mastered a Leviathan form.

For the journey she used her Chiuxatli form, since the dragon form still was a little draining and it was going to be a long trip. Her four wings pushed against something that wasn’t exactly air, though the intrinsic magic of Chiuxatli flight was almost more important in the strange in-between of the Phantasmal Realm. After seeing the unending sameness of the ocean’s surface when Blue had moved his Fortress over to Einteril, she was glad she could take such a shortcut. It was pretty for a while, but eventually it was just bland.

She felt more than a little odd to be headed back there, though. Her visit to Port Anell hadn’t been very long ago from her perspective, yet at the same time it almost didn’t seem real. The world had changed, and it had been long enough to start accepting that, but not so long that she didn’t vividly remember her time there.

Her first target was Port Liskel, but she would find the time to stop by Port Anell anyway. Or rather, the former site of Port Anell. Blue’s [Starlance] was so potent that she knew nothing was left, but it was difficult for her to properly imagine it. The only times she’d seen it used, it had disintegrated flying islands. What would happen if it was aimed at the ground beggared the imagination.

In fact, she was fairly sure the weightiest and most obvious place in Einteril, and therefore the easiest to get to, was where Port Anell used to be. Even from far away she was certain about the glow of stellar Affinity mana, and there was only one place outside of Blue’s territory where stellar mana could be. The glow grew brighter as she neared it, diving down through the layers of the Phantasmal Realm and back to reality.

Stars glittered below her.

It took her a while to understand what she was seeing. There was a three or four mile wide circle of still, black water, a small segment of it open to the sea, and small lights glittered in the water’s depths. The surrounding land had been scoured bare, sheer rock transformed into something black and translucent, fractures radiating out from the crater. Small aurorae spilled from the cracks in the stone, flickering sheets of color in slow and constant movement. There was no sign that Port Anell itself had ever been there.

"Yeah, full power [Starlance] is terrifying," Blue said quietly. "I don’t want to use it like this again. I probably wouldn’t have in the first place, but after you died, well. It’s a permanent landmark now. The Bay of Stars."

Shayma nodded silently. There was nothing to say, the silence and eerie beauty of the devastation speaking for itself. It left her numb, the difference between the thriving port and the magical desolation too great to really comprehend. She flexed her wings and drifted down toward the shore, where rivers emptied into the new bay, then returned to her normal form and dropped the rest of the way.

The stone felt fine underfoot, despite looking so odd, and while there was an intense amount of stellar Affinity mana, it had all soaked into the water and stone, making it almost safe for normal Classers to walk around the area. She walked along the shore, the still waters perfectly clear but the actual source of the stars in their depths impossible to determine, save that they were a very long way down.

Her feet took her toward one of the rents in the ground, green and orange curtains rising from them like smoke from a fire. In her Domain she could see the cracks ran deep, beyond her ability to see, the aurorae bubbling up from the depths. She put her hand out, watching the light play over her fingers, tickling against her skin.

"It’s beautiful," she said.

 

Through her Domain she noticed a small animal trotting along the lakeshore, carrying a glowing fish in its mouth. It turned in her direction and perked up its ears, muted colors swirling over black fur, and headed in her direction. She put together an identification sigil with [Abstract Mana Geometries], because she couldn’t believe what she was seeing, but it returned exactly what she was thinking. [Nebula Fox].

The fox jumped fearlessly over the bottomless chasm and trotted up to her, making an inquisitive noise as it stared up at her. It tilted his head as she stared at it, first one way, then the other, chewing on the fish. Then it swallowed and nuzzled at her legs, making little fox chirps. She couldn’t help it, she reached down and scooped it up.

"You are far too cute," Shayma told it, as it snuggled in against her. She had no idea why some wild magical beast, clearly altered by the local mana, would be so friendly. It seemed odd that it would be a fox, too, though of course in the homeland of fox-kin, their distant relatives were not uncommon.

"I swear I didn’t set that up," Blue told her.

"No, I think it’s just this place," Shayma said, stroking the [Nebula Fox] behind the ears. "There’s something going on here."

"Maybe Taelah would like to see it?" Blue suggested. "She can look around here while you go deal with the mage-kings."

"Sure!" Shayma agreed, and felt Blue push out into the stone long enough to open a portal. Taelah came through a moment later, looking around with wide eyes.

"Why, this is amazing!"

"It’s also where Port Anell used to be," Shayma said soberly. Taelah looked at her and nodded slowly.

"I’ll be respectful," Taelah promised.

"I can’t stay," Shayma said, handing the [Nebula Fox] to Taelah, who looked surprised but took it without protest. It seemed just as happy to be with Taelah, making soft yipping noises as it peered up at the druid. Shayma wasn’t sure she wanted to just leave, but even aside from the time pressure of the mage-kings, she wasn’t sure she was comfortable there either. Someday she would come back.

She gave Taelah a wave before shifting into Chiuxatli form and ascended, shifting into the Phantasmal realm as she worked her way north.

"Are you okay?" Blue asked her, still quiet and subdued.

»I think so,« she flashed after a moment. »It’s just more real now that I’ve seen it.«

"Yeah, I understand what you mean." People had been trying to convince her that it was ultimately a good thing, and she saw their point, but at the same time she was glad to see Blue was just as affected by it as she was. It actually made her feel a little bit better.

She powered northward, skipping in and out of the Phantasmal Realm to orient herself as she followed the shore. Even though she knew that the mage-kings weren’t using war cores, a part of her kept looking for one of the floating islands that had loomed over Tarnil. When Port Liskell came into sight, she was relieved to only see ships crowded into the harborage.

Then she saw some of the boats weren’t floating on water.

"Those are mage-king airships," Blue confirmed as she dove down toward the city. The longer she looked, the more the image of a peaceful port city fell away. Plumes of smoke rose from buildings, not chimneys, and the sounds of metal in the air were from weapons, not anvils. "How do you want to do this?" Blue asked.

»I have an idea,« she replied, and shifted to dragon form. Her wings snapped against the air as her dive accelerated, and she projected Blue’s Presence as much as she could. Not sure that was enough, she extended [Greater Light], making herself a blazing beacon descending upon the port. She wasn’t surprised that attracted spells and projectiles, though she had no idea who was firing them. Arrows and spikes bounced off her armor, and Blue’s Presence stifled other magic. Anything that made it through, she crushed by simply batting it with a paw. She landed on the tallest building in the docks, the fighting going silent around her as buildings creaked and groaned under the pressure of a Power’s displeasure.

"Monsters and mage-kings, cease your fighting!" Shayma bellowed, using her Domain to amplify the already heroic volume of her dragon form. "Your predations will not be tolerated. Leave, or be destroyed." Her words echoed through the city, bringing silence and stillness behind them.

There were no more spells or projectiles. The monsters, red statues with oversized stone weapons, began to disengage and fall back, and those near her lay insensate on the ground. The people nearby could barely move, so she eased the power of Blue’s Presence for them, extending [Greater Regeneration] to those nearby. It would have been so easy to kill all the monsters she could see, but she stayed her hand. She had given them the option to leave, and if they were, she couldn’t punish them for it.

Shayma shifted back to fox-kin form, leaping off the warehouse to alight on the streets. With Bane mana, Blue’s Presence completely overwhelmed the lower-level monsters, so she excluded the nearest one and hauled it up. Planting her feet, she held it at arm’s length, shaking it lightly until it revived, the white stone eyes starting at her.

"Tell your master I will speak with him," she told it, and let it go. The statue scrambled away with the oddly inhuman movements of something made from stone, heading full tilt toward the enormous ships floating in or above the harbor.

"I really want to flood this place with lava," Blue muttered in her ear. "So many monsters."

"Now, now," she said, laughing at his plaintive tone. "I don’t think they’ll be too happy if you burn down their docks."

"Bah, I could rebuild them!"

It was only partly a joke. She didn’t really suffer from ANATHEMA, but Blue got quiet and twitchy, and the fact that he was spending so much of his time purging blightbeasts didn’t help. She thought he had it under better control by sheer exposure, but it clearly still bothered him.

She leapt back up into the air, assuming her dragon form and making a few passes around the city to make sure the monsters were retreating. Some were trapped by the inhabitants of Port Liskell, but she didn’t shed any tears for them. She wasn’t even sure pseudo-elemental monsters like the red stone statues were really alive in the first place. Though considering the Stoneborn, that was probably a poor assumption.

Only two people had the temerity to attack her, both on the defender’s side. One was just a normal crossbow bolt, which wouldn’t hurt her even without her armor, and for that she simply ripped the crossbow from the kid’s grasp and disintegrated it with a quick shot of [Starlance]. The other was more serious, a charged stone spear generated by some Skill or another. She caught it with her hands and put [Mana Iron] around it with her Domain to absorb the detonation, at the same time hammering the woman with Blue’s presence.

"Do not attack me. Blue is not forgiving," she told the unfortunate Classer bluntly, who nodded frantically. Shayma suspected that she’d thrown the Skill out of fear more than anything, since a dragon with a Power’s aura seemed to cow everyone else.

Shayma continued to prowl as the statue monsters retreated, pouring back into the ships along the waterfront. There was surprisingly little depletion, so it seemed she’d caught the invasion fairly early. In a sense it was surprising that it was taking so long, since she knew that mage-kings could throw siege-level spells, but they wanted the people and city intact, so perhaps the particular mage-king didn’t have many options that didn’t result in total annihilation. Besides, there wasn’t much point in them fighting in person when they had thousands of expendable monsters to do it.

There were no fourth-tier individuals that she could see, though perhaps the mage-king had already killed them. Or they were still on their way; there hadn’t been much time for them to respond yet. While the monsters collapsed back to the harbor she healed fighters and purged any bits of lingering depletion, finally landing again as the tail end of the invasion force shuffled into the boats. The last monsters were being harassed somewhat ineffectually by low-level Classers, but as soon as Shayma entered the scene the city folk skulked off.

She shifted back to fox-kin form and approached the boats. Surprisingly, it was the mage-king himself that met her there, a bony man with twice as much nose and half as much chin as might have been expected for his face. He floated out of one of the airships, some sort of wind-based skill keeping him aloft, and he actually looked anxious. It seemed he actually knew what trouble he was in.

"It’ll be great if he can pass the word," Blue murmured as she strode up to him. "Tik Fuy, by the way."

"Can you call off the invasion?" Shayma asked bluntly, dispensing with any pleasantries. She actually didn’t care to introduce herself to him.

"No, I cannot," Tik Fuy replied. "We were sent by the Council." He paused, eyeing her warily. "We thought after what happened with Port Anell, and Blue’s focus on Nicehapoca⁠—"

"We don’t intend to let the mage-kings victimize any cities, no matter where they are," Shayma told him.

"But, the containment, the rift⁠—" Tik Fuy protested.

"Blue will take care of it, in time," Shayma replied. "Until then, you’ll have to cope." Tik Fuy’s jaw worked, but he didn’t object, clearly laboring at least a little bit against Blue’s Presence. Not that Shayma was even using it to its full potential at the moment. "Tell the other mage-kings on Einteril that I’m offering them the same. Leave, or be destroyed."

"Some of them won’t leave," Tik Fuy warned. "I read Tor Kot’s reports, but some of them haven’t. Or don’t believe it."

"Then they will be destroyed."



 



Chapter 26: Year 1, Day 259 – Shayma


She left Port Liskell once Tik Fuy’s ships had started moving away in earnest, accepting the tentative thanks of the defenders. The putative mayor even sent a message inviting her to stay at his manse and talk with him, but she waved away the messengers. Port Liskell wasn’t her responsibility, and while she was glad that she’d been able to save everyone, she had more to do. There was no time for pleasantries and politics.

"I don’t really trust him," Blue grumbled. "I’m afraid he’ll turn around and just deploy his troops again as soon as we’re gone."

"He could, but I doubt it. I think he knew that we could take him."

"I hope so." Blue paused for a moment. "Kind of a shame. I would have loved to get whatever cores he had lying around."

"If he’s right, you’ll have your chance," Shayma said, continuing northward. "I don’t trust him at all, but he has no reason to lie about some of the mage-kings wanting to fight."

"On the up side, it seems that going in at maximum shock and awe does wonders for making people listen."

"I’m pretty sure most of them couldn’t move!" Shayma shook her head, a relatively ponderous thing in dragon form. "I don’t know if it’s [Unbroken Promise] or if you’re stronger or what, but wielding your Presence like that is definitely potent."

"And less destructive than the Sungun or neutronium."

"That too," she agreed.

Port Hureot was further north along the coast, but some of the intermediate targets were between Liskel and Hureot so she flew low and surveyed the land as she went. While the score or so of troop ships that Tik Fuy had used were not out of place at Port Liskel, they’d overflow any of the medium size harbors in the coastal cities along the way.

While she was looking for ships, what she actually spotted first was a big flare of magic, ascending into the sky. It was something powerful enough that she’d associate it with at least a fourth-tier, if not a fifth, and it made her pump her wings and skip forward with her teleport to make sure she got there in time. As she drew closer to the city, Ainia if she remembered correctly, she could see that while there were no fires, there was plenty of destruction.

The wood of the harbor was floating in pieces on the tide, and straight lines of ruined houses and buildings emanated out from the point where the landing must have happened. Someone had used some powerful Skill and cut right through the city. There were other spots of similar destruction, circles of debris or fan shapes of crumbled walls, that spoke of a moving battle.

In many ways it was the opposite of Tik Fuy’s invasion. That one had been contained, and with the purpose to subdue and take Port Liskel intact. This mage-king seemed to be wrecking the city instead of conquering it, or at the very least using a show of force rather than a measured approach. It was an uncomfortable reminder of Vok Nal’s part of the invasion, an untouchable maniac destroying everything in his path.

She gathered up Blue’s Presence and [Greater Light] again, diving as a silver-armored dragon with the intent to repeat her performance from Port Liskel. Though she was expecting some attacks, as had happened before, she was not expecting a horrible lance of depletion-packed force to rip through the air, forcing her to teleport out of the way. Even with her armor, the way it tore at her Domain stung, and the lash of displaced air would have tumbled anyone else from the sky.

"That was a mage-king," Blue growled. "Kill him."

Though she rather agreed with Blue, she didn’t want to start a fight with the mage-king out of hand. It was still better to force a retreat than it was to start a fight in the middle of a crowded city with someone that powerful. Ainia had sustained enough damage.

"Einteril is under protection from Blue," she bellowed as she altered her trajectory toward where the lance had come from. "Leave, or be destroyed!"  The only answer to that was another high-powered lance, so fast that she barely had time to blink out of the way. While she was completely confident that she could take the hit on her armor, or just conjure [Shield of Tarnil], those were abilities that she’d rather leave in reserve considering how potent those attacks had been.

The mage-king himself became visible in her Domain before she saw him with her eyes, a human, but oversized like Vok Nal. She still didn’t know if that was some sort of battle Skill or if some of them were just that large. He was surrounded by a number of heavily armored sort-of horses, made monstrous by the lashing tendrils protruding from their backs and the fangs they had for teeth.

"So you have chosen⁠—" Shayma didn’t even get to finish the sentence before the mage-king lashed out a third time, a vicious crisscross whip that shattered the building she had landed on, instantly killing the people cowering inside. White-hot rage blazed up her breast and she shot forward, claws extended.

When she hit the street, shattering the pavement, the mage-king was no longer there. Her Domain caught the traces of a teleport, but before she could locate him the not-horse guards attacked. Their shoulder-tentacles whipped forward, cutting into the air as they sent whipcracks of water and fire and spatial magic at her. She summoned [Shield of Tarnil] all around her to blunt the attacks, then teleported to the side and slashed at one of them.

Surprisingly, it was almost fast enough to dodge, her claws only catching the hindquarters and ripping off a leg. It screamed, invoking a Skill to blur away on three legs while the other three seemed to give her more room. Except that was only because the mage-king was hurling a barrage of razor-sharp ice from above, forcing her to blur through the Phantasmal Realm again. She was sure she would have been unharmed, but the skill was probably a fourth-tier one, to judge by its potency.

"Blue, what are these?" She didn’t want to take the time to conjure an identification sigil while she was fighting. The mage-king and his monsters didn’t give her a moment’s pause, the not-horses running at incredible speeds while whipping attacks at her while the mage-king floated in the air and hurled different elements at her, as if testing what would work best.

"Calibrunes, all fourth-tier," Blue said as she smashed at one with her tail, mangling a tentacle before she launched herself up toward the mage-king. If they were just fourth-tier, the monsters could do little more than distract her. "Tek Lin," Blue identified the mage-king, just before he flung out his hands and a huge circle of gravity mana crunched down over her.

It was so unexpected that she faltered for a moment, then growled as she saw some of the inhabitants in the range of the spell crushed against the floors of the buildings they were in. She reached out with her Domain, pushing back against the gravity spell and teleporting two people who were trapped under fallen debris, while taking a breath and spitting out blue starfire at Tek Lin.

Once again he teleported away, but the gravity well stayed until she raked the area with more dragonbreath, literally burning the mana construct away with concentrated stellar Affinity. She reached out with her senses to find him again, but had to shake off hungry coils of fire aimed at her by one of the Calibrunes. Once again she pulled on [Starlance], sweeping it over where the horse monsters were.

The fourth-tier Calibrunes scattered or pulled on their own defensive Skills. While she was pretty sure Iniri could have punched through the layered Skills, Shayma’s captured version of [Starlance] was more limited. Not that it was bad by any means, since it was still a fourth-tier Skill, but it wasn’t something she could overcharge like Iniri did.

She dove down toward them since she didn’t see Tek Lin anywhere, only to be battered by a howling wind that made her increase the density of her armor, temporarily becoming too heavy for even the knifelike spell to blow away. It cut through the buildings around her and she flung up [Shield of Tarnil] once again to deflect it upward. The Calibrunes took the opportunity to try and pierce her with their tentacle-launched spells, but one got too close and she hit it with a whipcrack of her tail, practically splitting it in two.

Then she teleported to the side as she caught the surge of mana from underneath her, dodging more kinetic lances that burst through the earth and sent shrapnel spattering everywhere, pinging off her armor and smashing through building fronts. The lances seemed to track her as she moved, forcing her to stick to the streets to keep it from simply crushing anyone in the intervening buildings.

"You have to stop defending them," Blue said abruptly. "He can tie you down just by forcing you to maneuver around the civilians, or hitting you with area attacks you need to block, but that’s a losing proposition. You just need to kill him as quickly as possible. Don’t play his game."

Shayma growled. She hated it, she hated giving the mage-kings even the slightest chance to cause any more harm, she hated letting anyone be hurt while she was there to save them, but he had a point that being on the defensive wasn’t getting her anywhere. It wasn’t like her most powerful attacks were indiscriminate like Tek Lin’s were, either, so her offensive abilities didn’t endanger anyone. She reversed course, following the kinetic lance Skill back to its source, and found that Tek Lin had somehow teleported himself underground.

She reverted to fox-kin form and smashed straight down with [Chimaeric Neutronium], plowing through the rock and focusing Blue’s presence on him. The response was an explosion of magma that simply flowed past her armor. If anything, it only made it easier to get to where Tek Lin had burrowed, but she caught him teleporting once again as she got close.

It was the first time she’d fought against someone who could also teleport, considering how rare spatial Affinity was, and it was profoundly irritating. She followed the trail, back up above the surface of the ground, and ignored the fourth-tiers trying to get through her armor as she pursued Tek Lin. Shayma slipped in and out of the Phantasmal Realm as Tek Lin peppered her with magic. Gravity, force, and wind were his preferences, none of which did much more than sting, but he was slippery.

When he paused for a moment, to take a breath or reorient, she made four illusions of herself launch themselves at him while she fired a [Starlance]. He flitted away at high speed as the illusions pursued him, while she took a moment to focus on his path. She teleported herself into his trajectory, already throwing an armor-covered fist, and managed to land a good punch right on his torso.

Unlike everything she’d hit with the [Chimaeric Neutronium] armor so far, Tek Lin didn’t explode into gore. There was a thunderous boom as she smashed him backward and through a bell tower, and with her heightened senses she heard him wheeze, but with anyone else her fist would have gone right through. Even with [Bane] working for her, mage-kings were tough.

"Damn," Blue said. "Are you going to have to Sungun him?"

"Maybe," she muttered, shifting to Chiuxatli form and darting after him. "How is he this tough?"

"Probably drawing from his core or cores, kind of like the link you have. You’re cheating, but so is he."

"Right, and I can cheat more." Between [Unbreakable Promise] and her link to Blue, she couldn’t imagine he had more mana than her, not to mention she had Blue’s Presence. Even if she couldn’t destroy Tek Lin in a single hit, she could wear him down. So far, he hadn’t been able to do much to threaten her, even if his magic was absolutely leveling Ainia.

She extended [Hungering Dark] around herself and snapped her wings, diving toward where Tek Lin had tumbled through into a bakery. The Field sizzled against a hastily-conjured shield of fire, and she exercised [Kinetic Redirection] to suddenly accelerate, talons extended to claw. His eyes widened a fraction of a second before she hit and he managed to shove himself out of the way with an explosive blast of air. Mostly.

She slammed through ten feet of building and thirty feet of ground but she managed to draw blood, raking furrows along his side. [Kinetic Sink] absorbed her momentum and she teleported after him, not sure why he wasn’t teleporting anymore, but glad for it since she could keep up with his speed. He was fast, blurringly so, but she was barely constrained by mortal form anymore so she could pursue him despite the myriad of movement Skills he had access to.

They went through a rapid and intricate pursuit across the city and mostly above it. Now that she was pressing him, Tek Lin didn’t have the time to hurl nearly as many spells or use as many Skills, which protected the inhabitants of Ainia better than she could have by defending. False versions of her harried the mage-king, constraining his movement and forcing him to waste attacks and defenses against her illusions.

The spells still stung, since they tore through her Domain with punishing force, but pulling on mana from Blue or [Unbreakable Promise] restored her almost immediately. Shayma took a grim satisfaction in being the unstoppable force, with Tek Lin being able to do no more than run and dodge. Ainia had been able to do absolutely nothing against him, but he could do absolutely nothing against her.

Tek Lin suddenly made a break for the ships at the harbor, his movements no longer as smooth and crisp as they had been before. Seeing her chance, Shayma teleported herself between him and harbor, pushing her Domain to spread it wide and snaring Tek Lin with illusory chains. They didn’t hold him long, but longer than they would have before and it was more than long enough for her to pounce.

"No!" Tek Lin said as she appeared in front of him, but that was as far as he got before she lashed out with armor-covered talons. What she wasn’t expecting was for her claws to cut right through him as if he were no more robust than some low-tier monster. Instead of wounding him, her attack turned Tek Lin into an explosion of gore as his body tumbled away in pieces.

"What?" She stared for a moment, not entirely certain what had happened.

"I bet he ran out of mana. Or his core did. Or something."

"That must be why he was trying to run," she agreed, flicking the remnants off her armor. "Now, the monsters."

"There ought to be a core somewhere around here, maybe taking that will kill ‘em off."

"You just want a new core," she accused him, already winging her way to the boats.

"Yeah, that too!"

"Probably should have gone after the core first," she muttered, using her Domain to sweep through the ships.

"Maybe so," Blue agreed. "But you didn’t know where it was. You did know where the mage-king was."

"True." She flew along the boats, finding monsters but no core, not even on what seemed to be the flagship. "Where is it?" She landed on the deck of the flagship, wiping out a bunch of low-level Calibrunes with [Hungering Dark] as she looked around for something she might have missed.

"Umm, maybe in the city? Is there a tower somewhere that he might have taken over?" 

"One that we didn’t smash?" Shayma surveyed the city, trying to figure out where Tek Lin might have stashed his core. Blue’s Presence suppressed everyone near her, stopping any new monster reinforcements from pouring into the city, but Ainia was far too large for her to extend that protection to everyone. Besides, she had no idea how they’d react now that Tek Lin was gone. There was a big difference between an invading army and a horde of monsters.

She flitted out to check some of the taller buildings that had survived. If Tek Lin had been leading her away from one of them during the fight, she hadn’t noticed. Presumably it was closer to the harbor, though for all she knew he’d put it underground. The Calibrunes seemed to be milling about, uncertain, but that probably wouldn’t last long.

When she found it, it was by accident. Shayma spotted a three-legged Calibrune lurking by a low, thick-walled building and recognized one of the surviving fourth-tier monsters. Darting down toward it, her Domain infiltrated the building and she caught a ward type she recognized. Apparently the core had been put underground.

The Calibrune tried to flee again when it spotted her, but since there were no distractions there was nothing to stop her from teleporting in close to stave in its skull with her fist. Compared to the mage-king, the injured fourth-tier monster wasn’t tough at all. Then she went inside, finding a heavily warded dome that her Domain had trouble penetrating. Fortunately, she could just eat away the magic with [Hungering Dark], the ward dissipating quickly enough. It seemed Tek Lin really had drained its mana, if the reinforcing magic was so weak.

She teleported into a small spherical room, which had only barely started being converted by the core. It was really pathetic compared to Blue’s speed, but that meant that its depletion aura had only just started to spread. The red crystal was shaped like the one in Vok Nal’s tower, rather than the oversized thrones of the war cores, and was smaller as well.

"I wonder if there are other cores," Blue said as she approached.

"We’ll find out eventually," she said, and put her armored hands on the surface of the core. Immediately a huge rush of mana poured into the red crystal. It seemed to shudder, once, then snapped to blue. With her enhanced body and the [Chimaeric Neutronium] armor, it was so unlike the first time she’d done it, barely even a strain despite the heat of competing mana.

"Oh, right, that gets me—" Blue said, but Shayma stopped listening because of the terrible screaming noise that went up all around above her. She shoved her Domain upward to see what was going on, and found that all the Calibrunes had suddenly flown into a rage. They weren’t attacking each other, but they were suddenly acting like a ravening horde rather than soldiers. They were like blightbeasts, set loose in the middle of a city.

"Blue! Get Iniri here to help, these people need protection!" She didn’t wait for Blue to respond, contacting Iniri herself. 「Iniri! We have a ton of monsters about to slaughter everyone in a city!」

「Coming.」 Iniri replied. A moment later Iniri appeared, followed by a couple of her Queensguard and Cheya. Then Blue pulled out of the stone, even the now blue and oversized core vanishing as he freed her from being bound to the ground.

She brought them all up to the surface with [Wake of the Phantasmal], and Iniri flew up into the air. Which startled Shayma; she’d almost forgotten that she could do that with the Torc. Iniri spread her hands and magic poured out from her as [Guardian Constellations] and [Shields of Tarnil] began to flicker outward, not only protecting individuals and buildings but starting some sort of grand runeset over Ainia.

Shayma left her to it and switched to dragon form, spiraling outward and using copious amounts of starfire combined with [Hungering Dark] to clear the streets. They were a little melted, but the second and third-tier Calbrunes that made up the bulk of the army fared no better. Without a commanding mage-king and whatever link the dungeon core provided, they were uncoordinated and aggressive.

There were still a lot of them, breaking through doors and windows and clashing with the remainder of the Classers deep in the city. With Tek Lin dead, there was nobody who could make them retreat, so the only choice was to kill thousands of monsters. In a city, where she couldn’t simply purge everything with the Sungun. Without Iniri, there was no way that Ainia would be left standing.

"The boats!" Blue said suddenly, and Shayma whirled around to see that the troops that had still been stationed in the ships were boiling out onto the harborfront.

"Sungun," she demanded, and braced it with all four paws as she hovered for a moment in dragonform and aimed at the ship. "Warn Iniri and her people not to look," she added, and waited for Blue’s confirmation before she pulled the trigger.

The impossibly bright lance of destruction reached out and touched the harbor, explosions thundering as the ships blew to blood-soaked splinters and crisped to cinders before falling into the curtain of steam rising from the water. A single pass was enough, turning the harbor front and every ship moored there, invader or not, into fire and steam and splinters.

She let Blue reclaim the Sungun and went back to dealing with the monsters. A sudden flare of fire and smoke attracted her attention, and she darted over to find one of the remaining fourth-tier monsters tearing through buildings with its flame whips. It seemed to have more mind left than the others, because it recognized her instantly, hurling its magics at her while she dove. Her armor absorbed them without complaint as she smashed the Calibrune into the ground, leaving a crater with the scattered remains of the monster in the bottom.

That meant there was one more, somewhere, assuming it hadn’t been killed during the fight with Tek Lin, but she knew Iniri was more than capable of dealing with it, should it attack her. She lifted back into the air, keeping an eye on the runes that Iniri was building in the air over the city. It wasn’t like anything Iniri was building would hurt her, but she didn’t want to accidentally break any of it. It was a genuine concern if she was spouting starfire everywhere.

"Oof, that’s a lot of mana," Blue said, obviously referring to what Iniri was doing. Shayma had to agree it looked incredibly imposing, a runic array with [Guardian Constellations] winking throughout. It grew brighter without actually becoming blinding, before suddenly seeming to blow apart. Streamers of light shot down and flew into windows and doors, along buildings and streets, grounding on rooftops like lightning as a thousand stars spread out over the city. Everything suddenly glowed in silver-blue light but the monsters, forcing them back and away from the still-living citizens of Ainia.

「You should be able to do a lot without breaking the protections」 Iniri sent, sounding a trifle out of breath even if the link was entirely mental. 「[Starlance] should just bounce off, I think.]

「Oh, that sounds fun!」 Shayma dropped down and focused [Starlance] on the nearest monster, watching the beam punch through and ricochet off Iniri’s shielding, bouncing a dozen times before it was reflected into the air and dissipated. It wasn’t easy to aim beyond the first bounce, but if she couldn’t hit friendlies, that wasn’t a problem.

Shayma caught Iniri’s [Starlance] flickering here and there as she played her own version of the Skill back and forth, seeing a few unfortunates reel back from the sight of the lance of light heading straight for them, only to deflect off harmlessly. It was absolutely cheating, and she didn’t mind a bit, though she’d still have to eradicate a lot of the monsters manually.

Shayma flitted this way and that, using [Hungering Dark] to clean up after herself, considering that leaving the gore and remains of hundreds and thousands of monsters would destroy Ainia as surely as the invasion would have. Not that the city was exactly intact, but anything was better than turned into a mage-king farm. At the same time, she ignored the shouted questions from people about who she was and what she was doing, wrapping Blue’s Presence closer about her.

While she was saving the city, it probably didn’t look it. She’d brought in a foreign ruler who’d done some massive fourth-tier ritual magic that coated everything in Tarnil’s colors, and now she was running around without any apparent regard to the people who lived there. From that perspective, it was actually surprising that she didn’t have more people attacking her.

After a few minutes of cleaning up where she could, she noticed that some of the remaining Classers were mounting a proper defense against the monsters. Since they were temporarily immune to attacks, they’d started pushing back from the few pockets of resistance that had been left when Shayma had arrived. Iniri’s protection made decimating the front of the monster’s push into the city dead simple, and soon enough native Classers were pushing the Calibrunes back toward the harbor.

Shayma thought the city-wide protection would peter out at some point but it lasted, and lasted, and lasted. Over the next entire hour it stayed strong as she systematically hunted down the remaining Calibrunes alongside the city’s Classers. Finally, it seemed there were no more, and Shayma flitted down to where she’d left Iniri, finding a big [Shield of Tarnil] wall blocking off a crowd. An unhappy one.

"What’s going on here?" She demanded as she landed, changing to fox-kin form to glower at the gathered people. They balked, pulling back slightly from her as she crossed her arms, staring them down.

"But," someone ventured at last. "But, she’s invading Ainia."

"Oh, gods save us from fools and little children," Shayma sighed. "All this light is protecting you from the invaders." None of the people in the crowd looked like proper Classers, just the normal rabble-rousers who would arrive after the danger was actually passed. 「You can drop your spell, Iniri.」 Shayma sent her. 「And I guess I’ll send you back. Thank you for helping me, I know it’s not Tarnil but I didn’t want to just let them all die.」

「It was my pleasure,」 Iniri replied. 「I half expected this to happen. They weren’t a real threat.」

The silver-blue glow fizzled out as the stars above faded away, and Shayma teleported through the [Shield of Tarnil] barrier, planting her feet so Blue could open a portal. He could recall Iniri, but not the Queensguard or Cheya.

"Honestly, that was kind of fun," Iniri said, coming over to give Shayma a hug. "I had designed the city protection runeset, but hadn’t had a chance to use it yet. I probably never would in Tarnil, not with Blue there, but it was great to see it in action."

"It was impressive," Shayma agreed, embracing Iniri before releasing her to head back to Tarnil.

"I know you’re basically indestructible now, but be careful around here," Cheya said. "You’re going to find that nobody is going to thank you. They’re just going to see that everything is destroyed and you’re near enough to blame."

"You really think so?" Shayma grimaced, and Cheya nodded.

"It’s not your fault, but when it comes to this sort of thing, people aren’t rational. Remember how many people hated Blue when he first appeared."

"True." Shayma sighed. "Well, I’m going to be heading to the next city right away anyway. I couldn’t stay to fix Ainia even if they wanted me to."

"Good luck," said Cheya. "I fear most of them will be like this."

"I really hate the mage-kings." Shayma’s mouth twisted. "But I admit getting them to withdraw is a lot cleaner. Let’s hope that the rest of them are less obstinate, for Einteril’s sake."



Chapter 27: Year 1, Day 260 – Blue


Level 18 Core converted.

2 trait point awarded.

Dungeon gains additional Core.

Unique Core Specialization: Soul applied.

Unique Core Specialization: Soul: Allows creation of Lineage Skills, Inheritor Classes, and Inheritor Bloodline. Improves soul perception.

New traits available:

Inhabitants – Soul Protection: Inhabitants are resistant to soul-affecting processes. (5)

Companion – Soul Sensing: Companions may see souls through dungeon perception. (2)

New Skills:

[Create Lineage Skill]: Create Lineage Skill seed from selected Skill.

[Inheritor Class Seed]: Create Inheritor Class seed from selected Class.

[Inheritor Bloodline Seed]: Create Inheritor Bloodline seed from selected Bloodline.

I finally had another core, which was another step along the path toward having enough mana to Purify Ansae, but I had to admit I was a little bit let down by what the soul core actually got me. I was hoping for something really drastic, considering how shrouded in mystery souls were, but instead I got a sort of Class and Skill database.

In a way it made sense. Ad-hoc soul editing was probably never in the cards, considering that they weren’t some arbitrary toolset but a reflection of a person’s growth and character. The closest I’d come to arbitrary soul rewriting was the Bargain that had changed Shayma’s Class, and it was pretty clear that Trickster fit her quite well.

The boost in soul perception seemed to give me the ability to actually discern which bit of soul went to which Skill, and what was part of the overall Class framework, at least for relatively simple souls. Ansae’s massive soul was still bewildering to me, but I could take a look at Keri’s and Annit’s and get some understanding of their Skill growth. It turned out the physical structure was almost arbitrary; there were some similarities but everyone’s soul was idiosyncratic. Probably like a neural structure, and a good argument for not messing with it outside the bounds of the presumably far better equipped dungeon tools.

My extant Lineage seeds were transferred to the soul core, in a rare instance of my overlay actually updating itself in a coherent manner. The Skills themselves were also straightforward enough. I could target anyone whose soul I had access to, not just my Companions, and create Lineage seeds and Inheritor Classes.

It was actually kind of neat for the long term. It gave me the ability to, if nothing else, give people the chance to acquire certain Skills and Classes, though it did very little at the moment. Still, I liked the idea that I could in the future give people the option to be a [Trickster] like Shayma. Well, not like Shayma, because she was one of a kind, but a [Trickster] anyway.

The Bloodline Inheritor was fascinating because it was definitely not compatible with human-kin. Instead, it was the system that dragons and leviathans used, some sort of evolutionary path version of a Class. Once I figured that out I went back to look at the dragon and Leviathan souls I had access to and, yes, with my newly boosted soul sight I could see the way their soul structures recorded and interacted with their physical evolutions.

Ansae’s soul was, of course, still almost completely opaque, but what I could tell was that she hadn’t undergone a physical evolution for most of her growth. My guess was that once she became a primal dragon, that was it. Everything since then had been a slow refining rather than sudden shift. But she probably didn’t need more evolutions. Not when [Primal Dragon] seemed to have no upper limit.

With the extra core came another level-up as well. I’d been getting slow dribs and drabs of advancement from the blightbeasts, but it seemed that taking out a core was worth a lot more. A whole lot more. Though I didn’t actually know how close to a level I’d been, since it took Shayma or Taelah to actually check on that part of my Status.

Depletion sources removed. Requirements for level advancement reduced.

Dungeon has reached level 14! 

One trait point awarded.

The level-up notification made me scramble to check my maximum mana and do some mental math to figure out where I was. The maximum displayed on the overlay had actually dropped over time as I’d allotted more and more storage crystals to things other than holding mana, but I could always un-allot them.

The figure I arrived at was 558,112 maximum mana. It was close, within striking distance even, but I wasn’t able to purify Ansae yet. By my calculations I needed just a little bit more than a single level or a single new core. Even getting the next rank in [Blue’s Sagacity] wouldn’t quite get me there, so it was a little early to be celebrating a victory.

Still, it wasn’t an insurmountable gap anymore. If there were other mage-kings as stupid or stubborn as Tek Lin, I might well get a number of extra cores and finally close the gap. It would be really nice if I could level up [Blue’s Sagacity], but I had the feeling Power-type Skills didn’t level all that much and the fact was that I hadn’t exactly been pushing any intellectual boundaries for a while.

I had a few trait points too, five in all, and I wasn’t completely sure where they’d all come from. Though I thought I could afford to save up for something more advanced, as I had everything I needed under the circumstances. The only thing that could really help me at the moment was time, but with the mage-kings moving again I didn’t think I’d have a few extra months to increase my reach. Or rather, if I did wait, by then the entire coast of Einteril would be ravaged.

Cleaning up Ainia had taken longer than I’d anticipated, but that was what happened with thousands of monsters roaming the streets. Calling in Iniri had been an inspired move, considering how many lives it saved, but I wasn’t sure I was entirely comfortable with it. They weren’t her cities or her people and even with [Torc of the Stars] it felt a little risky. Though maybe I was just being overprotective, under the circumstances.

Either way, the invasion was definitely in full swing. I highly doubted any of the cities had managed to hold off their respective mage-kings, not considering how tough they were and the sheer amount of troops they had at their disposal. So Shayma would be dealing with entrenched people and monsters that would turn into frenzied beasts the moment she destroyed the mage-king’s source of power.

"It’d be for the best if we could capture them," Shayma said, approaching the next city on Cheya’s list. "That way we could just force them to make the monsters pull out."

"Yeah, but I’m the only one who could restrain them and I don’t think I could manage it with ANATHEMA. I’d be willing to try, but, how could we capture them? They’re dangerous enough that even you can’t sandbag against them, and that’s not counting how they suddenly go squishy when their core runs out of mana."

"True." Shayma scowled. "Nonlethal Skills are very difficult. They’ve got way too much mana density for my Scalemind form to get anywhere."

"That’s assuming that you could deal with their minds to begin with. They’re linked to their own cores, so trying to poke in their minds might end up bringing you in contact with a red core and that probably wouldn’t end well."

"I doubt that any of their cores are like you. It’s probably more like a magical item rather than the link we share, but I guess you’re right. If we could figure out how to cut that dungeon connection without taking over a core or killing the mage-king, that would be the best way to do it."

"Yeah. Though I doubt any of them would tell us how that worked. I remember Tor Kot said something about it, way back when he thought Iniri had taken over Vok Nal’s dungeon, but it was just in passing. And who knows what sort of limitations it has."

"Well we need to figure out what we’re going to do before I get to Tianes. I don’t want another mess like Ainia."

"Yeah." I broadened the conversation to everyone, including my other Companions and Ansae. "Turns out if I assimilate a red core when that core’s monsters are still around, they go berserk. It’s not really possible to take the mage-kings alive, either. The question is how to approach it for the mage-kings who refuse to leave."

"Do you have to assimilate the core, then? If the controller is dead, it wouldn’t be much of a threat would it?" Taelah asked, rocking Grant and Eva in their cradles. "At least for a while. I remember that they’re fairly slow."

"Oh my god that’s so obvious. Why didn’t I think of it?" I actually knew why. I couldn’t touch another dungeon, or at least, red core dungeon, without engaging in an immediate life-or-death struggle. Shayma would have trouble, too, if she used her bare hands, but she could just put a box around it and carry it off.

"Sometimes you’re just too close to the problem to see the solution," Taelah observed.

"What was the solution?" Ansae inquired, opening one eye. She was still in the Fortress, catnapping – or possibly dragonnapping – between lessons with the Nicehapoca dragons. I filled her in and she snorted. "Even I have a tendency to overcomplicate things sometimes. Yes, this might be one time when the best solution is not to take decisive action."

"Oh, for⁠—" Shayma had gotten the response through [Companion Concord], because she laughed too. "How should I deal with the core then?"

"Probably just chop the bits its connected to with [Starlance] and shove it onto a sled or something with a pole. Or even just grab a fishing net and haul it off. I bet you can commandeer one of those flying boats and we can bring the cores you collect back to the Caldera for disposal at our leisure."

"Works for me." Shayma resumed her flight, moving far more quickly with a concrete objective. I almost hoped that the mage-king she found next would be just as obstinate, but there was no telling. We’d had one smart and one stupid mage-king so far, which wasn’t enough to extrapolate from. It was basically a coin flip.

Tianes was another middle-sized port city, possibly slightly larger than Ainia, and there was no fighting going on only because the mage-king there had already taken over the city. The harbor defenses had been crushed into rubble, but the rest of the city was more or less untouched. A quick job, all in all, but it was hard to appreciate it from my side. A competent enemy was the last thing anyone wanted.

Since there wasn’t anything in progress to interrupt, Shayma took a more deliberate approach than the flaming-dragon-from-the-sky shock and awe that she’d been using before. She still projected my Presence like an aura as she approached from the south, rendering the monsters posted there practically insensate. Oddly enough, they were a repeat; once again the monsters were the animate stone statues, which made me wonder if there was some connection between the mage-king in charge of Tianes and Tik Fuy.

"I am Shayma Ell, the Voice of Blue, and I will speak with your master," Shayma boomed, loud enough that it was probably heard throughout the entire city, then withdrew my Presence enough to let the monsters there go report.

"How long should we give them?"

"Not that long. They know who I am, and if they’re not going to take me seriously I already know how things are going to go."

"Good point."

"Besides, I’m pretty sure that they can communicate with monsters at a distance. I’d be surprised if he hadn’t already figured out what I was doing here the moment I came up the road."

"I don’t know, some of them have seemed pretty oblivious." I didn’t push, though, waiting along with Shayma for the message to pass its way up the ladder. I counted out maybe five minutes before Shayma started tapping her foot impatiently, and then another two before Shayma got fed up and started walking forward into the city.

The statue-monsters were not so stupid as to try and impede her progress. In fact, they physically couldn’t, as they were low enough level that my Presence made it impossible for them to move. The streets were empty save for monsters patrolling or guarding entrances, the entire populace closed into their homes and businesses. It reminded me a bit of the bizarre way Tor Kot’s cities worked, oppressive but undeniably effective.

While Shayma could have changed to Chiuxatli or dragon form and flown over the city, she seemed to be making a statement by having my Presence and a [Panopticon] Field thrown wide, marching down the street toward the city center. Neither of us had any idea where the mage-king actually was, of course, but both Tor Kot and Vok Nal had gravitated toward a central location.

She’d made it all of three blocks before someone swooped down out of the sky toward her. Not directly toward her, and not quickly, which showed the mage-king had some intelligence. His flight, such as it was, made it look like he was standing on an invisible platform, hovering down to deposit him maybe a hundred meters from Shayma along the main thoroughfare.

The man had the most ridiculously long moustache and beard I’d seen, flowing down to his knees, and an equally glorious mane of hair, all of it honey-blond. He was far and away the most memorable mage-king I’d seen, even including Tor Kot, simply for the sheer amount of hair. Shayma was less impressed, marching toward where the guy had landed as if she were going to walk straight through him.

"His name is Tor Nem," I told her when she got close enough for me to identify him from the overlay, which I supposed made the guy part of Tor Kot’s family. Or maybe just a distant relative. He sure didn’t have much physical resemblance.

"Tor Nem," Shayma said coldly. "You have two choices. Pack up and leave, or be destroyed. Blue will not stand by and let the mage-kings ravage more land and more cities. One of your companions left. The other decided to fight, and couldn’t even lay a hand on me."

The man in question lifted his hands, showing her his palms. Considering that he had to have enormous amounts of magic at his disposal, the gesture really didn’t mean much. People didn’t need weapons to be dangerous. But it was better than the idiot who tried to kill her with a force lance.

"I did get a communique from Tik Fuy," Tor Nem said. "I take it the unfortunate that you’ve removed was Tek Lin?"

"Choose," Shayma demanded, not bothering to answer his questions.

"Oh, we’ll be leaving," Tor Nem said. "I can barely work my Skills in this…" He waved vaguely around at himself and Shayma. "Whatever this is. I’m certainly not combat focused like Tek Lin." I wasn’t sure that was true. Maybe it was the ANATEHMA talking but I inherently distrusting anything out of the man’s mouth.

"Yet, you’re still standing here," Shayma said, raising an eyebrow.

"It takes time to pack everything and everyone back up," Tor Nem said defensively. "Harrying me won’t make it go any faster. But while you’re here might I trouble you to answer some questions?"

"Possibly," Shayma said suspiciously.

"Hoo boy."

"Nothing too personal, I assure you," Tor Nem told her. "If you like we can retire to the Duke’s residence and you can watch me hand it back while we discuss things."

"Well?" Shayma said, aside to me, screening it from Tor Nem.

"I mean, he does have a point that it’s going to take a while for an orderly withdrawal, but I don’t really trust his hospitality. But I mean, it’s either just stand around there or stand around in a fancy residence. Or maybe just pick a random restaurant or something?" It was always possible that Tor Nem had something prepared back at the residence that he thought could hurt Shayma, no matter how obliging he seemed.

"Let’s just sit down at that teahouse over there." Shayma went with the last option I suggested, pointing at a fancy-looking café off to one side of the road. Tor Nem shrugged acquiescence and followed Shayma to the place in question. It wasn’t open, of course, though that wasn’t an issue for either Tor Nem or Shayma. She didn’t ask for the people in the upstairs living area to come down, either, simply taking a seat next to the front window and allowing Tor Nem to join her.

"What do you want to ask?" Shayma seemed to be focused on him, but I was pretty sure she was scanning the surroundings with her Domain. I was looking around as much as I could myself, just because I didn’t trust the guy to actually follow through on the evacuation. I could see monsters were moving, but it wasn’t exactly at a rushed pace.

"Well, first, I’m curious as to why you’re suddenly protecting Einteril. You seemed quite happy to wreak havoc here only a year ago, and now you’re behaving as if it was your territory."

"It has little to do with Einteril, and everything to do with you. Blue will not sit by while you spread depletion. It is a foul blight upon the world and we will oppose it where we can. We can oppose it here and now, and so we are." Once again, it was a better speech than I could have come up with, but that was why Shayma was my voice. Tor Nem took a moment to consider this, stroking his beard.

"You do know that we are doing it only in service of containment around the depletion rift itself?" Tor Nem asked. "Without our dungeons suppressing it, there’s no telling what hordes would overrun the world."

"Oh yes, but Blue has a far better solution to that problem. He can actually counter depletion. Besides which, we are not at all impressed with the way you have conducted yourselves. If you were really so dedicated, we wouldn’t have had war cores sent out to deal with us."

"We’re hardly a monolith," Tor Nem protested. "You can’t hold me responsible for something another faction did."

"We can, and I am. You can’t just sit there using the same tactics and enjoying the same benefits as the idiots who tried to kill me and claim you’re innocent." The very thought made me even more enraged than usual. "If your countrymen had killed me you wouldn’t have thought twice about it. No, you don’t get to pretend you’re different or separate just because we have the upper hand."

"Blue has no use for your excuses," Shayma said, rendering my rant as the dismissal it was. Actually arguing with him would have only made me look weaker. "Any other questions?"

"It would be great to know how Blue can counter depletion," Tor Nem said a little wistfully. A little part of me agreed that it would be good if the mage-kings removed depletion instead of creating more, but everyone agreed that we did not need to give them any information about dungeons they didn’t already have. Dungeons were far too powerful and integral to the entire framework of magic to give them even the slightest hint. Besides, there was no guarantee that they could manage the [Purifier] title anyway, considering their whole land was rotten with depletion.

"I’m sure it would be," Shayma said neutrally. "But the secrets of a Power will remain just that. Secrets. Do you have anything relevant to say, or just complain about someone holding you to the consequences of your actions?"

"I’m not sure why you’re being so hostile," Tor Nem said, losing some of his façade of a kindly old man. "I have been perfectly polite to you."

"You have," Shayma allowed. "Polite, but you seem to lack the understanding that Blue will not stand by and let you do as you have. Any protests you make are simply excuses for the horrors you’ve been inflicting on other people."

"Not out of preference, I assure you." Tor Nem frowned at her.

"You say that, and yet you’re the one in power, the one with the army at his beck and call." Shayma shrugged. "Perhaps it was necessary. I’ve seen the damage blightbeasts can do, since you and yours released them in our direction. But if it was necessary, those days are ending. This is the beginning of that."

"Man I’m glad I have you to do this speech stuff." Admittedly, Shayma had the advantage of not having ANATHEMA prodding at the back of her mind, but I couldn’t have put things better if I tried.

"I suppose we do not have that much to discuss then," Tor Nem conceded. "You do know that my fellows are going to be waiting for you, though? I had some idea you were coming, and by now they will all know you intend to throw them off Einteril."

"Good. Then those who wish to leave, should leave of their own accord. I am going to be less merciful to those I find still here. You can tell them that, as well."

"They will not thank me for that message," Tor Nem said. Somehow, I didn’t feel sorry for him.

"The ones who survive might," Shayma said bluntly. "Tor Nem, you have not much impressed me. Tor Kot at least had something to offer in exchange for the questions he wanted answered, but you have merely complained as if you have a right to be heard." Tor Nem grimaced.

"My cousin is a somewhat divisive figure," he said. "I doubt there are many who would wish to be compared to him."

"Jeez, he really makes everything about himself, doesn’t he?" While Tor Nem was being at least vaguely polite, it was pretty clear to me that was only because we had him over a barrel. Shayma could wreck him, and he knew it, and that was why he was being accommodating. I bet that mage-kings weren’t used to taking guff any more than the next ruler, even if there wasn’t any supreme mage-king.

"Indeed, there doesn’t seem to be much value to this conversation," Shayma said aloud, standing up. Tor Nem was on his feet too, so fast that I didn’t catch it. I was glad that Shayma had Skill-boosted speed because I certainly couldn’t keep track of people when high-level combat occurred. "Let us see how the evacuation is going."

Apparently Shayma had some instinct about it, or maybe she just had better perception, because when she went outside and teleported herself onto the nearest rooftop, the various monster deployment hadn’t really gone anywhere. They were just vaguely milling about, clumping up at intersections and maybe drifting toward the harbor overall, but it was not exactly a proper retreat.

"Perhaps I have been too lenient," Shayma said, amplifying her voice and turning to regard Tor Nem, who was hovering at roof-height. "You clearly have no intention of leaving."

"Wait, wait! It takes time to remove a core from its installation!" Tor Nem held out his hands. "Once it’s back in its transport container⁠—"

"No, move your monsters now. Nobody in this city can threaten you aside from me, and you still have your elites. The only reason to leave them in the streets is to terrorize the inhabitants and I will not have that. Move. Them."

Tor Nem bristled and for a moment I thought he was going to throw down with Shayma, but after a moment he turned and made some gestures at the fourth-tier golems nearby. I was pretty sure that was still show, since I’d seen far more coordination from other mage-kings, but they ran off and the monsters did start getting more organized.

"I think he’s still delaying. I don’t know why, but he’s definitely stretching this out."

"Probably to see how far he can push us," Shayma muttered back. "What’s the best way to deal with this? We don’t want to have a fight if we can avoid it."

"Well, the way is don’t play the game. Threaten something he cares about. Maybe go find the core and take it away?"

"Oh, perfect." Shayma shifted to dragon form and shot off toward the center of the city. Tor Nem accelerated after her, long hair whipping in the wind.

"What are you doing?" He shouted after her, but Shayma ignored him as she dived down toward the governor’s residence, sweeping it with her Domain to find where the core might be. It was just a guess, but it proved to be a good one, since she found the characteristic magical warding of a red core room somewhere underneath the residence.

"Stop!" Tor Nem shouted uselessly, now teleporting after her as she smashed through the wards. The core was attached to the bottom and top of the room with stone plinths, and for a moment I thought she was going to do exactly what I had suggested and cut it free, but with Tor Nem so close behind her, she had a different idea.

"Sungun," she demanded, and I spent a chunk of mana on shoving it through to her. She lifted the thing to point at the core, letting the billowing stellar flood of mana fill the room, but didn’t pull the trigger yet. "I don’t know what it would be like for you, but I don’t imagine it would be very pleasant to have your core destroyed," Shayma told him. "I’ve given you far more consideration than you deserve. Now, take this seriously, or we’ll find out what happens."

"Very well." Tor Nem had his lips compressed to a thin line, visibly paler than he had been before. "I shall redouble my efforts."

"You do that," Shayma said. "I’ll wait right here. If you’re not fast enough, I can always chop this out of the stone myself and bring it over to your ships." Tor Nem merely snarled wordlessly and teleported back out to go deal with things. Hopefully this time he actually would.

"Effective threat," I told her.

"He clearly needed the motivation," Shayma said, resting the butt of the Sungun on the ground. The muzzle nearly brushed the ceiling. "Though I don’t think anyone would have liked the outcome if I’d actually fired it."

"So long as he actually gets to work."

"He’d better."

A number of men gathered in an impressively opulent room, looking out over a bay in northern Einteril. Different monsters guarded the entrance to the room, marking it as a meeting of mage-kings. They were supposed to be invading different cities, but instead they had come together to one. At least, some of them had.

"Tor Nem confirms it. Blue’s Voice has demanded we leave Einteril."

"What business is it of his? It’s a completely different continent!"

"Powers do as they do. You’ll notice that Yit Fel and Yit Uil already left."

"Cowards. Perhaps one on one Blue’s Voice can deal with us, but there is a certain safety in numbers. It’s not like Blue has attacked the Archipelago."

"We just need to make ourselves too tough to attack. Too expensive or too dangerous."

"Agreed. We may not have war cores but we aren’t attacking into Blue’s territory. Between us, we should have enough armament to stand her off."



Chapter 28: Year 1, Day 261 - Shayma


Shayma wasn’t all that surprised that some mage-kings decided they could go against Blue.  It wasn’t even entirely stupid, since there were limits to what she and Blue could do, and while she could easily take out one of them, dealing with four or five simultaneously might be too much.  At the same time, neither of them were willing to just let it go.  They’d have to deal with it, but caution was warranted.

If nothing else, it had massively slowed down the invasion.  Blue cautioned that he didn’t know everything, but it seemed like a number of mage-kings had left of their own accord, while the remainder had clustered together in Port Hureot.  So instead of having six or eight more cities to deal with, she only had one.  She’d call that much a win, even if the one that was left was going to be tough.

"I doubt you can just walk up to it.  Is there even a point in talking to them when they’re the ones that chose to stay?"  Shayma figured Blue’s question was mostly rhetorical.

"I probably can walk up to it," she disagreed.  "But not as your Voice come to deliver judgement.  We know it takes ages for them to take over cities with their cores, so they’ve probably just got troops and magic.  All I need to do is be sneaky.  I should be able to go in and figure out the lay of the land.  At the very least figure out our targets."

"Keep to maximum stealth.  Don’t fight them, just Sungun them."  She thought Blue was maybe being a little overcautious, as she was confident in her own Skills.  The mage-kings were like fifth-tiers, true, but outside of their dungeon territory they didn’t have any other advantages, and she could deal with fifth-tiers.  Besides, she didn’t even need to have a body when she infiltrated.

Shayma circled out over the ocean as she drew near Port Hureot, considering that they’d expect her to arrive from the south, and changed to spirit form.  She condensed herself down as she shot over the waves toward the city, limiting the sprawl of the magic that embodied her, but kept her senses alert just in case there was something that would notice her.  It was unlikely, since as a spirit she didn’t have that much presence, but she could still trip wards designed to register magic.  Mana-sight was a greater issue, but she could blend in by altering what her Domain looked like.

Being incorporeal was always odd.  With no body there was no feeling of touch, no need to breathe, no sensation of hunger or thirst.  Despite all that, it wasn’t as disturbing and alien as it probably should have been to move through the world without truly touching anything.  For the most part, her altered species and her status as part of Blue were not really noticeable, no more than extra abilities and Skills, but something like an almost instinctive comfort with the non-physical form had to be from the Bargain.

Getting closer to Port Hureot, she saw that there were many, many airships moored all along the harbor and tied to belltowers or clocktowers.  Partly because they had simply run out of room at the docks, the mage-king ships crowding out the normal trading vessels or pleasure craft that would be tied off at the harborage.  She would bet the other half of the reason that the mage-king cluttered the city’s sky was as a reminder of the amount of power they wielded.

Though the ships didn’t carry nearly as many monsters as the war-cores had, by their joined forces the combined might of the mage-kings probably did reach one hundred thousand, though there was no way all of them would fit into the city.  Indeed, as she passed some of the moored vessels and peeked inside, there were monsters packed into barracks type housing inside the massive troop ships.  Though the exact setup was different than it would be for humans, given that the monsters in question were oversized scorpions with three tails, two of which had grasping claws instead of stingers.

Shayma drifted deeper into the city, floating right through brightly-painted walls as she circled in toward the city center where the mage-kings probably were.  Port Hureot wasn’t completely shut down, despite the monster troops posted in the streets, but people went about their business with quiet, hurried steps and hunched shoulders.  What little business there was.

She well knew the mood in the city, because she’d been there.  Though she doubted many people realized how bad things were just yet.  Tor Kot and Vok Nal had both provided food, terrible dungeon food, but food nonetheless, to make up for cutting the city off from the outside world.  It didn’t seem like they were doing that for Port Hureot, so in just a few days people would start to starve.

Considering that the original purpose of the mage-kings was to siphon power and not kill people, Shayma was pretty sure that the remaining mage-kings didn’t have any real interest in their supposed duties.  Forting up and killing people only served to gratify them and prove that they were more powerful than Blue, or at least more powerful than her.  It wasn’t coincidence that they had waited until the Fortress was tied up in Nicehapoca to make a play for Einteril.

"We’re going to have to figure out a way to get these people out of here," Shayma, temporarily reforming herself in an empty drawing-room.  "No matter what we do, any conflict is going to wind up with most of them dead."

"Some kind of evacuation?  There’s no way we’d have time for that unless we shoved the entire city through a portal."

"Then why don’t we?"

"What?"

"Like we did with the palace.  Just teleport the whole thing away from here."

"Huh.  That might actually work.  But, I mean, there’s the mage-kings to worry about and I don’t want you to be in danger."

"Sure, but if I can figure out where they’re holed up, we just exclude that from the teleport and bring everything else.  We just don’t get near them and they won’t notice.  I know you can expand really fast now."

"Yeah and I don’t need to take over the whole city, I just need enough of a presence to set up the Field."  Blue sounded thoughtful. "The only problem might be if the mage-kings notice what we’re doing.  Are you sure about this?  I’ll have to be careful when I set up and try to do the teleport really fast once it’s ready."

"Yeah I’m sure, between us it’ll be easy.  I’ll go scout around and we’ll figure out the best way to do this."  She vanished back into spirit form and flowed along toward the city center, taking note of the landmarks along the way.  Blue was right that he dared not get close enough to be obvious to the mage-kings, especially if that risked bumping into one of the red cores.

The ducal palace, or local equivalent, was off to one side of the actual center, where courthouses and trading headquarters jostled for space.  Not surprisingly, that was where the mage-kings had gathered, to wait in the opulence to which they were accustomed.  At least, so she assumed.

The telltale signs of depletion were stronger there, and hovering at the very edge of what she could sense, she counted seven total ward bubbles underneath the palace.  They were spaced somewhat equidistantly, as far from each other as possible, but still within the confines of a heavy outer set of wards protecting the palace.  Considering the way that depletion destroyed normal magical constructs, it was pretty obvious that the magical protections had been set in place by the mage-kings.

She circled around it, identifying landmarks and figuring out how close Blue could get without tripping something.  Normal wards were no issue, given that Blue’s dungeon mana barely interacted with stuff like that, but mage-king wards were probably more sensitive.  Or especially sensitive.

Once she had the area plotted out she sped through the rest of the city.  While seven cores and seven mage-kings seemed about right for the numbers that they knew of, she didn’t want to take the chance that one of them had decided to set up somewhere else.  Blue accidentally running into another core and going wild to convert it would give the whole game away.

There were plenty of monsters, but it seemed that there were no other mage-kings.  On the other hand, the ducal palace was visibly reinforced, with a number of intensely magical items emplaced behind walls or encased in stone.  The mage-kings had used their Skills to make the decorative defenses rather more formidable and shape stone to turn the courtyard into a hardened fortification.

If she were actually planning on attacking them personally, it would definitely make things difficult.  Not so much for the damage they might do to her, but for the damage they’d do to everything else.  Blue was right that she couldn’t let the mage-kings use people as hostages to keep her from taking action, but at the same time she wasn’t just going to ignore them.  Ansae probably would have just flattened the whole city, but she didn’t want to be responsible for any more craters.

"Okay, I think I have it all fixed in my mind.  Where do you want to stand?"

"Probably easiest to go underground," Shayma said, and promptly punched through the ground in a back alley by simply making her armor as dense and heavy as possible.  She went about thirty feet straight down and stopped, letting Blue reach out through her.  The very first thing he did was shape her hole into a room with a comfortable chair for her to relax in while he performed his part of the task.

With her Domain she caught Blue’s [Burrowing Wyrms] emerging from portals and heading out under the city.  They were still the only actual monsters he had, though she wouldn’t even call them such.  They more like animate pieces of dungeon machinery, doing nothing more than boring holes and letting Blue expand easier.  It felt a little odd just relaxing while things happened around her, but idea had been hers, so she had no grounds on which to complain.

Sometimes a Trickster just had to know when to let other people do the work.

She wasn’t completely carefree though.  Shayma kept her Domain stretched out to make sure that nobody was tracking her down, as unlikely as that seemed.  While Blue’s expansion beneath Port Hureot was of far grander scale, his mana was practically invisible and his ability to simply assimilate things meant that it didn’t disturb anything.  On the other hand, she was fourth-tier and, even hiding things with her Domain, the sheer weight of her mana might have left some trail to follow.

That distant worry turned out to be unfounded.  For the better part of an hour Blue dug tunnels beneath Port Hureot, starting with a large circle around the ducal palace, well outside the wards, and adding spokes radiating to the city outskirts.  At the same time, Blue mentioned preparing an area for Hureot in the Caldera, though hopefully it wouldn’t be there long.  Without the city, cleaning up the mage-kings would be far less fraught.

"Okay, here we go."  There was an immense outpouring of mana, a rushing of energy outward past what she could see, and suddenly all the streets and buildings above her vanished away.  Shayma was disappointed she didn’t get to watch Blue stealing an entire city, but with all the monsters patrolling around she would have stood out, especially since she wouldn’t have been able to move.  There weren’t any monsters anymore, though she was still pinned in place.

"Oh damn, they’re mad."  Blue sounded amused, then worried.  "Uh, you might want to cut yourself free, they’re coming out with all the guns."

"Are you sure?"  Shayma stood up, eyeing where her feet were attached to the stone.  She knew that it was not pleasant for Blue to have pieces of him separated, and even if it was only a thin web, a city-sized chunk had to hurt if she cut it off.

"Yeah, it’ll sting but I’d rather— ow!"  She formed a blade from her [Chimaeric Neutronium] and swiped it under her feet, slicing away the connecting stone while he was still talking.  "Okay, get out of there and I’ll hand you the Sungun!"  The lingering remnants vanished almost instantly as she teleported upward, armor flowing back to cover her.

The difference was stark.  The ducal palace stood in the middle of a huge expanse of bare stone and raw dirt, with a river flowing through it.  Some of the harbor was still there, as well as the scattered outskirts of road and most of the airships, but otherwise it looked like the mage-kings had set up in the middle of nowhere.

As Blue had warned, the mage kings were out and they were not happy.  Seven flying figures laden with magical items blurred toward her, and while she wasn’t exactly interested in standing and fighting, she did want a look at them.  Four of them were oversized, what Shayma considered to be combat forms, holding similarly outsized weaponry, and three of them were probably support.

"Just leave!" Blue urged her.

"I just want to see what we’re up against," she said, and just started to shift into dragon form when she saw one of the mage kings bring an odd-looking item to bear, a long tube with a red glint in it.  The only reason she even noticed was the exaggerated care with which the mage-king handled it, because it was otherwise completely unremarkable.  It didn’t even seem to be a weapon.  There was no sensation of danger or even a noticeable delay before something she could barely see reached out and touched her.  The pain was instant and intense and the world seemed to slow as she realized there was something terribly wrong.

Shayma triggered her own core recall and vanished from the coast of Einteril.

"What was that?"  She patted herself down, finding that she was sore, but intact.

"Dammit, I told you!"  Blue growled in her ear, sounding furious.  "Are you okay?  It took off a tenth of your health in like a second!  Must have been a dungeonbane weapon, because I didn’t even see anything!"

"I barely even noticed it."  Shayma was actually a little shaken.  She’d expected her armor to protect her from everything, at least long enough to figure out how to deal with it.  A sobering reminder that even with her Artifact she was not invulnerable, not to the right weapon.

"Yeah, so we’re not going in close again.  Or at all.  It’s like we never learned anything.  What if the people who wanted to talk to you had something like that?  We’re just going to Sungun them and be done with it."

"I…"  Shayma stopped herself from disagreeing.  She didn’t want to simply vaporize everything, not when they put themselves in the middle of cities, but it was obvious that there was no way that she could get close safely.  The longer she let them go on, the more people would be affected.  "I suppose so."

"It sounds like they’re packing up to move to another city right now.  I guess it’ll be almost a day before you can get back there?"

"Something like that."  Shayma frowned.  In theory she could be far faster than that, but she wasn’t used to maneuvering deep in Phantasmal Space.  She could get to the same continent in a couple hours, but anything more specific required a little more time and finesse.

"They’ll probably be entrenched elsewhere by then."

Shayma gritted her teeth.  If she’d been more careful, this wouldn’t have been an issue.  She could have just sped off, or stayed invisible, or otherwise avoided the mage-kings and then hit them from afar.  The Sungun absolutely had a longer range and more effect than whatever dungeonbane weapon they were hauling around.

Obviously, she hadn’t really learned anything.

"You’re right," she said.  "We won’t risk it.  From now on, no choice and no chances for the mage-kings.  Or anyone else like that.  It just gives them more time to hurt other people."

"Yeah.  We might end up needing to give the Sungun time to recharge…"  Blue’s tone turned thoughtful, and Shayma snorted.  She didn’t think that even with all their enemies they’d be using the weapon to that extent.

"What about Port Hureot?"  The dungeonbane weapon still smarted, despite her own robustness and Blue’s healing fields around the core located in her beach house.  Hopefully she was going to be back to full health soon enough, but it would still take a bit of time.

"Inside the Caldera, monsters don’t stand a chance," Blue said proudly.  "I wiped them all out with [Hungering Dark] and [Greater Light].  Now, the people are a little confused and I had to raise a wall to keep them from wandering around, so maybe you should announce something."

"Right.  Teleport me there and I’ll set them straight."  She stretched and shifted the armor to look more like normal clothing before Blue moved her to just outside a giant rock wall.  By the looks of things she hadn’t even gone that far, probably because some of the other parts of the Caldera were more extreme, especially with the dragons making their homes there.

Shayma hopped up on the wall and looked down at Port Hureot, finding the streets not much more crowded than before.  But no monsters, of course, and some people, mostly human and human-kin, hurrying this way and that.  A few of them glanced up at her as she appeared atop the wall, but no attacks came her way.  The mage-kings had probably killed or subdued all the combat Classers when they’d invaded.

"People of Port Hureot, you are being held safe in Blue’s territory while the mage-kings are removed.  Stay within the city and you will be returned intact once it is safe."  That got some mutters and yells, but she didn’t have time or inclination to debate with people.  She teleported around the containment wall, making the same announcement at intervals.  With the volume she was using, more than once was probably not really necessary, but Port Hureot was a large city.

By the time she finished, all the soreness was gone and she’d shaken off a lingering feeling of illness, so she slipped into Phantasmal Space to make her way back to Einteril.  One of the subtle ways her fourth-tier body was improved was that she had far less need for sleep, or at least, she could go longer without feeling the strain.  Her dad had told her a legend about how two fourth-tier kinetic users had once dueled for five days straight without halting, but she wasn’t quite there yet.

"They’ve headed north from Hureot," Blue told her. "Or, I guess, where Hureot used to be.  You’ll have to stop by when you’re done so I can put it back."  Shayma grinned at the idea of simply putting back an entire city.  She did enjoy doing ridiculous things with Blue.

Still, it would have to wait until they’d taken care of the mage-kings.  By taking the city and killing all the monsters within, they’d crippled the mage-king’s forces, but their cores and their sheer casting ability were still intact, so they had no trouble overpowering another city to bunker down in.  A city that Blue could guide her to with his odd and sometimes inconstant scrying.

She crossed the ocean once again, finding it faster and easier now that she’d been that way once before.  It was like her previous path blazed a trail for her to follow, something shorter and easier than blindly tromping through the grand wilderness of the Phantasmal Realm.  Though it wasn’t like the Realm had beasts and barriers for her to contend with.

"You’d think that with their armies gone they’d decide to just go home," Shayma observed as she flitted through the ethereal world of the Phantasmal Realm.  "I know they don’t exactly need them personally, considering how powerful they are, but I can’t see any of the mage-kings personally supervising a city."

"Well, the fact that they drove you off is considered good enough.  It sounds like they’re quite aware that they didn’t kill you, but they’ve got an effective way to deal with you.  Which would be true if we didn’t have a way to hit them from far away."

"And the Fortress is on the other side of the world."  It still seemed unbelievable to her that they thought they could deal with her and Blue, but actually forcing her to retreat was probably quite a confidence booster.  Even if she’d stolen a city right out from under them.  They were probably taking steps to make sure that didn’t happen again, but she wasn’t going to approach things the same way.

"Yeah.  In hindsight maybe you shouldn’t have showed off the Sungun before, but even forewarned I don’t think there’s much they can do about it.  It’s a lot of gun."  Shayma snorted.  Sometimes Blue’s phrasings got very strange, but she knew exactly what he meant.  She arrived at the Bay of Stars once again, but didn’t land, instead turning north to retrace her steps.  Then a thought occurred to her.

"Did Taelah take that fox home with her?"

"Yes.  Yes she did."  Blue laughed.  "She even joked about naming it Little Shayma."

"She wouldn’t!"

"You’re right.  She’d find a better name."

Shayma laughed.  She still didn’t know why that particular fox had been so friendly, but her guess was that it had something to do with Blue being the arbiter for stellar Affinity and both her and Taelah being Blue’s Companions.  Or maybe it was that both Shayma and Taelah were fairly powerful.  A lot of magical beasts were single-minded about the concentrated mana that Classers represented, finding them irresistible and often attacking people despite massive level differences.  But some were smarter, and foxes weren’t dumb to begin with.

When she made it back to Port Hureot, or where Port Hureot had been, there was nothing left of the ducal palace.  It had been razed and melted, or so it seemed to her.  Normally that would take a lot of effort, but one of the mage-kings had probably just done it in a fit of temper.  It was weird to consider that she could do the same thing, if she threw a tantrum herself.  Not that she would; her parents had raised her better than that.

From there she stayed mostly in the real world, winging along the coast in Chiuxatli form and keeping a sharp eye out for any other fliers or potential ambushes.  In fact, she stayed out over the ocean rather than the landscape so she wouldn’t be running into anything hidden.  Though she supposed it was possible to hide under the water, if very tedious to do so.  From Hureot northward the only things she saw in the air were animals, mostly birds but there were some flying lizards.  Actual lizards, not dragons, who didn’t appreciate the epithet.  It wasn’t until she neared the next city up, Kairos, that she saw some airships and knew that her targets were there. 

»I’m going to have to snoop again, at least to figure out where they are,« Shayma told Blue.  »I admit we need to take them out as fast as possible, but I’m not going to raze the entire city to do it. «

"Be quick and be careful," Blue responded.  She could feel he almost wanted to add something else, but didn’t.  Probably some further admonition, which she quite likely deserved for being careless the first time.

Once again she shifted to spirit form and carefully surveyed the city, flitting through the sprawl of Kairos to check where the mage-kings were.  Despite having had less than a day to get situated, they had set up a way to counter their previous strategy by simply running ward lines across the city, centering on a big trading house.  She couldn’t tell what exactly was inside because of the sheer wall of defensive wards, but she didn’t much care.  As Blue had said, the Sungun was a lot of gun.

"I’d like to do this in a way that doesn’t destroy everything else," Shayma said thoughtfully, forming her body again in a harborfront warehouse.  "Oh, I have an idea."

"Nothing that runs any risks," Blue warned her.

"No, it’s just that I haven’t been using my own rune magic very much.  Or not to much effect."  She went incorporeal again heading straight upward with her eye on the target.  And up, and up.  Spirit form wasn’t quite as fast as Chiuxatli form, so it took her a while, but eventually she got over a mile above the city, looking down at the tiny houses far below.

With [Abstract Mana Geometries] she created a small sight rune, to magnify the ground, and shifted herself to dragon form.  Unlike before, she used her Domain to cloak herself, hiding the silver metal of her armor that she needed for stability when she fired the Sungun.  The magic weapon itself appeared in her claws, and she created more runes in front of the beam.

She wasn’t sure how well they’d work, but she still poured a lot of mana into them, all with the purpose of narrowing and focusing the beam.  There was some of that already in the gun, but she needed to melt just one building at a distance.  It probably would have been impossible to aim for most, but Blue had provided the solution for that.

To keep her stable, a small platform of [Reified Manastone] let her stand in the air without using any magic at all.  To let her aim, one of Blue’s lasers painted a bright spot of light on the ground. All she need to do was adjust the barrel until the target light was directly on top of the trade house, then trigger the weapon.  The star inside flared and a column of blue-white plasma lanced downward.  It was more than fire; raw destruction and mana etched into the air as she fought to keep the gun stable, the beam encompassing the entire trade house.

The front of the beam splattered against wards, making her wince as jets of ravening stellar mana vaporized chunks of nearby streets and offices, but even the mage-king’s defenses couldn’t last against such a terrible weapon.  The beam suddenly punched through, sending out a blast of rock vapor and a fountain of molten material as it dug into the building and the ground beneath.

Shayma kept the gun trained on her target, the stellar wrath chewing deeper until she was absolutely certain that there was nothing left of the mage-kings and their cores.  Then she turned it on the remaining floating airships, turning them to expanding vapor with quick shots of the Sungun, destroying them before the monsters had time to go berserk.

"Done," Shayma said, and Blue took the Sungun back.  She dived down toward the city, accelerating faster than she would have fallen, and landed at the edge of the molten crater she’d made.  It seemed she’d overestimated how long she needed to keep the gun trained on the mage-king defenses because there was nothing there but a deep, glowing pit.

The surroundings hadn’t fared too well either, with wrecked buildings extending out at least a block in each direction, but it was far better than the devastation of Port Anell.  She didn’t have much time to gawk, with the screams of enraged monsters starting to sound nearby, so she shifted to Chiuxatli form, given the narrowness of the streets, and went to take care of the monsters.

"I think I only got partial credit for that," Blue complained.  "No level-up yet even if that was seven cores at once.  Though I guess it only reduces the requirements."

Shayma only half listened as she rushed around shattering skulls and wiping away lesser monsters with [Hungering Dark].  The mage-kings had mostly put their troops along the ward-lines, rather than sprinkling them throughout the city, so there was no horrific large-scale massacre, especially since most everyone was hiding in their own buildings.  Quite a few of those had their own protections, giving her time to mow through the low-level monsters.

They were all low-level.  Between the huge chunk that Blue had taken and the ones that surely had been inside the trade house when she’d destroyed it, there didn’t seem to be any monsters above level thirty.  Not that such weren’t dangerous to low-level and non-combat Classers, but they couldn’t summon the absolute carnage a fourth-tier monster could.

Part of her wondered if she would be more affected by the carnage that did happen if it weren’t for Tarnil’s war.  She’d already seen what happened when the mage-kings arrived, already knew what they could and would do.  No matter how much she hated the deaths, she knew that there was worse if she didn’t stop them.

Once the remaining Classers emerged from wherever they had been hiding, things went quickly.  The now-mindless monsters fell, one after another, until there were abruptly none left to kill.  A sort of silence fell over Kairos, the hush that came after a storm, and Shayma donned her wings to fly up again.  She didn’t want to get involved in the aftermath, and she had another city that needed to be returned.

"I think the mage-kings will think twice about trying to expand again," Blue said with satisfaction. 

"They’d better.  If they do, we get at them before they reach their targets," Shayma said grimly.

"Agreed.  I wonder if Uilei-nktik would help us keep an eye out for any movement.  I can’t catch everything, but surely the Leviathans would notice."

"And next time I’ll just use the Sungun from five miles out."  Shayma muttered, dropping down toward the blank area where Port Hureot used to be.  "Tell me we can go after the mage-kings themselves soon."

"Probably soon," Blue agreed.  "But we’re not there yet."

Shayma dropped down into the rubble where the governor’s palace had been, settling in to wait as Blue reached back out to take control of enough land to teleport.  It didn’t take nearly as long as last time, probably because Blue didn’t have to be as careful.  Less than thirty minutes later, mana surged and the city appeared back in place.  There was barely a shiver from the assorted buildings or a splash from the riverside docks as Blue set it back in place.

Once again she escaped before anyone could accost her, either to thank her or blame her.  There was no way that she would stay for the inevitable chaos as people jockeyed for position in the wake of destruction.  She’d already done her job.  The invasion was over.



Chapter 29: Year 1, Day 264 – Tor Kot


Tor Kot paced back and forth along the balcony as he waited for Yit Niv to arrive.  It was quite pleasant in his personal villa, with fresh sea air and a view of the ocean that was only spoiled by the looming darkness of the rift on the horizon.  It was far enough away that the details were vague, but there was still an impression of swirling clouds shot through with the bizarre un-light of depletion.  Some might have decided to face their private rooms the other direction, but Tor Kot preferred to have a reminder of his purpose.

The greenery of other islands broke the wash of ocean blue, some on the water itself, some in the air, creating a rough circle around the rift.  That circle stretched out further than he could see, but he was familiar enough with all the maps to know how things stood.  His two islands held some fifty thousand souls, all of them depleted down to the standard one-third margin, with very little in the way of growth.  Others, more distant from the rift, held more.  Closer ones held only monsters.

His territory was in the middle ring, as he’d already served his time in the inner area, on the same enormous island as the rift.  All of his surplus monsters went there, ferried over in job lots and reattuned to one of the war cores, and considering how orderly his lands were most of his monsters were surplus.  Of course, he kept his original elites, whom he wouldn’t trade for anything. 

Some Controllers saw their monsters only as tools.  They were tools, but they weren’t mindless pieces of metal like a weapon or a plow, they were living beings with the requirements of living beings.  The absolute control that Controllers wielded through their linked cores was necessary, but it was also a responsibility and a trust.  That was why he didn’t use that control with his elites, and had built a much stronger rapport with them than most over the years.

Some of them thought it was too much of a rapport, but Tor Kot didn’t take those opinions seriously.  He couldn’t respect people who thought of their citizens as mere fodder for the dungeon, or as sources for Skills and stats.  Those people were so far sunk in a hedonistic haze that they couldn’t see beyond their own desires.

In short, there were actually fairly few Controllers whose opinion mattered to Tor Kot.  Yit Niv was first on the list, his close ally for so long and one of the few he actually liked.  Female Controllers were rare for whatever reason, and their close association had spawned rumors of varying accuracy, but Tor Kot prized her for her cool head and eye for detail over all else.

He saw her boat sailing through the air toward his island, the brightly-colored silks impossible to mistake, and walked to the front door to receive her along with Miriam and Charlene.  Not only were they his guards and closest confidantes, they deserved to be involved in the discussion that was sure to ensue.  He wasn’t sure if Yit Niv had heard the news, but she was likely to be bringing her own named monsters.

Tor Kot watched through the front windows as Yit Niv’s vessel docked at the airship spire, the Controller herself proceeding down the spiral ramp with a pair of spider guards in tow.  The other spiders busied themselves with the ship, tying off rope and furling the outrigger sails.  While she could have simply flown herself, she and Tor Kot both followed the philosophies of Ort Ner.  Centuries ago, he had seen the excesses of Controllers and had tried to curb them, to no avail.

"Yit Niv," he greeted her, welcoming her into his villa.  "I hope things are going⁠—"  He bit off the word well.  "Adequately," he substituted instead.

"Somewhat," she sighed.  "I’ve been hearing rumors that the Council wants to increase the monster quota for the front."

"Neither of us has extra to give," Tor Kot noted, the two of them walking together toward the balcony while Charlene and Miriam eyeballed Markus and Carson.  Monsters from different cores did not get along particularly well, which was one reason they needed to be transferred between cores when they got to the front. Even if his mantids knew Yit Niv’s arachnids quite well, there was still friction between them.

"And yet, we will be the ones it is demanded of.  You know that as well as I do," Yit Niv said, not plaintively, just stating a fact.

"That’s one of the things that I want to discuss."  Tor Kot pulled out a chair for her at the small table, then took his own seat across from her.  Their monsters did not fit normal human furniture, and had their own accommodations on either side of the table.  Neither Charlene nor Miriam were comfortable using them in the presence of other monsters, but eventually they finally deigned to settle in and Tor Kot looked at Yit Niv.

"Have you gotten the reports of what happened to the Einteril expedition?"

"I did not know there were reports, and I’m in far better standing with the Council than you are."  Yit Niv’s eyes narrowed.  "How did you find out?"

"My cousin met Blue’s Voice, who apparently mentioned me.  So he copied his report to me."  Tor Kot waved it away.  "Blue killed eight of us.  Well, eight of them, considering who was part of the invasion force.  The other five retreated."

"Eight cores down?"  Yit Niv sighed and poured wine into her glass.  "We cannot afford that."

"I would normally agree, but I don’t think it will be our problem for very much longer."

"Oh?"  Yit Niv lifted her brows at him.  "You believe Blue will take up the task?"

"I think that the only reason he hasn’t attacked us directly is that he isn’t ready for it.  But now that he has anywhere up to eight new cores, and a flying fortress that can destroy cities?  I suspect that state of affairs won’t last much longer."

"Hm."  Yit Niv swirled the wine in her glass and took a sip.  "So what are you proposing."

"We’ve had various contingencies set up for a while.  I think we might need to use one."  Tor Kot held her eye for a moment, then waved around to include their monsters in the conversation.  "There’s no point in a holding action here, or trying to uphold a Council that has ceased to be fit for purpose."

"You’re talking about abandoning your post.  Your people."  Yit Niv said, not exactly accusing.  Tor Kot winced.

"The fact is, Blue can fix depletion.  He can cure it from people and purge it from places, and apparently he can even restore people who have been fully depleted, though with some limitations.  My people will be far better off under that governance than one where I take two-thirds of the Skills and stats.  Or ones where I need women to volunteer to keep the monster lines healthy."  Tor Kot leaned back, brushing a hand over his goatee.  "They deserve more than that."

"I know you.  You’ve got more in your head than just a vague plan, if you’re suggesting it."

"Well, first of all, our friends should get a say."  He waved his hand around to indicate the monsters.  "We can only bring so many with us.  Any that remain here are doomed, either to die fighting the rift or when Blue arrives."

"You’re really convinced of this," Yit Niv said thoughtfully.

"You haven’t met his Voice, or felt his mana.  I have.  This is the solution we’ve been planning for, though we never considered that the person who could properly remove depletion would be a total outsider."

"Boys?"  Yit Niv asked, glancing back at her spider guards.  They shifted uneasily, communicating with their Controller. 

"Miriam and Charlene are fine with leaving.  They have no wish to face either Blue or Shayma again."  He glanced back at them for confirmation and looked to Yit Niv again.  "I know some would call it cowardice but there is absolutely no reason for us to stay here and no reason to fight."

"The Council would have our heads," Yit Niv observed.

"The only thing they could do is physically stop us, and how are they going to do that?" Tor Kot asked dryly.  "Peel off even more cores to send some other Controllers on a wild chase after us?  None of their censures or quotas or requirements will matter."

"What about Blue?  If he went to protect Einteril, surely he will stop you from conquering wherever it is you’re targeting."  Yit Niv said, arguing mostly for the sake of it.  Tor Kot held up a finger.

"Ah, but what I have in mind is a certain uninhabited island with little mana.  Bring a single core, and grow it only large enough to sustain myself and my companions, and not only will we be nearly undiscoverable, but Blue would have no cause to object."  He smiled winningly at Yit Niv.

"Carten Isle is literally nothing but a piece of stone," Yit Niv said, then nodded slowly.  "It’s big enough for two cores, if all we’re doing is sustaining ourselves.  But is that all you want out?  To sustain yourself?"

"I’m tired," Tor Kot said.  "I’ve been running cities and dealing with the Council and the slow failure to contain depletion my whole life.  I want to just stop.  To enjoy my life before I get so old I can’t.  I don’t want to stay here like some overgrown parasite waiting to be lanced by Blue."

"We do have dungeonbane weaponry.  You don’t think that’ll stop him?"

"He outranges us," Tor Kot said bluntly.  "I’m sure that dungeonbane hurts him, yes, but why would he bother letting us get that close when he can use his city-destroying weapons to simply raze us from beyond the horizon?  Which he would and should do, if he’s smart, even if it’s hard on our people."

And if he weren’t there, Blue wouldn’t need to do that.  Tor Kot considered himself to be at least an adequate ruler, maybe actually a good one, and if he wanted to keep his people safe he had to take them out of the line of fire.  Considering his role in Tarnil’s invasion, it seemed likely that if he were around Blue would pay special attention to him.  Or at least his Voice would.

"You make a good case," Yit Niv said at last.  "But I am not quite ready to go that far.  Especially since Blue isn’t yet advancing upon us."

"Yes, more preparation is needed, certainly.  But I will personally be divesting myself of direct connections to all but one core, and making sure all my elites are attuned to that core."  Yit Niv nodded thoughtfully at Tor Kot’s suggestion.  He hoped she would take it.  When it was time to move, it might be an emergency.

They shifted to rather less dreary and sensitive topics, Tor Kot’s servants arriving with proper food and drink.  Cooked, for him and Yit Niv, and artfully prepared raw meat for his mantids and Yit Niv’s spiders.  It was all dungeon food, of course, but Tor Kot had gone to some lengths to induce his cores to learn more than the most basic types.

By the time Yit Niv left again, Tor Kot was not in a better mood as such, but a less resigned one.  It was easy to forget he had at least a few friends and allies outside of his mantids, considering the political disgrace he found himself in.  Even the faction that he’d worked so hard to form had started splintering, though part of him couldn’t really blame people for deciding their loyalties lay elsewhere.  He hadn’t had a good record of success of late, almost entirely due to Blue.

Not that he blamed Blue for it as such.  If he had been more willing to share the secrets of depletion immunity and removal, the setbacks might not have been relevant, but he wouldn’t have trusted the Council with them either.  Like so many ruling bodies, they mostly existed to further their own interests, which certainly didn’t involve giving up their cores and their power and returning the land to their people.

He didn’t think Blue knew the Council, and was just treating them all as the enemies who invaded Tarnil, but it was difficult to tell what a Power did and did not know.  Iniri’s message about the Einteril invasion outright admitted that Blue could spy on them to some extent, and did, but how and why and when was of course unclear.  Though maybe he was overthinking things.  He would admit himself that some of what Blue could do was spooky.

When the metal messenger bird winged its way into Tor Kot’s territory, several days later, he had put those meditations aside, but seeing one of Queen Iniri’s constructs brought it all back with a vengeance.  There was no reason that he knew of for Blue to contact him, which meant another terrible surprise.  Hopefully it wasn’t some new, insane thing the rest of the Council was up to that Blue expected him to stop.  He didn’t have any access to the Council and they probably didn’t even know he’d tried to warn them.

"Is the villa clear?"  Tor Kot glanced at Miriam and got an affirmative.  While he hadn’t been specifically barred from communicating with Blue or, indeed, anyone on Orn, a messenger made of depletion-proof magic from an avowed enemy would draw attention he didn’t want.  They might suspect him of treason, and they’d be right.

He crossed out to where the bird was perched, statue-still, on the front lawn of the villa.  After seeing depletion unravel every mana construct but those of the Controllers themselves, it was bizarre to see Queen Iniri’s intricate workings shrug off the surroundings.  It was even stranger because it wasn’t Blue’s mana, which purged depletion, rather, it was that strange new Affinity that was immune to it.

Both times previously it had just been a bird by itself, covered in runes and enchanted to fly away as soon as it had delivered its message.  He probably could have tried to keep them, and was sorely tempted to if for no other reason than to have depletion-immune material, but that would have been asking for more trouble.  This bird was the same, but had a small ball clutched in its talons, and as he approached the bird’s runes activated.

"Tor Kot.  Blue will talk with you."  He recognized Shayma Ell’s voice.  "This messenger bears a scrying link.  Activate it after you get it."  As soon as Shayma finished speaking, the bird launched itself back into the air, leaving the metal ball behind.

Despite the instructions, Tor Kot didn’t activate it immediately.  He didn’t even touch it immediately, inspecting it closely with his various senses, to ensure it was no more than what it was claimed to be.  Not that he really suspected Blue or Queen Iniri of wanting to sabotage him, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

"Let’s see what they have to say," he told Miriam, who was hovering at his shoulder.  Picking it up, he brought it inside and made doubly sure he had no watchers.  Using the scrying link was no difficulty, he merely fed mana into the complex of runes and waited.  It would have been interesting to see if he could track the other end, but he already knew where it was, so it wouldn’t have been very informative.

He didn’t have long to wait.  Soon enough the runes in the little metal ball glowed and the middle portion rotated, expanding the ball into a small frame.  The face of Blue’s Voice appeared within, looking stern.  Really, he never saw her looking any other way.

"Tor Kot," Shayma said.  "It has come to Blue’s attention that you are intending to, shall we say, defect from the mage-kings as a whole."  Behind him, Miriam was not happy with the situation.

"I agree," he muttered to her.  "Better hope it’s a Power thing or the Council will have our heads."  He addressed Shayma.  "Yes, well, you surely can’t blame me?  I know a sinking ship when I see one and I have said from the beginning that I don’t want to stand in your way."

"Yes."  Shayma sighed.  "It doesn’t excuse your other crimes but at least you aren’t a hypocrite."  She shook her head.  "Regardless, as you can imagine, Blue has some opinions about your plans."

"While I understand the tension between us, I am hardly going to abandon my contingencies just because Blue objects," Tor Kot said, though his mind was racing about how he could possibly adjust things to avoid dealing with an enraged Power.

"You misunderstand," Shayma told him.  "While Blue cannot allow depletion to spread unchecked, he sees this as a potential avenue for negotiation, and can provide far more than a rock in the middle of an ocean.  He’s interested in acquiring extra cores, and considering that the other mage-kings tend to force him to annihilate them entirely, that is certainly not easy."

"Ah, and if I am leaving anyway, he wants whatever cores I can take with me?"

"You have the right of it," Shayma agreed.  "So long as whatever you want is within reason."

"While I can understand that, it is impractical."  At her raised eyebrows, he just shrugged.  "Most of the cores I have control over need to stay in place to keep the infrastructure of my territory running.  I have my personal core, but I need that to maintain my elites.  That’s what I would take with me."

"You don’t need it for your personal power?"

"I was second-tier when I became a Controller," Tor Kot said, leaning back in his seat.  "I wouldn’t care if I were second-tier again, but I refuse to give up Miriam and Charlene or the rest of my household."

"You know, I can kind of understand that.  Blue acquired some monsters himself, and they are rather more personable than I expected."  Shayma pursed her lips, ears flicking back and forth.  "They’re Scalemind, and they, or at least one of them, is capable of cutting the connection between a monster and their core."

Tor Kot twisted his head around to stare at Miriam.  She was uncertain, but interested, and wanted Shayma to elaborate.

"How do you know this?"  Tor Kot asked.  "I am not accusing you of lying, of course, but that is quite a claim."

"Blue suspects they did it to themselves generations ago, but more recently, there was a shadow monster that both you and Vok Nal used as a messenger," Shayma said. 

"Well, it wasn’t ours," Tor Kot said absently, recalling it.  "It was on loan from— you’re saying it wasn’t killed, but rather, severed?"

"Yes.  We haven’t seen it since, and apparently neither have you."

"No," Tor Kot said thoughtfully.  "That is certainly an enticing prospect, assuming it works.  Most monsters do not take being cut off from their core well."

"We had noticed that," Shayma said dryly.  "It makes neutralizing mage-kings who have established themselves in a city quite the problem.  One we’ve managed to address fairly well so far, but only so far and only fairly well.  That is actually one of the issues we wished to raise with you, how to avoid that."

"You really can’t.  Monsters like my Miriam are the exception, not the rule."  Tor Kot patted Miriam’s arm.  "Most of them are barely anything without a Controller and a core.  Of course, that’s probably a blessing, considering that they’re just meant as expendable soldiers to contain the rift."

"Yes, the rift."  Shayma frowned at him intently.  "We just destroyed or took eight cores from you.  What is that going to do in regards to containment."

"Today, nothing."  Tor Kot sighed.  "Not that we’re doing great today, but those cores were all from outer islands, waiting to be rotated in.  In three or four years, there will be severe problems, more politically than logistically."

"It shouldn’t us take that long," Shayma said bluntly.  "So there is an inner core of, well, cores that’s responsible for keeping the blightbeasts back?"  Tor Kot worried his lower lip as he considered the question.  While technically the inner workings of the Council were not to be revealed to outsiders, he was already contemplating a complete defection.

"I’d rather not discuss that sort of thing yet.  First, I would like to see this core severance in action, and discuss it with my companions here."  He patted Miriam’s arm again.  "If all that is possible, it gives me new options, though it is necessarily dependent upon Blue’s honor."

"I admit that none of us are personally pleased with you," Shayma said.  "But Queen Iniri feels that a diplomatic resolution might be more useful than simply hunting you down."

"Which I appreciate," Tor Kot said dryly.  "Does this offer only apply to me?"  Shayma cocked her head slightly, ears swiveling, then shrugged.

"If you’re willing to vouch for your friend Yit Niv, we may be willing to negotiate separately with her."  For some reason Tor Kot was not at all surprised that Blue knew of Yit Niv.  Though he really should have been worried that Blue could spy on them past however many wards were in place, not to mention the natural scry resistance of dungeons, at this point he just assumed Blue could hear basically anything.  Better Blue overhear it than anyone closer at home.

"I suppose my position can’t get any more exposed," he sighed.  "I will discuss it with her.  How long is this offer good for?"

"Until it isn’t."  Shayma smiled, a poker smile.  "Delay too long, and Blue may decide your cores aren’t worth quite so much."

"Do I have at least a week or so?"  It would take at least that long to get things ready, even if he were to jump at Blue’s offer right that moment.  Which he wouldn’t, not without knowing more about it.  Blue wouldn’t lie; why bother inventing miracles he couldn’t do?    That didn’t mean that such things were without other costs.

"Yes, I would say so."

"Then…"  Tor Kot sighed.  "I suspect it is far and away my best choice, but it is not one I am prepared to make at the moment.  Especially since it is not mine alone.  Perhaps we can resume this in a few days?"

"Certainly," Shayma said.  "You know where to find us."  The connection closed, and Tor Kot stopped channeling mana into the construct.  He watched it collapse back into a small metal ball before setting it aside and turning to look at Miriam. 

"Could you go get Charlene?  We need to discuss this."  Miriam signaled affirmative and headed off, while he frowned out the window in thought.  Of course, Charlene was never that far away, and his two mantids returned in short order.

"Did Miriam fill you in on what Blue offered us?"  He asked her.  Charlene answered yes.

"What do you two think?"

It was hard to tell, Miriam told him.  Even if they were sane after being severed, there may be instincts at play that would make them into different people.  They would get a volunteer that was less powerful first, who would see what it did.

If they were apart from a core, Charlene wondered, how would they make their living?  Even if Blue offered a place, that was not the same as sustenance.  They knew the ways of combat, but none of the monsters, even the servants, knew the ways of hunting and farming and craftsmanship.  Even Tor Kot would lose access to such Skills if he no longer had a core.

"Yes," he agreed.  "If we were to go this route I would need to take certain amounts of valuables with me, because we would no longer be self-sufficient.  I am loath to give up that independence, but at the same time, to be truly free of dungeon cores would perhaps be an equitable trade."

They would not have all that much freedom in truth, Charlene pointed out.  People and monsters were separate, and Tor Kot would have to keep them separate from whatever populace they treated with, especially if they decided to live separate from Blue.

"Possibly," Tor Kot agreed.  "But money can convince people of many things.  Perhaps we could essentially buy a village.  Surely there is someone out there who would like the protection of fourth-tiers and third-tiers, whether or not they are monsters."

Miriam agreed that might be possible, but it couldn’t be on Einteril, Orn, or Nicehapoca.  They would have to go further afield, to Hoarast or the Summerlands perhaps.  If that was true, they would have to make preparations now, while they still had the majority of their resources, rather than waiting until they were stripped but free.

"Yes, though absenting myself that long without it being noticed…"  He clasped his hands together, considering.  Unlike many Controllers, he actually tried to exercise all the Skills he had access to, which meant that he’d crafted himself various toys, including needle ships that moved much, much faster than the enormous, luxurious craft most Controllers had.  It might be possible to make some excuses about visiting someone and slip away during the expected travel time.

Miriam was also curious whether Yit Niv would be amenable to the same deal.  While she was of the same mind as Tor Kot in many things, Miriam pointed out she certainly had not experienced Blue personally.  Things that Tor Kot felt in his gut, she only knew in the abstract.  Trust aside, she may simply not believe such a thing.

"I know.  I am not even certain her own elites will be amenable to being severed from their cores."  He waited a moment for Charlene and Miriam to finish with their disparaging comments toward the spider monsters.  He actually found the little feud between them quite endearing, especially since it was ultimately toothless.

It was unseemly to summon Yit Niv to attend upon him, especially since she had visited so recently, so he sent a message that he was coming to visit and asked his staff to ready the sky yacht.  Not his needle-craft, but something large enough to carry a dozen or more monsters.  Part of him hated the waste of time but it wouldn’t take more than a day to fly to Yit Niv’s island, and he’d be taking the depletion-immune ball of metal with him.

If nothing else, it would be proof of what he was saying.

Yit Niv was a touch closer to the rift than he was, though still in the middle ring.  While he had a single landbound island and a flying one, Yit Niv had but one overlarge flying island.  Unlike his, hers rode low to the water, and wood and stone scaffolding dangled down to where sea craft were moored to them.  Though of late, the seas had been far from safe.

Like Tor Kot, Yit Niv subscribed to a more conservative school of thought and her villa was fairly small, looking over the sprawl of houses and buildings from a small promontory.  Other Controllers had massive towers in the middle of their cities, but Tor Kot had never liked the aesthetic and only used towers when he had to.  With enough time, it was not difficult to add floors to satisfy dungeon levels.

He tied off his yacht at the dock, walking down a staircase similar and yet different to the one at his own place.  Yit Niv’s architecture focused on heavy use of silk for obvious reasons, the entire island more bright and cheerful than his own.  While he probably could have traded for silk fairly easily, that would have insulted his mantids so he’d never broached the subject.

Yit Niv herself appeared as he approached her villa, looking more than a little wary.  She wasn’t dumb; if he were visiting so soon then she knew something drastic had happened.  As soon as they were through the doors of her villa she turned to him, lifting her eyebrows expectantly.

"What is it?"

Tor Kot produced the ball of metal.  Yit Niv looked at it, then looked again as its foreign Affinity and magical complexity became apparent.  He smiled at her expression.  It was nice to see other people as flustered by what Blue could do as he was.

"Blue has a deal for us."



Chapter 30: Year 1, Day 268 – Blue


I wasn’t all that happy about the idea of granting Tor Kot any sort of clemency, but the reason I consulted with my council was because they often had different and better ideas, and Iniri was right.  Getting extra cores was a lot more important than taking any sort of revenge, and besides, Tor Kot was smart.  If we made him desperate he might actually be dangerous instead of compliant, or just hare off to somewhere I couldn’t get at him.

"The question is whether he’s going to take the offer."

"He will," Iniri said confidently.  "If he’s looking to leave already, then he’s feeling a lot more pressure than we see.  Such as official displeasure from their council.  All we need to do is provide a way out and he’ll ransom practically anything."  She paused to consider that, then shook her head.  "No, he’d ransom any wealth, but not people.  Or in his case, monsters."

"After dealing with the Scalemind I can understand it a little better," Shayma said.  "Though the mage-king monsters don’t seem nearly as independent as the Scalemind."

"The Scalemind are in a weird place, I think, if they actually did separate themselves from their core while still remaining monsters.  I would guess, wildly, that normally that separation happens when they get their full status."

"I wonder if there are any recent émigrés from the Great Dungeons in other parts of the world," Iniri said thoughtfully.  "Something less distant than thousands of years ago."

"With the Underneath, it would be difficult to tell," Ansae pointed out.  "New races don’t appear just on the surface.  In fact, less than half do.  The Underneath is, in many ways, far larger."

"Anyway, how long do you think it’ll take Tor Kot to accept?"

"Another few weeks at the very least, I’m sure," Iniri said, accepting my bid to get the conversation back on topic.  "It’s not the kind of thing you rush into."

"Bah," I said, though it wasn’t like getting another core would solve any problems.  I needed more than that, another few cores or another level, and under the circumstances the level seemed more possible.  After destroying seven cores with the Sungun with my ongoing depletion purges in Nicehapoca, the cost of my level was pretty significantly reduced.

Of my Companions, Taelah was closest to a breakthrough.  After creating [Unbreakable Promise] she was in her upper forties, and most of her Skills were at or near their maximum levels.  I figured that her ascending a tier would be enough to boost my level as well, but that would involve a lot of effort on her part.  Considering she was also a full-time mom, it wasn’t something that was going to happen in a day, or even a week.

"So, Taelah, how are you feeling about tier three?"

"You say that so casually," Taelah replied, shaking her head.  "Most people have to struggle to get to their third tier before they get to age thirty or forty."

"Yeah but you’re not most people.  You’re my wife and Companion."

"Flatterer," Taelah said with a smile.  "I do have an idea of where I need to go for third tier," she admitted.  "Though it feels a bit grandiose."

"We have a queen, a hero, and a Power in the room.  Grandiose is kind of what we do here."

"True."  Taelah laughed.  "Very well.  I’ve been thinking I need to expand from just taking care of the Village to the entire Caldera.  We have Leviathans, dragons, Scalemind, Chiuxatli, and of course the Village, and someone needs to keep things in hand."  She glanced at Iniri.  "Which may seem somewhat of a step for an herbalist and an alchemist, and it’s not like I actually intend to rule anything.  But someone needs to make sure everyone plays well together."

"And you can actually talk to me directly."

"Yes," Taelah agreed.  "While I enjoy my alchemy and herbalist Skills, I do have Skills to link me to the whole of the Caldera."

"Plus you have mom Skills," Shayma put in.

"Plus I have mom Skills," Taelah agreed.

"So you’re going to be taking over dealing with rude leviathans?" Shayma teased.

"Yes," Taelah said with a smile.  "In fact, we should discuss that later.  As Blue’s primary agent I may have to ask you to intervene from time to time."

"It would be my pleasure," Shayma assured her.  "So if you have your inspiration for third tier, it’s just putting in the work to get there?"

"Says the woman who reached fourth tier in less than two years," Taelah laughed softly.  "I don’t think it will be as simple for me as it was for you."

"Well, it may not be that bad.  I can help you out with experience feedback, and there’s an awful lot of potential in the Caldera still.  Like, it’d be awesome if you could make a spatial Chrysthenium."

"True," Taelah admitted.  "Plus I think it would be great if we could find more [Nebula Foxes].  The children love the one that Shayma found."

"I had noticed that.  It only makes sense to have a fox mascot," I said, and Shayma groaned.

"It’s not even the proper fox color!"  Shayma complained.

"You’re just mad that it’s cuter than you," Ansae rumbled in amusement.

"It is not!" Shayma protested.

"You’ll always be my cutest fox," I told her.

"See, at least Blue appreciates me," Shayma said with a faux pout.

The meeting was mostly chatter from there, and a lot of stuff that in many ways didn’t involve me.  Even if the Caldera was mine and I had a lot of sway over Tarnil, the entire point was to let other people take care of such things.  I was just one dungeon, and despite my scope I could only focus on one thing at a time ⁠— if I knew what was good for me.  Nor did I think I was actually any good at running other people’s lives.

It had only been a week since Shayma had completed her [Quest] and scourged the mage-kings from Einteril, so the consequences still hadn’t fully sunk in.  There had been a variety of messages that Iniri had handled, not surprisingly mostly negative, but the shock of the invasion had actually paused the slow-motion struggle over the vacuum left by the Anells.  Apparently diplomacy was being given a chance.

It seemed politically improbable to me, but Iniri had a theory that the aftereffects of Shayma’s [Quest] were in play.  Fate Skills were almost completely unknown, but potentially nudging a few people here and there to consider a new approach rather than taking the old one might be within the bounds of what it could do.  After all, Shayma wanted her intervention to save Einteril, not make things worse.

"So, Ansae, are Powers at all immune to Fate stuff like that?  Considering how different we are in general."

"I don’t believe so," Ansae replied.  After the meeting she’d gone back to the Fortress, and was mostly lazing about.  "It’s subtle to begin with, and Powers tend to have a disproportionate effect on the world.  It would only make sense if Fate magic could influence us just a little bit.  You might be somewhat of an exception, considering that I can’t locate either your mind or soul, so I don’t know how it would affect you. But it still might."

"Huh.  I mean, I guess Shayma did find me at an opportune moment."  I gave up trying to figure it out.  Trying to second- or third-guess how world-spanning and subtle magic worked was a fast road to madness.

While Einteril was drawing together, Orrelin was apparently falling apart.  My visit there, along with Shayma’s flashy appearance in the court and subsequent terrorizing of their army, had somehow sparked a full scale civil war.  It wasn’t like Shayma hadn’t threatened the court that much but apparently the absolute slaughter she’d enacted in full view of the army was enough to galvanize the military into demanding more for itself.  Then the Inquisition had got involved and it snowballed from there.

I could actually see smoke rising into the air over the plateau some days, as their internal conflict ground onward.  Iniri was keeping an eye on it, so to speak, since it was on one of our borders, but there wasn’t much we could do.  They weren’t our people, it wasn’t our fight, and even if we’d had the forces for meddling, anything we did would make it worse. 

If anyone, Wright was the most likely to have the wherewithal and interest in stomping out the chaos, though of course that would involve expanding Ir.  Which could be good and bad.  Even I, politically inept as I was, could see the benefits of having Ir as a directly bordering nation, and the downsides of the same.

All that said, Iniri wasn’t completely heartless.  The geography made refugees rare but they did exist, either earth types ferrying people down or the rich or desperate bribing the lift guards.  Iniri set up refugee camps near the border, though with the trend toward earth Skills, it was more like an impromptu city.  Interestingly, none of them seemed to get inhabitant bonuses, so they clearly didn’t count as dwellers of Tarnil.

They also didn’t like Tarnil.  Despite squatting on Tarnil’s land and accepting food from Tarnil’s coffers, when I bothered to pay attention to them many of them had nothing but complaints.  A few seemed genuinely glad to get out of Orrelin, but they were the minority.  I knew I shouldn’t judge them too harshly, since they’d grown up in an oppressive authoritarian state and had a skewed view of reality, but it was annoying.

A far more pleasant contact was the arrival of a Leyn caravan from the Underneath, climbing into my territory from below and the south.  It was even led by a familiar face, or at least name, since I wouldn’t take any bets on my ability to tell Leyn apart just yet.  Nillaren Diamond-Star had almost one hundred Leyn in tow, guards and grunts both, as most of the Underneath near Tarnil was wild.  The presence of Nivir’s Great Dungeon made it a rather unappealing place to stay, though of course once they were within my influence it was just fine.

While I could have used teleports or a portal to send them straight to the Caldera, that felt a little wrong.  If nothing else, they should get a feel for the area I’d taken and made safe, map the way through for others, and besides, there were people using that part of the Underneath.  Not that the Scalemind took up more than the slightest fraction, and in fact still had their main encampment in the roots of the northern mountains of the Caldera, but I still considered it theirs.

"Hey, Shayma?  Could you get One-Eye-Green?  We have some Leyn visitors down in the Underneath and I figure she should be there with you to greet them.  Or do you think the Scalemind should do it on their own?"

"For the first time, I suppose I should be there," Shayma said, setting Grant back in the stroller despite his protestations.  "Though putting the Scalemind in charge of the escort would probably be good for them."

"You know, I don’t even know what Iniri set up for trades with them."  I did have a standing list of items, and a good chunk of my free time each day went into making sure that production happened, and moving around bits of material and storing them in my treasury.  It felt a little bit dragon-like to hoard so much shiny stuff, but I kind of needed to.  Besides, it wasn’t like it did any good sitting around in the Caldera or inside my mana dynamos where nobody could get at it.

"Does Iniri know they’re already here?  Ina is probably in charge of that stuff," Shayma pointed out.

"Uh.  Oops."  I quickly brought Iniri into the loop, and just as quickly got straightened out.  Fortunately, I was on the same page with her in thinking that the Scalemind needed to be involved, but I hadn’t thought of other details.  Like the fact that they’d need housing while they were visiting, and that the Chiuxatli might want to trade as much as the Village and Tarnil.

Long ago I’d thought about setting up guest housing, but the closest I’d gotten to that was what I’d put together for the summit.  Which had been repurposed into my audience hall, something that I hadn’t actually used all that much despite how dramatic it was.  Though I got the feeling, partly through [Blue’s Sagacity], that it was for the best.  The audience hall was for petitions directly to me, not ordinary business.

I needed to make up something new, and put it somewhere off and away from the Village so it didn’t overwhelm anyone, so I decided to use one of the large islands on my lake.  Though that meant that people would have to get there by boat or portal or air instead of just overland, it also meant that it was nicely contained and corralled and had strict limits on growth.  While the water wasn’t exactly a barrier for people of certain Affinities and high levels, the Leviathans that dwelt in the lake depths would be, with the added benefit that the Leviathans could attend trade on the island too.

Ultimately, I’d want to put any permanent trade center in the Fortress rather than the Caldera, but the Fortress wasn’t quite ready.  The Chiuxatli were still working on designs for different races, each of which would get an appropriate section, and there were a lot of races.  Honestly there were probably quite a few they didn’t know about, but we’d deal with that issue when it came.  Space was not something that I lacked.

I started digging generous tunnels in from where the island met the seafloor, making an entrance for the Leviathans at each of the cardinal points that fed into a vertical shaft rising up to the island surface.  That widened into a one-by-two kilometer pool which I treated as one anchor for the trade crossroads.  The other anchor was the actual island shore, where I grew a small marina with docks extending out into the water.  I only had a single boat at the moment, but it was the thought that counted.

For the actual trade hub I put two lines of housing running between the docks and the pool, bracketing an enormous, polished marble plaza.  While I could have simply gridded off the plaza, I didn’t like the way that looked, and ended up inscribing several large circles to demarcate market areas, with smaller circles of various sizes for individual booths or tents or the like.  The effect was actually a little bit like orreries spread out over the ground, which felt kind of right, sort of a push from [Blue’s Sagacity] and my Stellar Core both at once.

Despite the fact that I’d made the docks, pragmatically I needed portals to bring people in.  Not only was the Caldera incredibly huge, even for my flying inhabitants, there just wasn’t any travel infrastructure.  Eventually I wanted to change that, with something properly magitek, but it hadn’t seemed particularly critical.  It probably still wasn’t, especially if the trade hub was temporary.

The four corners of the plaza got portals, at either side of each stretch of housing:  Scalemind and the Underneath in general, Village, Chiuxatli primary town, and of course Tarnil.  For the Chiuxatli and the Scalemind I could just set the portal in a convenient wall, but for the other two some negotiation was required.

"I think it’d best if the portal to the Caldera trade hub is only accessible from the Palace grounds.  That will screen out the riffraff and keep you from having to execute people too stupid to realize they shouldn’t mess with you or your people."  Iniri shook her head, despairing of stupid people everywhere.  "Besides, it’s something I want to reserve for our most trusted traders and partners."

"Makes sense."  I didn’t want to impinge upon any of the current Palace grounds, so I just raised a small island off to one side of the main bridge from Meil to the Palace and spun a second bridge from the Palace to it.  That way any trade traffic wouldn’t have to traipse over much of the Palace grounds, while still only being accessible from an area that Iniri had under strict control. 

The Village was easier. 

"Just put it off to the side on the path out of the Village center," Taelah said.  "Just be sure to fence it off so we don’t end up with someone’s pet wandering through." She considered a moment.  "Well, I’m sure some will anyway, but it’s worth a try."

"Sure."  That took all of thirty seconds or so, just putting a path to a portal with a stone fence about it.  I was sure there’d be kids poking their heads through the archway at some point, but I trusted Taelah and the other elders to keep people in line.

Actually, that was true for everyone.  I wasn’t going to play security for the trade center or try and manage portal access myself.  If people couldn’t play well together, Taelah, Iniri, and One-Eye-Green between them had more than enough firepower to resolve the issues.

Since I didn’t have to think too heavily about the designs of everything, it didn’t take me very long to put together, and by the time I was done Shayma and One-Eye-Green were down in the tunnels of the Underneath to meet with the Leyn caravan.  It was such a warren down there I had no idea how Underneath races navigated in any sane manner.  Probably magic.

With [Wake of the Phantasmal] Shayma could lead an entire escort of Scalemind down to where the Leyn were in minutes, though the return trip through normal means would still be a few hours.  I was very tempted to just pop up a portal and be done with it, but then they’d expect that every time and I wanted things to run without my manual control.  Besides, they needed to establish an actual trade route, so a few more hours of travel to a proper destination wouldn’t hurt.

"Lady Blue," Nillaren said as Shayma and One-Eye-Green approached, following the Leyn outriders that had preceded them back to the caravan proper.  "Ambassador Green.  It is an honor to see you again."

"Caravan Leader," Shayma said somewhat formally, but One-Eye-Green just grinned widely and bent down to give Nillaren a hug, half-lifting the Leyn off the ground.  Despite her evolution being Ambassador, One-Eye-Green was incredibly strong.

"Caravan Master Nillaren!"  She said happily.  "How is everyone?"

"They are still recovering, as it were," Nillaren said, sounding a little bit winded.  "Trying to recover their lost levels.  It’s faster the second time around, but they’re still behind where they were."  He paused for a moment.  "That’s not a complaint!  It’s better than the alternative, but that’s why they’re not with me."

"Nevertheless, I see you have quite the group here," Shayma observed.

"Summit Keleeheem has been very generous in supplying us," Nillaren said happily.  "He is quite anxious to improve relations with his powerful neighbors to the north."

"We are glad he thinks so highly of us," One-Eye-Green said, her ambassador instincts kicking in.  Though maybe the hug was good relations too; just being professionally polite wasn’t really the same.  "We can guide you the rest of the way.  The actual trading area is on the Surface, but we Scalemind generally stay in the Underneath."

"Thank you, Ambassador Green." 

"You’re a little way into Blue’s territory at this point," Shayma said.  "I suspect you noticed the change in mana?"

"Dungeon mana," Nillaren confirmed.  "But it feels a little odd."

"That’s Blue’s mana," Shayma agreed.  "Within his demesne, you do not need to worry about blightbeasts or depletion.  While you are here, you will be in no danger at all.  As you can imagine, anyone who incites violence will incur Blue’s displeasure, so nobody you’re trading with should give you issues either."

"That is most welcome, Lady Blue."

"Heh.  Lady Blue."  I hadn’t really picked up on it the first time he’d used the term, but it did amuse me.

"Shush, you," Shayma said, aside so Nillaren wouldn’t notice.

Seeing that One-Eye-Green had matters well in hand, and the Leyn were not about to attack any of the Scalemind despite their twitchiness from sensing monsters, Shayma headed back to the surface.  The trade hub was rather sudden, so we had to actually inform the Chiuxatli and the Leviathans.  They wouldn’t just magically know, and even though I’d reshaped a big chunk of an island, in the grand scheme of things that was barely noticeable.

»A trade center?«  Tlulipechua repeated, crest rippling colors.  »I suppose I should be surprised there was not one sooner.«

»It was a bit of a last-minute addition,« Shayma admitted.  »We have a Leyn caravan arriving, and at this point with all the different races in the Caldera, it seemed a good idea to make a place where everyone can meet.«  Though, I wasn’t sure how much the Chiuxatli needed to trade.  They vastly outnumbered anyone else in the Caldera and even Tarnil, so any trading they did would be for curiosities.

Of course, most trading across countries was that, so maybe things wouldn’t be too different.

»I shall see about putting together a small delegation,« Tlulipechua said, and I had to hope he meant actually small.  With a few million people I could imagine just taking one person from every trading concern would still end up in the thousands.

By contrast, there were only the ten dragons.  Eleven if Ansae counted, and I didn’t think she did.  If she wanted something she’d just take it, but considering her hoard there wasn’t much that she wanted.  Except for food, which I knew for a fact that she’d sneak some of whenever she swung by the Village.  Though by now Taelah and Miss Burnhade always had something waiting if they wanted to talk to her.

"I’m not sure we have any real reason to go," Akanen said thoughtfully, glancing at Syrinu.  Their lair was an odd-looking affair, pure white and black with light and shadow crossing without any apparent source, forming sharp-edged patterns where the two types of mana slid past each other.  "To be honest, with Syrinu so far along we wouldn’t want to move from our lair right now anyway.  We’ll tell everyone else, but don’t hold your breath."

The Leviathans were the most straightforward.  Shayma simply called up Uilei-nktik and told him about the island, and he blinked all his eyes at her and promised someone would come in the next few days.  He didn’t seem very excited about it, not like he had when it was my stuff they were trading for, but then, I knew Leviathans had pretty strict rules regarding Surface contact.  It was probably a bit of a logistical nightmare for him, but Shayma had told him that he didn’t have to, so any work was of his own making.

By the time Shayma finished her rounds, everyone had gone back to their own things so she decided to finally get back to forging.  She wasn’t making anything like the Sungun, and her [Chimaeric Neutronium] meant that she didn’t really need to make tools for herself as such, that had never been the reason she’d done it.  It was mostly because she wanted to, and could.  Besides, I had ideas for plenty of things that could go in the Fortress or even just in Shayma’s beach house that I couldn’t make directly.

For example, portable coolers and heaters.  They had to be magic, of course, since there as no concept of electricity or battery technology, but apparently Orn had very little of the proper Affinity material.  While places like Ir had refrigerators, they were relatively expensive simply because most glacial Affinity stuff was imported from Hoarast.  Primarily through House Anell, it seemed, so it was even rarer these days.

Considering Shayma’s various Skill and Artifact advantages, there really wasn’t any size of forging that was actually difficult for her.  She could handle things either through muscle force or just by increasing the pseudo-mass of her [Chimaeric Neutronium] armor.  The main thing was getting the details right, building from the knowledge the Class Hall gave her.

"You know, I should think about what to make Taelah for her tier three breakthrough," Shayma said as she worked.  "I know she already has an Artifact, but I’m sure I can think of something nice."

"That seems maybe a little premature?  Though yes, that’s a good idea.  Is that something adventurers do?"

"Third tier is kind of a big deal," Shayma agreed.  "Most people don’t get to fourth, so third tier is really the elite of Classers.  I’m going to need to think of something for Keri and Annit, too.  Especially since we’re hoping Annit transitions into storm Affinity."

"Well, you know best.  I’m aware I can do some absurd things with crafting but as far as ordinary items go, you’re way better at it."  Shayma laughed at my understatement.

"Practically all you make is Artifacts.  Besides, I think those two would be uncomfortable with any more Supermaterials."

"Yeah, true.  They’re kind of in hock already."

"Speaking of which…"  Shayma stopped hammering on her piece of fire Affinity steel.  "What about Keri’s owed labor?  I didn’t realize it until recently but I’m pretty sure she’s still feeling like she has to fulfill that, even though I’m still alive.  Alive again."  Shayma rolled her eyes.  "You know what I mean.  It’s some sort of Power stuff weighing on her."

"Um, I mean.  Yeah I didn’t think about it but you’re right.  I don’t know if I can change it now, it’s not like it was something I really did rationally.  But yes.  You can go tell her that her debts are forgiven and see if that works?"

"Hmm, since I’m your Voice, it probably has to be me, too," Shayma mused.  "I’ll go ahead and do that."

She dropped the half-made heater on the anvil and pulled on her teleport to vanish out of the [Craft Hall].  It seemed rather important for something she’d brought up casually, but sometimes life worked like that.  A sudden idea taking precedence.

Keri and Annit were actually in the Village, not up on the mountain, going shopping.  I wasn’t actually sure how they got paid, exactly, not that the Village tended to use money, but if either of them had issues on that score I was sure the point would have been raised before.  Technically I was fabulously wealthy, and the abundance of raw materials in the Caldera meant that living expenses for my people were low, but those were all technicalities and actual economics was considerably more complicated.  I was reminded once again why I didn’t bother with it.

Shayma popped into the Village center after belatedly asking me where they were and made her way over to where the pair were inspecting that one kid’s carvings.  It seemed they were on the path to becoming genuine magical items, since there was some residual mana structure inside them from his work, but they weren’t there yet.  For the moment they were basically just really nice wood carvings.

"Keri!  Annit!"  Shayma called, bouncing up to them.  Sometimes Shayma appeared somewhat floaty, as if the gravity were low, and I wasn’t sure if that was due to her [Chimaeric Neutronium] affecting things or her spirit nature.

"Shayma!"  Keri said, beaming at her as she held up a little carving.  It was, naturally enough, a sculpture of Shayma herself.  "Have you seen these?"  Shayma looked at the carving, raised an eyebrow at the kid, who flushed, and then laughed.

"Not that one, I haven’t."  She shook her head.  "Anyway, I actually came to see you because I talked to Blue about your favor.  He says that you’re released from your debts."  She paused for a moment, looking at Keri.  "Did that work?  Does it still feel like it’s weighing on you?"

"Sometimes I forget that you and Blue are still new to this stuff," Annit said, shaking her head.  "It just surprises me when you don’t know something."

"Well, nobody knows everything," Keri said philosophically, closing her eyes and meditating for a few moments.  "Yes, I think I feel better?  Not as weighed down?  It’s hard to tell, maybe it’s just the relief from you telling me."

"I hope it’s more official than that, but yes, we’re both somewhat uncertain how this sort of thing works."  Shayma shrugged.  "I’d like you to keep helping my family where you can anyway, but you don’t have to stay there all the time, certainly."

"Honestly it’s been good for me," Keri admitted.  "But I’ll be glad to at least have the option to go do other things.  Annie needs to push for tier three and she can’t do that on her own."

"I’d love to help with that," Shayma said.  "Since for once we don’t have some ongoing crisis."

"You wouldn’t leave any for us," Keri laughed.  "Is there anything below fourth-tier that can even give you a challenge?"

"Hey now, killing things is just a chore," Shayma waved it away.  "It doesn’t do anything for me.  But I can provide [Wake of the Phantasmal] and work on my shapeshifting while I help you two track down stuff to hunt."

"We would appreciate it," Annit said, stepping over Keri’s protestations.  "I’m certainly not going to turn down someone who could turn the entire Wildwood into paste."

"Oh, surely not the entire Wildwood," Shayma said demurely.

"You have the Sungun.  I think paste is actually optimistic," Annit pointed out.  Keri giggled.

"Don’t burn down the Wildwood, please," she said.

"I think I can restrain myself," Shayma said dryly.  "I’ve had enough burning things down to last me a while."

"Oh, I’m sorry."  Keri sobered.  "I didn’t mean…"

"It’s fine."  Shayma shook her head.  "Einteril turned out pretty well, actually, but it’s still almost overwhelming to think about what I actually did.  I’m still adjusting to being a [Hero], I think."

"I still wake up and find myself wondering how I got here some days," Annit admitted.

"Oh, that’s easy," Keri said.  "I dragged you along."

"Thanks," said Annit, voice flat but eyes smiling.



Chapter 31A: Year 1, Day 272 – Nillaren Diamond-Star


It really had not taken much convincing for Nillaren to take his caravan north and up to where Blue was supposed to be located. Not that he could think of disobeying a Summit, but Nillaren had been more than sufficiently impressed by Blue and his Voice. To feel like they were wandering deep inside a dungeon was disturbing, but the subtle differences from the Great Dungeons he was familiar with and the complete lack of any hostile monsters made it bearable.

The friendly monsters, he’d already met.

As the caravan wound its way toward the Surface, he caught a glimpse of their living area and was surprised by how primitive it was. He would have thought that Blue could provide better arrangements for his people. In fact, Nillaren knew that he could provide better arrangements for his people, considering some of what he’d seen inside the Hedron. So why he didn’t for the Scalemind was an odd mystery.

Still, it was a gap that he could exploit, and he added it to his many mental notes to see about trading some architectural expertise the next time he came by. The Scalemind didn’t seem like they would appreciate steel webs like the Leyn did, but there was surely someone in Kallindakari or one of the scattered settlements of the Underneath who had more staid tastes.

The portal to the Surface made Nillaren wonder where, exactly, the Scalemind were located. They’d gone through some odd transitions to get there in the first place, and he could feel the weight of truly mighty mountains above. His feet told him there were thick veins of metal and deposits of gems about, but the Scalemind weren’t digging for them. It was a tremendously rich area, when the north near the Void Great Dungeon was supposed to be a desert.

Since he was being a good and gracious guest, he could only look longingly at the good, smooth stone beneath his feet before stepping through the portal to the Surface. While their maps of the Surface that far north were not very good, and Leyn eyesight was far better up close than far away, Nillaren was very, very certain the towering walls visible in every direction were not supposed to be there. They probably weren’t supposed to be possible.

"Welcome to the Caldera!" Ambassador One-Eye-Green said cheerfully. "Mister Blue has set up places for you to stay, and Voice Shayma said that you can claim any space on the marble. There aren’t any other people yet but there will be! We were a little surprised that you came so quickly."

"There will be no issues with that," Nillaren assured her. He’d brought most of his family, save the ones who were recovering, and hired on a number of other lower-caste by special permission from, and the blessing of, Keleeheem himself. They were outfitted for over a year away from any Underneath civilization, provided there was enough hunting around or food and water available for purchase.

Purchasing was the preferred method. They were a trade caravan after all, and when reaching a new market there was always a chance to find some exotic foodstuffs they could take back with them. Besides which, they were not lacking in funds. Keleeheem had loaded them up with a Summit’s ransom, in addition to the investments made by the rest of Nillaren’s family.

He rapped quick orders with his feet, then realized he had to wait for the rest of the caravan to come through for that to be effective. It did take some time, considering how many there were, but once they were all milling about and blinking at the sky overhead he issued orders for them to follow him and One-Eye-Green to the nearest set of buildings.

Pleasingly, they were built and furnished to Underneath aesthetics, lacking windows and having multiple levels with lower ceilings than most Surfacers preferred. The furniture was not exactly luxurious, but most Surfacers didn’t really know how to make a proper hammock anyway and they’d brought their own. The big open spaces and levels below the entrance were more than good enough for them, especially since there was so much room.

Nillaren gave his lower-castes time to secure and furnish the interiors before ordering the caravan to deploy its goods out on the giant market square. Although there was nobody else there yet, that just meant that they had first pick of locations, and the inscribed circles made it clear that location was not arbitrary.

He had to wonder exactly how big a trading concern Blue was expecting with some of the circles, but it didn’t take him very long to find one near the middle that had the appropriate number of subsections and he had people deploy their tents and tables. In most places he might be somewhat worried about the lack of solid walls and the ability to ward off pickpockets and sneak-thieves, but with Blue that was no issue. At least he assumed so. Nillaren certainly didn’t want to be the one to be caught making trouble inside a Power’s domain.

"Caravan leader," said one of cousins, who was already aspiring to Star. "I would not impugn the Summit’s judgement, but it seems very suspect that there is nobody here."

"Normally I would agree with you," Nillaren said, indulging him due to how close he was to rising to the next caste level. "But look around you. Spatial magic on a scale unseen before. That there is nobody here now is no guarantee of the future when he can simply teleport entire cities into the area."

"That seems a rather prodigal use of mana," was the response. Nillaren rapped the Facet’s carapace lightly.

"You did notice the portals we came through, didn’t you? Use your thinking parts, not your claws!"

"Yes, Star." The Facet ducked down and then scurried off to help setting things up. Nillaren sighed, eyeing the massive walls that surrounded them, walls that seemed to hold up the very sky. Hopefully, this trip would open up his family’s minds and not just enrich their purses.



Chapter 31B: Year 1, Day 275 – Cheya


Cheya appreciated the opportunities Blue provided but sometimes she wished that he’d give them a little more lead time. It was a nearly insurmountable task to find and clear through traders both native and foreign in hours or days. So far as she understood, the trade hub wasn’t going anywhere, but the Leyn caravan at the very least wasn’t permanent. Thankfully, she could hand off the actual diplomatic communications and logistics to someone else.

For the first time in years, Cheya had room to breathe.

She used that breath for a sigh as she drifted through the shadows in the wake of the Silver Crest Trading Company, one of the ones that had actually qualified to be let into the trade meet. Partly because of their scale, partly because they were deeply tied to Crown interests already, and partly because Yamal Gen had several relatives employed there. Despite that, she would be remiss in her duties if she didn’t snoop around and make sure there weren’t any issues fomenting. She hadn’t had time to deeply inspect everyone.

In truth she was more worried about the people who weren’t going to be allowed into the trade hub. Maybe they could open it up, eventually, but she knew that Blue didn’t want to deal with any of the usual issues with that many people milling about. That meant absolutely draconian control over who went in, and even more draconian punishment for anyone who did cause problems. Possibly administered by actual dragons, considering where it was.

Cheya figured that if anyone was likely to cause issues, it was their foreign visitors. There were some delegations coming from Ir and Nivir and Haerlish to take part, not so much to bring their own trade goods, but to see what was on offer that was new. Obviously she couldn’t object overmuch to any of them, even if she didn’t necessarily trust most of them.

Especially the Esox family. After their performance with Keri at the summit, she had a pretty clear idea of their character. Keri reminded Cheya a little bit of her own granddaughter, and even with the post Cheya held she would never think of trying to pressure any of her family the way the Esoxes had. Someone who showed poor judgement in one aspect would show poor judgement in others.

Flicking from shadow to shadow, she hitched a ride through the portal into the Caldera itself. She hadn’t actually been there too often, for all that Iniri seemed to skip over whenever she felt like it. Cheya just didn’t have access to the teleport points, which was just fine with her. Iniri having an ability to move about that nobody else did was actually quite reassuring.

The trading company milled about in front of the portal for a few minutes, at least partly in awe of the location and partly because they weren’t really sure where to go. The enormous open area Blue had created had too many choices, and they had to send runners out to survey the available areas. Of which there were quite a few, but the Leyn and Chiuxatli had already filled up some of the plaza.

It irked her somewhat that the Chiuxatli had been faster to get their goods out than Tarnil, but Tlulipechua had a very firm hand – or talon – on his people, stronger than most humans could manage or would prefer. No doubt that every single person he let through the portal was someone he knew personally. Considering that, thus far, there hadn’t actually been any real economic contact between the Chiuxatli and Tarnil, she was actually quite interested in what they could offer.

She materialized from the shadows and went walking about, showing herself openly since she was satisfied that the Silver Crest Trading Company, at least, was sufficiently aware of their role. There were some others she was less sanguine about, but none of them had anyone even third-tier among their guards or support Classers. She was happy to let the merchants deal with other merchants on their own terms, regardless of level.

More and more people came through the portal, slowly filling out another section of the trade plaza. They’d all been cautioned to be on their best behavior and warned about Blue’s monsters, though she didn’t see any Scalemind in evidence. There were people from Blue’s Village however, and while their offerings were humble they were of suspiciously high quality. Even if their crafters were of second tier or so, it was obvious they were benefitting from being a Power’s own people.

She caught up with the delegation from Ir as they made their way toward the circle of Leyn offerings. One of the problems of dealing with an empire as large as theirs was that they actually had so many personnel she hadn’t met any of the trade delegation before. To be fair, most of the people she’d met from Ir were the imperial family themselves, rather than the subordinates.

Someone had probably needed to sit on Wright to keep him from coming up himself. She didn’t envy poor Hanzell his job. Iniri was fairly low-key and listened to Cheya for the most part, looking up to her like an older aunt, but Wright was Hanzell’s elder and more boisterous besides. She hoped that Wright’s fourth-tiers helped the poor raven-kin handle the Emperor.

Her eyes were drawn to the far end of the plaza, where the massive lake rippled ominously. She knew that the Leviathans had been invited, but she wasn’t sure if they’d actually involve themselves or just watch from a distance. Aside from their [Wayfarers], they weren’t even supposed to interact with other races that much. It probably wouldn’t change things overmuch, since aside from Nivir everyone had their own dealing with Leviathans.

Cheya had been to more than a few markets in her time and Blue’s plaza was the quietest and most respectful that she’d seen. Probably because nobody wanted to incur any potential wrath, but also likely because there was nobody there but traders. It wasn’t a city, where random citizens and passers-by could enter, but more like a private auction hall. Everyone there was there to do business.

For the next few days she drifted in and out of the trade plaza, partly out of curiosity, and partly because she didn’t trust all of the men that the trading companies had vouched for. They passed a sigil stone test, of course, but that didn’t tell her where their loyalties ultimately lay. There was nobody in particular that she suspected, but just the fact that there were so many unknown faces meant problems could creep in.

It was also a little bit of a vacation. She found herself stopping by the Village booths more than once to sample some foodstuffs on offer, and she wasn’t the only one. They had the advantage of bringing fresh food in daily, mostly trading for little trinkets, but doing a brisk trade overall. The Leyn and Chiuxatli had a larger stock of magical items; mostly cloth for the Chiuxatli and gemstones for the Leyn. Cheya had to admit to some stirrings of avarice looking at a glimmering black wristband that could store shadows. Not just shadow Affinity mana, but specific shadows of people and things.

Still, the presence of some people who had decidedly unfamiliar features wandering toward the Village portal made Cheya break off her meanderings to intercept them. Getting closer she saw their body language was obviously suspicious and her shadows reached out to snare them and hold them in place.

"Now, what are you up to?" She walked over to them, ready to start questioning them when a thunderclap of noise echoed across the plaza and smoke billowed into the air. Cheya bit back a curse and turned to run across the plaza, leaving the suspects trapped in a tangle of shadows. Obviously she’d missed something, and she could damn well guess where. She knew that there were too many people coming in with the trading companies, but there wasn’t time to dig into everyone.

"Blue, close the portals!" She called, though she didn’t know if Blue was listening. If there were people with malevolent intent around, the portals were the most obvious target.

It took her only moments to reach a group of booths in the Tarnil area that were burning with a strange green fire. Fire Affinity wasn’t her expertise, so she didn’t know exactly what was on fire, but there was some Classer in the middle of it flinging the flames about. She took quick stock of situation and decided her talents would be best used for spiriting bystanders out of the way, the ones who had been knocked flat by the explosion. Her sort of shadow expertise didn’t play well with fire.

Even as she pulled back half-burned and burning merchants, a column of water arched out from the lake at the end of the plaza and splashed down on the fire and Classer both. Such a deluge should have absolutely smashed the wood and cloth of the booths, but all it did was put the fire out with a hiss. She could feel the water Affinity mana radiating from it even at a distance, the result of whatever Skill or spell the Leviathan had invoked.

Cheya almost stepped forward to take control of the situation afterward but stopped as One-Eye-Green popped into existence nearby, along with a bunch of other Scalemind. A group of Scythe-Sisters surrounded a trio of Brothers of Burden, all of them looking ready for war. It occurred to Cheya that she didn’t know what provisions Blue had made in case of trouble, even if it was just asking his Companions to keep an eye out for things.

"Stop," One-Eye-Green said, and Cheya felt one of the Scale-Mind brush at the edges of her thoughts before continuing onwards. Everyone nearby froze in place, unmoving, and Cheya was glad she’d been excluded from that. While the Scalemind had generally used their mind magic for helpful things when it came to human-kin, they were definitely skilled enough to use it offensively, and that was more than a little terrifying.

One-Eye-Green bowed deeply in the direction of the lake, and the water that had put out the fire, instead of puddling and running over the marble, returned to it source, leaving scorched and burnt metal and wood and cloth behind. As well as the Classer that had been in the middle of it all. Cheya let the half-conscious merchant she’d dragged away sag down onto the marble, and figured that Blue probably had Keri arriving to deal with the healing. Or Shayma did.

Some people were beginning to arrive from the other camps, Leyn and Chiuxatli circling in curiously, but the Scalemind seemed to warn them off because none of them got all that close. One-Eye-Green simply stood as the Scythe-Sisters fanned out beyond the destroyed area, making their way along the human-kin booths. Cheya watched them go, feeling at a loss because she didn’t have any actual duties. She’d been in charge so long she’d almost forgotten how to be a bystander.

"Miss Cheya," One-Eye-Green said, which snapped her out of her bemusement.

"Ambassador One-Eye-Green," Cheya said, and hid a smile as One-Eye-Green visibly preened at being addressed formally. "I stopped two over toward the Village portal before this happened. I suspect they’re all tied together."

"Yes, Miss Cheya, you’re right. They’re all together," she said, pointing at the fire Affinity Classer who was still frozen in place. "Him and four others."

"What were they thinking?" Cheya asked, shaking her head. With Scalemind, that wasn’t just a rhetorical question.

"He hates Tarnil and Blue and everyone." She tilted her head slightly as she regarded the man. "He mostly just hates. He and the others signed up three weeks ago. They wanted to destroy the warehouses but thought this was a better chance."

"Thank you for the information," Cheya said politely, inwardly marveling at how easy it was for the Scalemind to extract information. Also it made her feel that she’d missed something major, though she already knew that the refugees were looking for ways to make trouble. She’d just thought that they were all confined to the camp, when that clearly wasn’t the case.

The trade company had also lied because they’d promised that all their employees had been with them for years. Cheya could understand that to some degree, because to admit otherwise would be to lose a chance at something utterly novel. Though they could have just brought fewer people. She sighed. There was going to be trouble with this.

"Does Blue want to take care of them? Tarnil is willing to take custody if he doesn’t want to bother himself with it."

"You’d have to ask Miss Shayma," One-Eye-Green said. "I think she’ll be here soon? She sent us, anyway."

One-Eye-Green was right and they didn’t have to wait long. Shayma appeared with Keri and waved at Cheya and One-Eye-Green both as she approached. Keri immediately went to the wounded as Shayma sort of waved her hand and the injured drifted over into neat rows. It was an absurd display of power for someone who hadn’t been even second tier less than two years ago.

"So what happened?" She frowned at the Classer in the middle of it all. Off in the distance, two Scythe-Sisters were shepherding a Classer each in her direction. "Blue wasn’t actually paying attention. Thank you for warning him about the portals, by the way."

"He’s welcome, but I think we caught them all in time anyway. I got the two angling for the Village portal, but I’m not sure how everything else went down," Cheya admitted. "One-Eye-Green is the one handling everything."

"Oh!" Shayma turned to face the Scalemind. They didn’t talk, so Cheya assumed they were communicating through mind magic. Her ears flicked, and she looked back to Cheya. "Yes, you can have them. Blue would just kill them so you can probably get more out of them."

"We can help!" One-Eye-Green said. "My sisters and I."

"I would be grateful for your help, Ambassador," Cheya said, and One-Eye-Green beamed again. She found it rather endearing how One-Eye-Green flipped between an official personage and an eager-to-please child without notice, though she imagined it would throw most diplomats.

"All right, go ahead and take them with you. I’ll hang around here for a while, just in case." Shayma wandered off to talk to people, and a pressure that Cheya hadn’t realized was there went with her. It wasn’t anything like Blue’s Presence when it was properly unleashed, but there was still a heaviness in the air whenever his attention was focused on something in particular. She probably was just used to it considering how often Iniri had Blue’s attention.

The Scythe-Sisters made for far more effective restraints than anything Cheya had on her, even her shadow Skills, so she let the Scalemind take the pair she’d found as well. The portals flickered back into existence and she walked toward the one leading to Tarnil alongside One-Eye-Green. Cheya did want to order the offending trading company out as well, but they’d been given permission directly from Queen Iniri. With the immediate threat dealt with, she didn’t think it was appropriate to undercut royal authority by rescinding that permission herself.

Their little procession got noticed in short order after they crossed through the Tarnil portal, and Cheya sent pages and Queensguard on ahead to apprise Iniri of the situation while she escorted their prisoners to the cells with the Scalemind. Considering the difficulty of keeping Classers contained, the cells were actually extremely expensive, all of them being seamless cubes of rune-engraved [Sunmetal]. There were only five of them, so it encouraged Iniri or her duly appointed representatives to judge the fates of the prisoners with dispatch.

"We have an area you can wait, if you would," Cheya offered. It was meant for judges and witnesses, or specialists if there were a need for them, attached to the prison rather than the palace proper. It was still quite nice, and the Scalemind would probably appreciate it more than the glass and windows of the palace above.

"Yes please," One-Eye-Green said, and Cheya ushered them into a waiting room, which thankfully had nice thick rugs for the Scythe-Sisters to relax on in addition to normal, human-kin-friendly chairs. Then she went directly to Iniri, probably bypassing a few messengers on the way.

"Well?" Iniri said as Cheya slipped into the room, though quietly, as Marin was asleep.

"The White Harbor trading company falsified some of their information, and had five Orrelin refugees on staff," Cheya said without any preamble. "I advise ejecting them from Blue’s trading plaza and starting a full audit." Iniri nodded along, as that much was obvious. "We need to know who was responsible for letting them into the company in the first place, and who it was that falsified the employee information."

"Yes," Iniri agreed. "I can feel some of these people scattered throughout Tarnil, like an itch that you can’t quite locate, but without meeting every single one of them myself, I don’t know I’d be able to tell. Unless we just ban everyone who looks like they come from Orrelin."

"That might be on the table," Cheya said ominously. "As Orrelin comes apart we’re going to have to either do something about it, or ask Blue to just wall Tarnil off. Though that won’t do anything for Nivir or Kinul." Iniri nodded agreement.

"It must have been on the brink of this for a while if all it took was one visit by Blue to destabilize the country." Then Iniri pursed her lips, considering. "Then again, it is Blue, so maybe not. What does it look like over there?"

"With the understanding that the intelligence I have is probably outdated…" Cheya waited for Iniri’s nod before continuing. "The Inquisition and the army are fighting, the nobility are trying to quell them both, Princeps Alakeim is completely missing, and some of the cells are trying to break away from everyone. So, overall, a complete mess. Some assassinations and counter-assassinations left the army and Inquisition without their most effective leaders early on, so both of those have internal cohesion problems as well as each other."

"That is worse than the last update," Iniri said, just stating a fact.

"I thought the Inquisition was going to take back control, until the assassinations," Cheya agreed. "Now, it’s really anybody’s guess."

"I suppose…" Iniri heaved a sigh. "I suppose we need to discuss what we’re going to do about this. It’s possible we could entice Ir to take care of it, but I don’t know if Wright wants to send the sheer number of Classers it would take. I know Nivir isn’t capable of it, nor is Kinul." Cheya nodded along. Neither of them mentioned the Tonstrad region on the southeast border of Orrelin. They were so disorganized and fractious even Wright didn’t want to deal with them.

"Orrelin was a great buffer, up until it wasn’t," Cheya said wistfully.

"I’ll put it on the schedule for Basil and Ina," Iniri said. "And Shayma, too. Our interests are supposed to be Blue’s, not the reverse. He’s going to be the one to ultimately decide how this plays with Tarnil’s safety versus his interests."

Cheya nodded. She didn’t much like the restriction on their foreign policy that their Bargain with Blue created, but it was far better than the alternative. In truth, Blue’s lack of interest in expansion or acquisition was a blessing, considering how much internal rebuilding was still going on. It really wasn’t on him that Orrelin just needed a little push to start falling apart.

"What shall we do with the prisoners?" Cheya asked.

"Interrogate them, then deal with them accordingly." Iniri scowled. "If they’re really foreigners here to make trouble, we need not grant them any clemency."

Cheya nodded. Considering the state of Orrelin, there was no real way to send the four who hadn’t managed anything back there, which would have been the normal way to deal with that. The Classer who had actually managed to damage the trade plaza would have been a more ticklish situation, had Orrelin been intact. As it was, there was no reason to keep him alive after they’d gotten all the information they could.

"I’ll go see to it right away," Cheya said, standing up and bowing. Iniri inclined her head, brow furrowed in thought, as Cheya took her leave. She went to her own section of the Palace, picking up a scribe and a junior agent by the name of Cale, briefing them en route back to the cells.

"I want to know everything about them and everything about the Orrelin refugees that bypassed the camps," she told them. "Is there some organization, anyone behind the scenes, or just a bunch of disgruntled Classers running around looking for trouble?" Cheya vastly preferred that there was some shadow organization, maybe a remnant of the Inquisition or its programs, but she had the feeling it was just people being people. People who had been fed propaganda about the evils of every other kingdom, and had been inculcated with hatred toward them.

"Yes, Spymistress," said Cale. There hadn’t been much call for any of her people to train their interrogation skill much yet, let alone get a Skill for it, but that wouldn’t matter in this case. The mind magic of the Scalemind, while absolutely terrifying for operational security, was fantastic for extracting information. If they weren’t Blue’s, she would have tried to get some of them to work for her.

They went back down to where the Scalemind waited, finding the Scythe-Sisters stretched out on the carpet like enormous scaled dogs or cats, and One-Eye-Green waiting patiently in a chair. Cheya glanced at the lounging Scythe-Sisters but didn’t say anything, because it was really their fault for not providing appropriate furniture. Not that she knew what the appropriate furniture was.

"Ambassador, I think we’re ready to interrogate the prisoners," she said. "We’ll take the one who actually attacked first. If I could prevail upon you to have one of your companions escort him to the interrogation room, Mister Cale here will take charge of the questioning."

"Very well, Miss Cheya," One-Eye Green said, and turned to look at the pair of Scythe-Sisters on the carpet. While it was difficult to read Scalemind body language, it seemed to Cheya they looked rather put out by having to get up to go with One-Eye-Green. There was some silent discussion between the three of them and eventually one of the Scythe-Sisters huffed and raised herself up, small feet tapping as she moved to One-Eye-Green’s side.

They went off to the cells and Cheya had the guard open the one in question. Whatever ranting and ravings had been on the prisoner's lips were cut off as the Scythe-Sister incapacitated him. Cheya wasn’t sure if the man was being puppeted, or just given suggestions, but either way he walked docilely along to the room set aside for interrogations.

It was a slightly larger version of the cells, and had taken ten times the work besides, but Cheya could supervise from the outside. Normally the subject would be rather more restrained, but with the Scalemind that wasn’t necessary. The cell itself didn’t have any runes aimed to counter mind magic, since that wasn’t something any of the experts they could find had expertise in, but it was definitely something to investigate.

The scribe joined Cheya outside the cell looking in, while a page hastily brought in a chair for One-Eye-Green. Then, after some brief consultation, a rug for the Scythe-Sister. Cheya was actually quite proud of her people for taking the Scalemind’s presence so in stride. Of course her people knew about Blue’s monsters, but that was different from being suddenly confronted by a large, scythe-armed monster that could read and maybe even control people’s minds.

Once everyone was settled in, Cale started with the questions. He did a credible job, though no real acumen was necessary since the Orrelinian was not capable of either silence or lies. The scribe took down everything that was said, and Cheya stewed on the situation in general. There was no grand scheme, just a load of people with a chip on their shoulder and not much to lose.

She would much rather it not have been their problem, but it was. The question was how much they could convince Blue to help.



 



Chapter 32A: Year 1, Day 290 – Blue


I installed a new chamber specifically for the Leyn, heavy on metal Affinity mana, and another one for the Xicoatli.  The Chiuxatli had another three designs, based on other peoples on Nicehapoca and Hoarast.  Which was a continent I really should look at some time, considering that it was actually closer to Orn than Nicehapoca was — the maps put it far to the south, on the other side of the equator, and described it as basically all frozen.  Odd, but magic was probably involved.

Tlulipechua loved the idea of transferring the trade plaza to the Fortress, and had thrown his advisors into the problem with gusto.  The issue was making a trade setup that didn’t just evolve into a city with all the attendant problems of one.  Different races living together like that would just cause problems, not to mention be hard on the architecture, so setting something up that encouraged only merchants and only business was a bit of an exercise.

In the meantime I was sculpting out new chambers and watching the dragons fiddle with their own temporary housing.  Some of what they did I not only couldn’t duplicate, I couldn’t even understand.  It had to be intent stuff going on, because it seemed they could make the mana flows act like solids or liquids or gasses or magnetic monopoles or anything they liked at any time.  They could wrap two Affinity streams around each other without them merging, or have several meet each other head on and completely cancel out or convert.

It was pretty fascinating and I wasn’t about to object to free landscaping, but at the same time I could tell the dragons of Nicehapoca were kind of ambivalent about properly settling in.  I didn’t blame them; the Fortress was mine, not theirs, and their own dwellings were merely temporarily inconvenienced.  They weren’t like the ones Ansae had taken under her wing, who had nothing at all.

While all this was going on, the trade plaza I’d set up was figuring out how it was going to work.  Aside from that initial problem thanks to Orrelin, there hadn’t been much supervision needed.  I was a little bothered that the Scalemind didn’t have anything to trade other than stuff they’d fished up from the underground sea, though, and it was the perfect route to get them trading mined metals with the Village, so I asked Shayma to see what she could do about it.

Unfortunately, I’d forgotten that the Scalemind were still basically in the stone age when it came to tools.  Fortunately I’d also forgotten that they weren’t stupid and had a good grasp of the Underneath’s wildlife.  Instead of breaking out picks and shovels, they got some rock Affinity slug things to bore out mining tunnels and start themselves on the path to metallurgy.

In the span of a couple weeks they had Brother-of-Burden-powered bellows to smelt out the ore, and I caught at least one Scythe-Sister trying to reinforce her scythe with metal.  I didn’t know how many ideas were theirs and how many came courtesy of the Village, but they seemed to be doing well enough.  If nothing else it was nice to see their civilization moving along.

Unfortunately, at the same time that was going on, Iniri and her council were figuring out how to deal with the Orrelin terrorists.  I didn’t really pay close attention to it, but the bits that I did see showed me they were finding it to be a massive bugbear.  One that they were going to have to ask for my help in solving.

I’d left all the political stuff to Iniri because it got very murky very quickly, and I wasn’t all that happy about being roped in to deal with the Orrelin crisis.  It wasn’t like they could do it without me, though, since aside from making a death-wall to block them off, the only option was to go in and take over.  Or for someone else to.

"Ir doesn’t want to?"

"I think Wright would love to, frankly," Iniri told me.  "But he just doesn’t have the troop capacity for it.  Keep in mind that he’d have to subdue a country that’s got at least four factions fighting it out.  It’s not like he can just force a surrender; he’d have to actually occupy all those walled cells up there."

"Yeah, I can see how that could be a problem."  Countries didn’t have enormous standing armies in the first place, but trying to genuinely occupy as large a slice of real estate as Orrelin would be a problem no matter what.  "Whereas I can just, what?  Lock everyone in?"

"More likely, take down the walls," Iniri told me.  "Part of the reason there’s so much trouble is that the cells are all interdependent, and with the infighting they’re getting blocked off from each other, so shortages, rioting, that kind of thing."

"Yeah, that sounds bad."  I was only mildly sympathetic.  Generally it wasn’t a good idea to get involved in how other people ran their countries, even when they were doing it badly.  Especially when they were doing it badly.

"Well, we can’t just go running in there and expect it to work.  Before we do anything, we need some degree of legitimacy, so Cheya has a proposal for Shayma.  Just, before we pitched it I wanted to make sure you didn’t have any objections to subjugating Orrelin."

"You know, if it was just expansion I probably would, but it’s definitely a threat now in a way a real country isn’t."

"A real country," Iniri repeated, shaking her head with amusement.

"Yeah, it was weird to begin with and now it’s just a mess."   

"True enough."  Iniri chuckled.  "Well, the thing is, Cheya knows at least in general where one of the royal family is.  The Princep’s son.  He’s still a child, eight years old, but the best actual claimant to the throne.  Also in hiding from the Inquisition."

"How does Cheya know that but didn’t know about the terrorists?"  I wasn’t mad, just curious.

"I’m not fully certain how all her Skills work, but it’s a lot easier to track specific people than just look for trouble in general.  She started keeping tabs on the Orrelin family after your visit."

"Ahhh.  So, the idea is rescue him.  And then what?"

"Betroth him to a Tarnil noble and put a regent of my choice in place.  Keep him safe, have him assert his rights as the princeps futurum, and work from there to bring everyone under control."  Iniri shrugged.  "We’ll start out with making Orrelin a protectorate, rather than trying to make it part of Tarnil.  With the Bargain in place and the way they’ve been told outsiders are bad, it’s better to remain remote for now."

"Okay that’s a lot smarter than I was thinking."  I was anticipating needing to perform direct support of Tarnil’s forces, maybe throw up a country-wide [Lost Woods] or something, but it sounded like the plan was something rather less drastic.  "I bet Shayma will have a blast."

"I admit the thought did occur to me," Iniri said with a smile.  "Then you agree?"

"Oh, sure.  I mean, obviously something had to be done and you know how to best do it.  We can get Shayma in here and explain while I guess I’ll go see about eating Orrelin."  Iniri laughed at the last comment.

"I’m not sure how you do it, but if you could focus on the capital area first and then expand outward it would probably be for the best."

"Yeah, I can probably dig up from the Underneath."  The issue with Orrelin was the same one as with Chiuxatlan: it was just a huge amount of area.  I couldn’t just hollow the place out, either, which would have been faster.  In both cases I had to use [Assimilation] instead, retaining all the geography and buildings as they were instead of digesting it and remaking it as I wanted.

Not only was [Assimilation] much, much slower, but it also it took mana.  Lots of mana.  Enough mana that, for me to use it on the country-eating scale, I had to make additional dynamos.  That was something I hadn’t done for a while, but by referring to some of the work the dragons had done in the Caldera, the new ones were far more effective than the old.  Which led to me going through and finding and replacing all my old legacy dynamos with the new versions.

Some of the old dynamos were actually the originals, with the manually placed chrystheniums.  Compared to what I could do now, with a bunch of supporting Climates all linked into each other, it was actually pretty laughable.  I kept one just as a memento, [Relocating] it inside my mountain, but the others got the overhaul.  When that was done I definitely had more mana regeneration, as if it weren’t already monstrous, but I wasn’t quite sure how much.  I really wished that my overlay told me, but alas, it did not.

While I was doing all this, Shayma was chatting with Iniri and Cheya about the rescue-kidnapping, getting all the details and figuring out approaches.  My part was a lot simpler, since I didn’t have to deal with people, just with stone and dirt.  Maybe it was cheating a little bit to use Shayma for Tarnil’s plans, but it wasn’t me who was asking her, and anyway she seemed to really like the idea.



Chapter 32B: Year 1, Day 291 – Shayma


It wasn’t every day that she got to go rescue a prince.  Technically, princeps futurum, since Orrelin thought itself as slightly different from a regular kingdom, but it was close enough.  Part of her was a little surprised that Blue was fine with it, considering that he adamantly did not want to get involved in other people’s problems, but she supposed it was an issue of Tarnil’s safety, in the end.

According to Cheya, the kid was hidden away on one of the less well-known crown estates, along with some portion of the household.  Nobody knew if the actual princeps was still alive or not, but it didn’t seem likely.  If he was, he could probably be persuaded to stand aside for his son, and if not, that was a problem for another day.

Annit and Keri were on call in case there was any need for healing, and so were her parents if there was any need to wrangle children or frightened civilians.  Between them, Sienne and Giorn could charm the leaves off of trees.  They’d considered asking Taelah for help too, because her mom skills were excellent, but this was more an issue of Tarnil rather than of Blue or the Caldera.  No doubt a stay in the Caldera would do the princeps good, but he couldn’t do that and take control of Orrelin.

Shayma stepped through the portal Blue had conjured for her, right at the edge of the Orrelin plateau, and looked upward.  High above she could spot the lift working, likely about to spill more refugees into the camp.  Similar things were happening in Nivir and on the other side where the plateau touched Ir’s territory.  They probably weren’t happening in Kinul, because it was a horrible swamp there and any attempts to squat on the untamed land would end in disaster.

She shifted into dragon form and shrouded herself with her Domain, flying upward and past the lip of the plateau.  If nothing else, the strange division of Orrelin into walled cells made directions easy, as she could just count the cells as she went along.  Her target was actually nowhere near any of the plateau edges nor near the capital cell, but rather further west.

Along the way she could see the state of Orrelin, which seemed to vary from cell to cell.  Some seemed mostly fine, while others had huge swaths of burnt acreage.  A few had the skeletal remains of towns, or had fires actively burning.  Shayma wasn’t sure what good came of setting things aflame but it seemed to be inevitable whenever there was fighting or unrest.

While she was just there for the princeps, she couldn’t stop herself from swooping down to help now and again.  She was a [Hero], after all, and while things in Orrelin were too complicated for her to fix personally, she could stop any normal injustices she saw.  Here, she snuffed out the flames that threatened to engulf a house with people sheltering inside.  There, she disarmed and flattened a gang of bandits chasing some civilian [Farmers].

There was no way to save everyone from everything, and the best way to stop what was going on was to reinstate order, so she didn’t actively seek out more work on the way.  It was simply that she didn’t ignore what she did see.  Shayma didn’t stop to talk with the people she saved, just snuffed fires, rescued people from rubble, neutralized bandits and overzealous soldiers or Inquisitors. 

"Man, you’re effective," Blue observed.

"I’m fourth-tier, I’d better be," she said modestly.

She left a trail of anti-destruction behind her, though some cells seemed to not even notice that there was anything going on in the rest of Orrelin, operating as though they were perfectly fine.  Which could actually be true, considering how the walls blocked things off.  The trail went westward until she reached one occupied by a large lake, where Cheya said the redoubt lay.

"That doesn’t look good."  Shayma agreed.  There appeared to be a siege going on, with a big manor house set back against the lake with the landward part hemmed in by armed camps of Classers.  Though there was nothing happening at the moment she arrived, powerful magical wards shimmered, occasionally distorting the air.

"Looks like the Inquisition’s forces," Shayma said.  "Though I guess that was expected."

"Yeah, civil wars are horrible and messy."

"I feel a little bad," she admitted.  "Since we kind of kicked this off.  But it’s not like we did that much."

"If the king really didn’t know what was going on with the blightbeasts, then this coup was probably already in process."  Blue mused.  "Though to be honest, I’m not exactly impressed with how they run the country."

"Yeah," Shayma said, and pumped her wings, swooping in toward the manor house with her domain shielding her from view while she circled it. While she could have broken through the wards, that would just give the inquisition’s forces a way in.  Instead, she shifted to spirit form, becoming intangible, and focused on the actual ward makeup.

Blue had once described to her how a spirit had slipped right through his lands without him even noticing until it had needed to displace the spatial magic that surrounded the Caldera.  As a being of pure mana she could do the same sort of thing, and she was a lot smarter than the dragonbane spirit.  She’d been studying wards, something vastly accelerated by Blue’s bargain with the Chiuxatli and the [Craft Hall], and was fairly conversant in their structures and their weaknesses.

It would actually have been a lot easier for her to slip through if she were less powerful, as her sheer magical presence made it more likely that she’d trip something by accident, but even so she managed to ease her way through the layers of ward structure protecting the manor.  Once inside, it was easier to move about.  Blue provided the identities of people as she ghosted through the building, identifying maids, soldiers, butlers, servants, gardeners, and the occasional [Dux] or [Patrician].

She found the kid she was looking for in one of the rooms looking out over the lake, quietly working on runecraft with his tutor.  It was a little absurd, considering what was going on outside, but it wasn’t like cowering and crying would have helped anything.  Plus, he was eight.  There was really nothing he could do himself to change the course of events.

"So who do I talk to?"  She mused to Blue, casting about for who was actually in charge.

"Is his mom here?  Or, well.  Maybe Cheya would know?"

"Oh, right."  She rolled her eyes, annoyed that hadn’t been her first thought.  「Whom do I talk to?」 Shayma sent to Iniri.  「I don’t think just suddenly appearing in front of Cayleb here would work.」

「Oh, one moment,」 Iniri replied, and Shayma drifted through the manor while Iniri consulted.  While Cayleb was relaxed enough and quiet, the Classers behind the wards were tense.  Especially the mages, one of which started looking around when she got near enough.  She hastily tightened the shielding of her domain, drifting back away before she triggered some alarm.

「You’re looking for [Dux] Valentia, that’s his mother,」 Iniri said.  「Cheya’s not certain of her exact Class name.  Barring that, [Stone Barricade Captain] Forsythe.  He should be in charge of Cayleb’s personal guard.」

「Got it,」 Shayma sent back, and went hunting for the names Iniri had given her.  Part of her wondered why Valentia wasn’t with her son, but she supposed at eight years old he deserved some independence.   Or maybe she just didn’t want to worry him by hovering.

Forsythe was easy enough to find, pacing the defensive points of the manor, but it was a little harder to hunt down Valentia.  For a few minutes Shayma thought that she wasn’t even there, but eventually located the woman inside what seemed to be a bunker, hidden underneath the manor basement, lying down and apparently napping.

"[Iron Meadow Dux] Valentia Alakeim," Blue supplied, and Shayma manifested herself outside the door of the small bedroom in the bunker, rapping solidly.

Valentia stirred and groaned, clutching her head, and Shayma decided she was actually hung over, not simply napping.  Under the circumstances, it was hard to blame her.  She waited patiently for Valentia to stagger over to the door, hitting her with some healing as she came.  Valentia wasn’t likely to be happy regardless of her own condition, but suffering from a hangover might make her do something stupid.

"Who are you?"  Valentia said the moment she opened the door, taking in Shayma.  There were no fox-kin in Orrelin so far as Shayma knew, so it was pretty obvious that she wasn’t one of the normal household.

"My name is Shayma Ell, the Voice of Blue," Shayma said, smiling at Valentia as if to a friend.  "I’m here on behalf of Tarnil."  Valentia blinked at her, then shut the door.  Blue laughed in her ear as Valentia shuffled back toward the bed.

"I think you came on too strong, there," Blue said.

"Honestly, you’d think that a ruler would be smarter than that," Shayma frowned.

"You say, after seeing how useless the king was."

"Okay, point."  Shayma sighed and teleported into the room.  "[Iron Meadow Dux] Valentia, I really am here to help you," she said, making the woman wheel around to stare at her.

"Wait, you’re real?"  Her words were a little difficult to understand, with a thicker Orrelin accent than anyone else Shayma had ever heard.

"I am," Shayma said patiently.  "I came here to rescue you and your son.  And your entire household, in fact."

"Oh," Valentia said, then simply dropped into her bed and buried her face in her hands, starting to sob.  Shayma stood awkwardly for a moment before setting down next to her and patting her soothingly on the back.  Eventually the woman calmed down some, scrubbing away tears as she looked over at Shayma.

"I know this isn’t free," Valentia said.  "What is it you need?"

"Oh, there are no conditions for rescuing you," Shayma assured her.  "I’m here now and I can bring everyone back to Tarnil.  But Queen Iniri can’t let what’s happening here in Orrelin go on, so she has certain conditions for returning you."

"I see," Valentia said in a tired voice.  "It’s not like any of us are in a position to argue."

"It’s not like Queen Iniri is going to force you to do anything," Shayma told her.  "At this point it’s obvious that something like this was coming for a while, and you’re going to need help to regain control of Orrelin."  Then she shook her head; it wasn’t the time or place to talk politics, and anyway, Iniri did it better than she did.  "Unless you think you can get out of this siege yourself, I suggest you leave now and figure everything else later."

"Yes, I suppose so."  Valentia rubbed her face again and stood.  "I’d ask how you got in here but I’ve heard a little bit about you.  I suppose a Power can do whatever they want."

"Not whatever they want," Shayma disagreed.  "Besides, I’m here on Iniri’s behalf.  Though after seeing Orrelin in the state it’s in, I know it can’t continue this way."

"No, it can’t," Valentia said, showing a little bit of resolve at last.  "Very well, I will introduce you to Captain Forsythe and my son."

Shayma watched with interest as Valentia opened the door to the bunker with the royal seal she carried, and followed her back into the main portion of the manor.  Some of the guards gave her sharp glances but given that Valentia was escorting her and seemed unconcerned, they didn’t do anything else.  At least, not until Captain Forsythe, who took one look and threw up a stone wall between her and Valentia.

She could have shattered it with a punch, made it unreal with her Domain, or maybe even suppressed the Skill entirely with Blue’s Presence, but so long as he didn’t actively attack her she was willing to let him have his entirely reasonable reactions.  Valentia was more surprised, flinching away from the stone wall and glancing between it and Forsythe.

"Intruder!"  He bellowed out, voice carrying as other soldiers suddenly jerked to attention.  "Squads three and four to my location, squad two check the wards!"

"Captain," Valentia protested.  "This is⁠— she is— it’s Blue’s person."

"What?"  Forsythe sounded incredulous.  "That’s even worse!"

"If you please, Captain," Shayma interrupted, banishing the stone barrier with her Domain and walking forward.  "I am only here to help.  I can get all of you safely out of this manor and, hopefully, help Orrelin in the process."

"But you’re the one who started all this," Forsythe said, leveling his sword at her.  "It’s all your fault."

"I have no interest in whatever propaganda has been put out about Blue and myself," Shayma said, taking another step forward.  With a flex of her will his sword changed into a bird, fluttering over to perch on her right shoulder, while his armor slid down and formed into a hound that came and sat to her left, leaving him in his tunic and hose.  "I killed no people and told no lies.  Even now, I am only here to help."

Valentia and Forsythe stared at her, the guard captain’s hands trying to grip a blade that was no longer there.  Shayma raised her eyebrows at them.  She had Blue’s presence wrapped around her so it was obvious she was no normal person, but she wasn’t using it like a club, which would have been her next option.  But she hoped that simply doing away with his arms and armor, especially in the way that she did, would be shocking enough to force his brain into more productive action.

"…I see," Forsythe managed at last.

"I can transport everyone here to Tarnil,"  Shayma told him.  "Let them siege an empty house."

"Couldn’t you just wipe out the forces out there?"  Forsythe frowned, glancing out toward the front of the manor.  "I’ve heard stories⁠—"

"I could, but then Tarnil might as well conquer Orrelin by force."  Shayma said.  "We do want to solve Orrelin’s troubles, but it has to be in a way that makes sure that Orrelin won’t cause us trouble."

"…Captain, we can’t stay here," Valentia pleaded.  Forsythe looked at her, then around at the other soldiers who were hesitating to approach, considering the circumstances.

"You’re right, ma’am," he conceded, and turned to Shayma again.  "How will you…?"

"I’ll open a portal to Tarnil," Shayma told them.

"Whenever you say," Blue put in, probably to assure her he was paying attention.

"You’d better go talk to Princeps Cayleb while I get my men ready for evacuation," Forsythe suggested, and Valentia nodded.  Shayma already knew where Cayleb was, but followed Valentia nonetheless, despite the fact that she didn’t seem to be entirely clear on her son’s schedule.  After looking for him in the kitchen and the library, she finally led Shayma to the study where he actually was.

"Cayleb, honey," Valentia called, and the youth looked up from his books.

"Yes, mother?" Cayleb asked, very solemn and proper.  Looking at them the family resemblance was obvious, even accounting for the earthy complexions all Orrelin natives shared.

"We’re leaving," Valentia said.  "We’re going somewhere safe."

"Where is that, mother?"

"Well," Valentia said, casting a look at Shayma.  "Tarnil."

"But mother, isn’t it Tarnil we’re fighting?"  He looked confused, as well he might be if that was the lie they were feeding him.  Valentia looked to Shayma for help, and she suppressed a sigh.

"You know how you might knock over a vase or something and then say you didn’t because you don’t want to get into trouble?"  Shayma asked crouching down to be at eye level with Cayleb.  He nodded silently.  "That’s sort of the same reason they told you that it’s Tarnil’s fault this happened."

"Oh," he said, and she wasn’t sure that the explanation really worked, but it seemed to satisfy him for the moment.

"I’ll set up a portal in a moment," Shayma said, then had a thought.

「They’re in a manor house.  Should Blue just bring the entire manor through?」

「No,」 Iniri replied.  「That would mean they were still in their territory even if it was in Tarnil.  It’d make things complicated.」

「Makes sense.」  She wasn’t completely politically inept, thanks to Iniri’s tutelage, but she hadn’t actually thought of that.  「Portal it is.  Just tell Blue where you want it.」

"It’ll take some time to pack," Valentia said hesitantly, and Shayma shrugged.

"Don’t take too long, but we’re not in so much of a rush that you can’t take some luggage."  Shayma knew she had a skewed idea of what luggage entailed since she had access to her own pocket space as well as Blue’s entire inventory, but at the same time knew that some nobles thought that light packing was five wagonloads.  According to her parents, there were even merchants that acted that way.

From what Shayma saw as she hung around and waited on every one to pack up, Valentia was very much one of those people.  Their possessions had been severely depleted in their escape to the manor, but Valentia still seemed bent on retrieving everything of value from the manor up to and including the paintings on the walls.  In contrast, Forsythe had the troops ready to pull back in minutes, but they couldn’t abandon their posts while the siege was still going on.  Even if the wards were doing most of the heavy lifting, there were still probing attacks on occasion.

When Valentia had servants start loading up furniture, though, Shayma stepped in.

"You’ll have furniture where you’re going.  Let’s get everyone out of here so you can relax."

"But this is my favorite chair," Valentia said inanely, as if it weren’t identical to seven others in the room.  She seemed to worry herself into a fret far too easily, and while she wasn’t actually stupid, she just had no experience operating under pressure.  Shayma left her and found Forsythe, who was prowling the manor walls.

"Start getting everyone out," Shayma told him.  "They’re just dithering at this point, and I’d rather get out of here before there’s some surprise."

"Yes, agreed," Forsythe said, without looking at her, instead staring out at the banners of the various forces camped around the manor.  They looked like various noble crests, which meant they were technically in rebellion and probably would not fare well when Iniri put the country back together.  After another moment he started giving orders and Shayma headed to the sitting room to open the portal.

「We’re sending them to a retreat that one of my Dukes offered for the purpose,」 Iniri told her. 

「Great,」 she sent back, passing that on to Forsythe.  While he seemed to take her word for it, the first people through were actually several Classers, to ensure that the other side was safe.  Not that they had many choices.  When it was time for Cayleb to go through, he stopped to look at her.

"Is it safe?"  For all that he was eight, he knew exactly who was in charge.

"Completely safe," Shayma told him.  "You won’t just be protected by Queen Iniri, but by Blue as well, and he’ll make sure nothing happens to you."

"Well, now that you’ve said that, I’d better."



Chapter 33A: Year 1, Day 300 – Taelah


It was odd to think that it wasn’t even quite spring, when there were plants blooming all around.  Seasons were a little bit optional in the Caldera, and while the Village was still emerging from the depths of winter, other places were just as hot as summer.  One of those places was the lush jungle to the south, where volcanic cones loomed overhead and red lines of lava traced their way down basalt slopes.

Taelah felt very out of place picking through the verdant undergrowth, even if [Vow] kept her entirely safe and comfortable.  When she had just been an [Herbalist] she would not have imagined dealing with such exotic plants, and even after the Village had bound itself to Blue, she had mostly thought of herself as staying there.  Despite everything she still thought of herself as a simple village Elder.

Yet here she was, actively seeking ways to level her Class and break through to the third tier.  Some of that had already been accomplished simply by adapting some of the wildlife from the Bay of Stars.  Glowing fish now swam the depths of the great central lake, and a number of [Nebula Foxes] resided in and around the Village.  Starflies danced with fireflies in the warm fields to the south, and come summer they’d find the Village too.

All that had been fun and interesting and worth some Class experience, but she was looking for something that would push her further, and for that reason she was going through Blue’s most exotic areas.  He still was missing a number of Affinity-specialized chrystheniums and the equivalent Sources, and while time and space were probably still beyond her ability, mind seemed like it might be possible.

The Scalemind would benefit the most from it, or so Taelah assumed.  She wasn’t entirely certain how monsters worked, and whether they could use Sources the same way Classers could, but mind Affinity materials and Sources were so rare the Scalemind had never had any to test with.  If Tor Kot brought his own monsters, there might be a chance to try then, but even if monsters couldn’t use Sources and Affinity materials, she’d still make it.

The Scalemind wouldn’t be monsters forever.

Besides, it was a real challenge for her skills and Skills.  Between them, she and the dragons hadn’t catalogued half of what was in Blue’s Climates, and Blue himself didn’t really know.  Part of it was that there was just so much that sorting through it was a tedious and lengthy process, and part of it was that Blue didn’t have any way to actually identify what any of his flora did.  Not really.

She picked her way through vibrant reds and oranges, using [Phantasmal Gardener] more than her eyes to sense things.  It wouldn’t be possible to tell whether a plant was using mental Affinity to begin with just by looking, and even if it were, a plant with such an Affinity would surely be hiding itself.  With her Skills, though, she could find any such specimen.  Prior to seeing some of what Blue’s Climates turned out, she would have doubted a plant would use mental Affinity, but with examples like the Tree of Eschaton it seemed very possible.

Even if she wasn’t finding mind Affinity flora to use, there were a lot of very interesting plants growing in the thick jungle.  Here, there was a purple orchid that her Skills implied would make the most vibrant dye, there, an eye-searingly red creeper vine that was surprisingly sweet and tart once her Skill confirmed it was edible.  Some thorny plants growing by themselves in a glade had a deadly enough poison that Taelah passed by them entirely, not wanting to bring that kind of thing into the Village.  She simply took note of it for later so if anyone was interested, they could come find it themselves.

Iniri had been good enough to send out missives to other countries for any mind Affinity type plant they might have run across, but so far there had been no replies.  The Caldera didn’t have everything in the world, despite the astounding variety Blue was capable of.  Even several weeks into her search she hadn’t found anything, but she hadn’t even scratched the surface of what was there.  Of course, she wasn’t spending all day looking, just a few hours while the twins were napping.

A shadow passed overhead and Taelah glanced up to see Telmarch banking toward her, the volcanic dragon looking like a lava bolide from certain angles before he dropped down to the jungle floor.  Taelah winced as he shattered several trees doing so, just by sheer bulk.  But little tongues of flame burnt the splinters to ash before they could even reach her, not that she really had much to worry about.

"Telmarch Ayn," Taelah said neutrally.  She wasn’t worried about the dragon.  Not only had Lady Ziir beaten respect for her and Blue into their heads, but surrounded by plant life as she was, she could probably overpower him, at least temporarily.  But Telmarch and Kesteni had been the least gracious of the dragons, and the ones most sullen about their place in things.

"Matriarch Taelah," Telmarch responded, inclining his head.  He seemed somewhat nervous, but that could be put down to the fact that Kesteni was nesting, or whatever it was called with dragons.  She was closeted in their mountain peak, tending to the eggs.  "Is there something I can help you with?"

"I expect not.  I’m merely cataloguing what is around here and finding things to take back with me."  She gestured at the basket in her other  hand.  "I didn’t mean to disturb you."

"I am not disturbed," Telmarch said, glancing back toward the volcanic peak.  "In truth, it is probably good for me to give my mate some space."

"Grumpy, is she?"  Taelah asked with a smile.  Obviously things worked differently for dragons than for human-kin, but she could conceive of no species where a new mother and a new father would not end up grumpy at some time or another.

"She is…"  Telmarch took a moment to choose his word with care.  "Fretting.  She could not ask for a more perfect lair, and yet she finds it difficult to do anything but measure herself against the Great Lady."

"Ah, I do understand that."  Obviously Telmarch couldn’t appeal to Lady Ziir about his mate’s worries, both because they involved her and because comparing one’s self to the greatest Power in the world was just silly.  But people often thought silly things.  "And of course, the more you try to reassure her the grumpier she gets."

"Yes, exactly," Telmarch agreed.  He hesitated for a moment, then finally tossed his head slightly in a draconic shrug.  "I was wondering if I might be able to ask you to have one or two of those source-bearing flowers nearby?  A metal one and a stellar one?"

"You’ve already picked out the Affinities?" Taelah asked, smiling.  From her discussions with Syrinu that was actually more important than picking out names.

"Yes, but I think it would be better if she found them growing outside rather than simply asking for the Sources."

"I think that can be arranged," Taelah said with amusement.  It was actually quite thoughtful, and seeing the big volcanic dragon act so concerned was oddly adorable.  "Just keep an eye out for anything with a mind Affinity, would you?"  Telmarch blinked at her, then looked around at the vast jungle as if appraising how much he’d have to look through.

"Of course, Matriarch Taelah," Telmarch said.  Taelah nodded in satisfaction.  While she hadn’t been intending any sort of dragon diplomacy, it had turned out quite well.  If she wanted to build trust between the different people of the Caldera, she had to be on useful terms with them.  She mentally moved the Ayn pair from neutral to positive, and hummed to herself as Telmarch dipped his head and took back to the sky. 

Taelah regarded the scorched clearing he left behind and shook her head.  While he might be in the positives, she still didn’t want him visiting the Village.  They’d be extinguishing fires the entire time he was there.



Chapter 33B: Year 2, Day 3 – Blue


It turned out the overlay thought a year was exactly three hundred days.  It wasn’t really an issue, just an interesting note, and of course I’d kind of missed the last one.  I wasn’t sure if it actually represented a rotation around the sun at all, because with the various sorts of magic involved I doubted the planet’s orbit was what caused the seasons.

Regardless of the length of the year, months still were thirty days apiece and that meant it had been well over a month since we’d last talked to Tor Kot.  I was seriously thinking that he’d decided against dealing with us, even if he still had discussions with Yit Niv every so often, but he finally did call back.  He didn’t seem particularly happy about it, but he did.

"Tor Kot," Shayma said, answering the soft chime of the messenger ball.  She clearly communicated through [Companion Concord] because a few moments later Iniri popped in at the beach house, out of view of the scrying link.

"Voice of Blue," Tor Kot replied, in the same neutral tone that Shayma used.  "I know it has been some time, but I assume the offer is still open?"

"It has been,"  Shayma acknowledged, "and it is."

"Well."  Tor Kot pursed his lips.  "As you can imagine, there are still some issues to work through, but Yit Niv and I are provisionally ready to agree to your offer.  If it’s acceptable, I’d like a pledge of safe passage to let several of our monsters undergo the core severing before we commit to it fully."

"Yeah, that’s reasonable."  For all his sins, Tor Kot clearly did care about his monsters.  Cuts-Like-Cold, who was one of the few Scythe-Sisters who could do it, was very hazy on the ultimate effects, other than severing monsters from their core.  It was obvious enough to me that the Scalemind had done it to themselves at some point in the distant past, which was probably why they were stuck in a weird state where they weren’t associated with a dungeon but they weren’t fully connected to the akasha.

Doing the same to Tor Kot’s mantis folk would create the same problem for him, but that was only an issue if his pale mantises cared and if they had the ability and inclination to form a stable population.  I was pretty sure that wasn’t the case, since I had the impression that he was going to be taking dozens of monsters with him at most, not the multiple hundreds needed for a stable population.

Admittedly, with monsters and magic and the weird genetics that had to exist I could be overestimating exactly how hard it was to make a new species.  Either way, it wasn’t going to be my problem.  It wasn’t like I had quite managed to fix the Scalemind’s Status yet, though they seemed to be moving in the proper direction.

"We can certainly do that," Shayma agreed.  "Are you coming yourself or merely sending your test subjects?"  Tor Kot winced slightly at Shayma’s term but didn’t dispute it.

"For the moment we will only be sending the monsters in question.  If and when we go ourselves, we will not be returning, so it has to be done jointly."  I found it interesting that Tor Kot felt the need to explain himself, but he was probably worried about us rejecting his terms.  It was tempting to push harder, but I really wanted the two cores.  I wanted them a lot.

"Sure, but that means we’re going to have to change my ANATHEMA again.  To what, I’m not sure."

"True," Shayma said aside to me.  "We’ll think of something."  She regarded Tor Kot.  "That’s understandable, when you’re contemplating turning your coat."

"I merely wish to get out of Blue’s way," Tor Kot said patiently.  Shayma pressed her lips together, but didn’t respond to that.  I could tell it was hard.  Not that I was immensely happy either, but Tor Kot was really the easiest mage-king to deal with.  The others we would probably have to take care of through [Starlance] or Sungun.

"When should we expect these monsters?"  Shayma asked instead, keeping strictly to business.

"I will be sending them by needle-ship, so in a matter of hours after you believe you will be ready for them."

"Huh, fast.  Well, it’s basically up to Cuts-Like-Cold, she’s the one doing the work."

"You can send them any time, then," Shayma told him.  "We’ll be ready."

"Very well," Tor Kot said.  "I have scrying equipment aboard as I wish for them to report back.  If for some reason it does not function, could I prevail upon you to use this scrying link instead?"

"Certainly," Shayma allowed.  "There’s no point in proving this can be done if you can’t see the proof."

"Thank you," Tor Kot said.  "Expect them in a few hours."  The projection vanished and Shayma looked over at Iniri.  It occurred to me, belatedly, that I should have invited Taelah to actually determine the truth of what he was saying.

"He seemed honest enough to me," Iniri said.  "I thought he’d try to negotiate more.  It must be desperate where he is."

"Or he’s really afraid of us."

"You mean of you," Shayma said with amusement.  "I’m still not sure if he’s very smart or cowardly."

"It could be both," Iniri said with a sigh.  "I’m not enamored of letting him go but I guess stripping him of all his power and exiling him to another continent isn’t exactly getting off lightly."

"I suppose not," Shayma replied, then shook her head.  "Right, Blue, let’s change your ANATHEMA so nothing stupid happens."

"Yeah.  What are we changing it to?"

"I’m thinking the Orrelin Inquisition for now."  My takeover of Orrelin was proceeding apace, and Iniri’s negotiations with what remained of Orrelin’s government, as well as the Alakeim royal family, had made it clear that the Inquisition needed to be disbanded.  They even had their own pretender, though with the lack of any Lineage Skill I wasn’t sure how that worked.

"Great, let’s do that."

"I’ll keep you updated on how it goes," Shayma told Iniri, who nodded and waved before teleporting back to the Palace.  Shayma went into her bedroom and put her hands against the core there, closing her eyes as she manipulated my Status.  It was still a little bizarre that she could do things I couldn’t, but considering that dungeons weren’t supposed to be independent at all I could consider myself lucky.

The actual subjective experience of changing ANATHEMA was a little weird.  It wasn’t like I had the mage-kings or any of their monsters provoking it, but it was always there in some tiny corner, like a pet peeve.  Changing the ANATHEMA changed the target of that peevishness without any sort of transition, and while it wasn’t really a major thing it was still a little disturbing that it swapped so easily.

It gave me prickles from the bits of Orrelin that I’d taken over, plus a few scattered throughout the refugee camps.  Which was more or less what I’d expected, and I passed the information along to Iniri for Cheya.  While I probably could have dealt with it myself, I didn’t trust that I wouldn’t add collateral damage if I actually started killing people.

Then it was off to the Scalemind enclave to solicit the services of Cuts-Like-Cold.  Through One-Eye-Green, of course, who had taken up the task of making sure that her people got properly compensated for their troubles.  She was doing fairly well, and in truth it barely seemed like the Scalemind needed me.  Sure, I provided their living area, but that was true for everyone in the Caldera.

"Big Sister is ready to try," One-Eye-Green said, the enormous hulking form of Cuts-Like-Cold looming behind her.  "But we have some old memories that some monsters didn’t like it when they were severed."

"Yeah, they probably became mindlessly aggressive like when I took their core away."  The shadow monster and the Scalemind were proof that it worked for some monsters, at least.  "Where did you want to perform the severing?"  The conversation had to be translated through Shayma and One-Eye-Green, but it really wasn’t all that tedious.

"Somewhere private," One-Eye-Green responded for her big sister.  "A little place by itself, just in case they go crazy."

"Can do."  I still had a bunch of leftover chambers from the early days that were sealed off, but it was frankly just easier to make a new one near the Scalemind area so I could actually locate it and remember what it was for.  In deference to everyone who’d be involved I gave it at least a few furnishings and, considering how much the Scalemind apparently liked them, a nice thick carpet.

From there we simply had to wait for the needle ship to arrive.  As Tor Kot had promised, it appeared over the great wall of Hungering Dark a few hours after we had everything set up, aiming toward Meil.  I actually kind of wanted to keep it, since it was a pretty sleek design and moved very quickly, but that probably wasn’t in the cards.  In fact, my mana might well ruin it,  if my mana was as corrosive to the mage-king’s depletion-laden mana structures as theirs was to normal mana.

The needle ship floated down toward the portal to my audience hall, while Iniri’s Queensguard watched intently.  I could tell they were itching to shoot it down, but it was definitely being very careful about not approaching anything but the portal.  Under the circumstances, there really wasn’t anything on the other side that I needed them to see, so I swapped it over to an empty cavern before it went through.

Considering the scale and clumsiness of the Fortress, I was a little jealous that the needle ship was precise enough to descend to hover just above the floor, low enough for the ramp that flipped out from the side to touch the ground.  Shayma was there to meet them, waiting as the monsters climbed out of the ship.  Two mantises, not ones I’d seen before, and two spiders.

"I wonder why they’re both insect monsters," I mused to Shayma as I checked the overlay.  "Okay, these are all named.  Lucy and Theodelinda, for the mantises, and Paul and Constantine, for the spiders.  It’s a bit weird, but the mage-kings are odd I suppose."

"It’s going to be awkward if they can’t talk," Shayma muttered.  "I can read them in Scalemind form but that’s probably a bit rude."

Fortunately, Tor Kot and Yit Niv had foreseen the issue.  While neither the Pale Mantis nor the Noble Spider monsters could speak in human tongue, they were able to write.  Theodelinda had a simple slate and piece of chalk to write with, in lieu of any more magical solution.  It seemed odd to me, but it did work.

Theodelinda started by introducing the four of them, stating that it was Lucy and Paul who were supposed to undergo the severing, with Theodelinda and Constantine observing.  The first snag came when they brought out the red core magitek that was meant to link them to Tor Kot.  As I’d thought, my mana basically dissolved the magic structures inside and when they went to try and use the polished crystals absolutely nothing happened.

"Good thing we have this," Shayma muttered, taking the scry link from her [Pocket Space] and channeling mana into it.  It didn’t take long before Tor Kot appeared on the other end, looking somewhat grim.

"I take it the scrying enchantments fell apart?"

"Yes," Shayma said, and he sighed.

"When you come here, you realize that means all of our magical infrastructure is going to fall apart.  I’m not complaining, I’m just asking for some consideration."

"Yeah.  I mean, I hadn’t thought about it much but it’s going to be a mess over there.  If there’s cores at every city some of that is going to melt when I take it over.  If that means that the non-dungeon stuff is going to fall apart too, that’s going to be a pain."

"Now that Blue is aware of it, he will incorporate that issue into his plans," Shayma said.  "Now, right this way."  She waved the monsters toward the portal I had to the room where the Scalemind were waiting.  They actually glanced at Tor Kot’s image, but he didn’t seem to notice, and so they proceeded through into the carpeted room.

"This is One-Eye-Green, who speaks for the Scalemind, and this is Cuts-Like-Cold, who will be performing the actual operation," Shayma said, introducing the pair.  Theodelinda wrote on the chalkboard to complete the introductions referring to herself and the other monsters, and gesturing to Lucy and Paul.  Cuts-Like-Cold glanced over at One-Eye-Green, who nodded to the guest monsters.

"This does not take very long, but it may be unpleasant," she told them.  Tor Kot merely watched from the scrying orb silently.  I had to wonder what he thought of my capabilities, seeing the portals I could make and the furnishings I’d conjured on the spur of the moment.  He knew dungeons quite well, so it was probably surreal to see me at work.

Lucy silently stepped up to Cuts-Like-Cold, who lifted her scythes and rested them on what passed for the pale mantis’ shoulders.  It was the second time I’d seen it and it was really very intimidating.  The way the magic gathered was something that wasn’t quite like a normal Skill, and made me think it was some exercise in pure magic.

"Hey Ansae, you might wanna watch this.  Where Shayma is now."

"Hmm?"  Ansae blinked and looked away from her stellar mana project, which she’d brought to the Fortress.  "Take me there?"  It was a fair request, since she really couldn’t keep the entire world under surveillance.  For some reason I still expected her to always know what was going on, after she’d surprised me early on.  I opened up a portal to a hastily-created chamber with a wall between it and the severing area, since Ansae could certainly see through just a foot or so of rock.

The mana suddenly peaked and Lucy stumbled back, swaying a bit on four limbs, to be steadied by Theodelinda.  The only difference I could tell was that suddenly my mana washed the clinging feel of depletion out of Lucy’s body.  The four monsters looked at each other again and seemed to communicate silently, though not through mind magic.

"Fascinating," Tor Kot said.  Since everything seemed to be more or less working, Paul stepped up and Cuts-Like-Cold repeated the process.  The spider seemed to take it harder than the mantis, but at least he didn’t go into a rage.  He merely hissed at Constantine when the larger, higher-leveled Noble Spider pulled him back and away from Cuts-Like-Cold, but that was all.

"It appears to work," Tor Kot remarked.

"That was very interesting," Ansae said.  "You always show me the best things, Blue."

"Yeah?  What’s your take on it?  It didn’t look like any normal Skill to me."

"It’s not.  It’s a pure intent-based application of mind magic, possibly affecting the Akasha directly."  Ansae tapped her claws against the floor thoughtfully.  "I wonder how they created it."

"I have to admit, I’m maybe a little surprised they didn’t learn it from you somehow."

"No, no," Ansae said with a laugh.  "It’s not the sort of magic I would leave lying around.  Who knows what that would do to someone who was not a monster?"

"It’s probably not pleasant for the core, either," I noted, though I was probably the only dungeon that had the capacity to even be aware of such things.  "Oh wait, I guess I should ask Tor Kot."  I swapped my attention back to Shayma and she translated my question for him.

"Is there any feedback from the core due to a monster being removed that way?"

"None that I can tell," Tor Kot reported.  "It’s probably just like a monster dying, which doesn’t have any effect that we know of."

"Huh.  I guess that makes sense.  I was thinking it was something a little more profound but apparently not.  Well, it works, so I suppose we might as well plan on doing the rest of them.  At Cuts-Like-Cold’s discretion, of course."

"Now that you have proof that it works, are you ready to bring your cores and the rest of your monsters?"  Shayma asked, translating for me as ever.

"Ready?  No."  Tor Kot sighed.  "But that doesn’t mean I won’t.  It may still be a few days before we can make a break for it.  Could you possibly host these four until then?"  Theodelina turned to Tor Kot’s image and he shook his head at her.  "I know, I know, but it’s safer than trying to come back and making someone suspicious."

It seemed a little odd to me that he was worried about surveillance, what with the natural dungeon resistance against scrying and the fact that he was on his own island, but at the same time the mage-kings would have probably figured out how to address those things.  For all I knew there was spying magitek all over the place.

"Sure.  Are you going to take up my offer of hosting you somewhere?"

"I don’t mean to offend, but no," Tor Kot said after Shayma had translated the question.  "I don’t think either you or I would be comfortable if I stayed within your territory.  I have made my own plans instead, and made some reasonable purchases on a distant continent.  I hope you understand."

"Honestly I’m a lot happier that way.  You don’t have to tell him that," I added, though Shayma was perfectly capable of deciding not to pass on my more impolitic musings.  "They’ll all be rid of depletion by the time they’re done too, though I have no idea how that works with mage-kings.  Like, are they fully depleted and only the core holds them up or what?"

"I suppose at this point keeping the secrets of Controllers is rather moot."  Tor Kot pursed his lips.  "When we’re bonded to a core, the Controller class seems to override our normal Status, but it’s under there, hidden.  On rare occasions Controllers have been punished by having all their cores removed from them."

"That’s interesting," Shayma said.

"That’s pretty weird, compared to Companions.  I guess Controllers are kind of meant to be outside the Akasha, and Companions inside it?"

"It must be.  The mage-kings use theirs like a normal Artifact," Shayma said, speaking aside to me.  "I’m biased, but I prefer the Companion route."

"Me too!"

"You realize that your ships are going to decay inside Blue’s magic as well," Shayma pointed out.  "Wherever you’re headed, you’ll need other means to get there."

"That had crossed my mind," Tor Kot admitted.  "I had arranged for some transport but if you are willing to aid us on that score I would be most grateful.  The uncertainties involved in traveling that far over the ocean would make me worry about whether our arrangements would hold long enough."

"I think we can manage that much."  I’d have to pay attention to where they went, too, though I was pretty sure Tor Kot was telling the truth about not wanting to have anything to do with depletion.  Still, he was smart and bringing a small army so he could very well make trouble wherever he was going.

"We can," Shayma told him, and Tor Kot nodded in satisfaction.

"Excellent.  The next time I contact you, I will likely be en route."  Tor Kot shook his head.  "This is obviously something that needs to go quickly."

"Honestly I think he’s overselling how dangerous it is, but I dunno, they might have locked things down after you nuked all those mage-kings."

"Very well, we will see to your monsters and expect you soon."  Shayma cut the connection and turned to the four.  "I assume you will want to be housed in separate rooms?"

"Actually, Miss Shayma, if it’s okay with you and Mister Blue, I would like to offer to house them," One-Eye-Green said.  "We would like to talk to them since we’re all monsters.  We haven’t been able to actually discuss things with any other types.  We’ve only been near blightbeast monsters."

"Oh, sure, that’s great if they want to."

"If you are amenable, then we have no problems with that."  Shayma glanced at the four and after a few seconds got a tentative nod.  "Then I shall leave you with the Scalemind." 

I took that as the cue to open a portal to the Scalemind village, or town, or whatever it could be called.  They weren’t fully sedentary yet, but they were a long way past nomadic, and working hard on civilization.  It wasn’t as luxurious as the accommodations I might have provided, but it had been made on their own.  Besides, I’d seen how the mage-kings packed monsters together and I figured that any accommodations would be generous.

"Whew," Shayma said when the portal was safely closed.  "That was intense!  Whatever Cuts-Like-Cold was doing was really unusual."

"Yeah, Ansae said as much.  It seemed weird to me, so I called her over and she says it might be actual Akashic manipulation.  I wonder if it could also cut off Companions — not that I want to try it, but I do wonder."

"I don’t really want to find out," Shayma said.  "I guess you could just reinstate the bond but I have no idea what it would do to me."

"Yeah, just a random thought.  Anyway, can’t wait for those cores.  I don’t know what I’m going to specialize them into, but two free cores is amazing."

"And the trait points!  Might be able to save up to buy something amazing."

"I’m just afraid we might be counting our chickens before they hatch."

"It’s up to Tor Kot," Shayma said.  "While I hate to admit it, he does know what he’s doing.  It’s really just a question of when we’ll hear from him, not if."



Chapter 34A: Year 2 Day 15 – Blue 


Of everyone, Iniri was the most busy. She had her hands full with, bluntly, subjugating Orrelin. I’d burrowed upward and [Assimilated] the central palace and the surrounding cells, and was working my way outward. It was a little weird to be pushing [Assimilation] in two places, Orrelin and Chiuxatlan, but with my new dynamos the only real limiting factor was my attention and patience. I was tempted to try and offload them like I had the faux sky even with the fact that it made me stupid, but there didn’t seem to be any real value in rushing.

"I hope you’re prepared to do this all over again for the Archipelago. I don’t know how many people they have but it’s a lot, and they’re going to be in really bad shape after all the mage-kings and their dungeons are dead."

"I know, I know." Iniri sat back in her chair, tail flicking back and forth as she rocked Mirin. "Part of me thinks I ought to be ecstatic about expanding Tarnil this way, but mostly I’m annoyed that I have to. At least Orrelin is right next door and can function like a vassal kingdom. But the Archipelago? It’s across the ocean and it’s huge."

"Well, distance doesn’t matter since I will have to take over at least some of it if not all of it, and so far as I’m aware most of it is taken up by the rift anyway," I pointed out. She was right that it was a lot of work, but hopefully not as much work as an area that large would normally be.

"I don’t have enough people," Iniri said mournfully. "Orrelin has three times ours, and who knows with the Archipelago."

"Yeah, but you get all my habitation bonuses and they don’t." I’d checked. Orrelin wasn’t Tarnil, didn’t count as part of Tarnil, and its people weren’t my inhabitants. "So one of you is worth five of them."

"Maybe," Iniri allowed. "But the problem is the lack of people I can trust and delegate to. Having you seize terrain means we have an insurmountable advantage. Just being there means that people won’t attack." I wondered how they’d really know, but then I remembered that one of my upgrades was that people who plotted against me would feel a sense of foreboding. It probably didn’t mean much for high-level political agents, but for ordinary citizens it would be difficult to deal with.

That was probably the reason I’d only seen a tiny sprinkling of terrorists.

"But that isn’t the same as having capable administrators. I’m not so much worried about armed forces because you can concentrate all our force in an instant. I don’t need to station soldiers everywhere, thank the gods, but there are softer sorts of depredations that someone will have to watch out for." Iniri pressed her lips together. "I’m not sure how much I can lean on you for help, either," she admitted.

"I know you don’t generally like to involve me in political stuff, but we are a couple, even if we’re not married." Iniri colored slightly and ducked her head at the reminder, which was rather cute. "I’m always happy to do you a personal favor. Anyway, I’m the one who’s responsible for going after the mage-kings, so all the consequences ultimately belong to me. Is there something that I can actually do for you, though?"

"In that case, yes," Iniri said. "We could really use more money and trade goods. I could hire people from Ir or Nivir or Haerlish, or even further afield, and bribe anyone I needed. It’s not perfect, and I’d still rather use my own people, but it’s better than being stretched so thin that everything falls apart."

"Sure, that won’t be a problem. I basically can generate infinite money at this point I guess." So far the trade of my Primal Sources and exotic Affinity materials had been fairly conservative, and quite a lot of the profit had gone directly into rebuilding Tarnil or adding to the Fortress.

"Do you know when you’ll be taking them on, actually? I know you’ve been preparing for it, but I haven’t heard a timetable."

"I need another level and a few more cores. Then I can Purify Ansae, and that should give us everything we need."

"It should indeed." Iniri shook her head. "I wonder if we’ll have to worry about controlling the Archipelago at all if she’s involved. There might not be anything left."

"I guess it’s possible." I knew Ansae was a big, big fan of the scorched earth approach, but I’d have to ask her to go easy on Tor Kot’s prior citizens, at the very least. Of course, if everything was run by cities with red cores I could just go around taking those over. The main point was to convert or destroy every last red core out there. That was where the power and legacy of the mage-kings lay, not in people. Most of them were just victims.

That said, I could hardly restrain Ansae and I wasn’t sure I should. She’d been around a very long time and was regarded with as much awe as fear, so she was clearly doing something right. Not that it really mattered until I actually reached the mana cap I needed to restore her to her former self.

"If I have your permission to start selling off more Sources and Affinity materials, then I’ll start putting together something for the Archipelago takeover. Please tell me I have enough time to get people properly screened and trained. After what happened with the trade plaza there is no way I would trust anyone that hasn’t been thoroughly vetted by Cheya."

"You have my permission. Feel free to look through my treasury at your leisure." I was past the days when I just had samples of everything I could make. After some itemization and prompting and prodding, I actually had a big cavern where I put stuff, emptying it out of my storage every once in a while. Or in the case of Sources, casting about until I found them and putting them on racks. From there we moved onto less tedious topics of conversation, but eventually I had to get back to work.

It was really unfortunate how much my days and nights were filled with fairly tedious labor. I’d go [Assimilate] hectares upon hectares of Chiuxatlan and Orrelin, make sure that my various material processes were processing, and before I knew it the entire night had passed and my Companions were up and it was time to tend things around the Caldera and Tarnil. It would have been great to automate things, but barely anything I had worked of its own accord. It was no wonder normal dungeons took forever.

Not that I was the only one working. Along with Iniri putting in overtime on meetings and paperwork and just plain old pondering, Shayma was helping Keri and Annit with their leveling push and Taelah, of course, was doing her best to make it to the third tier. It was sort of amusing that people were consciously working for progression during a time when everything was quiet, but with that quiet came a feeling of pressure, of something impending.

I knew Tor Kot thought that the mage-kings would hold out for years yet, but I was pretty sure they didn’t themselves realize the full extent of what they’d done by letting out the blightbeasts. It was probably only a matter of time before something else happened and the blighted regions began to grow out of control. I already knew there were big chunks of the Underneath below the mage-king lands that had to be like Chiuxatlan, where the blightbeasts had settled in and were reproducing. I was stockpiling material for [Contained Stars] in anticipation of needing to scour the entire area.

As a distraction from boring stuff, it was sort of amusing to watch Shayma mess with the Underneath or Wildwood beasts that Annit and Keri were hunting, since even big bulky bear-like things couldn’t budge Shayma if she didn’t want to. It was nothing as crude as holding down things for them to kill, since that wouldn’t get them experience either, but cutting down time by setting Annit on a trail immediately after she’d found and dispatched her prior prey.

I didn’t have the ability to judge how Annit was getting experience, but extrapolating from Shayma, Taelah, and Iniri, the fact that Annit was a hunter mattered a lot. Just killing things was not really how her Class advanced; it was finding, tracking, and then dismantling them. To the point where I was pretty sure that experience was more descriptive than proscriptive, at least the non-dungeon stuff.

With my ability to actually look into souls and understand them a little bit, I was pretty sure I had a good handle on what soul structure actually was for and how it advanced. Mana was a bit of reality that changed based on intent, unlike physics where everything was the same no matter what, and the soul and the Class was a safe way to go about it. Mana needed a lot of focus for people to manipulate it, so of course soul structures were based on continual refinement.

Cuts-Like-Cold and Ansae had shown that it was possible to do things entirely outside the soul and Status structure, and those things could be exceedingly powerful, but doing so was proportionately difficult. I could see Shayma maybe figuring out new magic herself eventually, but with the way the Akasha worked that kind of thing didn’t stay unstructured for very long. Possibly many of the Skills she was working on were, themselves, new ground she was treading through, bit by bit. But Annit was definitely not that type, and she was sticking to more prosaic martial paths, so she just had to work hard.

She was nearing the tipping point to the third tier, while Keri was just a few levels shy. The year that she’d spent with the Ells had done more for her Class than any sort of combat had. As terrible as war and tragedy were they definitely had given Keri more to work with than just hanging out at Wildwood. I could vaguely recall that they had initially been thinking of forming an adventurer duo like Shayma’s parents, but in practical terms I couldn’t see it working.

The boost my Primal had given Keri, along with the more practical scientific knowledge inherited from me, meant that she was pretty good at creating imbalances in her foes, but since she had to override their own mana it took time. Besides which, it wasn’t exactly in line with her passion, which was true healing. It was pretty obvious that she wasn’t really excited about hunting, whereas Annit still got fairly intense.

I was pretty sure that people already knew that it was Class-related actions that generated the most experience, though I did want to check with more experienced Classers. The principle seemed simple on the surface, but probably really wasn’t. It was obvious what a simple [Healer] Class needed to do, but less obvious what a fourth-tier [Mother of Gentle Rains] drew the most experience from. It probably wasn’t enough simply to heal, it was to heal in certain ways and certain places and with certain attitudes.

Similarly, Shayma’s [Trickster Hero] meant she couldn’t just Trickster stuff, she had to be a Hero, too. So stealing away the city to save it from the mage-kings was worth a lot of experience, but bamboozling dumb animals did nothing for her. Her class was absolutely a powerful one, but it was also one that was going to become extremely difficult to level, even with the benefits she got from being my Companion and having access to Artifact equipment.

Taelah, similarly, had kind of a weird Class. Druid was already a bit vague, but [Phantasmal Druid] was even more so. Though it seemed she got the most benefit from creating new chrystheniums and stuff like making that mana-flavoring plant for the Chiuxatli. Just plain herbalism and alchemy did very little, she had to go exotic. Which was a bit of a problem because Taelah didn’t generally do that kind of work.

For the most part, especially since the children had been born, she was more interested in the day-to-day than the exotic. There wasn’t much call for the more extreme types of herbs in the Village or even trading, so she mostly focused on the medicinal and culinary. The search for better spices was an eternal one, but it wasn’t as much part of the Phantasmal aspect of her Class.

Which was why I was thinking and hoping that filling in one of my missing Affinities would put her over the top. With Iniri and Shayma both at fourth tier, neither of them were near a breakthrough, and while their normal activities probably provided me with some advancement, it wasn’t much. According to Shayma I was hovering around seventy percent of the way to level fifteen and that number hadn’t budged.

The two cores from Tor Kot and Yit Niv would reduce that further, but there was no guarantee it would push me over to a new level. In fact, I was rather sure it wouldn’t, considering how many reductions I’d already gotten thanks to all the core elimination from retaking Einteril. For some reason I’d never actually remembered to ask Tor Kot how exactly it worked. Probably because I was never calm enough to think clearly whenever we talked.

I was rather dwelling on that last thirty percent, though I tried not to bug Taelah about it too often, since she couldn’t just head-down grind away at putting together a mind Affinity Chrysthenium. She had Grant and Eva to look after and her own duties as Elder, so she wasn’t like a full time adventurer. Nevertheless, I couldn’t resist checking in sometimes.

"Got any leads yet?"

"Maybe?" Taelah was very patient, picking her way through the fiery center of the desert, [Vow] and her own Skills keeping the dancing fire tornadoes at bay as she inspected the stuff that grew there. I didn’t think she’d find mind Affinity anything there, but I didn’t know exactly where she would find any in the Caldera. I didn’t have mind Affinity natively, so I wasn’t sure that I’d get anything in my Climates that used it.

"One of Iniri’s requests got a reply back, and One-Eye-Green says that Dreams-Ahead remembers a mind Affinity plant from the underneath, but neither of those are actual samples. I’m not sure when Iniri’s contact will be able to provide a living sample of the plant in question, and finding anything specific in the Underneath is, well. It’s a chore."

"Yeah." Finding a particular plant on the surface was difficult, finding one in the Underneath was near-impossible. It had all kinds of biomes and little specialized caves and finding one thing that someone had seen years ago and miles away was not exactly easy. It might not even exist anywhere else.

"I guess I kinda feel bad about putting it all on you," I said, and Taelah shook her head with a smile.

"The truth is I needed the kick. While I don’t really feel I need more power as such, I really need the next tier to make sure that people will listen to me in the future, as the Caldera grows. I don’t think I need to be fourth-tier, but at third tier it’s clear I’m actually serious."

"Oh so you’re really getting into the whole Caldera leadership thing?" I knew she had mentioned it, and Shayma had bantered with her about it, but I wasn’t sure about how much she was committed to the idea. It was true that someone needed to oversee the accidental pseudo-nation I’d gotten in the Caldera, and it wasn’t going to be me and probably not Shayma. She was a [Hero], not a ruler.

"Yes," Taelah confirmed. "Our kids are going to grow up here, and if I don’t make sure it’s a good place for them, who will? No offense, husband, but you are just not meant for a leadership role."

"No arguments here. Besides, even if I could argue with people it’d probably undermine my Power mystique to do so. Is there anything you need from me for that? Aside from officially endorsing you which, you know, you always had that."

"And I appreciate it." Taelah squatted down to poke at a charcoal-colored fern. "I’ll think on it. Things are still coming together so it’s not like I have any official role. I’m not sure I even want one, I don’t want to have an official government like that. Just keep things like they are with the Village, where they just need someone to come around and knock heads together once in a while."

"Yeah I know what you mean. Definitely would make no sense for a human to be in charge of leviathans or whatever. If anyone could herd that pile of cats, it would be you. I have faith!" Taelah laughed, either at my words or my tone, and shook her head.

"It shouldn’t be that bad. Most people are well aware of the boundaries you’ve established and nobody wants to provoke you."

"As well they shouldn’t."



Chapter 34B: Year 2 Day 20 - Annit


The last time Annit had tiered up, it had been almost accidental. She hadn’t really been pursuing any specific Class at the time, just following what she knew from her clan, but that had been years ago. Not many years, maybe, but long enough that she had changed tremendously in the interim. Her dreams and aspirations had changed, as well as even what futures were open to her.

The Soul Prosthesis she wore around her neck hummed with tension whenever she gained a level, reminding her of the deficit she was operating from. She had no idea what would happen when she ascended a tier, and neither did anyone else. The prosthesis might fix some of the damage, or the prosthesis itself might burst from too many changes too quickly, though if that happened Shayma promised her a new one.

Shayma had also promised her a new weapon if she managed to transform into storm Affinity. Annit was reasonably confident that she had a chance at that, since there was a definite wild and cold edge to her air Affinity. She couldn’t quite manipulate water directly, but according to the records that wasn’t actually a problem. Incorporating a second Affinity was extremely rare, and generally it happened right from the start.

The bowgun was a reassuring weight in her hands as she took aim at the wood borer. Borers were massive insect-moles with bark-like hides made from the stuff of the Wildwood Tree itself, and while they were normally found in large swarms that needed fourth-tiers, occasionally they fell off and made perfect, valuable prey for smaller parties or lower levels. Like her.

Even deep in the heart of Wildwood she could smell the sheer concentration of its Affinity mana over the scent of water and trees and bushes. The Wildwood Tree itself was nearly overhead, the waterfalls cascading down a dull roar in every direction, making it far easier for Annit to sneak up on the thing. She’d tracked it for over a mile, with Keri there every step of the way, and now they were ready for the takedown.

Shayma was somewhere. Annit had no idea where, because if she wanted to be she was totally invisible and insubstantial, but close enough to keep an eye on them. Which was ridiculous, but that was just how Shayma had been from the moment Annit had met her. At least Shayma left the actual tracking and killing to her and Keri. She’d seen more than one person stall out because they were helped too much and never learned how to do anything properly.

"Ready," she whispered to Keri, and she felt the wash of Keri’s magic go through her. At this point, instead of having Keri attack the enemies directly, even if she could, it was better to have Keri help Annit. Keri could grant her a preternatural focus and keep her in top form for far longer than she could maintain otherwise. It was a benefit of having a healer along that she hadn’t really considered, and she wasn’t sure that another healer could quite do what Keri could, but it meant that she had no hesitation at all as she aimed her bowgun and put an ice bolt straight through the fist-sized left eye of the oversized borer.

It reared up and let out a wheeze, staggering one way, then the other, before Annit put a bolt through the right eye and dropped it for good. Even though it had collapsed in the way that almost guaranteed it was genuinely dead and not pretending, she waited and watched before moving forward. Keri stayed behind her, booted feet soft on the grass.

"You’re really good with that now," Keri said, and Annit snorted.

"I’d better be," she replied. Part of her regretted leaving the blowgun behind, but as a weapon it really couldn’t compare. She knew some Classers maintained that Skills were all that mattered and it was just a matter of properly using the weapon type, but those were usually Classers already using good weapons. Often enchanted, and usually of the more common type. There was a reason people used bows and spears more than slings and whips.

"No, really," Keri insisted. "It’s not like you were ever bad but you’ve definitely gotten a lot better recently!" Annit nodded thoughtfully. Considering the source of her new weapon she was a little surprised that the Wildwood records had an entry for bowguns. It wasn’t at all common, and the sketch diagram didn’t look all that much like hers, but it was the same principle and same handling.

According to the Status scry that Shayma provided, Annit was closing in on the upper ranks of [Ice Bowgunner], the Skill she’d formed to handle the weapon in question, and that made a lot of difference. Proper habits were becoming ingrained, it was easier to harmonize with her sensory and movement [Skills], and she was really making it her own. The threshold between Skill and skill was blurry most of the time, but it really mattered at the higher levels of Skill where people who used the same kind of Skill would diverge.

"I don’t think there’s much more I can do without evolving the Skill, though," Annit pointed out. [Ice Bowgunner] was at nine last she had checked, and it would probably tick over to ten soon, possibly even after she made it to tier three. Not that she had more than the vaguest idea of where to go with that particular Skill, though she did have an understanding of where she wanted to go with her Class.

It was no longer sufficient for her to be a [Hunter]. That part of her life was behind her and while the lessons were valuable for the future, neither she nor Keri were going to be spending their future hunting down animals. Instead of Keri being support for Annit’s activities, Annit was going to support Keri’s. While a hunter Class was an odd way to go about it, Annit figured that she would end up some sort of [Protector].

"I’m sure you’ll be fine," Keri said confidently, wrapping her arms around Annit from behind to give her a hug. "Nothing’s stopped you so far." Annit smiled and shook her head, putting her hand over Keri’s for a moment.

"No, but that doesn’t mean it’s a sure thing." Annit shrugged it off. "I suppose I shouldn’t be so worried, though. With the support that we have it’s just a matter of putting in the work, and I’ve never been afraid of that."

"Definitely not," Keri agreed. "I think—"

Annit didn’t hear what Keri thought because the wind whispered of multiple somethings coming their way. Annit whirled around, leveling her bowgun. It wouldn’t be Shayma, first of all because she popped out wherever she liked and the wind had very little to say about her, and because there was only one of Shayma.

A few moments later, a party of four appeared among the towering trees. Or rather, a party of five, but the fifth was a scout or something, circling around the perimeter to keep a watch out. At least, Annit assumed so; the way the person was angling to be behind the two of them made Annit’s back itch.

Any meeting between adventuring parties out in the wilds, like in a dungeon or a mana spring, was fraught with some degree of tension. In Orn, at least, people didn’t tend to be outright murderers but at the same time the sorts who went out into the wilds were rougher and more independent. Some were criminals, though places like the Wildwood Retreat tried not to cater to such people. No matter what, though, there was the knowledge that they were all armed, dangerous, out in the middle of nowhere, and without any idea of who the other party was.

It was exactly issues like that which had kept Annit from being confident about adventuring as a two-person party to begin with. She had no idea how Sienne and Giorn Ell had managed it, but having a void Affinity Class probably did wonders for keeping other people from bothering them. Of course, Annit and Keri weren’t a two-person party, and while Annit couldn’t see Shayma she felt a faint hint of amusement that made her certain the fox-girl was there and watching.

Watching, but not interfering. If they wanted to learn to get along in life they had do so without constant coddling. Shayma’s absurd power meant that there was really nothing that could challenge her in the realms that Annit and Keri could actually traverse, so she was mostly there as moral support and to reduce the time spent slogging from one point to another.

"Hello!" Keri said brightly, stepping out from behind Annit and smiling at the newcomers. Of the two of them, Keri was by far the more charismatic so Annit was perfectly fine letting her take point. "How has your hunting been going?"

The four traded glances. There were three men and one woman, with the fifth as an unknown, which seemed a little odd to Annit’s eye, but she was hardly in a position to pass judgement. Still, she trusted her gut and an uneasy feeling was enough for her to keep her bowgun loose and ready.

"We’ve been tracking that borer for two days," the apparent leader said after a moment, one of the men, whose face scruff didn’t quite cover a chin sharp enough to cut glass. "This was supposed to be our kill."

"Two days is a long time," Keri said with a frown. "Are you sure it’s even been here that long? We only tracked it for an hour or so before we found it, right?" She glanced at Annit, who nodded silently.

"My brother’s a high third tier," the woman said. She looked like she had a permanent sneer on her face. "He actually saw it fall when he was fighting on the Tree and sent us out here."

"Well I’m sorry you wasted all your time, but you can hardly claim a beast that has been in the wild for days," Keri said reasonably. Reasonable, because she didn’t immediately accuse them of lying, which Annit would have been tempted to do. "But if one fell down, maybe there’s another one around."

"No it was this one, I’m sure," the woman said, crossing her arms. Annit sighed. Whether or not their story was true, they were certainly trying to steal Annit’s kill. In a sense it didn’t matter, since Annit had plenty of wealth squirreled away at this point, but at the same time it was her kill. All Shayma had done was give her a cardinal direction where something interesting had been.

"Then I guess you’re too late," Keri said with sympathy, but didn’t go so far as to admit that their claim had any value. Though Keri was perfectly sweet, she wasn’t at all stupid. "But if you’re this deep already I’m sure there’s plenty around to do. Surely you didn’t intend to come all the way out here for just one target!"

The woman opened her mouth and then closed it again, and Annit almost laughed. It was just so difficult to argue with Keri’s earnest and honest comments, something she’d found out for herself early on and was just glad Keri didn’t actually use it against her. From their faces, they really wanted to argue, though, so Annit decided to push things along.

"This kill is mine, so you should go ahead and find something different. With all of you, it shouldn’t be hard to take down something large." She tilted her head slightly, listening to the scout approaching them from behind.

"No, this is our kill, so we’ll be taking it," the sour woman said. Annit almost rolled her eyes, but she was too focused on keeping the five in her perceptions. This was rapidly turning into a kill-jump and Annit wasn’t having it. To be fair, five against two, when they were all second-tier, was pretty good odds. It was just unfortunate these idiots had decided to press their luck against the two of them and their guardian spirit. The moment the scout tried to ghost in behind Keri, Annit whipped around and pointed her bowgun at him, ready to shoot.

"Back off," she said, vapor rising from the ice of her bolt. "I have no issues putting this right through your face." The scout froze in place, a slight man, or maybe a woman, with a sour look on their face.

"She’s bluffing!" The first woman said, and without looking Annit snapped her bowgun around and fired. Sometimes people needed a demonstration of someone’s willingness to engage in violence. She had no idea what Skills the others had but she didn’t aim for a kill anyway, not at first.

The woman screamed as Annit’s bolt went through her thigh, dropping that threat to the ground before Annit’s movement Skill carried her backward fast enough to bull into the scout, sending them tumbling to the ground. Annit rolled back to her feet and pointed the bowgun at the scout’s face again, scowling over at the others.

"Well? Going to back off?"

"Get her!" The men ignored the woman’s yell, apparently more concerned with the person Annit had at gunpoint than with the woman’s ire, which actually raised them a notch in Annit’s mind.

"Yeah, we’ll be going. Synnet, come on," the sharp-chinned man said, beckoning to the scout, who glared at Annit and tramped back over despite the woman’s cursing.

"Good idea." Shayma finally appeared, popping into existence between them and smiling sweetly at the kill-jumpers. "I suggest you head back to the Retreat directly to get that healed. You’re lucky that is all the healing that you need." She turned to look at Annit and Keri, apparently unconcerned with the others. "How about I portal you and that back to Wildwood."

"I’d appreciate it," Annit said, finding herself tasting the aftereffects of adrenaline, when she hadn’t even noticed it at the time.

"I know Shayma’s a [Hero]," Keri said, putting her arm around Annit. "But you’re my hero."



Chapter 35: Year 2 Day 25 – Blue


"Well, Tor Kot’s on his way." He’d put all his affairs in order, it seemed, because he was piling into a flying ship in the dead of night with about fifty of his mantises. That seemed to be about the staff of his manor, and was a tiny percentage of the total he had to have under his command. Considering the tens of thousands he’d fielded in Tarnil, he was giving up a lot.

Not that I had any sympathy. It was merely that it showed he was genuinely committed to bailing on the rest of the mage-kings. From the glimpses I got it seemed he was meeting Yit Niv en route, so I was expecting a call from him at any time. It was fairly late where we were, so Shayma would have to wait up for it.

"He took his time about it," Shayma said, lounging on the beach while she played with her Domain, shifting sand to creatures and back again. "I thought he was never going to commit."

"Yeah I dunno what took so long, maybe just cementing his retirement plans. He’s probably got a nice little estate set up somewhere."

"Ugh." Shayma sighed. "If we didn’t need those cores so much…"

"Yeah," I agreed. "Can’t always get what you want, I guess." Without ANATHEMA grinding away at the back of my head, my dislike was more rational than emotional, and easier to deal with. I wouldn’t really be tempted to nuke Tor Kot the moment he arrived.

Despite seeing him head off thanks to a few remarks to Miriam, several hours passed without any idea of what he was up to before Shayma took out the scrying link. She held it between her hands and Tor Kot’s face appeared above it, along with Yit Niv’s. It was the first time Shayma had seen the female mage-king, or rather, mage-queen, but it was pretty obvious who it was. I hadn’t seen any other women in the ranks of the mage-kings, though there were probably some of them somewhere.

"We’re on our way, Voice Shayma," Tor Kot said unnecessarily. "Unfortunately we can’t use our fastest ships, so it’s going to take us the better part of a day. I think we got away clean but if we didn’t, we would appreciate your aid in removing any pursuers. We’re both down to a minimal connection with our cores so we’re not at our best."

"I kinda hope they are followed. More cores for me! Or at least fewer mage-kings. Yes we can help them."

"We will aid you if it’s necessary," Shayma agreed for me. "Otherwise, we will be waiting to receive you tomorrow."

"Ask them to wait after they cross the wall of [Hungering Dark]. I’ll set up a portal at their location so they aren’t flying over Tarnil," I suggested. Shayma relayed my instructions and I brought Iniri up to speed.

"Do you think you’ll need me?" Iniri asked doubtfully. "I know this is partly my idea but I’d rather not deal with him directly if I don’t have to. Especially since it sounds like you’re making it so Tarnil is not involved."

"Yeah I think some separation is a good thing here. It would be just wrong to host him in the Palace he forced us to build ‘cause he destroyed the first one. Demeaning. No, I’ll just park him and his boats in a bare cavern until they’re done."

"Thank you," Iniri said, letting out a long breath. "I was just starting to get my feet back under me and then Orrelin happened. I’m awful glad for your habitation bonuses because, between that mess and Marin, sleep is a fairly scarce commodity these days."

"You know if you need me to do something for you all you ever need do is ask."

"Unfortunately, I don’t think even your considerable talents can help with screening administrators and governors," Iniri said dryly. "I’m not sure you can even name any member of my inner council."

"Well, there’s Cheya…" I could have gone and looked, probably, but that seemed like cheating.

"So, one." Iniri laughed. "I don’t blame you, but for now the most important thing is continuing to expand your control over Orrelin. Being able to shut down people who are causing trouble is amazing."

"Sure, no trouble. You know, though, I wish Orrelin was actually interesting. The only thing that’s at all unusual is the walls, and the way they corral mana, but there’s just a lot of them. They’re all the same."

"Don’t tell them that," Iniri said with amusement. "When I talked with Cayleb the other day his tutor was actually quizzing him on the names of the famous walls."

"Poor kid."

"Reminds me of my youth."

We didn’t chat that much longer because it was so late, and while she had nurses to take care of Marin so her sleep wasn’t so interrupted, she was still a mother and still got up to check more often than not. Since she’d mentioned it, I spent the next few hours on Orrelin, slowly [Assimilating] another two cells adjacent to the ones I already had, claiming farmland and towns and of course the walls. It was mostly just killing time while I kept an eye out for Tor Kot.

"Last chance to change your mind before we go meet Blue," said Tor Kot, sitting with Yit Niv in the cabin of his ship. "I’m not going to insist, even if I do think it’s the best chance we have."

"No, I’m committed now," Yit Niv said heavily. "I’m not looking forward to going back to being second-tier but it’s better than being vaporized."

"I’d probably be more bothered if tier and power actually affected aging. Now that I’m old I’d rather not have to run around looking over my shoulder."

"You’re not that old," Yit Niv said, almost amused. "But I take your point. Things won’t end in our favor even if somehow Blue and the other Controllers reach a peaceful resolution. We’d be the first ones they’d throw to the wolves."

"Assuming Blue doesn’t, himself," Tor Kot sighed.

"Doubts, at this late date?" Yit Niv raised an eyebrow.

"I’m just venting my spleen, really." Tor Kot shook his head. "Ironically, I trust Blue more than most of our former compatriots. A Power has a reputation to uphold, but for a bureaucracy, betrayal and infighting is just business as usual."

I was pleased by the compliment, but also glad that Tor Kot’s jitters didn’t get the best of him. He was, sadly, correct that I couldn’t just do what I pleased. Well, I could, but the consequences were not ones I wanted to deal with. I was confident enough that I was personally unassailable, but just having a reputation for being a nasty untrustable Power would be untenable in the long term.

The next I heard from Tor Kot was early in the morning, and not through my far sight, but from the scrying link. I could tell Shayma was getting a little irritated by having it signal her at odd hours but it wouldn’t be for much longer. She grumbled to herself and pulled the sphere out of her pocket space, pulling up Tor Kot’s image.

"Yes?"

"We’re going to need that help, I think," Tor Kot reported. "There are I think two, maybe three mage-kings after us. One of my subjects – former subjects – set off an alert for me but I don’t have much information. They’ll be by themselves, if they want to catch us, since I don’t think anyone else has needle ships like mine."

"Mage-kings out and about on their own?" Shayma smiled widely. "That will be easy. What’s more, I’ll enjoy it. Hold the link open and I’ll come find you."

"Even if they’re by themselves, they might have dungeonbane weapons with them. Just snipe ‘em," I admonished Shayma. "No playing with your food." The last got a laugh from her as she stowed the scrying ball and stood, using [Wake of the Phantasmal] and vanishing.

Iniri had added a compass to the scrying link that pointed in the right direction, though I had a reasonable idea of where Tor Kot and Yit Niv were thanks to my own abilities. That said, a reasonable idea was not something I’d be able to translate into any kind of precision, especially when it came to the Phantasmal Realm, so it was good to have a backup. I suspected that her general qualities of being a [Hero] would fill in any gaps, but I didn’t want to even voice that suspicion for fear of ruining it.

It took Shayma maybe half an hour to make it to Tor Kot’s ships, popping out of Phantasmal space every so often to check the scry ball, and when she made it there, it was to a battle in progress. Actually she came out of the Phantasmal Realm more like twenty kilometers away, but the flare of magic and the dazzle of fire washing out from someone floating in the air was visible at that distance. I thought for a moment that Shayma was too late, but it seemed that Tor Kot and Yit Niv were holding their own.

I was a little surprised, considering that Tor Kot and Yit Niv were down to one core each, but then, Tor Kot was more competent than most of the mage-kings I’d seen. He relied on more than just brute power, and Yit Niv was of a kind, so it made sense that the two of them could hold out against three technically more powerful mage-kings.

Some sort of glimmering shield deflected beams of green fire and chunks of molten lava, somehow sucking energy out of the latter and letting solid rock fall into the ocean. The third mage-king was below, pulling up streamers of water to do something awful, no doubt. It would have been hilarious if a Leviathan had been around to swat that one, but of course they’d all cleared out of the ocean between the mage-kings and Orn.

"Sungun on my mark," Shayma said, switching to dragon form and pumping her wings to dart in their direction.

"Ready," I told her, preparing my inventory to give her a mid-air sniper post. It only took her moments to close in on the four or five kilometer mark, and she backwinged to hover for a moment before shifting back to her normal form.

"Sungun!"

I pushed it through my inventory, a process that took almost half my mana pool, along with a [Reified Manastone] platform so she could properly brace it on her shoulder to aim. The magical assault the mage-kings levied against the ships was nothing compared to the blue-white beam of the Sungun, the power of the weapon something I marveled at every time it was used. Shayma swept the stellar lance over the pair of attackers, annihilating their assault in an instant.

She tagged the first one right off. There was absolutely nothing left of him or his magic, all of it simply destroyed by ravening stellar mana. The second one had the presence of mind to bolt, since the fringes of the beam exploded a few of his in-flight magma chunks, but it didn’t do much good. The Sungun didn’t fire bullets, it was hitscan, so Shayma merely waved it across his fleeing form. The beam struck the ocean behind her target, a massive plume of expanding steam rising into the air as the crack of an explosion slapped against Tor Kot’s shields.

The third mage-king vanished under the water. Which was admittedly a really smart move, or it would have been if it he were up against anything less potent than Shayma with a Sungun.

"Pull back the [Manastone] platform," she told me, and when I did she plummeted into the water below with all the force that the [Chimaeric Neutronium] could give her, sending out a shock wave. Then she showed me something new; I wasn’t sure how she’d hidden it from me, but Shayma shifted into Leviathan form. Admittedly it was not as large as a full-grown Leviathan, and in fact was not much larger than her dragon form, but it sliced through water as fast as her dragon form sliced through air, speeding after the mage-king.

"You can’t use the Sungun underwater. Or shouldn’t, anyway," I observed. "I hope you aren’t intending on grappling him. He might have a dungeon-bane weapon somewhere." Shayma had to use her Domain to reply, since for obvious reasons I couldn’t understand Leviathans without magic.

"I don’t plan to," she said. "I’m just tracking him long enough that I can go up and get a good shot. I doubt he’ll go too deep."

"Yeah okay but be careful!"

"It’s just— aha!" Shayma powered to the surface, launching herself into the air as a dragon and gripping the Sungun with her claws. She fired it once again and the ocean surface heaved around the path of the beam, an enormous steam explosion that thundered past the [Chimaeric Neutronium] armor.

"Did you get him?"

"I think so, but I’m going to go get Tor Kot and Yit Niv now, just in case. Maybe put them through a [Reified Manastone] anchored portal?"

"Yeah, sure, I can do that." Probably a good idea since the mage-king ships were no doubt powered by a core, and things could go very south very quickly if I ate it at this juncture. I took back the Sungun and Shayma flew off toward the pair of airships, big blimp-looking things made out of floatstone, with huge sails radiating outward in every direction.

She shifted from dragon to Chiuxatli, flitting down to where Tor Kot was visible, still holding up a shield against any potential attacks or any fallout from the Sungun. Judging by the massive clouds of water vapor there was probably going to be a deluge any moment. He blinked at her and opened a visible hole in the shield, a neat trick, and Shayma darted through before resuming her normal form.

"Thank you⁠—" he began, but Shayma held up her hand.

"Just in case, it will be faster to portal you to Blue’s area. I will open a portal ahead, you fly through it."

"Yes, of course," Tor Kot said with aplomb. "I will inform Yit Niv." He cast a glance to the side, where his companion’s airship was hovering a few dozen meters to the side of his.

"I’ll be just up ahead. You won’t be able to miss it," Shayma told him, and flitted back out to put actions to words. I gave her an anchor of [Reified Manastone] and built out from there, making a big round portal frame from metal. Normally I didn’t actually make portals round, since they fit better into doors as squares, but given the profiles of the ships it made sense.

In a minute or two I had a fifty meter diameter portal set up, going directly to the big cavern I’d made for the occasion. It had started out as a bare, square room, but I felt that not providing any amenities at all was rather churlish. Sure, I didn’t like them, but I didn’t have to be actually rude when it barely cost me anything to add some Climate touches and make it nice. Besides, the Scalemind would have to work there too.

Tor Kot was first, wind mana guiding air into the sails and pushing it along into the cavern, with Yit Niv close behind. Shayma kept a close eye on the surroundings in case one of the other mage-kings was still around, but her liberal use of Sungun seemed to have done the trick, and the only thing she had to worry about was the chaotic weather the gun itself had made. Stellar infused water vapor created some very strange effects as glowing rain and colored lightning swept over the portal area.

When they were through, I reclaimed everything and pulled Shayma back to my core. She navigated to the Scalemind while I watched the mage-kings disembark. They flung rope ladders over the sides for the mantises and spiders, but Tor Kot and Yit Niv both could fly by themselves and simply levitated out and onto the ground.

"This is…" Yit Niv was genuinely impressed, looking around at the large cavern and breathing in the mana. "I always believed you, but it’s still different seeing and feeling this mana."

"This is actually rather low-key for him, from what I understand." Tor Kot was amused. "He has an entire pocket country stashed away somewhere, according to what I’ve heard."

"I can believe it, seeing this." Yit Niv crossed her arms, glancing at the walls and then frowning. "No way out, I see."

"Blue tends to use portals," Shayma said, appearing just in time for the last remark. "It’s easier than putting passages everywhere, especially when things are spatially manipulated." Yit Niv spun to look at Shayma, then offered her a bow.

"Voice Shayma, we meet at last. Tor Kot has kept me informed of your feats, but I found it difficult to credit it all until today."

"A lot of people don’t believe Blue can do what he does. Mostly our enemies. So far, it hasn’t ended well for them." Shayma walked forward toward them. "Cuts-Like-Cold and two of her sisters can sever your monsters, but only one at a time and you brought over a hundred. That’s going to take a couple days."

"Certainly," Tor Kot said. "At this point, it’s not like we’re pressed for time. The estates we set up should keep for a few months yet."

"You’ll have to tell me where the estates are if you want me to set up transport there," Shayma said.

"Of course," Tor Kot said, and glanced at Yit Niv, who nodded reluctantly.

"We purchased and cleared some area on the coast of Torschol," Yit Niv said. I was casting about for a world map when Shayma simply asked.

"And where is Torschol?" Shayma raised her brows.

"It’s a small country on the continent of Korlen," Tor Kot answered. "Fairly low mana density, since it’s far away from any springs or Great Dungeons, but an excellent climate."

"Ah, found it." The continent was literally on the other side of the planet, both below the equator and in the other hemisphere. The country itself was small, along the lines of Kinul, but a map didn’t tell me anything about what it was like. Still, for a retirement plan, it didn’t sound half bad. Hopefully after they were gone we’d never hear from them again. "Here you go." I pushed the map through Inventory and Shayma took a glance at it before stowing it away .

"I see," she said. "I assume you have a detailed map? That can wait until later," she said, as Yit Niv cast a glance back toward her hovering ship. "First I want to introduce One-Eye-Green, who represents the Scalemind." She waved a hand, and vanished for a moment before coming back with One-Eye-Green in tow.

"Hello!" One-Eye-Green said brightly. "Do you want to make your monsters people, too?"

Since One-Eye-Green could charm the birds out of trees, I wasn’t really worried that the mage-kings would react poorly. Especially since they knew they were here on my sufferance. Technically I had the power to just seize their cores but I wasn’t that kind of person. Plus it would just be stupid.

"I should do something extra for the Scalemind for this," I mused aloud to Shayma. "Sometimes I feel like they’re my best tenants. They do all kinds of things and I never have to intervene with anything."

"That might be a little difficult, since you also want them to learn to do things for themselves," Shayma pointed out.

"Yeah but learning that hard work means good stuff happens is important too. I mean, they’re not slaves even if our relationship is a little weird. Why don’t you talk to One-Eye-Green, find out what they could use? I mean, I guess once Taelah makes mind Affinity stuff we can actually make them useful items."

"True," Shayma said thoughtfully. "Though I’m not sure much they can use magic items as it is. I’ll have to craft some and see how they work."

While we brainstormed I opened a portal, as the introductions were finished, and Cuts-Like-Cold led three of her sisters through. The bigger, older Scalemind were the only ones capable of the feat, so One-Eye-Green’s generation had to leave it to their older siblings. Although I still didn’t know the precise blood relations between the various Scalemind.

They got to work immediately, but as I’d been warned, it wasn’t something that they could do en masse. It was apparently exhausting, not just in terms of mana or stamina but mental energy, so the four of them could process about twenty monsters a day between them. Which meant, assuming they kept up the pace, that Tor Kot was going to be my guest for another four to five days.

It was odd to be hosting him for so long, with no climactic battle or anything, just Tor Kot deciding to bow out of the fight entirely. It was kind of unfair. Iniri laughed at the sentiment.

"It’s the best result. You don’t have to spend any time or resources on taking out your opponent. It may be more satisfying to crush them with overwhelming force, but it’s a waste of time if you don’t have to." She shrugged, looking down at Marin. "I’m somewhat less wrathful these days, I suppose."

"I can understand that. I guess having a thousand things to do tends to distract you from the past."

"It does at that," Iniri agreed. "There’s too much going on to hold onto grudges, so I’m just hoping after this we never hear from Tor Kot ever again."

"I suppose, but you’re still going to be dealing with the other mage-kings."

"No, you are," Iniri said wryly. "I’m just dealing with their leftovers."

"Okay, point."

Despite my intentions to ignore them, I found myself watching Tor Kot and Yit Niv more often than I would have liked to admit. They were depressingly ordinary. Tor Kot read a lot, and Yit Niv worked on embroidery, of all things. It was actually a little weird to see them being so domestic.

That wasn’t to say they were a couple. Friends, certainly, but aside from the obvious age gap there just wasn’t any chemistry between them. They both seemed to get along better with their monsters, though to my great relief I didn’t catch them in any licentious acts. I didn’t know if either of them did have monster lovers, and I was perfectly content to remain in ignorance.

Part of me was waiting for the other shoe to drop, for something terrible to happen or for something to explode or for Tor Kot to whip out a dungeonbane weapon and try to kill me, but nothing did. The world spun, day followed night, and the monsters slowly got freed. Or whatever severing did. Since I didn’t have any monsters but the burrowing wyrms I wasn’t precisely sure what the connection was, or if I would even be able to know if I did have monsters.

None of them went crazy. I didn’t know if that was because all the monsters were hand-picked, old and mature and intelligent specimens, or if because the severing process was fundamentally different than losing a core. All the monsters were third tier or higher, and all of them had names. Since I knew for a fact that not all the monsters Tor Kot had under his command were named, the fact that he’d only brought ones that were niggled at me until I asked about it.

"So why exactly are some monsters named? How does that even happen?"

"It’s an odd question for a dungeon, but I suppose I already knew that Blue was unusual," Tor Kot said to Shayma. "It’s a direct upgrade you, or well, a Controller has to purchase for a monster. It costs a significant amount of dungeon experience, and doesn’t take effect until the monster evolves, but it does mean their evolution is easier and the resulting level is higher. Plus, they’re actually more aware of themselves."

"So that’s why you only brought named monsters?"

"Yes. Pragmatically, they’re the ones I invested the most into I suppose, but the real reason is that all the ones that aren’t named are…" He pursed his lips. "They’re not stupid, but they have some strict limits."

"Sort of odd. The Scalemind don’t seem to have those limits. Then again, the limits thing might apply to monsters created directly from dungeons. After a few generations separate from the dungeon they might be more like normal beings." The creatures created by [Climate Flourishing] always seemed a little odd to me, so I figured freshly decanted monsters, or worse, dungeon-inbred ones, were a little bit like philosophical zombies.

"Possibly," Tor Kot allowed. "Though there’s also the issue that the monsters we control don’t have time to diverge like that. They’re mostly used to contain the rift."

"Yeah, speaking of which, how does the containment work? I’m getting stuff from the Underneath and I don’t think you have dungeons stretching all the way down there, do you? In a solid ring all the way around it?"

"No, we don’t," Tor Kot agreed when Shayma relayed my musings. "The containment is really in two parts. There are dungeons on the actual central island that we transfer monsters to, so they can fight the things that come out from the rift. That’s actually the weaker part of the containment; the main part is the actual dungeon mana fields themselves. They suppress and compete with the expansion of the rift."

"Huh, that’s a little bit weird. So you do have a solid ring of dungeon mana on the central island?"

"We do. The problem is that if too many monsters get through it can create a channel for things to spill out." Tor Kot made an equivocal hand. "What comes out of the rift is unpredictable, so our war cores let us concentrate force where we need it. Losing four of them meant that we couldn’t respond fast enough and, well, you saw the results."

"I’m not going to apologize for it."

"We’re hardly going to apologize for defending ourselves," Shayma said. "Besides, considering how those mage-kings acted I doubt they were really that much help with the defense."

"Hundreds of thousands of monsters are still a considerable force even when wielded by a blunt instrument," Tor Kot said dryly. "Though you are right, I did not consider him or his allies to be particularly useful to the containment effort. Most Controllers aren’t."

"Yeah, I’d gotten that impression myself."

"We used to be more dedicated," Tor Kot sighed. "Centuries ago. Not so much nowadays."

"I suppose it doesn’t matter if Blue is going to be taking care of all of it soon enough," Shayma remarked.

"And he has my thanks for it. Truly. To be honest, even if I had personally found a way to close the rift, it would be difficult to convince some of my fellows to actually do it."

There were more questions I had, and Shayma had, and Iniri had that Tor Kot was willing enough to answer while we processed the monsters, but those could take up only so much time. The effort seemed to drag afterward, since it kept distracting me from the work that I needed to do, but then suddenly everything was done and Tor Kot and Yit Niv were ready to disconnect themselves from their core crystals. A process I was curious about.

I’d seen that the mage-kings had magic items that affected dungeons, like Tor Kot’s bells and the dungeonbane weaponry, so I figured it was more of that, but I was wrong. It was something to do with the cores themselves, where Tor Kot basically sat in communion with it for an hour. Yit Niv took a little bit longer.

Tor Kot

Level 33 [Warcaster Adept]

Yit Niv

Level 31 [Hurricane Scion]

It was bizarre seeing them with actual, real statuses for the first time. Especially since both of them had relatively little depletion, only approximately one-third total. I would have thought that being in constant contact with depletion and being powered by the stuff would have resulted in being almost completely depleted when he disconnected, but no. It seemed it was the exact same state as when he had become Controller, as if his soul structure had been put in stasis by the dungeon core.

"Hokay, time for me to get those cores then."

"Done with the cores?" Shayma asked politely, as Tor Kot rubbed his eyes and Yit Niv wrapped a heavier shawl around herself. They both looked like they’d been up all night even if it hadn’t been that long.

"I am," Tor Kot said. "The airship will be useless without it, though. You can keep it but I don’t know if it’ll be worth it." The two of them had taken all their luggage out over the course of the past few days, so the ships themselves were completely bare, both of monsters and of items.

"Eh, I can always show it to the Chiuxatli and have them figure it out. Some quick ships that aren’t the Fortress would be nice." Since it was still parked in Chiuxatlan, it was not exactly as mobile as I’d conceived it to be originally.

"That’s fine," Shayma assured him, and teleported into the heart of the airship where the core was embedded into the stone. She reached out to touch it with armor-clad hands and I poured mana down the link. Without having it as a specific ANATHEMA it was less stressful, but a lot harder, requiring more mana and a sort of focused push to force it into the core.

Level 40 core converted

3 trait points awarded

Dungeon gains additional Core.

Depletion source removed. Requirements for level advancement reduced.

As soon as the core was mine the mana cascaded out into all the mana circuits the core was attached to, and basically ruined them all. Since it was less energetic, I could see it was less an issue of overloading them, and more that there was depletion bound up in all the core mana constructs. Since my mana destroyed depletion, it all collapsed. It was a bit of a shame, but it was also a preview of what would happen when I took over the mage-king areas. All their magitek would collapse.

Yit Niv’s core was next. One of her spiders helped support her as she sat down in a chair, looking over at the boat while Shayma teleported inside. The process went much the same way, down to the destruction of all the enchantments in the ship that made it move and steer.

Level 35 core converted

3 trait points awarded

Dungeon gains additional Core.

Depletion source removed. Requirements for level advancement reduced.

I [Relocated] the cores elsewhere, then grabbed both boats and [Relocated] them to another holding cavern. I wasn’t sure what to do with them, especially since the magic structures were ruined, but I’d have someone look at them. Then I asked Shayma to check how close I was to leveling,

"Ninety-one percent," she reported. "Almost there."

Shayma took a jaunt to Torschol, which seemed to be mostly grassland, but of surprising orange and red shades, making it look a bit like a sunset. The estates were a pair of adjacent plantations, protected by a range somewhere between hills and mountains, that I suspected were recently created. They had fields and a sheltered bay and by the look of the magic scattered about a bunch of magic items purchased to improve their quality of life. I had to admit it looked like a nice retirement setup.

I opened a portal and let Tor Kot and Yit Niv, mage-kings no longer, and their loyal monsters spill out onto the orange grass. A little surprisingly, none of the monsters decided to abandon their masters, now that they were free of the dungeon cores. I had Shayma prompt One-Eye-Green to make the offer, but they seemed fine with the idea of a farming life. Seeing the properties, it was a little more understandable.

"Goodbye and good luck," Tor Kot told Shayma. He didn’t offer his hand, since he understood Shayma wouldn’t take it. "Hopefully we’ll never see each other again."

"Hopefully," she agreed, and I recalled her.



Chapter 36A: Year 2 Day 35 ⁠— Blue


"So what do you think?" I asked Taelah.

"I think I can work with it," Taelah said happily, running her fingers along the serrated purple leaves of the fern that Iniri had gotten by special courier, [Vow] keeping her safe as she examined it. The fern apparently had a minor mind-affecting component to it, as it lived partly on the blood of animals that cut themselves on the serrations, and the plant kept them from realizing it.

It seemed a rather weird way to go about things, since anesthetic compounds could do the same job, but magic made biology weird to begin with. I was hardly going to complain though, since Taelah finally had the ingredient she needed to make a new chrysthenium. Apparently she felt the weight of my regard because she laughed and picked up the fern.

"Alright, alright, I’ll go see what I can do with it. Thank you, Iniri!"

"Happy to help," Iniri said with amusement. For all the times that Iniri had visited the Village, it was rare for Taelah to visit the Palace, and I could tell Iniri enjoyed the reactions of some people as Taelah and Iniri treated each other as perfect equals.

Taelah carried the plant off to her secret cottage, rather than the [Craft Hall]. Taelah’s skills regarding living plants were pretty much specific to her and [Vow], and she found it easier to deal with complicated botany experiments in the comfort of her own home.

The very first thing she did was plant it so I could get access to the fern. I generally didn’t think about how silly it was that I could essentially clone plants an unlimited amount of times from a single sample, but when it came to valuable ones it was incredibly useful. Especially since I apparently didn’t need access to the magic affinity it was associated with.

[Forgotten Fern] unlocked.

I duplicated a bunch more for her, though they’d need a little bit of time to grow. Between my Fields and Taelah’s Skills, it wasn’t difficult to make something mature rapidly, but according to Taelah there were drawbacks to forcing it too much. A tradeoff between quantity and quality; a mature plant still needed time to properly realize its potential.

Taelah started work and I hovered for a little bit, but soon enough I forced myself to go back to my chores in terms of slowly eating Orrelin and Chiuxatlan. Neither thing was particularly interesting, but both were necessary. For Chiuxatlan, every place I eradicated the blightbeasts I sowed some of the wind-storm-intent plants Taelah had made, hoping that plus the native mundane climate, what remained of it, would return things to the way they had been before.

With Orrelin, it was a little more complicated. I didn’t have to fix the native ecology, but I did have the walls to deal with. It was easy enough to just absorb them, but considering that the landscape, the mana, and the roads and streams all were oriented around the walls, just erasing them was weird. The people of Orrelin liked their walls, besides, so Iniri had suggested that we leave them for now.

The only major piece of attention I had to pay to Orrelin was when Iniri needed to deploy her forces somewhere. Obviously I could crush any resistance in any cell that I took over, but for civilians who were rioting it was better that I didn’t vaporize them. Instead I’d open a portal, Iniri would send in her military ⁠– or really, a sort of Classer paramilitary ⁠– things would get sorted, and then they’d come back.

That meant that it really wasn’t as bad as it might have seemed to keep peace over huge swaths of territory, even if we were working against generations of propaganda about how awful Tarnil was. One of the nice but unsettling things about a totalitarian state was that when the royal family issued a proclamation upending years of history, there weren’t nearly as many complaints as there might have been.

Normally the [Assimilation] process was merely boring, but now that Taelah actually had her sample it was grindingly slow. I kept glancing back to see what she was up to, but I’d never been able to make heads or tails of how her Skill worked to begin with so it just looked like she was sitting around with a bunch of different plants. What made it worse is that I knew it’d probably take several days for her to get anywhere, let alone finish up, so trying to peek in on her once every fifteen minutes was just an exercise in futility.

Eventually I got over my initial excitement to settle into a more reasonable waiting state of mind, especially since Taelah was hardly slaving away twelve hours a day to get it done. One thing I didn’t do was tell Ansae how close we were. Partly because I didn’t want to get her hopes up before we were absolutely, completely sure, and partly because I could only imagine how much pressure Ansae would put on Taelah if she knew. Probably she knew anyway, but so long as nobody brought it up, she could focus on other things.

So it was actually a surprise when I suddenly got a bunch of notifications crawling across the overlay, one after the other.

Forgetful Chrysthenium discovered.

Companion Taelah Marn is ready for advancement to third tier. 3 trait points earned.

Dungeon has reached level 15! Second growth marker achieved. 2 trait points earned.

Calculating Rewards…

For creating an Artifact for each Companion, [Companion Artifact] ability learned. May link existing Artifacts to Dungeon and Companion.

For gaining a wide number of inhabitant types, all inhabitants gain [Polyspecies Learning], improving learning other species language and culture.

For gaining more than five cores, [Intercore Linking] available. An unspecialized core may be used to temporarily join two cores to increase their effects on each other. 

For extremely high mana generation, [Mana Radiator Crystal] unlocked. Preferentially radiates mana of a specific Affinity into surroundings from dungeon mana flows.

For having a Companion reach tier 4, Dungeon advancement from Companion advancement enhanced.

For having a Hero Companion, [Dungeon Hero] title awarded. [Blue’s Sagacity] may draw upon the wisdom of heroes.

I just kind of stared at the overlay for a bit, because there was a little bit too much there to process, then I focused down on Taelah. She had just planted a purple flower that looked like a half-shut eye in her garden, which was obviously the [Forgetful Chrysthenium]. A quick look at her Status showed that she hadn’t upgraded to the third tier just yet, but it was my understanding that it happening all at once like it did with Sienne or Shayma was actually fairly rare.

"You did it!" I cheered. "I got a level, you got a tier, all kinds of things!"

"Yes!" Taelah beamed. "I think I’ll need a good night’s sleep to really have it sink in, but I can feel it. Plus, we have this new chrysthenium."

"Yeah! When you’re finished up there I think we gotta have a council meeting. There’s a lot to go over."

"Just give me another five or ten minutes," Taelah said.

"Oh, it probably won’t be for a while. It’ll probably take a bit for Iniri anyway." I flipped my attention to Shayma. "Hey guess what? Taelah finished the chrysthenium and I hit level fifteen! Council as soon as everyone can make it."

"Ooh? Does that mean you have enough mana now?"

"I’m almost completely sure, yes, but let me go check first." The genuine cap on my mana was a little messy since so many of my crystals were in use for one thing or another and not just pure mana storage, but after poking around I came up with a final total of just about 620,000 mana. Slightly under, actually, which meant I had been very close to not even needing the final level up and just the stellar core alone might have put me over. But either way, I surely had enough now.

In order to actually get that cap I’d have to break some of the enchantments we’d put up temporarily, but that was fine. That could all be fixed, and a purified Ansae on our side would mean we could finally go after the rift. If I was judging things correctly, the mage-kings would be barely noticeable.

"Yeah so I do, and now that I think about it I don’t think Ansae’s going to wait for a meeting. She’s been waiting long enough; I suspect she’d get actually violent if I didn’t Purify her right away."

"Well, what are you keeping her waiting for?" Shayma laughed. "Go tell her!"

"Hang on, I’m still purging and converting storage crystals." Since a full one hundred fifty thousand of my mana cap was due to storage crystals, I wasn’t anywhere near the needed amount without them, and it took a bit to change them over. I really, really didn’t want to fall short when I actually said something.

Considering where the Fortress was, and the fact that there was nothing around but blightbeasts, which couldn’t really do anything to me anyway, there wasn’t much danger in breaking those wards. Unfortunately I couldn’t stop there, since I wanted to have as much of a buffer as possible. I had to break the Caldera wards too, pulling away the specialized mana crystals the structures drew on and letting the active connections peter out. In the end I converted all of my storage crystals to mana just because the minimum number I wanted was so close to everything I had. The few crystals I could potentially spare weren’t worth the risk that I had done some math wrong somewhere, and it wouldn’t be hard to re-power the wards when I replaced the crystals later, but meanwhile everything was offline.

"Alright Ansae," I said, after taking a moment to gather my nerve. "I just broke the mana cap. I can Purify you now." Ansae’s head shot up, and the magical schema she was working on vanished into her runic hoard with a wave of her claw."

"What are we waiting for?" She grinned widely and toothily.



Chapter 36B: Year 2 Day 35 – Blue (Explicit)


I opened a portal because I wasn’t an exhibitionist. Ansae was still holding a sort of pseudo-court in the Fortress, though I was making enough inroads on the depletion-riddled lands along the Chiuxatlan border that it was safe for the dragons to fly back on occasion. I brought her back to her tower, where she shifted into her amazon form. Though I was fairly sure she would have preferred her full form, I just didn’t have that capability.

Since the revelation that I could restore her somewhat, we’d been enjoying ourselves fairly regularly. I would hesitate to call us lovers, since the sex was fairly transactional, but I had a fair idea of what she liked and wanted even beyond what the link told me. Generally she liked to take her time, but considering that she shifted to amazon form completely naked, I didn’t think she was in the mood for patience.

I appreciated the view, though. Ansae was a very exotic beauty, and she’d crafted her amazon form to be enormously attractive. Despite that, I doubted very many people were the beneficiary of such care, since I couldn’t imagine Ansae found many people interesting enough for intimate relations. Or maybe she did; I could tell she liked it with me well enough.

Not surprisingly, when I wrapped the tendrils of my breeding station around her ankles, I could feel her excitement. Unfortunately, it was the wrong sort of excitement, making her tense and jittery rather than aroused. I didn’t blame her, but it did mean I had a little work to do in order to get her in the mood. Not that I objected, but she did.

"Oh, come on, Blue," Ansae said as I wound my tendrils up her legs and around her hips, squeezing the base of her tail where she liked it the most. "I’m not in the mood for slow."

"I know, I know, but you have to relax. Trust me, you just need to take a step back and let yourself enjoy it." I ran one tendril along her spine, a slow finger stroking all the way up to her horns. They weren’t exactly sensitive, but she always liked the sensation of her horns being pulled on when I fucked her. Something equivalent to hair-pulling, but far more visceral.

"You’re right," she said, blowing out a breath as I rubbed slow circles at the base of her tail, wrapping around the limb itself and tugging gently. Ansae leaned back slightly as I cradled her hips and shoulders, tailtip flicking. "I wouldn’t admit it to anyone else, but it’s hard to hide anything when we’re like this. That emotional link is absurdly powerful, by the way," she said parenthetically. "But I’m almost afraid to hope at this point."

"Yeah, I feel a little bit the same. But here we are." I squeezed her with my tendrils, something approximating a hug, and caressed her hips. In my judgement I needed to get her more in the mood before I started anything more intimate, but I’d learned some tricks for that. The main one was to change one tendril into a harder form and slowly rake along the scales at the base her neck.

Ansae sighed softly, half-lidding her eyes as I rubbed her and teased her scales. I wasn’t sure if she was consciously forcing herself to relax or if I was just that good, but slowly the tension went out of her and she started to properly enjoy my attentions. Once I judged she’d reached a certain point, I extended the tendrils wrapped over her shoulders downward, cupping her massive breasts.

Even if they weren’t native to the draconic form, Ansae had made hers properly sensitive and I could feel the first sparks go through her as I squeezed them gently, making my tendril flat and silky smooth as I toyed with her hardening nipples. I took my time, lavishing slow and gentle attention on her breasts while keeping up the soft caresses at her tail and horns. A lot of the time Ansae was immediately ready, but this time I eased her into it, one tendril stroking at her thighs until she spread her legs slightly. When I pressed a tendril against the lips of her sex, she was literally furnace-hot, the air itself distorted and rippling with the heat. She made a small noise as I started to rub, keeping myself smooth as I teased her.

"Aw, you don’t have to restrain yourself with me," I said playfully, rubbing harder as I felt the sensation kindling the arousal within her. "I love hearing the big bad dragon moan when I play with her."

"You’re going to have to step it up, then," Ansae murmured, rolling her hips against my stroking. "It’s going to take more than foreplay."

"I’ve got more than foreplay," I assured her, spreading her pussy and starting to ease a breeder into her depths. For some reason, Ansae really enjoyed being taken while standing up, so I didn’t make a bed or anything for her, just wound more tendrils about her legs and hips to brace her as I started to fill her depths. She was hot and soft around me, just starting to get wet, and while she liked it rough sometimes we weren’t there quite yet.

I took advantage of my breeder’s flexibility to rock back and forth within her, not going deeper just yet. Ansae grunted, both pleased and frustrated as I teased her, letting her focus on just that little bit of penetration while I kept rubbing the outside of her sex. Her clit started to swell from arousal, and I used small tendrils to expose it, not yet stimulating it with anything more than air.

"Still not stepping it up," Ansae said, but she wasn’t actually displeased. Yet, anyway. The line between enjoyment and annoyance at the teasing was very sharp for her so I didn’t want to push my luck. I only kept rocking and rubbing until she was well and truly wet, then I slid deeper, slow and smooth.

Ansae hummed softly as my breeder filled her depths, claws flexing as she worked her hips against the tendril invading her sex. I made it thicker, swelling inside her until I was stretching the inner walls of her sex, then contracting again, just a little bit. It wasn’t as intense a sensation as actually fucking her but she really enjoyed it, at least as a prelude to something more robust. She had said it had a certain visceral satisfaction, like feeling a lover’s heartbeat, even though I had no heart to beat.

I started stroking against her clit with one of the small tendrils, slow and steady but light, making her grunt and her sex squeeze around my breeder. My ministrations made her more sensitive, the walls of her pussy hot around my cock as the sensations made her twitch, pleasure rising as a slow heat inside her. When her appetite had been fully awoken I started to fuck her properly, the tendril sliding out and then driving in again hard and suddenly.

Ansae growled softly as I filled her, letting me wind tendrils around her arms and pull them behind her back, tugging at her horns to pull her up on tiptoes as I plunged into her violet pussy. The rest of my tendrils held her there nearly suspended, the delicious sensation of tension while I stretched her wide delighting us both. Her clit throbbed against my soft rubbing, swollen from arousal as I played with her.

Her first orgasm was almost soft, just a shudder as I pushed her over the edge, but it wasn’t enough to pull me along with her and I instantly intensified my efforts. The cock filling her grew even thicker, forcing each thrust to drag harder against her sensitive folds, and I surrounded her clit with one of my tendrils, squeezing softly as I started a gentle vibration. I was rewarded with a gasp and the feel of her sex growing even hotter, the squeezing turning hungry as her pussy tugged at my shaft.

"Ah!" Her eyes slid almost completely shut as she lost herself in the sensations, focusing on that one particular spot deep inside that needed me most until I reached it. She came again, harder, right on the heels of her first orgasm, and that time she took me with her, the breeder buried in her sex shuddering as I came inside her. She wasn’t as hungry for that as Iniri, but she did like the feeling of my seed flooding her, and her voice was a basso rumble as she demanded more.

"Going to get serious now?" Her voice was a sultry challenge, and she squeezed around my shaft with deliberate intent.

"Well, if you insist." I shifted from a smooth shaft to one textured in small pliable studs, little flesh knobs to tease at the walls of her pussy as I started to fuck her properly hard, sending ripples along her scales with each thrust. I didn’t have to worry about going too hard or too deep, since my breeding station was physically incapable of actually hurting her, so I just slammed in all the way, the tip of my cock pressing against the entrance to her womb. I also resumed teasing her breasts, squeezing them and stroking the nipples as I filled her.

When she opened her muzzle to moan I stuffed another breeder into her mouth. She could bite clean through them if she wasn’t careful, as we’d found out once, so I always paid close attention to her desires through the link. She was in the proper mood though, and her long tongue wrapped around the shaft as she closed her mouth on it, sucking as I filled her from both ends.

For a while we just lost ourselves in sensation, of my cocks in her pussy and her mouth, of plunging into her hot depths and throbbing against her tongue. The only sounds were moans and grunts and the wet sounds of flesh on flesh as we enjoyed ourselves and each other. Then I slowly started to bend her over, pulling on her horns to keep her head tilted back, her tail lifting of its own accord as I plunged into her hard and fast. The moment I pulled on her horns again in that new position, she came again, shuddering as she squeezed around my cock.

Reading her hunger through the link, I didn’t pause at all, fucking her through her orgasm and rubbing her clit to keep her pleasure rolling. I altered the angle just so, the nubs raking at her inner depths, the tendrils playing with her and assaulting every sensitive point on her body. I played with her clit, teased her nipples, toyed with her horns and her tail, tugged and squeezed and rubbed with a well-learned rhythm, forcing her orgasm to extend as she milked at the shaft hammering her depths. My tendrils made wet noises every time I impaled her, mingled cum dripping from where I filled her.

Only when she came down from her pleasured haze did I finally orgasm myself, filling her muzzle and pussy with more sticky seed, and that jolt was enough to spark another shudder of pleasure from her. The claws on her feet gouged lines in the stone as she arched, swallowing the mana-rich seed which, to dragon senses, was quite the treat.

Sometimes she went in for very long sessions, though unlike The Hurricane she had both the body to take it and the self-control to properly end it, but neither of us were in the mood for that sort of thing. Instead I began to vibrate the cock buried in her pussy, thrusting into her again and again in a bid to drive her toward the final blissful state my breeding station needed to get at her soul. She milked at the cock, tail coiling and whipping about every time I bottomed out in her, smoke pluming from her nostrils as she sucked the breeder in her mouth.

Her body rocked back and forth with the force of my thrusts, braced against the tendrils wrapped around her hips and arms. I squeezed her breasts harder as I found the proper rhythm, pinching her nipples while my tendrils vibrated against her clit, making her walls squeeze around me. Slowly the heat kindled inside her again, rising as I fucked her, pushing her toward release. Her body tensed, almost tugging hard enough to tear the tendrils holding her up and she shuddered into orgasm.

I came along with her, more mana-rich seed flooding her body, and the two of us relaxed together. The peak of orgasm slid smoothly into a warm afterglow, the magic coursing through her as she surrendered to me just enough for the soul magic to work. The overlay appeared. Only one option mattered.

Purify: Removes all forms of depletion by replacing all of target’s energy with dungeon core mana reserve: 602,280 mana

Practically my entire mana pool emptied out at once, surrounding and infusing Ansae’s soul. I lowered her down to a hastily-made divan as the [Purify] Skill went to work, finally able to see the exact process. Though I could only partly understand it.

The first initial flush of mana seemed to completely displace the mana that made up the soul structure to begin with, completely pure of either intent or Affinity. Then it started working from the core outward, stabilizing the structure and spinning new pieces out of the extra mana. Every scrap was accounted for, each point of mana condensing down into a single piece of the soul framework.

Shayma and Iniri had only taken an hour, but from the complexity of what I was seeing, Ansae would take longer. I could see why it took all the mana at once, though, looking at how the soul rebuild worked. It had to be there, available, simultaneous with the soul’s sideways existence, because of the fragile nature of what was supposed to be untouchable. Even the slightest amount of mana leaking in would contaminate it all and collapse it.

"Mmm," Ansae said, as I slid my breeder out of her mouth. "Now that feels good." She glanced down to where blue glowed through her flesh. I understood now that was more of a side effect, a pure mana radiation, not something emitting actual photons. Ansae cupped her belly, letting the light gleam through her hands, and we watched my mana repair her soul.



Chapter 36C: Year 2 Day 35 – Ansae


She had forgotten how good it felt to be healthy.  That was no exaggeration.  It had been centuries since she was full on health or mana, and it had been even longer since she had been completely free from degradation in her Skills.  She had still been The Silver Woe, still been able to bend mana to her whim, but she’d been crippled.  All her limbs worked, but the mana within her had been stagnant, the flows stifled and sore.

It was like taking the first full breath after drowning.  It was like spreading her wings for the very first time.  It was like many things but not the same as any of them because she was her true self for the very first time in almost as long as she could remember.  Even before her disastrous attempt to destroy the rift itself, depletion had eaten away at what she could do, as it did for everyone.  Little bits here and there, but they added up.

The Silver Woe stretched out her aura to encompass the whole of the Caldera, sliding through the parallel expanded space that made it thousands of miles instead of tens, and reached out over all of Tarnil, too, as well as Nivir and Haerlish, Kinul and Orrelin.  Not that she intended to do anything to anyone there, it was just out of sheer indulgence in the fact that she could.

"Jeez, what is that?"  Blue said, voice ringing through the mana vibrations in the crystal pendant around her neck.

"Just taking a deep breath," Ansae said, smiling as she held all the mana flows of the Caldera in her metaphorical claws for a moment before releasing them.  Everything was so much easier now.  She went through almost-forgotten spells that had been reflexive and nigh-permanent once upon a time.  Kinetic soak, contingency speed, reactive scryward, mana siphon, the list went on.  At the same time, she destroyed the static mana armor she’d put around herself for protection, from both from depletion and from being too noticeable; a bright light rather than a blazing beacon.

"Uhh.  And here I thought you were scary before." 

"Oh, Blue.  I was scary before.  But now I am truly myself again."  She stretched her wings and flapped them once, shifting through tangled spatial mana into the Fortress, traversing the distance without Blue’s help.  From there she flew through the portal, out into Chiuxatlan, watching the depletion mana simply slide right off her.  "You have no idea how satisfying it is to be able to ignore all this," she told him, casting her senses out over the country.

"Yeah, probably not, but I can imagine it’s— holy shit."  He interrupted himself as she flexed her will and every single blightbeast in Chiuxatlan crumpled and died.  She didn’t even spare the plants, exterminating everything that was cycling the depletion-laden mana.

"Yes, I can’t actually purge the depletion like you can, but I can at least stop the generation of more," Ansae said.  Mostly, she was pleased by how easy it was, no longer something she needed to call upon her moon for.

"Yeah, damn.  I suppose that’s going to make cleaning up the rift a lot easier."

"It should," Ansae said modestly, looking around at the suddenly silent landscape.  Already the mana cycles were faltering, which under other circumstances would have demanded her intervention, but it was all poisoned.  Blue would have to purge it, which simply required time.  She flicked her tail and stepped, blurring through space again to the Fortress, wings stretched wide as she idly circled around the giant black chunk of rock hulking in the middle of a Chiuxatlan river valley.

"Speaking of which, when do you want to take it on?"  She looked eastward, senses reaching out to touch the floating islands there.  "I can ensure there will be no dungeonbane weapons, or anyone to man them."

"So, uh, I was kind of hoping I could talk you out of killing absolutely everyone.  Tor Kot and Yit Niv donated their cores to the cause, and they wanted me to make sure to do what I could when we took over.  Which I think is fair enough, and behavior that ought to be rewarded."

"Hm, that is true.  It complicates things, though.  It’s always simpler to just raze everything, and it works."  That said, she wasn’t going to impugn Blue’s honor by violating even an implicit agreement.  She owed Blue a lot, more than she could properly pay back, and she wasn’t going to start her reclaimed life by offending him.

"I bet it does, and I bet there will be an enormous number of blightbeasts to get rid of, but I don’t want to just nuke everything when we already know that the ring of red cores is containing it somehow.  Even if you and I are depletion immune, I don’t want to spread it accidentally."

"Take the Hedron in there," she suggested.  "I can ensure it’s safe, and you can throw as much mana at the source as we need."

"Yeah, true.  But.  Hmm.  You know, in two weeks I’ll have another two dungeon seeds.  That way I don’t have to risk the Hedron — not that I’m saying you couldn’t protect it," Blue said hastily.  "It’s just that if I actually do have to pump out tons of mana I’m liable to break things.  Plus I bet I’ll have to take over that entire central island, if not every single island, and having more dungeon seeds will make that easier."

"I thought you’d be ready to jump on the chance," Ansae said, a little amused.

"Yeah, well, I think we’ve all learned our lesson about going off half-cocked.  I want to get a plan together with you and Iniri and Shayma that hedges as many bets as possible so I don’t have to clean up an even worse mess than I already do.  As it stands I think I’m looking at years of just grinding away at everything."

"Well.  I’m certain that I can make things go faster now that I’m back to my old self, but your point is well-taken.  I won’t be trying to simply blast it into oblivion, as tempting as that course of action is."  She wheeled around and dived back into the Hedron, looking around at the dragons that were temporarily housed there.  "Now that I am properly whole again, I do have unfinished business I can attend to while we’re waiting.

"Just out of curiosity, what unfinished business is there after hundreds of years?"

"Oh, things I left behind.  Artifacts and magic items to track down, agreements to follow up on.  The Leviathans at the very least will still remember, and some of the older dragons."  Ansae waved a negligent claw.  "It shouldn’t take me long to track down who or what I want.  Not now that I’m at my full power again."

"Sounds like you have a plan.  I just hope you also plan to come back."  Blue sounded slightly worried, and Ansae chuckled.

"Not only do I want depletion gone, you forget I still want children from you.  Not to mention my lair in the Caldera."  Ansae smiled.  "I’m going to be with you for a good long time."



Chapter 37: Year 2 Day 40 – Blue


I thought Ansae was terrifying before, but after she left Chiuxatlan looking like it’d been swept with a gamma ray weapon, I had a new respect for what she could do. What I’d considered her peak power back when she utterly wiped out two mage-kings and her forces was actually her normal baseline. Something confirmed now that I finally had access to her full Status.

Ansae Ziir

Level Ω [Purified] [Primal Dragon]

Titles: Silence Fallen, The End Of Izin, She Who Is Above, The Silver Woe

Health: 410,000/410,000

Stamina: 1,225,000/1,225,000

Mana: 475,000/475,000

Skills

[Primal Magic]: You have stepped beyond the bounds of Affinities to the source of what magic is. You can freely shape mana into any Affinity and convert mana from one Affinity to another. Any Skill or Spell you invoke or create may use any Affinity you wish.

[Natural Weapons Grandmaster] 10: Your scales are more obdurate than a mountain, your claws sharper than winter’s chill, your wings more powerful than a hurricane, and your breath more potent than a volcano.

[Runic Originator]: You have created an entire system of concrete magic in the form of runes. You will instantly gain understanding of any new runes created by anyone in the world, and it will be your will that sets it into permanency.

[Pinnacle Spellforger] 10: Spells come as naturally as thought.

Abilities

[Primal Body]: Your body uses primal magic rather than any Affinity, massively increasing all physical abilities. Simple biology does not constrain you; you are a being more of magic than of flesh. Your senses reach to everything your presence touches and your shape is anything you wish it to be.

[The Silver Woe]: You are The Silver Woe. Your presence alone dominates everything nearby, expanding with your will. Your memory is perfect; your insight into the world is unsurpassed.

[Purified]: Everything you’ve lost to Depletion has been restored. You are immune to Depletion.

In a way it was a lot simpler than I would have thought, but every single one of those entries boiled down to her being able to do whatever she wanted. Ansae had mentioned that her Skills had ended up merging into superskills, and it was obvious that [Primal Magic] and [Pinnacle Spellforger] basically encompassed everything magical, no exceptions.

It was interesting to me that Ansae’s shapeshifting was actually under Abilities, the passive stuff, rather than Skills, the active stuff. That implied it was a fundamentally different method than Shayma’s, even if for both of them it was inherent to their natures. Interestingly, I didn’t see anything about her moon in her Skills, but then, [Unbreakable Promise] wasn’t part of Shayma’s Status either.

What really got me was the lack of a level number for Ansae. It wasn’t just question marks anymore, but replacing it with omega didn’t really help much. Though I supposed after level one thousand or so, numbers were just academic. At the rate of four depletion cap per level, on average, she was well over level fifteen hundred, but in real terms that was beyond any meaningful numerical representation. A fourth-tier human-kin was more than four times as powerful as a first-tier human-kin, and while dragons didn’t follow that exact tier model there were orders of magnitude involved.

I felt a little odd seeing Ansae go gallivanting off to other parts of the world, even if it was temporary. She’d been with me from the beginning and I was just so used to her being around. It had been sort of comforting having someone so powerful and knowledgeable that I could lean on just in case. Not that I really needed the protection anymore, but it still felt weird, especially since I couldn’t talk to her outside of my influence.

We’d rejected the idea of trying to make Ansae a Companion. I wasn’t sure it would work in the first place, considering she was a Power and frankly way beyond me in so many ways. Besides which, we both doubted that even if I did manage to make her a normal Companion that she’d get to a high enough rank for Transcriptions to work. So I didn’t have any eyes on her as she left my demesne for the first time in years. I knew I didn’t have to worry, and if anything it was other people who should worry about her.

In comparison to Ansae’s absurd Status, Taelah’s was mild in comparison, but her new third-tier Class was pretty well perfect for her.

Taelah Marn

Level 50 [Druid Matriarch of the Caldera]

Race: Human

Health: 475/475

Stamina: 1,210/1,210

Mana: 530/530

Skills

[Phantasmal Plant Dominion] 1: You have control over all plants in the Caldera. They grow and wither at your whim, and you may manipulate their physical or magical form. Your connection with the realm of the phantasmal allows you to permanently extract magical or physical properties without affecting the other.

[Ecological Integration] 10: You are able to integrate plants and animals into dungeon environments.

[Dungeon Mana Alchemy] 2: Provides identification of ingredients with alchemical import. Aids with creation of alchemical products and allows for use of dungeon stations when performing alchemy. Allows for manipulation of mana in alchemical processes.

[Caldera Druid’s Strength] 1: You draw on the land to improve your magical and physical abilities and prowess.

[Matriarch’s Voice] 1: You speak with the will of the Caldera. When you invoke this Skill, all must listen and none can deceive themselves about what is said.

Abilities

[Lineage: One with Nature]: Children are born [Purified]. Your strength grows as you nurture your land. The land becomes more bountiful the longer you care for it. 

[The Heart of the Matter]: You always know truth from a lie, and can cut through prevarications and obfuscations to understand the true nature of the situation.

[Druidic Prowess] 1: You are in tune with the natural world. Living things under your care grow better. Your body and mind are enhanced, with more mana and improved spellcasting.

[Improved Alchemical Potency] 1: Your alchemical work takes less mana and uses fewer resources than normal. You may invest additional mana to improve the potency of an alchemical creation.

[Core Touched]: You are a dungeon’s eyes and ears.

[Purified]: Everything you’ve lost to Depletion has been restored. You are immune to Depletion.

A number of her Skills had merged up, some had ranked up, but the brand new Skills that she got were the most interesting bits to me. [Matriarch’s Voice] and [The Heart of the Matter] both seemed to be a little bit fate mana and a little bit mind mana, not just nature. Considering all her work with the Scalemind and the presence of the Tree of Eschaton, I thought that made a lot of sense.

"Your mom senses got an upgrade," Shayma said with a grin. Since Ansae had been feeling restless and went out soon after we talked, the council meeting got delayed a bit and ended up only having three people on it. We did have a divination anchor to contact her, but that was more for emergencies.

"They did, a bit," Taelah agreed calmly. She had been unflappable before, but her new Ability made her seem downright serene. "I suppose I was expecting more changes than I got, but I’m glad that nothing shifted dramatically. I’m just more me."

"According to mom and dad that’s actually how tier-ups tend to go. The major shifts are when you’ve changed significantly since your last tier," Shayma said. "Annit is about to break through, and I bet she’s going to have all kinds of different spells. Even a different Affinity."

"Either way I am feeling rather more confident. And more lively, even. Not that I’m getting old, but I can feel the difference! It’s like getting the benefits of extra exercise from the past year all at once."

"Yeah! Since I get my upgrades through Blue’s core it hits me all at once, and it’s quite a rush."

"I certainly don’t have any complaints about being tier four," Iniri said. "Honestly, tier three was good enough for me, but there is a significant difference now that I’m four. Coupled with Blue’s habitation bonuses, the benefits are downright unfair. "

"So, speaking of Blue’s bonuses, what exactly did he get in the level-up? I know he mentioned something about people in the Caldera learning from each other." Taelah looked expectantly at Shayma, and Shayma pulled up a Status readout. Not a real one, but an illusion of one.

 [Companion Artifact]: May link existing Artifacts to Dungeon and Companion.

[Polyspecies Learning]: All inhabitants have improved learning regarding other inhabitant species’ language and culture.

[Intercore Linking]: An unspecialized core may be used to temporarily join two cores to increase their effects on each other. 

[Mana Radiator Crystal]: Preferentially radiates mana of a specific Affinity into surroundings from dungeon mana flows.

Dungeon advancement from Companion advancement enhanced.

[Dungeon Hero] title awarded: [Blue’s Sagacity] may draw upon the wisdom of heroes.

"Those last two are kind of passive so there’s not much about them we can experiment with," I noted. "And given that your Artifacts are already bound to you I’m not sure that [Companion Artifact] actually does anything for me."

"I wonder if you could use it to link the Adamant Fortress to me," Iniri mused. "And what exactly that would entail if you did. Would I be able to use it from anywhere?"

"I don’t know. You could give it a shot, or maybe Shayma could. It’s one of those things that’s available to Companions but not to me. I guess because it has to do with things that aren’t directly part of the dungeon." I had thought it weird that the Skill didn’t require the artifacts to be ones I made, but there probably wasn’t anything super unique about dungeon-made artifacts to begin with. The fact that it took someone who could actually wield intent, which was to say, not me, to actually perform the action made it slightly less weird. Only slightly, though.

"Would you, Shayma?" Iniri asked, and Shayma nodded and stood.

"Hang on, I’ve got extra cores now, I might as well put one in here," I told them. The two I’d gotten from Tor Kot and Yit Niv were just sitting there inside the giant mountains in the Caldera, so I pulled one out and set it into the wall of the conference room. After hitting level fifteen they were even larger than before, probably close to four meters tall and a meter wide, which was considerably larger than any mage-king core I’d seen. I really wasn’t sure why, other than me being a blue core and them being a red.

Shayma crossed over to the core and put her hand on it, concentrating for a moment. I never got any visceral feedback from Shayma manipulating those menus or options or whatever, only from the result. I could tell when ANATHEMA changed, but not when she was changing it. Regardless, it didn’t take her long, and I got some notifications on the overlay.

[Adamant Fortress] linked to dungeon.

[Adamant Fortress] linked to Companion Iniri Tarnil.

I looked at the Adamant Fortress where it rested in Iniri’s treasury, still in cube form, but the link didn’t give me any insight. To be fair, I didn’t really have any particular insight into [Vow] or [Unbreakable Promise] either. They just sort of existed.

"That does work," Iniri said after a moment, sounding surprised. "It’s like I’m touching it right now. Actually, could you unlink me? The [Adamant Fortress] takes a lot of concentration to deal with."

"Sure," Shayma said, and the overlay updated appropriately.

"So basically works like if you were touching it? I guess through me, which is why the dungeon link is important."

"I can see many ways that would be extremely useful," Iniri said, tapping her fingers on the table. "I mean, if it weren’t for the fact that Blue is more powerful than any Artifact we might want to remotely deploy. Something to keep in mind for the future, I suppose."

"I know it seems like I can make Artifacts like nothing, but I don’t really foresee new ones popping up all that often. Oh well." It seemed a bit underwhelming, but the real value in hitting level fifteen was Ansae’s Purification. Everything else was secondary.

"[Intercore Linking], then," Iniri said. "The description is vague as usual, any idea what it actually means?"

"Well, not directly. But I could see something like connecting the inhabitant and ecology cores might enhance things like dragon mana uptake, or make it easier for people to convert untamed land. Steller and inhabitant might mean more people with stellar Affinity, that kind of thing. I don’t think it’d be a good idea to connect soul to anything."

"Linking the stellar core to inhabitants is actually a good idea, I think," Iniri said. "It’s a potent Affinity and encouraging people to acquire it is probably a good long-term plan."

"So long as it doesn’t force anything, I think that would be fine," Taelah agreed. "It’s not a very well understood Affinity so it’s under-represented even considering its complexity."

"I think you actually have extra cores now, right?" Shayma asked. "There’s no need to specialize any of the new ones."

"I don’t think so. Not unless I want to buy offense or defense, both of which I kind of have covered. Besides, it probably can link into that radiator crystal which seems to be some sort of natural mana density thing? I’m not sure, I can kind of do that already."

"I suspect it’s more for use on the periphery of your domain," Taelah said thoughtfully. "It specifies dungeon mana flows, so it can pick things out of your dynamos and put them into the natural environment. Considering your natural mana is so lacking in normal intent, I imagine that the radiators mimic the local environment."

"Huh, seems logical. You’ll have to tell me where to put those up, if anywhere."

"Inside the Caldera, I don’t think it’s necessary, especially with dragons. But in Chiuxatlan? It may be very useful, especially if the crystals can be tuned to the exact same mana feeling as the vines I created give off."

"Oh! Yeah, dang, I didn’t even think of that. Great idea." Considering that Ansae had scorched-earth Chiuxatlan’s ecology and mana flow, though for good reason, something like that would help a lot with returning things to how they’d been. Probably. My Climates would do the rest.

"So that’s all those levelups, but what about traits? You’ve got a number of trait points now, don’t you?" Iniri looked to Shayma again.

"Fifteen. Which is a lot."

"I’ve gotten so many recently I’m honestly considering saving up for [Spawn Core], [Manifest], or even [Antithesis]. Or maybe even [Inspiration] or [Pinnacle]." Shayma put up the descriptions of the traits in question as I named them.

Core Specialization: Companion: Pinnacle: Companions of Dungeon Inhabitant species are made an exemplar of that species. (8)

Core Specialization: Companion: Inspiration: Companions of Dungeon Inhabitant species gain natural leadership insight toward that species. (15)

Spawn Core: Allows the Dungeon to generate additional Cores. (20)

Manifest: Allows the Dungeon to condense its mana into physical form. (30)

Antithesis: Your existence becomes inimical to your ANATHEMA. Contact results in annihilation. (35)

"What about [Affinity Attunement]?" Taelah asked. "It would couple well with boosting stellar through [Intercore Linking]."

Core Specialization: Habitation: Affinity Attunement: Dungeon inhabitants gain governed Affinity Classes and Skills with less effort. (10)

"Yeah, that’s definitely a possibility. I don’t think there’s anything that would be specifically useful for anything currently on my plate. The Companion boosts would benefit you and Iniri mostly, I think. I mean, Shayma’s pretty much already an exemplar and there aren’t any other Blue Core Fox Spirits around yet."

"How about the Soul Core traits?" Iniri asked, and Shayma answered by displaying them.

Inhabitants – Soul Protection: Inhabitants are resistant to soul-affecting processes. (5)

Companion – Soul Sensing: Companions may see souls through dungeon perception. (2)

"I don’t think either of those are particularly useful. We don’t want any of you involved in soul surgery and while protecting people from soul-affecting processes is neat, I don’t know of any other than depletion."

"Well, the occasional madman who experiments in soul magic, but yes, it’s not terribly common," Iniri admitted. "I suppose for five trait points it might well be a useless thing to pick. Especially since you can make soul prostheses and other things."

"How important is [Spawn Core] now that you’ve Purified Ansae?" Shayma asked. "So long as you have enough for specialization and some [Intercore Linking], do you really benefit from having more?"

"Honestly, not that I know of. I can’t really tell a difference subjectively, though I feel there has to be one that maybe I’m just missing."

"Plus when you take over the mage-king archipelago you’re going to be getting a lot of cores," Iniri pointed out. "Which means more trait points. If you’re going to buy something now, it should probably be one of the Companion buffs. Or actually getting attack or defense cores just to round out your specializations."

"Yeah that’s true. I’ll be absolutely spoiled for choice later on. I’ll buy attack and defense later though, since if I bought them now I’d not have any way to do [Intercore Linking]. Maybe just get the stellar Fields? I could see those being useful in the near future." Shayma obligingly displayed the stellar core Fields.

Field: Depths of Space: Reduced gravity and atmosphere. (2)

Field: Corona: Lashing tendrils of intense heat, light, and stellar Affinity mana. (2)

"Considering you can join fields together, and Corona looks to be extremely potent, like [Hungering Dark], they seem like worthwhile purchases," Taelah noted. "Not to mention, stellar Fields are depletion-immune. You’ll want that going forward."

"Agreed," said Iniri.

"Agreed," said Shayma. "The wider you spread yourself the better having area-denial Fields is going to be, and [Hungering Dark] isn’t going to affect darkness or light Affinity stuff all that much. [Corona], on the other hand, will probably do very well."

"Okay, purchased!" I went ahead and grabbed them, dropping my trait point total to eleven and started poking at the Fields. Mostly I was thinking of them in terms of how they could be used to deal with Blightbeasts, though I could imagine more fun possibilities with being able to make a zero-gravity environment so long as it was still breathable.

While most of my intention and attention was oriented toward preparing for the final push to take over the Archipelago and deal with the depletion rift, I didn’t want that to consume everything I did. It got a little tiring to view everything through that lens, and there was always the chance that just by fiddling a bit I’d come up with something useful.

"So while Blue’s doing that, how are we looking on the Archipelago planning?" Shayma gave Taelah and apologetic look. "I’m not sure there’s anything for you to do there."

"I’m just as happy not to have to deal with that mess," Taelah said, waving it off. "I have enough with the Caldera. If something does come up I can pitch in, of course."

"Well, there’s only so much we can do before the event, but I’ve gotten a number of administrators here, and Cheya is interviewing them." Iniri made an equivocal gesture with one hand. "Most of them are from other continents entirely, and this isn’t Tarnil so I’m not worried about people’s loyalty as such, more their integrity. Since Blue is going to have to take over these places, the biggest issue is making sure people don’t starve."

"If they’ve been eating dungeon food this whole time things might get a little weird." Shayma grimaced. "The Leviathans say that there’s not really any sea life for fishing there anymore, so they almost have to be eating that stuff."

"I’m really glad they’re not my subjects," Iniri muttered. "Anyway, I think we’re about as prepared as we’re likely to be."

"I think that’s everything for now? Just bank the rest of the trait points?"

"Yeah I think so. Probably will be able to buy Antithesis before delving the rift if Tor Kot’s information on how many cores and mage-kings there are is accurate. Which I imagine it is." I wasn’t sure how many I’d end up getting, but there were almost one hundred cores left, surrounding the rift. Which meant the sheer number I’d destroyed or converted was actually quite a lot, relatively. Over ten percent of their total. Even if I only got one trait point each, and I only got half of them, that’d still be enough to buy up what I wanted.

"All right, back to work then," Iniri said with a smile, and got up to return to the Palace.

"One-Eye-Green has been asking about you," Taelah said to Shayma, standing as well. "You should swing by to say hello."

"Sure! It’s a shame she doesn’t go out hunting with us anymore, but I think what she’s doing is more important."

I wasn’t sure how much it was due to her influence, and how much of it was just encountering the other races at the trading pavilion, but the Scalemind had really stepped up their civilization game and started carving out and assembling genuine houses. Small ones, but instead of being a sprawling camp their cavern was starting to look more like a village. Plus they were trading for rugs, which had become extremely popular.

While Shayma went off to visit with her friends, I turned my attention to my two new fields and started experimenting. Like all my other Fields they were a little bit tunable, so I could emphasize one part of it or another. For [Depths of Space], that meant I actually could emphasize the gravity part more than the vacuum part, and vice versa, while for [Corona], I could slide between more a saturation of fiery plasma and something more like a room full of flailing whips.

I had basically two brute-force ways of messing with Fields beyond what they naturally could do. Overcharging them and combining them. Considering the nature of them I wasn’t sure how well either approach would work, but I sequestered off a small area for testing anyway. Fortunately there was no way that even accidentally exploding anything would be an issue.

Overcharging [Depths of Space] got me [Essence of Emptiness], which didn’t seem like much until I experimented on some trees and grass, which instantly froze and desiccated before exploding from decompression. Basically like all the worst traits of hard vacuum on fast forward. [Corona] was similarly horrifying when overcharged, just a solid mass of nuclear plasma called [Star’s Heart]. Unlike a [Contained Star] it didn’t generate stellar Affinity mana, but rather consumed it, enough that I wouldn’t be able to sustain too large a Field. Though I had no idea why I’d want to.

I had four base fields I could combine my two new ones with: [Greater Regeneration], [Greater Light], [Deep Murk], and [Greater Growth]. Frankly I expected that the new Fields would be completely incompatible, but instead they all had some seriously potent outcomes. Though considering the original Fields, I shouldn’t have been surprised.

[Stasis]: Combines [Depths of Space] and [Greater Regeneration]. Living things are held in abeyance, neither moving nor aging nor dying.

[Distant Starlight]: Combines [Depths of Space] and [Greater Light]. Fills area with illumination that does not use light Affinity.

[The Emptiness Between Stars]: Combines [Depths of Space] with [Deep Murk]. Creates area of crushingly empty nothingness.

[Orbital Greenhouse]: Combines [Depths of Space] with [Greater Growth]. Creates area of rapid adaptation to low-gravity environments.

[Of Light and Fire Born]: Combines [Corona] and [Greater Regeneration]. Burns away everything within and remakes it anew.

[Nova Light]: Combines [Corona] and [Greater Light]. Creates an area of harsh, damaging light. Bright, brighter than the sun. Brighter than anything.

[Event Horizon]: Combines [Corona] and [Deep Murk]. What falls through the horizon will not come out.

[Expanding Star]: Combines [Corona] and [Greater Growth]: Creates a [Corona] Field that expands over time, but cools as it does so.

[The Heavens]: Combines [Corona] and [Depths of Space]: Mimics the heavens.

I had more than doubled my list of total Fields, though I wasn’t sure how much use some of them would see. [Orbital Greenhouse] was something I was absolutely going to set up for Taelah, and I could see some really interesting uses for [Stasis], but a lot of the others were just too intense.

[Nova Light] was so bright it actually shone through the rock walls of the test chamber, without actually damaging it. [Expanding Star] I got rid of before it ate the test chamber, and [Event Horizon] was just terrifying. [The Heavens] was maybe the most interesting one, since I could use it to make a little miniature orrery, or fill it with tiny but still intensely hot suns.

The standout was [Of Light and Fire Born] because it did exactly as specified. When I formed it over a tree it disintegrated the tree and rebuilt it at the same time, cell by cell or atom by atom, and most importantly, mana piece by mana piece. I went from an ordinary Tayanten tree to a [Coronal Tayanten], complete with leaves made out of flame and bark made of diffuse plasma.

What that would do to a person, I couldn’t imagine. Probably a quick way to get stellar Affinity, but I didn’t think it would be pleasant and I wasn’t sure what would be left in the end would actually be a person. Maybe something more along the lines of a mana beast. That wasn’t something I was particularly interested in finding out.

If I was really curious, there might be mage-kings around to test it on in the not too distant future. Or maybe I could use it on blightbeasts and see if it turned them normal or what. Though I suspected that it would only make stellar type reconstructions.

Ultimately I wasn’t sure the Fields were really worth the trait points, but some of the damaging ones were so thoroughly hostile that I was sure even Ansae would be impressed when she came back. [Event Horizon] seemed to even have a touch of Void to it, which meant I was going to treat it very cautiously.

Once I had figured out the Fields to my satisfaction I started putting together some miniaturized versions of the gravity drives I’d put on my Fortress. I had two dungeon seeds arriving very soon and I wanted them to be mobile, beyond Shayma just putting them wherever. Since I had the floatstone ships from Tor Kot and Yit Niv, I had the raw materials to make a little floatstone darter for each.

Instead of tiny dodecahedrons, I made them into spheres, five meters in diameter, just large enough to fit a dynamo inside so I could power the thing. I went with a metal plating instead of black, but I had to wait a while because I wanted to use mind Affinity metal. Going by the name and effect of the chrysthenium, the default effect would be for people to not even notice the things. Which was really a better protection than a bunch of wards, anyway. Even if that wasn’t exactly how the mind metal worked, I was betting that One-Eye-Green and Shayma between them could fix it so it did.

Without the dungeon seeds I couldn’t do anything but make the shells, as it were. They were still anchored to the ground, but I had the dynamos and the gravity metal and all that ready for when I could add a seed and detach them. My fiddling around with that made me remember that I had to ask the Chiuxatli to go reattach all the wards, though. I’d broken them by taking away their mana crystals, but they should be fine once they were connected again. All the plates that had the actual framework were still intact, just unpowered.

To be honest I felt a little bad about it. It was necessary, and definitely worth it, but I didn’t like making more work for other people. On the other hand, considering that I was fixing up Chiuxatlan instead of just purging it, they would probably not be too irritated by it. If there was time, I might even see what suggestions they had for my little seed-craft.

Of everyone, they had the most reason to want to see the depletion rift gone for good.



Chapter 38: Year 2 Day 48 – Blue


"With both Tor Kot and Yit Niv defecting to Blue, we are severely understrength in terms of usable cores for the next decade." Rol Siw betrayed no more emotion than usual at the statement, his pale gray eyes considering the rest of the council coldly.

"Next decade? How are we going to ever make it up? We’ve lost an entire generation’s worth of cores to Blue. Regardless of whose fault it is, we can’t keep this up! Even if we’re sending the overflow Blue’s way that doesn’t solve anything." Mil Tek looked around at the council members, many of whom had changed in the past few months. "I don’t know about the rest of you but we are eating into our reserves already, and there’s no end in sight."

"The Silver Woe has left and gone elsewhere," Lin Sar said, leaning forward. "Now would be a good time to strike against Blue and reclaim those cores."

"Are you demented?" Mil Tek said, then glanced at Rol Siw, as if expecting censure from the council head. Rol Siw didn’t say anything, merely flicked his eyes from Mil Tek to Lin Sar. Encouraged, Mil Tek went on. "Every single time we’ve gone up against Blue ⁠– who is a Power, I might remind you ⁠– we’ve lost. Not just battles, not just Controllers, but cores. I’d think that even you would learn to leave well enough alone."

"What do you suggest? We go begging hat in hand to Blue and say, please sir, give us back our cores?" Lin Sar sneered back.

"I’m saying we stop poking the viper’s nest and focus on internal issues, like how we’re going to stop the bleeding."

"Gentlemen." Rol Siw’s voice forestalled any further squabbling, cold and hard and precise. "That is sufficient. I believe it has been amply demonstrated that engaging with Blue in any capacity is an unacceptable risk. In any capacity, gentlemen." He looked around the table. "We can afford no further defections."

"Tor Kot and Yit Niv did leave most of their cores behind, at least," another council member pointed out. "Just yank those and put them on the front lines. They’re leveled, aren’t they?"

"Leaving entire cities of people destitute and starving is not going to help our internal situation."

"Our internal situation is that we’re spending monsters by the thousand that we can’t replenish!"

Watching the mage-king squabble over the hole they’d dug themselves was pretty satisfying, especially since I was going to be crashing their party in short order. It would have been the most satisfying thing to just sweep in and take them out all at once, but for better or worse we were doing things right. Which meant that we couldn’t simply flatten everything.

Well, not so much we as Ansae. I didn’t know exactly what she had been up to in the past week, but I’d felt the occasional flare of her Presence from however far away she was, so obviously she’d been reminding someone exactly who and what she was. Now that she had returned to the Caldera, we all agreed that she’d be leading the vanguard, to keep any dungeonbane weaponry away from me.

"I must say, my usual approach is just to annihilate everything." Ansae seemed more amused than annoyed. "My style is a little bit cramped."

"I gotta be honest, most of my caution at this point is to keep from having to deal with the entire planet turning out like Chiuxatlan. One country is bad enough. If the rift burst containment, I think everyone would be rightly upset with me."

"That said, I think that inner ring of dungeons that Tor Kot mentioned are a good intermediate step. That means that you’d be the containment, and since you destroy depletion, you ought to be better containment," Iniri pointed out.

"Plus, honestly, your Fields are going to be better at taking out blightbeasts than monsters could ever be." Shayma shook her head. "Between [Hungering Dark] and [Corona], or even something like [Event Horizon], I don’t think any blightbeast horde is going to be an issue."

"Probably not," I admitted. "Before we do that, though, I’m thinking we grab Tor Kot’s and Yit Niv’s prior islands. It’s sounding like the mage-king council is intending to screw them over which I guess is understandable, but I feel like it’d be a bad idea to let them go ahead with that. I didn’t exactly promise it to Tor Kot or Yit Niv but I don’t think it’d be a good idea to just let their people get squashed in the mage-king’s death throes."

"Obligations are important," Ansae agreed. "Are we ready?"

"I think so. I’ve got my dungeon seed ships done."

It had taken a little bit of work from Shayma and Taelah to make the mind Affinity metal do what I wanted, and it didn’t affect everyone equally, but it was good enough. Two shiny metallic spheres, hard to spot and hard to remember, floated at the edge of the Caldera. Unlike the Fortress, they were fast, the gravity metal drives making them incredibly zippy. I’d already slammed one into the mountain outside by accident, but between [Structural Mana Reinforcement], the metal coating, and [Firmament] threads woven into it by Shayma, it had remained unscathed.

"I have about a dozen guests ready to take over any places Blue frees, in addition to five of my own." Iniri grimaced. "I’d really rather the ratio was the other way around, but I’m stretched thin with Orrelin."

"That’s fine," I assured her. "We’ll make do."

"Then let’s get going," Ansae said, flexing her wings, the council chamber only barely big enough to fit them at full extension. "This’ll be fun!"

Ansae’s teleportation was not like mine. There was no field, no real buildup of magic. She just moved, and she was somewhere else. It was like the intervening space didn’t exist and she was simply taking one step forward. It turned out that she could take people with her, too, because both she and Shayma were abruptly high in the air over an island floating above the ocean.

I didn’t know how Ansae had figured out which particular island was Tor Kot’s, but it wasn’t like she had been idle in the week since she had been purified, and I’d already seen for myself that her sensory range was absolutely terrifying. She probably could eavesdrop halfway around the world. No doubt she’d already taken it into consideration that I’d have to visit Tor Kot’s lands first, and Yit Niv’s, before we’d even had the meeting.

The weird thing about Ansae’s step was that both of my seed-craft had been carried along too, despite not being anywhere near the meeting room. It was just casually powerful dragon shenanigans, I supposed. Though it was possible Ansae was showing off a little bit because she finally could, since she wasn’t hoarding every last scrap of stamina and mana. When she sat down primly on one of the seed-craft as if it were flat ground, I knew she was showing off.

"There’s no dungeon-bane down there," she said, waving a claw at the island below. "Should be safe for you." Of course she wasn’t going to go down herself. She was only on overwatch for such simple tasks as relocating entire islands. The Silver Woe had a certain reputation to maintain.

Shayma dove down toward the island, which had a familiar villa at one end, and a small city surrounded by a little bit of greenery in the middle. The city itself had distinct similarities to the weird, dystopian order of Tor Kot’s conquered cities, though it was a softer sort of authority. Things weren’t strictly colored, but there were obvious divisions nonetheless.

The city was built in a wheel shape, in the unnerving uniformity of a structure that was centrally planned rather than organically grown, with a central tower that unquestionably housed a core. While she was in Chiuxatli form to fly, she shifted back to fox-girl form as she landed on the roof of the tower. The only people who seemed to notice her were a gaggle of young women who pointed and whispered at each other.

"People of Okar-neth, the time of depletion is at an end. Your former master has begged the great Power, Blue, to aid you, and so he shall." Shayma’s voice boomed out, echoing over the city. I didn’t even know it was called Okar-neth, which was a terrible name for a city anyway.

"So how did you want to do this?"

"I’ll just go in and get the core. If you convert it you’ll probably take over the whole island? Then you can just [Relocate] it, or most of it."

"Sounds like a plan."

Shayma simply teleported through the wards on the central tower. I couldn’t help but remember very similar wards had been impossible for her to get through not so long ago, when the mage-kings were a serious threat. They weren’t quite as powerful as the wards in the war-cores, but still she basically ignored them and jaunted through the top few levels of the tower. I wasn’t sure exactly what rules governed the placement of cores in relation to its floors, if any, because I’d seen cores in all different positions in the towers.

This one was about three levels down, and as soon as Shayma’s hands touched it, I felt the familiar surge of ANATHEMA and the returning counter-surge of mana converted the core in less than a second. I wasn’t sure if it was level or mana capacity I was overcoming when I ate a red core, but either way being able to dump a hundred thousand mana at once made it simple and painless. Painless for me, less so for all the monster-oriented pieces of dungeon biology that melted as I spread out into the former dungeon’s city.
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There were surprisingly few monsters about. I knew that Tor Kot used them as a general peacekeeping force, so I’d been expecting to see them on every street corner, but there were maybe twenty all told scattered through a city of thirty thousand people or so. I didn’t know if that was because the others had been stripped away by the mage-kings or if Tor Kot really didn’t need many monsters to keep the peace in his cities.

I vaporized them with targeted applications of [Corona] before they could go crazy from having their connection to the core cut. It made little popping flares of light appear here and there as my mana washed out all the depletion-laden magic in the city. Which did have the unfortunate side effect of disabling wards and lifts and other magic-powered devices, but I’d already figured that would be the case. I did a quick scan to make sure nobody was stuck somewhere, then turned my attention back to Shayma.

"Give me a second and I’ll get a dungeon seed down there." I took the seed-ship that Ansae wasn’t using for a perch and dropped it straight down to the tower, letting the dungeon seed take up the burden of connecting the island to myself. Shayma lifted her hand from the new core and flitted her way out of the tower.

"Need to find the governor," she muttered, making a beeline for the big manor. In the meantime, I started a [Relocate] for the whole island. Actually, the dungeon hadn’t taken over the entire island, not quite. It seemed that Tor Kot had purposefully kept it away from his villa, which probably held his personal core, and not bothered driving it all the way to the bottom. Fortunately, with the expenditure of a bunch of mana, I could [Assimilate] everything the original dungeon hadn’t.

While Shayma explained the facts of life to the mayor of Okar-neth, I was busy making a place in my central sea for the island. Since I didn’t want to have my seed-ship stuck in place I needed to anchor it, at least for the moment, so I grew up a pillar and [Relocated] the island to atop it. Which still took a good few minutes, just due to size.

"Now that I’ve seen you at your normal strength, I guess all this moving giant landmasses around doesn’t seem so fantastical," I told Ansae.

"No, it’s still somewhat absurd," Ansae disagreed. "I could do it, yes, but I wouldn’t be as casual about it as you are." I took note of the word choice. Even though Ansae was far more powerful than I was in a lot of ways, she didn’t have the insane mana regeneration I had, or the sheer scale of existence. She could blow up countries, but I was countries. "Do hurry up, though, I want to get to the middle of things."

"I admit I’m a little surprised you haven’t gone yourself."

"I’m impatient, not stupid." Ansae flashed a toothy grin. "Without your mana I can’t be certain anything I do would actually contain depletion instead of spreading it. I’m the Silver Woe, ending threats to the world is what I do. After a few thousand years I know how to indulge in patience when I need to."

"Exactly how many thousands of years old are you? Don’t answer that. I guess you’ve seen basically every existing civilization come to be."

"And helped more than a few fall," Ansae agreed. I assumed they deserved it, but I wasn’t going to ask. "Depletion is possibly one of the worst threats I’ve seen, solely because I couldn’t remove it of my own power. The soul damage aspect is not something I had practice dealing with, for obvious reasons."

"Well, for what it’s worth, I don’t think you’re immune to all soul damage now, just depletion damage. One of my traits lets me make my inhabitants more resistant to soul manipulation stuff, so you’ll still have to be careful."

"I intend to be," Ansae said grimly. "I actually do want one of those soul prosthesis from you at some point, because I expect that would actually increase my resistance to any further soul meddling as well. "

"I hadn’t considered that, but you’re probably right. Though considering how expensive a prosthesis is for you it’s gonna be a while." At some point I’d run out of an immediate need for supermaterials and could start stockpiling them for something like Ansae’s soul prosthesis but my goodness did it take a lot of materials for her. I’d checked, and it was even higher since I’d Purified her.

"I will certainly make it worth your while. But first, the rift." Ansae scowled northward. I hadn’t really paid too much attention to exactly where Tor Kot’s island was, for some reason assuming it was basically on the west end, nearer to Tarnil, but now that I had the seed-ships it was easier to triangulate, and even see the haze of the rift on the horizon. I’d taken the smudges for ordinary clouds, before.

"Well, first, Yit Niv’s island, then the rift." Ansae grunted agreement. Soon after, [Relocate] finished moving the island to my sea, and I teleported Shayma back to the seed-ship, which had remained behind. I had to wonder what the limit was on my companion recall, if I could have recalled Shayma instead and pulled the whole island with her, but that was probably not an experiment I needed to do.

Ansae stepped once again, and everyone wound up over Yit Niv’s old island, which barely brushed the tops of the waves. Shayma flew down to repeat the process while I grew another pillar. It was a little bit weird and surreal that it was simply a matter of course to hijack billion-ton islands and bring them into the Caldera, however many thousands of miles away.

"Now that we’re about to do this, I’m a little nervous," I confessed. Considering that I was inherently anti-depletion, and Ansae covered literally everything else, I didn’t need to be. But the sheer scale of what I saw on the horizon was daunting. Yes, I was the size of multiple countries. So was the rift, and the rift had been there a lot longer than I’d been around.

"Mmm." Ansae looked down at Yit Niv’s island, just in time for Shayma to convert that core as well. "If we have to tear out the entire continent, we’ll do it. I’ve done it before."

"Okay, that is a story I’ve got to hear when you have the time." I actually wanted to hear it immediately, but we were a little busy for what was probably a long story.
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"You didn’t think my moon came from nowhere, did you?" Ansae asked with a smoky grin.

"Okay, now that is really a story I’ve got to hear when you have the time." [Relocate] went faster that time, possibly because I slammed a little extra mana into it, and Shayma appeared back at the seed-ship while Ansae was still grinning.

"I’ve told Iniri about it, so she’ll be ready to head in as soon as she gets together her people," Shayma reported. I swapped my attention back to the Palace, finding it a little bit difficult to juggle all these perspectives, and opened portals for Iniri.

"The northern end of the courtyard leads to Okar-neth, the southern end leads to — what is it called, Shayma?"

"Okar-rou." Shayma shrugged at the mage-kings’ naming sense.

"Right, southern end goes to Okar-rou."

"Thank you, Blue," said Iniri, busy at her desk overlooking the courtyard. "Does it look like we need to rush?"

"No, there’s no chaos, people just look confused. I killed the monsters so there are no guards or anything but considering each city had like twenty or so each I think those were more for appearances."

"Good, then we can take our time. I have the information on who I need to contact from Shayma, so I think we’re fine here for the moment. I’ll let you know if there’s an emergency or something."

"Great." I spared a thought for the two ex-mage-kings, who were probably sitting on their farms sipping lemonade or something. They hadn’t discussed me enough for them to pop up on my radar since they moved in, maybe once or twice, so I didn’t know how they were doing. It was just a thought, though, then I turned my attention back to the task at hand.

"Here we go," I told Shayma and Ansae, and accelerated the seed-ships toward the towering clouds on the horizon. Shayma flew along in dragon form, but Ansae stayed perched on top of her chosen seed-ship as if it were stationary, and not moving along at a hundred-plus kilometers per hour. I was pretty sure that was harder than just flying herself, but Ansae was clearly in a playful mood.

The cloud bank just got larger and larger, until I could see it was something like an enormous stationary hurricane, the cloud walls rotating slowly overtop a ragged, upthrust jut of stone. The central island continent looked, geologically, new. The stone cliffs were jagged-edged and rippled, plunging straight down to the ocean, like a circle of rock had simply been shoved up above the waves.

The cliffs were topped by walls. Very large walls, completely seamless and clearly made by magic. It was all greyish-brown, rain-washed stone. Very much rain-washed, since the place seemed to be under a permanent storm, the wind whipping past even outside the cloud walls. When we got even closer I could see a little spike of a tower and a hulking fortress, looking very much like the structures of the war-cores.

Beyond the fortress walls was a butcher’s yard. Corpses of monsters and blightbeasts rotted in the rain, blood-tainted streams running inland, as the flare of magic lit the clouds from above. Electric arcs and shining ice flechettes flew out over the walls to kill hulking, flying forms that were considerably larger than any of the dragons that I’d seen. They were very definitely not dragons, though, looking more like gargantuan versions of my [Burrowing Wyrms] with a bunch of radial bat-wings.

I wasn’t exactly sure how one fortress per several hundred miles could effectively block the sheer outpouring of blightbeasts, wall or not, but it was entirely possible the beasts were actually drawn to the cores. Or there were grand-scale magic to lure or guide the blightbeasts toward the defensive areas. The outer curtain wall was manned, or at least, monstered the whole way around though. It was the first time I’d seen properly mixed monsters, with rock elemental types next to metallic scorpions next to winged jackals.

The magic came from fourth-tier monsters and an actual mage-king standing on the wall, ignoring the wind and the rain to target the big blightbeasts. It seemed a little convenient that we’d arrived right in the middle of a pitched battle, but judging by the state of the dead bodies on the ground it was something that had been going on for a very long time. Weeks, at least.

If the mage-kings had kept to their defense then they probably wouldn’t have been an issue. Though, considering that they were theoretically still feeding the depletion even while containing it, that might not have been true. Either way, it was far too late for such what-ifs. We were here to take care of things permanently.

Ansae flicked a claw and a ball of stellar fire flew outward, arcing out over the walls and then exploding into hundreds of identical balls of plasma. The sparks immediately homed in on everything nearby, vaporizing holes in monsters and blightbeasts alike. The complexity of the spell was beyond my understanding, but I did see it siphoned some mana from its targets, and some of the balls split again, going off to find more targets. In short order there were probably thousands of target-seeking things flitting about, putting half-meter holes in everything. It was a horrifying piece of magic, a self-propagating swarm, and I told Ansae so.

"It’s not as bad as it seems. It will exhaust itself eventually, and of course I can turn it off any time I want." She pointed at the swarm of lights that was spreading its way long the curtain wall. Some of them were punching straight through walls to take care of anything she deemed potentially dangerous to me, in preparation for when I took it all over. "There have been some people who have tried to make these without any controls, and that is a very bad idea."

"Yeah, hegemonizing swarms are pretty nasty no matter how they work." One made out of magic was even worse than the physical counterpart, since it could sidestep a lot of the complications that slowed self-replicating machines down. "I’m surprised you didn’t just sort of annihilate everything like you did with Chiuxatlan though."

"Pushing through all this depletion-heavy magic is not pleasant," Ansae replied. "Besides which, I’m looking for dungeonbane items, not just living things. If I destroyed everything, you wouldn’t have the remains to take over and keep things contained." Her muzzle twisted in distaste. "There’s also the fact that stellar magic isn’t constantly being eroded by the depletion here. That immunity makes it much easier to work with."

"Wow, and I thought my Skills were powerful," Shayma remarked, staring at the swarm of lights systematically destroying everyone and everything in their way. I felt maybe a little bad for the mage-kings in the path of Ansae’s destruction, but trying to individually convince each of them to disconnect from their cores, not call in reinforcements, and not try to hit me with dungeon-bane weaponry would be a slog at best. At worst, they might purposely sabotage the containment and make me run around trying to curb it.

"In a few thousand years you might get there too," Ansae said encouragingly. "We can move in on this section."

"Right." I sent my seed-ships forward, and Ansae frowned at the depletion-laden wind and water and storm Affinity mana whipping around the hulls. It had to be odd for her to be immune to it now, especially since it wasn’t even something most people would notice. Without ANATHEMA, I surely wouldn’t be able to distinguish it from ordinary mana, and even with it I couldn’t tell whether there was more depletion or less, just that it was there.

The mana density rose sharply as I crossed the wall, to the point where I was pretty sure that any normal person would have wound up fully depleted in minutes, if not seconds. The storm carried so much mana that it was obvious there was something like a mana spring at the center of it, probably the rift itself. If it weren’t for the fact that my mana had shown that it thoroughly trumped depletion I would have been worried about being overwhelmed with sheer quantity. Which, considering that it was me, was quite a thing to worry about.

"Right, I bet all that is dungeon so I’m just going to drop a seed-ship down." I followed the words with actions, basically just smacking the seed-ship into the side of the tower, which had a number of holes in it from Ansae’s swarm. Instantly I was struck by the ANATHEMA sensation of being in contact with another dungeon, but I’d grown enough used to it, or just grown enough, that it didn’t make me completely lose my mind.

I could have had Shayma go directly to the core as she had done before, but it was worth it to test if I could take things over in the intended way. If the containment was contiguous, and I could just burn through the existing red core dungeon biology to hijack their cores, then I wouldn’t need to have Shayma go around to each individual one. I’d only have to wait for Ansae’s horrifying death swarm.

With all my extra dynamos I just dumped mana into the opposing dungeon, [Combat Assimilation] letting me chew through the red core’s biological threading inside the stone. It took less than a minute to find the actual core and convert it, which certainly was longer than Shayma’s shortcut but not terrible. Then my influence expanded outward, driving down into the ground and outward along the walls, following the lines of the previously-red core.

Level 53 core converted
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What I wasn’t expecting was an immense pressure from the riftward side, where my mana clashed with the rift’s mana. I’d known it was dense, but this was some other effect. It was maybe rather like Ansae’s Presence, or my own, but without any real feel of a person behind it, just an outward push. Containment was exactly the right word to describe what the ringwall was doing.

Each dungeon-claimed region had been bounded by a thin section that had once been some other kind of structure ⁠— likely anti-dungeon magic, considering that Ansae’s spell had burned out what looked to be complicated three-dimensional runes and enchantments. The plasma swarm had left scorched, slagged, and vaporized rock behind, but there was still enough there for me to bridge through to the neighboring core regions.

However the dungeon seed worked, it didn’t throttle my capacity to throw mana around, so I just overwhelmed first one core, then the next. Their attempts to fight back by throwing their own mana at me were annoying, but more on the scale of desultory slaps than anything truly threatening. It didn’t matter if I was terrible at fighting if I outmassed and outranged them by orders of magnitude.

I took it slow, since I didn’t want to get ahead of Ansae’s wave of destruction and end up getting dungeonbane’d again. What I found interesting was that there were literally no other humans around but the mage-kings themselves. It was just monsters, which seemed maybe a little extreme to me, but the oppressive mana density and depletion would probably be lethal to anyone other than a dungeon-connected type in short order.

Like dominoes falling, one by one I ate up the cores of the border wall.
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…

It went on for a while. The border wall was thousands of kilometers, and even with the cores stretched to over a two hundred kilometers of wall apiece, it took a lot of infrastructure to defend it. The number of cores was not matched by the number of mage-kings, though. Judging by Ansae’s comments and my own observations, it was maybe one mage-king for every four or five cores. There were, though, thousands upon thousands of monsters.

Any place there wasn’t an active battle between monsters and blightbeasts, I could see that the corpses had been set up for dumping into dungeon maws to recycle the biomass. Which explained some of how they managed to keep up massive, constant fights. Between the monster corpses and the blightbeast remains, there was probably enough to churn out monsters almost eternally, depending on the mechanics of how new monsters were made. It clearly wasn’t completely sustainable if outer rings had to contribute monsters, but without dungeons and immense hordes of expendable fighters, it wouldn’t have been possible.

For me, it was a lot easier. I just used [Hungering Dark] and [Corona] as area denial and destruction. Even before I finished the ring, the scale was large enough that I had to make dedicated dynamos just to support the massive area. Everything I could see was essentially rough, bare, rain-scoured rock, sloping slowly in toward the center. It was a little bit like some horrible mockery of my Caldera, considering its size and my estimation that the middle of the continent had to be well under sea level.

Shayma teleported from fortress to fortress and ransacked them for anything useful for Cheya. The actual magical stuff didn’t last too long in my mana field, so most of it was only valuable as scrap. While I was mostly busy with the actual takeover, I did have time to notice that Ansae wasn’t being touched by the wind and rain, which was an amusing bit of magical protection.

Hour by hour, I took over the containing walls. Aside from the cores, the fortresses were empty of life, shattered and scorched by the hunter-seeker spell. With every kilometer I took, the pressure from the rift grew, increasing as I shouldered more of the burden. That was another reason to add more dynamos, to combat the flow of the rift’s mana by overloading it with my own. Once I was done, it would be time to attack the rift itself.

"We’ve lost all communication from the containment fortresses." Rol Siw surveyed the somewhat ragged array of men sitting around the table. "The Silver Woe is there, and we assume Blue is as well, but that’s all we know. Options, gentlemen?"

The only reply was silence.



Chapter 39: Year 2, Day 50 - Blue


With the encirclement complete, I had an embarrassment of riches. Tons of cores, enough trait points to buy practically everything on my list, and thousands of miles of mana-rich stone. I also had an immense amount of pressure straining against both my mana and my very presence, trying to break free.

It made me wonder if the containment cores had been under the same pressure, or if red cores had actually been better suited to holding back the rift. They did cycle cores through the containment fortresses, but neither Tor Kot nor I were clear on whether that was just to level up the cores in question or whether they needed time out to recover. I knew from experience cores could be damaged and be repaired, so if there were long-term consequences that would be a worry for me. Unlike the mage-kings, though, I could actually deal with the source, so I didn’t intend to find out.

I went to buy [Antithesis] when [Blue’s Sagacity] gave me a bit of a warning and I stopped to think it over. It was powerful, no doubt, but it also didn’t have any setting lower than total annihilation. I couldn’t have Shayma change my ANATHEMA to something like the Orrelin Inquisition without them all getting vaporized or whatever. For some people and things it wouldn’t matter, but now that I actually had the chance to buy it, limiting my options to complete eradication seemed a poor idea.

Instead, I bought the other thing that might be useful on the eve of our delve into the rift: [Manifest]. Given how expensive it was, I was hoping it would be somewhat more dramatic than what it sounded like, but such was not to be. All it gave me was a new Skill, though when I invoked it, I couldn’t say I was completely displeased with the results.

Thousands of my mana poured out into a free-form, pseudo-crystalline substance, looking almost exactly like my corestuff. It wasn’t a part of my dungeon body like cores or flowers, though, it was simply a material. A material that was pure, solidified mana, with all the properties of my mana such as the lack of Affinity and the Bane. I could still manipulate it, because it was mine, but it was an actual tangible object. Considering that mana warped reality a little bit, solid mana, without any real preexisting properties or intent or anything, probably could be used to warp reality a lot.

"Hey Shayma, what do you think you could do with this? Ansae too, I suppose, I know you’re not a crafter but it might be interesting." I created two ingots of a hundred thousand mana each, which created maybe enough metal for a small sword or something.

"This is weird," Shayma said, picking up the ingot and focusing on it with her Skills. "I feel like it should be bleeding into the environment, or that the environment should be bleeding into it. It’s just so pure."

"Hm. Interesting." Ansae, predictably, broke off a chunk and chewed on it like it was toffee. "Unusual for its purity and density, but the very lack of intent or Affinity makes it difficult to work with. For most people." She smiled wickedly. "As an anti-depletion weapon, it would be excellent. Before we go inside, might I prevail upon you and Shayma to make me some claw sheaths?"

"I don’t mind. Shayma?"

"Sure," Shayma agreed. "I’d need more time to really think about what else to do with it, but I suppose it’s not necessary when I can just channel your mana directly."

"Yeah, you can kinda cheat that way."

"Everything is cheating when it comes to you, I think," Shayma said with a grin, and picked up the extra ingots I manifested. It didn’t take her long to make the claw sheaths for Ansae, since they just fit over her paws, and while it was nice I could provide something for her it seemed a bit odd. She was so focused on spellcasting I’d never seen her actually use her physical weaponry. Her Skills showed that she was quite capable of it, though.

While she was working I explained my reasoning behind not taking [Antithesis]. Normally I ran decisions past my council anyway, and it wasn’t like the option was going away. Surprisingly, it was Ansae that most approved.

"While I like scorched-earth tactics, having no other choice would turn you into something a lot more aggressive than you are now. Pragmatically, I would have to think about ways to constrain your influence if you had that sort of thing." She’d put it as politely as she was liable to, but being put on Ansae’s shitlist in addition to the other downsides was enough to make me park that option way in the back.

Once Shayma was done, there was nothing left to dither over. It was time.

"Good luck, husband," Taelah told me.

"Keep me informed, Blue," Iniri said.

"What are we waiting for?" Shayma asked.

"Me," Ansae replied. I could feel her will flex outward and suddenly her moon appeared in the sky, glaring down at the swirling storm of the rift as the silver light of an eclipse shadowed the rain. Then the mana stopped.

The entire, enormous whirl of magically laden cloud froze in place, even lightning bolts and raindrops simply hanging in the air as Ansae’s crushing intent took control. She didn’t even use her own mana; the world just obeyed her. Then she flicked a claw and the massive storm simply vanished as if it had never been.

The eclipsed sun shone on a massive, shallow bowl of blank stone, clear now of anything that might have obscured it, plant or animal or weather or mana. Depletion mana billowed out of a massive crack in the center, at least fifty kilometers long and ten kilometers wide. I started my free seed-ship toward it, with Shayma balanced atop, before Ansae took another step and we were above it.

"This is larger than when I was here last," Ansae said, looking down at the ragged chasm, through which large swaths of strange-looking greenery were visible. Already, more blightbeasts were starting to emerge, some of them flying but most on foot, straggling out of the ends of the crack where the subterranean world joined the surface. "That could actually be my fault, though," she admitted. "I did try to destroy it."

"We’ll finish the job this time. Though if it’s actually underground, I’m surprised it hasn’t spread out through the Underneath more."

"That containment circle," Ansae said. "You said that it was exerting pressure on you?"

"Yeah, which I thought was weird when I can just purge depletion no problem otherwise."

"Well, I suspect that might be why it’s so intense. You’re containing a lot more than just the surface storm."

"Yeah." Now that she mentioned it, the strain hadn’t gone away even after Ansae had nullified the massive amount of mana and depletion hovering over the rift. It hadn’t even been affected. For all that Ansae’s display of control and power had been impressive, it hadn’t made any noticeable difference. "Well, I guess it’s time to see what’s underneath."

I could have sent a [Starlance] down, and in fact, I had enough material to make a bunch of [Starlances] for when we inevitably needed them, but at the moment we had something more powerful than nuclear weaponry. Or rather, someone, and I was more than willing to let The Silver Woe do the heavy lifting.

Ansae raised her right paw, then brought it down with a noise like the end of the world. The entire surface of the bowl around the rift shattered, pulverized into gravel that seemed to simple evaporate into the air. It revealed more of the depletion-laden underground ecosystem, but more importantly, it revealed that the crack from the rift was just the result of a rupture from a deeper level of rock, some ten kilometers below the surface. One that looked quite familiar.

"Well, I’ll be damned. It’s a dungeon."

I had a lot of questions, like how the hell the mage-kings had problems with a dungeon when they very specifically had anti-dungeon weapons. Or how nobody had known that it was a dungeon. Or rather, a Great Dungeon, because I hadn’t seen the practically [Firmament] level impervious rock anywhere else. I couldn’t make it, and red cores couldn’t seem to make it, but after running into it at Nivir’s Great Dungeon, there was no mistaking it for anything else.

"How did anyone miss this?"

"Who could get close enough with the depletion?" Ansae asked absently, staring down at the riven top of the Dungeon. "Even I didn’t get further than the storm last time."

"You’d think the mage-kings would know! Plus, they could kill it with dungeon-bane weaponry, right?"

"Possibly. But with the size of a Great Dungeon…" Ansae shook her head. "A dragonbane toothpick might hurt, but in the end it’s still a toothpick."

"I mean, that’s true enough." I might be big, but I was practically a flyspeck compared to the Great Dungeons. For all I knew they had millions of core health or something.

"Besides, I don’t think that part of the dungeon is alive," Ansae said with a frown. "Look closer."

"Oh, that is a bit creepy," Shayma said. I dived down toward it with my seed-ship and when I got closer I could see that the impervious stone around the breach was cracked and crumbling. Some of it was even floating like the islands surrounding the rift, so completely saturated with air Affinity mana that it stopped behaving like rock. I knew from my own experience that such disconnected pieces were emphatically not part of the dungeon, not unless there were hundreds of dungeon seeds being wasted on little fragments of bare rock.

Plants and vines and trees spilled out and over the damaged dungeon wall, subsisting on the sheer mana flow. The depletion didn’t matter to blightbeasts or, apparently, blightplants, and they thrived despite the fact that the enormous number of monsters and animals should have scoured the area clean. Even as I watched some of it started creeping outward onto the bare expanse Ansae had revealed. It wasn’t as fast as my Climates, but significantly quicker than anything the red cores could manage.

"So if this is the source of depletion, maybe it is dead," Shayma suggested. "If dungeons are responsible for mana Affinities, what happens if one dies?"

"We won’t know until we dig deeper," Ansae said. "I’ve always wanted to see what was at the bottom of one of these."

Once I started thinking about it, the fact that a dungeon was the source made sense. I still didn’t know what depletion was, exactly, but if I could manipulate souls, so could other dungeons. The unending waves of blightbeasts seemed about right for Great Dungeon sizes and, presumably, spawning ability, while their blind aggression fit with ANATHEMA.

I was a little hesitant to get too close, because I wasn’t sure what would happen if I really got inside the territory of a Great Dungeon, but Ansae and Shayma had no such compunctions. Both of them descended toward the open wound, where blightbeasts were already crawling from the exposed layers of dungeon floor. Through Shayma’s perception I could get a better angle than just a sprawl of green, and the exposed piece of dungeon I could see looked remarkably like my Caldera.

Aside from the absolutely formidable numbers of blightbeasts streaming from places out of sight, it looked like an ordinary expanse of wilderness, complete with a sort of false sky. Not as good as my false sky, more like a bland haze of illumination that was based on light Affinity, but something to give the illusion of one nonetheless. It was also something like half a kilometer tall, or deep, or whatever, but there were walls crossing all over it, probably subdividing it into discrete "floors" or whatever.

There was very clearly some massive spatial expansion going on. It was obvious just from looking at it, but as Shayma passed through the outer layers of mana the warped view shifted just like it did when entering the Caldera, making it clear that things weren’t as far away as they seemed. If I had to guess, the stretching was closer to one thousand to one, a full order of magnitude more than what I could manage. When I realized that, I did some mental math.

"Uh. With that much spatial expansion, if Great Dungeons are as large as I think, they’re bigger than hundreds of planets on the inside." Taking surface area into account, I was probably underselling it by a couple orders of magnitude.

"Yes, it’s going to make finding the core area difficult," Ansae agreed. "As I’m assuming you don’t want to try and take this over from the outside."

"God, no. I don’t know if I really want to from the inside! We’ll have to see what’s down there."

"Yes," Ansae said, and the eye in the sky seemed to blink. If I’d thought the power to disintegrate the rock covering the rift entrance was impressive, the sudden bolt from above was indescribable. I couldn’t even grasp how the mana worked, just that a silver flash at least ten kilometers in diameter slammed down and through everything in its path. Blightbeast, vegetation, dungeon stone, air, whatever had been there, just wasn’t.

It was like a void bolt, but before I could do more than recognize the similarity a return blast of mana rose from the depths and streamed away into the sky. For a moment I thought it was a counterattack, but no, it was still Ansae’s mana. It was like she’d just converted matter to mana and siphoned it off to her moon, which was bizarre to even articulate.

Yet for all that, the hole she made was only a hundred kilometers or so deep. Which was a hell of a way, for sure, but just the smallest fraction of a percent toward where we needed to go. Ansae was crazy impressive, but the sheer scale of everything meant that such an approach wasn’t sustainable.

"So is it safe for me to go down there?" It probably was, as Shayma was inside the Great Dungeon’s mana field and not seeing any ill effects, but I had some rather poor experiences with dungeon-to-dungeon contact. The Nivir Great Dungeon might have been quiescent, but that was no guarantee this blighted one was.

"I think you’d better," Shayma said, hovering in dragon form. "There’s a lot of depletion mana coming out."

I dropped the seedship down, extending a [Greater Light] field out, but it didn’t really make a dent in the energy venting from the newly-created borehole. When that hit the containment circle, it was going to make the strain there much worse, and I wasn’t sure how long it’d hold anyway. Ansae’s spellswarm had erased a lot of magical infrastructure, and my mana didn’t have intent, so the containment was really relying on my anti-depletion properties and some kind of ontological inertia.

"I don’t think we have time to deal with the outflow. I’ll try growing out from the ringwall but it might be faster to get to the source. Assuming we have a way to track down the dungeon core. Ansae?"

"Unlike you, Great Dungeons have a definite mana flow and increasing mana density. Normally going deep enough to properly track down a core is not feasible, but in this case, we’ll have to." Ansae frowned down at the dungeon levels she’d drilled out.

From my seed-ship, they looked very similar to the topmost layer: enormous lit caverns of greenery, with insane numbers of blightbeasts swarming through. Admittedly, since the lowest ones were nigh-on a hundred kilometers away I could only guess by the smears of color and vague motion. Ansae could see, and I wouldn’t be surprised if Shayma could, but my sensory abilities were fairly limited.

"Let’s go," Shayma said, flipping her wings and diving downward.

"Okay okay," I said, sending the seed-ship after her. "But remember, multiple planets. You’re going to need to go into Phantasmal Space to get anywhere. Or Ansae will have to teleport us around."

"I would not trust either Skill when diving into a mana density like what’s down there," Ansae opined. "Better to bore our way through and have a physical trail. With Blue we don’t have to worry about our path of retreat, but flitting about without leaving any trace of a path is just asking to get lost. Even my senses aren’t enough to encompass a whole Great Dungeon."

"Can you do that giant hole thing consistently? I guess you can make it smaller, but still."

"To some extent. Boring a thousand miles is one thing, a million miles is something else." Ansae scowled as she looked down at the hole, ignoring the winged things taking flight and climbing upward. Without some kind of travel Skill it would take them literal days to get to the top. Just as it would take time for us to get to the bottom, even with gravity on our side.

"Well, I did promise you a [Contained Star] a while ago. Would that help?"

"You know, it would," Ansae said, a slow smile spreading across her muzzle. I went back and forged a new one, the mountaintop where I made the stars looking ever more unusual, then extended a bracket from the surface of my seed-ship. The newly created star blazed as I spent nearly a hundred thousand mana to teleport it over.

Ansae reached over and plucked the star from its resting place, though I could see her magic surge to combat the massive amount of heat and mana pouring from the thing. Then she opened her jaws and swallowed the thing whole. It was a little bit predictable, considering that she tended to at least taste anything interesting, and considering the whole dragons being thaumivores thing, but it was still just baffling to watch.

Shayma giggled at Ansae’s expression as the star visibly slid down Ansae’s throat, because she made a face like someone who’d bitten into an extra-spicy pepper. I was beginning to question whether it was a good idea even for Ansae when the glow inside her scales vanished. Her eyes flashed briefly and her horns suddenly became limned with fire, plasma crackling from the tips before the [Contained Star], or whatever it had become after Ansae had eaten it, manifested just above her horns as a sort of blazing halo.

"Oh my, this is interesting." She sounded delighted, as well she might. Even without whatever power she’d gotten from eating an Origin Relic that was also a contained fusion source, the addition to her already imposing look was impressive. She glanced up at her moon and another orbital beam appeared, this one with solar fire laced into the silver light.

Unlike the last one, the combined lance sizzled, almost a growl as it threw harsh illumination over the rift. When it vanished, there was a tremendous thunderclap as air rushed into the vacuum, and wind rushed past us from the shockwave. I couldn’t tell how deep the hole she’d bored with that one was, due to atmospheric haze, but she flicked her wings and headed downward, the crown flickering out as she did so.

Shayma and I followed, but I had to wonder if she’d really taken the time to consider the distances involved. Even if we exceeded the speed of sound, it could take entire months to reach the center of something the size of the Great Dungeon. The scales were quite literally astronomical.

But as we went down, Ansae’s magic rippled out and we accelerated quite a bit faster than we should have been able to. The three of us could probably handle supersonic or even hypersonic velocities, them due to magical biology and my seed-ship just because it was rock and stone, but the wind whipping around us didn’t get much beyond a swift breeze despite the walls blurring past. The dungeon’s floors were big enough that even at that speed we had plenty of time to see the big caves and their false skies, lakes and rivers draining off the edges Ansae had made.

"And I thought Blue was big. I knew nobody ever got to the bottom of Great Dungeons, but this…" she trailed off, words failing her as she took in caverns that very quickly started to rival the Caldera itself in size. They looked to be even bigger as we went deeper, if that could be believed, and I was glad that we had some way to follow a trail to the core. Manually searching for the thing would be the work of lifetimes.

The enormous hole Ansae had drilled into the dungeon got more of a reaction than just creatures spilling out into the open. I wasn’t sure if Great Dungeons were sentient, let alone sapient, but even the most base creature would act to defend itself. Or at the very least, respond when it was poked. I wasn’t sure whether the great outpouring of air and storm Affinity mana into the borehole was response or defense, but either way the sheer amount and motion of the mana instantaneously condensed into a great roaring vortex of a storm that blasted up toward us.

It wasn’t something as harmless as a hurricane or even a tornado. It was more like something from an overheated superjovian, with hypersonic winds and lightning bolts a full kilometer thick, and electricity played over hailstones the size of houses, making them glow from within. It boiled up toward us, the cloud front a dark wall, but Shayma just flexed her Domain and all that weather just did not exist around us. She did need to pull on my mana to do it, but all the extra regeneration I’d packed on for the purposes of dealing with the rift, it was barely noticeable.

"So is this normal?" Shayma asked conversationally, clearly very smug about being able to nullify the weather.

"For this much mana in motion? It’s not unreasonable, though I must say I hardly ever see so much at once." Ansae frowned at the clouds about us. "It’s not as clear of intent as Blue’s, either, even if it is diffuse. I’d say it’s just a natural phenomenon rather than a directed one."

"Makes sense. From what we know the dungeon shouldn’t be able to throw stuff at us of its own accord. It’d have to use Fields or traps or whatever." Even if I said that, it felt like the weather was a personal attack. Despite the ban on communication and intent, the dungeon tools could at least let me stomp on threats. No matter how big the dungeon was, what Ansae had just done was definitely a threat.

I couldn’t see a damn thing outside of Shayma’s clear Domain as we continued downward. It was all dark fog shot through with lightning and the occasional silhouette of something really big coming our way. I had assumed all those shapes were hailstones or the like, from my initial glimpse, but suddenly Ansae turned her head and spat a jet of silver fire. A pained screech came in reply, loud enough to blast apart the clouds around us and revealing a serrated mouth big enough to eat even Ansae whole. It wasn’t quite to the size of the Beast of Tarkelion, but it was getting there.

Ansae’s spit of flame had half-severed the top part of its jaw, and entire rivers of blood poured out as it clawed its way toward us before a renewed blast of cloud obscured the view. Our group was moving fast enough that it vanished above us, the last glimpse being that of a chitinous tailtip the size of a tree thrashing back and forth. I hadn’t even realized that there was anything alive by us, let alone a monstrosity like that.

"Was that an airborne Leviathan?"

"Something like," Ansae agreed.

"I couldn’t sense it at all," Shayma complained. "How was something that big so stealthy?"

"I did try going through a Great Dungeon once before, and while I didn’t get this deep, there were some extraordinarily large and high-level creatures far down, past the areas where most people can delve."

"Which is where we are." I didn’t know how far down most people went in a dungeon, or how levels were counted, but some fifty or sixty kilometers deep was probably beyond the scope of most delves. Or maybe it wasn’t; people did have some crazy Skills after all. The giant air beast might have come from further down.

"I think mom and dad said they got twenty miles deep one time. They were in the dungeon for an entire month, there and back. That was Ir’s though. I don’t think this one has a normal monster density."

"Yeah, true." Though there was no way a massive beast like that thing could make its way through all the caverns I saw. With the upper part of the dungeon crumbling away, though, at some point there might have been a path and a swarm of behemoths like that could have gotten out. Frankly, we were lucky that the rift had been as small as it was.

It wasn’t like the dungeon was going to run out of monsters, either. I wasn’t sure if they could live purely off mana like dragons did, but I’d seen that blightbeasts were extremely efficient, not fighting among themselves and seeming to need very little sustenance until they settled in and started properly reproducing, whereupon they did start acting more normal. With the scope of what we were seeing, it was not an overestimate to think there were still hundreds of billions of blightbeasts waiting to escape.

Suddenly we broke through the bottom of the vertical storm, though the deluge of rain meant the visibility wasn’t much better, with practically an entire lake pouring down around us. Or rather, an actual lake, since I saw fish falling here and there. Though with whatever magical speed Ansae had piled on, even falling things went upward, creating the illusion that it was all floating. Which might not have been too much of an illusion, considering how much air Affinity mana was about.

Even through the deluge I could make out we were passing an uncounted number of floors, vague colors and shapes half-glimpsed through the curtain of water. As the rain cleared out we could see the underpinning stone between the various cavern layers, no more than a kilometer thick and flashing by in a blink. Then we emerged into an incredible open space, where the borehole was barely visible in the far-away floor.

We were so far away it felt like coming in from orbit, but instead of a big empty atmosphere there were massive floating chunks of rock and vegetation hovering above a complex tapestry of land. From the vantage we had it was obvious that Climates were at play, given the unnatural borders between different regions. I didn’t have much time to look, though, since we were moving so fast that we zipped through that entire area in seconds.

One of the continents blinked at us.

 



Chapter 40: Year 2, Day 51 – Blue


It was difficult to grasp the idea of creature the size of an entire continent, let alone one trying to attack. The impossibly vast creature, somewhere between a Leviathan and a winged snake, seemed to move with slow deliberation. But that was an illusion, because what was moving was so very big. There was no sound, since the fin-like appendage coming our way was moving faster than that. The atmosphere-blurred outline of the limb resolved itself into smooth skin, then the skin into ridges and whorls. The ridges and whorls turned into mountains and valleys, every one of them rivalling the greatest mountain peaks in the world, complete with icy peaks, waterfalls, and jungles, all coming at us faster than the sped of sound.

"Uhh, Ansae?" I knew she wasn’t idle, since I could see complicated magic spinning up around her, something that was beyond even her normal incomprehensible finesse, but the timing seemed a little bit tight. Shayma turned silver as she hardened her armor, density shooting up to insane levels, both magical and physical. I wasn’t sure if even dodging into the Phantasmal Realm would quite manage to avoid something like that, considering the soup of mana involved, but I needn’t have worried.

Ansae’s spellwork shot out, carrying us along with it. It was a bubble similar to Shayma’s domain, but rather than denying that the outside existed, it cut through it instead. It was similar to her teleportation step, but it was very clearly not so instant. In truth I wasn’t sure why she didn’t simply teleport past, but it would take a lot of distance to get out range of a continent-sized beast.

It seemed for a moment that she was punching through with brute force, but I realized after trying to track the crazily wheeling landscape, which was actually the skin of the thing, that Ansae hadn’t actually engaged with the gigalife at all. Her complicated spell had shot us just skimming along the enormous creature’s skin, or perhaps it should be called a crust, whipping along mountains and valleys at what certainly felt like relativistic velocity. However the spell worked, it absolutely ignored inertia, changing directions with dizzying frequency.

"So not that I’m complaining, but why this instead of just teleporting forward?"

"Trying to do anything outside your mana field is like trying to move in soup," Shayma answered for her. "It’s unbelievably thick out there. I think there’s a Field in place. Over this whole area. But it’s thinner around these…" She struggled with the naming convention for the gigalife for a moment. "These things."

"Oh damn, that’s a big Field." It was also a reminder that I was nowhere near the power cap for dungeons. "Still, though. It’s Ansae!"

"Teleporting through a hundred miles of this would be no problem. But I can’t even sense the bottom, so it’s at least ten thousand miles away." Ansae responded. "Teleporting into an area heavy in hostile mana that you can’t completely sense is sheer folly."

"Fair point." I was actually happy that it wasn’t a matter of power. I was completely relying on Ansae to be more powerful than anything we ran into, since while Shayma was fourth-tier there were still limits. Like continent-sized gigalife floating in an atmospheric chamber larger than most planets. I had my [Starlance] and some truly terrifying [Fields] but I was afraid of making direct contact with a huge dungeon and getting overwhelmed.

We zipped along the body of the immense, sinuous form before shooting back out into empty space. It started to turn after us, ponderously and deceptively quickly, but Ansae had firmed up the bubble surrounding us and could move faster than it could. I extended my own [Rejuvenation] Field out as far as possible, both to aid in replenishing Ansae’s mana and to help with the pressure of the foreign Field, and actually could feel the weirdly dense mana outside now that I was paying attention and actively pushing against it.

For that moment we actually had enough space to properly see the thing, and it made me very uneasy. Not the size or the impossible biology, but the fact that there were metal bands capping enormous jutting horns, and rings piercing fins and tendrils. They were worn, the patterning on the decorations faded from time and erosion, but they were very clearly not natural. Either the enormous beasts had been some race’s mounts and lavished inconceivable amounts of resources on decorating them or, far more likely, they’d been sapient themselves. Something like the Scalemind by the way of Leviathans, on their way to personhood.

At least until depletion happened. Whatever burgeoning intelligence they may have possessed had been erased, since everything there was clearly ancient and unmaintained. The creatures were just as mindless as all the other blightbeasts. Some of the huge shapes, mere smudges in the distant haze of atmosphere, might have been remnants of their first attempts at civilization but it was impossible to tell. Not that we had time to properly explore.

"Are you two seeing that?" I might not have been able to sense like they could, but I also didn’t need to focus on anything other than keeping my Fields up, so I had plenty of time to rubberneck. "I can’t imagine what those things would be if they ended up with full Status."

"Maybe like air Leviathans," Shayma suggested. "By the time they got out maybe they’d be smaller. This is too big."

"Or maybe they’d be like, self-contained mana-rich planets, going out into space." I couldn’t spend too much time considering it, because we were approaching another one of the beasts, or maybe the reverse. In a void that was just a blue haze lit by Field rather than by any source, it was really hard to have any real bearings.

The beast below us blinked, nictating membranes the size of countries sliding over an eye of unbelievable proportions, then it vanished behind a blur of lightning-shot black cloud. Bad enough that the gigalife could flatten mountains with a casual gesture, they could also cast spells. Oddly, despite the scale, it wasn’t really as potent as I’d expect from something so large. It was actually no more powerful than what The Hurricane had put together, though I had no idea whether that massive Field helped or hindered it.

"Right, I’ll stop being dead weight I guess." I’d destroyed The Hurricane’s titular storm with a [Starlance], which was not something I would expect from a purely physical phenomenon, so it seemed to me that I could make history repeat itself. I had made another few [Contained Stars] as we descended, since the scale of everything we were dealing with sort of demanded it. Sure, Ansae could probably disperse the spell or something, but she had her hands – or rather, claws – full with inertialess movement. I pushed the seed-ship forward within our travel bubble and extended out some [Firmament] to shape the [Starlance] detonation.

Ansae was kind enough to alter her spell to accommodate me, though it might have been a necessity, because when I triggered the [Starlance] it probably would have torn through her spellwork and not just the incoming vortex. I hadn’t used a full [Starlance] all that often, and it was easy to forget exactly how ridiculously powerful it was. Shayma’s Sungun was a smaller version, true, but by being tamed it lost some of the wild ravening chaos that made it truly terrible.

I actually used [Reified Manastone] as a backing to the [Firmament]. My seed-ship was stationary, with no acceleration, Ansae’s inertialess spell shoving around space rather than us, so I could blatantly cheat with my immovable object and indestructible metal. Which was good, as otherwise my seed-ship would have been blown backward by the force of the explosion. A tremendous beam of blue-white fury reached out in front of us, shredding the storm back into its constituent parts and blowing apart the clouds in its wake, a visible shockwave racing outward and turning cloud into air.

As it faded I could see that it hadn’t stopped with the storm, blasting a massive hole into and even through the gigalife’s side. I hadn’t been expecting that, but even for something as big and powerful as the serpentine flying continents, being downrange of a supernova was unhealthy. It thrashed in pain, but surprisingly silently, having no jaws to speak of and being coated in magic that kept it from making sonic booms with every movement.

"I forgot what that was like," Ansae remarked, angling us away from the injured gigalife. "Not much can actually compete with one of my Cataclysm-level spells, but a [Starlance] comes close." It amused me that she had an actual class of spells meant for that level of destruction, but I supposed if I could eradicate continents I’d name those attacks too.

"Poor thing," Shayma said, looking off at the injured, possibly dying gigalife. "I guess it was doomed the moment depletion happened."

"Yes, whoever or whatever is responsible has a lot to answer for. Even though it’s not likely to be still around." Ansae said darkly.

"Ugh. I hope it’s not, else we’re going to have to go check all the other Great Dungeons." If we could get through this one, the others would be doable, but I couldn’t see anything good coming of doing so much damage to healthy Great Dungeons.

We moved through the massive inner chamber for the best part of an hour. I mostly focused on growing my filter net over the top of the exposed rift, only sparing enough attention to keep my mana pushed out past Ansae’s bubble. It seemed my mana still beat out the Great Dungeon’s mana for some reason, but it was hundreds of kilometers from one side of the breach to the other. Even when I was pushing, it took time to grow stone out that far.

It was really a testament to the enormity of the spatially-expanded Great Dungeon interior that the chamber was something like half a million kilometers in diameter, and still wasn’t at the center of the place. At least according to Ansae; the mana density below us was still greater, which meant we weren’t at the center of things. It also showed why the mage-king dungeon-bane weapons had never done more than kill the first few floors. All the mana flowed outward, rather than cycling like mine, and any amount of bane making it so deep into Great Dungeon was unlikely.

"Why even bother with a planet? What’s in here vastly outstrips what’s out there." It was more an idle question, but one that Ansae had an answer for.

"What’s in here is controlled, structured," Ansae said with conviction. "Outside the Great Dungeons may be smaller, but it is free."

We didn’t see much more gigalife, as it apparently was clustered nearer to the top of the world-sized cavern, but there were big chunks of island or, for all I knew, gigalife corpses drifting here and there, though there was oddly not much in the way of weather. It was almost relaxing, at least up until something way up on the surface got my attention.

Twenty mage-kings sat in a richly-appointed room, with a slowly approaching view of the rift visible from the windows. Without the ever-present storm the rimwall set above the bare cliffs seemed useless, appearing to defend from without rather than within. They all looked various degrees of grim and stunned, seeing the transformation of the place they’d battled all their lives.

"What, exactly, is that?" One of them demanded, gesturing at the half-built latticework extending over a massive hole in the ground, limned with the fire of [Corona]. "And how did Blue do it?"

"More importantly, how do we do it?" Another conjured up a closer view of the scaffolding, where it was growing visibly. "If we had access to a dungeon like that…" He didn’t finish the sentence, just shaking his head.

"That is why you are there." Rol Siw’s projection spoke, pulling their attention away from the sight. He wasn’t there in person, but his cold, emotionless face looked out over them. "Blue is toying with forces he cannot comprehend, waking a slumbering beast that we have been taking care of for centuries without issue. Until he started meddling."

"But what about The Silver Woe? Isn’t that monstrosity around?"

"The Silver Woe has moved on." Another one of the mage-kings waved at the sky, where the moon was no longer eclipsing the sun and so not visible. "Besides, even The Silver Woe would not be immune to depletion. It’s not a Controller nor a monster. I don’t imagine there will be any objection to re-establishing our containment." There were a few skeptical looks, but nobody actually argued. It was true that it was very difficult to miss The Silver Woe’s presence, but a few hundred thousand miles of dungeon space was sufficient to make it seem like she wasn’t nearby.

"So are we attacking Blue?"

"We are taking back our fortresses. With sufficient dungeonbane weaponry we can drive him off and claim these fast-moving cores for ourselves."

I’d heard enough. Part of me was boggled that the mage-kings still had not learned their lesson, but it wasn’t like they had many choices. Mostly they could choose whether they died immediately or later, since I wasn’t really feeling like offering them the same deal as Tor Kot had. He had actually cared about depletion and its effects on people, rather than just his own power.

"Ansae, I’m going to need you up top," I said, as the very bottom of the vast chamber came into view. It was an ocean to rival all other oceans, and who knew how deep. "Mage-kings are making noises about trying to dungeonbane me until I leave so they can steal the new and improved cores. I mean, damn, what is their issue."

"Even the most cowardly creature will snap and snarl when they are cornered. What choice do they have? It is attack or cower and wait for death." Ansae didn’t sound sympathetic at all. "I’m sure you can manage to go deeper while I attend to the surface."

"If nothing else I can Starlance my way through," I assured her.

"Or I can just go dense," Shayma suggested. "I doubt even that super-tough stone can stop me if I do that."

"Then a portal, if you would be so kind?" Ansae let her travel spell vanish, turning to look at the seed-ship. I obliged, connecting the ship, however deep it was, with the fortress nearest to the floating islands. Ansae’s aura enfolded the portal as she stepped through, frankly doing most of the work considering the energies involved now that she was Purified, and she took to the skies.

I could only keep half an eye on her because I had an ocean to consider. Fortunately water wasn’t really an issue for either of us, since my seed-ship was just a chunk of rock and Shayma had her Leviathan form. The only snag might be if there was something big in the depths. Which there probably was because everything in the gigalife chamber seemed built to an improbable scale, but it wasn’t like anything could threaten us so long as my [Starlance] material held out.

We plunged into the ocean and were immediately swarmed by some sort of horrifying tentacled shark things that had no ability to get past the metal of my seed-ship with its incidental flailing, let alone Shayma’s armor. Nevertheless, her Leviathan form flashed with [Corona] as she flash-vaporized the chaff along with quite a bit of seawater. I followed her down with brute force gravity drive, hoping we didn’t have another umpteen thousand miles of ocean to plow through.

At the same time, far above, Ansae flexed her will and halted the approach of the three flying islands toward the rift. Even if I’d seen far greater feats in the past few hours, I was still impressed when all those billions of tons simply froze in place. Her Presence blanketed the area, the islands groaning under the pressure of her glare.

"Mage-kings," she said, her voice a deep rumble. "I call you to account." Her words were heavy with import, and with a flicker they were all lined up in front of her rather than in their fortresses. A few of them tried to struggle, but however Ansae was holding them wasn’t disrupted by futile flailing. Under the blanket of her will they couldn’t even use their Skills, not that it would have done them any good.

"You come here flush with petty jealousy and wounded pride, to take that which others have labored for," she continued ominously. "You took the charge of containing this rift upon yourselves, which was laudable. But now you to seek to reject the efforts of someone who can finally purge it? That compounds your crimes, not excuses them."

I wasn’t entirely certain why she was monologuing at them, but there was a certain tenseness to the air that made me think it wasn’t just theatre. Ansae was a Power, and she’d alluded to having a duty of dispensing a certain brand of justice, so it might actually be a requirement. It was hard for me to tear my attention away and keep the seed-ship on course, and not just because I wanted to see it. There was something actually compelling about her words.

"One of you will live," Ansae said ominously. "To carry a message to the others. Your attempts at holding the rift, however poor and misguided, have earned you one chance at respite. Forsake your cores, renounce all your powers fueled by depletion, and you may yet live. Attempt to hold even the smallest mote of it for yourself, and you shall surely perish." She surveyed the hapless mage-kings, pointing at one, possibly the youngest of the lot.

"Go. Tell your fellows, ere The Silver Woe comes for them." The one she was pointing at vanished instantly and she made a dismissive gesture at the rest of her victims. They puffed into dust. It looked effortless, but I could see her mana and stamina dip from the show, so I knew her power wasn’t actually infinite. Now that she was [Purified], though, they started rising again rapidly.

"That’s a little bit terrifying."

"I am being merciful," Ansae said with scorn. "They have but one chance to survive. Any who still cling to their ill-wrought power when we are done are doomed." Her words still carried an odd sort of echo, her Power mode still in effect. I didn’t have any mind or soul that magic knew about, according to Ansae, so the force with which they resonated was something put into reality, not magic affecting me directly.

"Well, you didn’t miss anything down here. Just ocean, ocean, and more ocean." Not that Ansae’s little detour had taken much time. All the effort and terror of fighting the mage-kings in the early days was gone. Now they were the terrified ones.

"I’ll clean up here and return," Ansae said, sparking another ball of plasma on the tip of a claw, aiming it forward and letting it multiply into a swarm. They dove into the islands to burn out anything that might still be dangerous to me, but it wouldn’t really matter even if they wrecked everything inside. It wasn’t like we could use anything the mage-kings made.

Not that I even needed their stuff anymore. Between the Chiuxatli and Tarnil and my insane resources I could get anything made that I wanted. Still, there was some reflex that felt a little disappointed by everything that was scoured away by Ansae’s flames. Except for the dungeonbane weapons, which I was absolutely not sad to see go.

Even in the short time it had taken Ansae to chastise the mage-kings, Shayma and I had gotten deep into the ocean and had to deal with an almost constant swarm of things coming in. Nothing was as powerful as the gigalife, and so it didn’t really stand any chance, but it was still annoying. Shayma used a combination of Fields and silver-clad Leviathan tentacles to clear things out as they swarmed, from shark-squids to piranha-eels to inky black octopi with eerily human eyes.

I was pretty sure that we could see the bottom, though, as there was a backdrop of darkness down in the depths. The Field that provided illumination and who knew what else was still present even in the water, so anything other than fuzzing from sheer distance was suspect. That surmise proved true just as Ansae finished relocating the islands so I could absorb them. She had simply physically grabbed them in her claws and flung all umpteen billion tons to bump up very precisely against the walls of the ring.

"Give me a minute," I told Shayma, pausing at a silt-covered seafloor peppered with brine pools, and concentrated on absorbing the war cores. It was easier than it had ever been, my mana practically scorching its way through the island bulk before I converted the red core at the center of each.

Iniri and Cheya were getting a lot of documents and trifles from the places I’d taken, piles and piles of them in a vault underneath the Palace. It would take longer to go through them than it had to take the entire rimwall, though considering I was planning on wiping out the mage-kings entirely I didn’t know how useful any of it would be. There were probably implications for the populace Iniri’s appointees would be taking over, but that was exactly the kind of mess that I didn’t want to handle.

"Okay. I wonder if I can just [Starlance] through that stuff," I speculated aloud while I pulled over another [Contained Star]. It felt maybe a little profligate to use so many but I had the resources to do so, and I’d rather Ansae use her magic to deal with stuff like gigalife rather than boring rocks.

"That sounds dangerous," Shayma remarked through her Domain, shifting down to her normal form and clinging onto the back of the seed-ship. Her armor condensed to something that could almost tear through the metal coating of the seed-ship, as she used her domain to sweep away the surrounding water and give me a clear shot at the silt. "There, now it’ll be fine."

Once again I grew out my immoveable, indestructible backstop for the [Starlance] and an annihilating stream of light, plasma, and mana blasted through the bottom of the ocean. Shayma’s Domain couldn’t stay intact around the beam and she had to collapse it down to more of a hemisphere, but it hardly mattered. Even after the water collapsed in and some of it turned to steam, Shayma’s armor kept her perfectly undisturbed and the seedship didn’t much care either. The [Firmament] and [Reified Manastone] between them kept us protected.

I was expecting the ocean to start pouring into the kilometer-wide hole, but it didn’t. When I dropped down it just bent weirdly and let us pass through into open space, forming a liquid ceiling above. It was an absolutely bizarre sight, but it kind of made sense. That was probably the same phenomenon that kept the oceans from flooding the Underneath and what my doors used to keep magics separated.

Bizarre or not, it meant it was much easier to make a portal back for Ansae so we could continue our descent. My [Starlance] had burned through some twenty kilometers of cave-riddled dungeon stone before breaking into another pocket on the other side, though one clearly smaller since I could actually see the far side. Ansae took one look at it, spotted some weirdly parachute-winged tangles of limbs reeling from the shockwave, and growled.

"So that’s where those went. I never was satisfied they were all dead."

"Wait, what?"

"Wait, what?"

Shayma and I had the exact same reaction. Given how old Ansae was, it shouldn’t have been surprising there was something in here that linked back to something she knew about, but it was still bizarre.

"Two thousand years ago, they tried to absorb every mind on the planet," Ansae relayed clinically. "Naturally I wasn’t going to let that happen, and most people don’t even know about the grand ritual I had to purge. I believe the Summerlands cover most of the area I erased."

"How could they even do that?" Shayma looked down at the distant silhouettes, still large but only dragon-sized, not gigalife.

"Mind Affinity, just like Scalemind. Though the Scalemind seem fairly responsible with theirs. The Yvint saw everything that wasn’t them as a poor unenlightened animal to be taken and their mind overwritten." Spellcraft flared around Ansae as we descended, her eyes cold and hard.

"Pleasant folks." It was actually a little terrifying to consider it was even possible to hijack minds on a planet-wide basis, though on further consideration it probably wasn’t actually possible. Most people underestimated how big a world was, and considering all the varied magics and peoples I’d seen already, there would have been a lot of resistance to their attempt no matter how grand the ritual was. "But how’d they get here without, you know, dying of depletion?"

"Two thousand years ago, there was an area where depletion happened. I suppose it was here, though I’m not certain exactly what turned it from a single island to an archipelago. Back then, it was just another magical hazard. So maybe it wasn’t as deadly then? Or whatever process changes monsters to people happened in reverse." Ansae flicked her tail dismissively. "It hardly matters. They’re blightbeasts now, and I’ll be glad to be finally rid of them."

We fell and flew down into the cavern proper, headed toward yet another hole below and a big swath of burning foliage. The Yvint looked pretty terrible closer up, more like the weirdly proportioned deep-sea life than anything normal, with a tiny central body and overlong limbs. Maybe if they hadn’t been blightbeasts and if they’d looked more like what I considered normal life I would have felt a little bad about Ansae genociding them, but as it was, I was fine with it.

She didn’t use the hegemonizing plasma swarm, which was a bit of a surprise considering how effective it had seemed, but I didn’t know spellcraft. Besides which, she was still running a two-hundred-thousand mana deficit from her work with the mage-kings. It was refilling fairly rapidly, but her reserves weren’t actually unlimited. Instead a barely-visible ripple shot out toward the nearest Yvint blightbeast, and it went crashing into the conflagration below. Followed by the next nearest, then the next, all aiming for the same spot as if drawn by an invisible magnet.

At the same time, the fires that had been burning through scrub and trees intensified, going from ordinary flames to something intense and blue-white. It seemed oddly indirect, but maybe it was just a statement of her distaste. Or, given that she was reusing existing fire, it actually was an efficient spell and the drag was some distortion of their existing air Affinity.

Either way, we flitted through the cavern to the sight of creepy telepathic fliers smashing themselves into immolation. The next level was something completely different, more appropriate to the Underneath than the surface. It was chock full of crystals, red and purple and orange plants, and there were lakes on the ceiling as well as the floors. Nothing there was worth commenting on, but Shayma did snag some interesting samples from the surroundings on the way down.

In some ways it was a shame we couldn’t take our time. There was so much stuff inside the Great Dungeon that entire lifetimes could be spent wandering around and looking at it all. Which was true of any megastructure, really, and the Great Dungeons absolutely counted. As mind-bogglingly big as planets were, a single Great Dungeon was worth probably thousands.

It expanded my concept of what the gods really were. Clearly mana itself was a terribly impossible thing, flagrantly violating entropy and all associated laws of physics. Which was most of them. Impressive as it was, though, it had seemed mostly a local thing. The fact that I’d been able to make my Stellar Affinity showed it wasn’t even anywhere near to complete, even if it did probably qualify as omega-minus dimensional mastery.

The Great Dungeons were more like a Type II civilization, with artificial spaces exceeding natural ones by multiple orders of magnitude. There was clearly far more intent to the planet setup than I’d initially thought. Sure, I had known that the Great Dungeons were huge before, but actually seeing it made me fully appreciate the scale of things. Whoever had set things up really had thought big.

Not that such musing helped us or shed light on what we were doing. A malfunctioning megastructure was still malfunctioning, and still had to be dealt with. It only drove home how important it was that we did fix it, or at worst, destroy it. Unless I purged the mana in the whole dungeon, the amount of depletion was enough to saturate the planet several times over, and that would basically be the same as the end of the world.

Our plunge through the Great Dungeon continued, interrupted with occasional [Starlances] to open a new path and closing in on a million and a half kilometers down by my best estimates. The various Climates and caverns blurred by, none of them duplicating the planet-sized one but plenty of them larger than continents. Air Affinity was most in evidence, with a huge chunk of the blightbeast life flying, but also too large to fit into the passages between caverns. Terrifyingly, the blightbeast outpouring that we’d seen was the minority of stuff. Or, at least, the smaller stuff.

Far above, my efforts to cover up the rift opening became even more important, since now a lot of it could get out. Not the gigalife, thankfully, but floating eels and animate trees and magma-winged boulders all came pouring up the giant hole Ansae had punched into the Great Dungeon. I didn’t complain of it to her, since frankly bringing overwhelming force had seemed like a good idea at the time. Besides, we were still boring massive holes through the floors. When it came to that absurdly hard dungeon stone, there was no such thing as subtlety.

I still didn’t have the extensions I was growing outward finished, but with my fields I could project far enough that nothing terribly immense could squeeze through. Though it didn’t seem like things really wanted to. My non-depleted mana was like a siren call and they aimed right at me. Which wasn’t all that intelligent considering that [Corona] and [Hungering Dark] between them could destroy most everything in a matter of seconds.

It was the worst kind of intense, where there wasn’t anything particularly exciting going on but every tedious bit of concentration was necessary to do the job right. Shayma and Ansae were discussing Great Dungeons while I mostly was letting the seed-ship move forward on its own so I could keep growing my cap without overstretching and having a giant stone beam fall off and down into the hole. Again. I’d already made the mistake once and I was just glad we were so deep it’d be hours and hours before it could land on our heads.

"Wait." Suddenly Ansae stopped our headlong dive, wings beating as she turned a full circle. I could feel her Presence stretch out even further than usual, the fiery crown appearing for a moment before she banished it. "We’ve reached mana equilibrium. The core must be nearby."



Chapter 41A: Year 2, Day 52 – Shayma


Between them, Blue and Ansae’s Presence pushed back the heavy pressure on reality, but she could still see the distortion of the dungeon’s enormously dense mana.  [Phantasmal Space] was actually harder to move through than normal space, a solid miasma of whipping mana outside of the Field that Blue could project.  The depths of the Great Dungeon were an alien place, stranger even than the Underneath, and it felt very much like a place she should not be.

There was no intent there, nothing like Blue’s overwhelming attention or Ansae’s crushing superiority, but the dense, depletion-laden, almost artificial nature to the magic swirling about still made her feel almost claustrophobic.  It didn’t help that with so much energy in the air, things were spontaneously popping in and out of being beyond the influence of Blue’s mana.

Mostly it was air and storm Affinity mana, so clouds, wind, lightning, and hail suddenly blew themselves into existence nearby, howling at them and then just as suddenly vanishing into nothing.  The cavern layer they found themselves in was five hundred miles tall and thousands of miles from end to end, so this made for a lot of disturbingly sudden weather visible in every direction.

The mana crept into everything, not just the air, removing all sense of up and down and making it hard to maintain any concept of floor or ceiling.  Everything was floating or actively flying, with essentially nothing tethered to any wall aside from a fuzzy moss that looked like green carpet.  Even the trees had giant leaves for sails, boughs creaking as they twitched and guided themselves along the gusts of wind, heading from one hovering sphere of water to another.

It would all make for an amazing story for mom and dad, who would be incredibly jealous that she had the chance to go so deep into a Great Dungeon, but it was still oppressive.  The sheer energy involved reminded her that she was still a tier four, even if she did have the best armor in existence and was practically a tier five with all the advantages Blue gave her.  She wasn’t a Power, even if she was a Hero.

"So which direction?"  Blue asked, and she could feel his attention shift here and there as he examined the surroundings, probably trying to pick up on the same subtleties that Ansae had.  She could almost discern it herself, the density of the surroundings making it easier.  In some places the physical forms of all the flying things, be they animal, vegetable, or even mineral, shifted visibly as pockets of mana swirled about them.

"That way, I think," Ansae pointed to where there seemed to be more activity than other directions, and she stretched her wings as she banked alongside Blue’s seed-ship and headed in that direction.  They’d covered an unbelievable amount of distance straight down, descending for well over a day at that point, so going sideways was almost novel.

"Do you think there’s any way to save the people, or almost-people, in here?"  Shayma had little sympathy for the blightbeasts and monsters attacking Tarnil, but the overwhelming scope of the Great Dungeon made the idea of purging the whole thing rather daunting.  Assuming Blue could take control of it, which was something they were all banking on.  If he couldn’t, they’d have to move onto more dramatic ways of dealing with depletion.

"I’d love to, but I’m not exactly in control of what happens when I convert a core.  All the monster stuff tends to go away.  That said, that’s all with Red Cores.  If this was a Great Dungeon, it might not be a red core?"

"Nobody’s ever seen a Great Dungeon core, we just assume they have them because of the red cores, and now because of Blue," Ansae remarked, flying alongside Shayma in formation.  "But we don’t know which they’re more like.  One core or many, or something else altogether"

"Yeah true.  They definitely do things differently, or at least, the other Great Dungeons do.  This one, well, we’ve got the depletion."

"Well, one of the mage-king ancestors saw a core, presumably," Shayma pointed out.  Unfortunately, not even Tor Kot had known the origin of the first core.  Or rather, the sixth tier Kon Nar had simply appeared with his one day, and established his presence at the center of the island, above the rift.  Apparently Kon Nar had never passed on that the rift was a Great Dungeon, or chock full of depletion. 

"Yes, I am curious how someone at that level found one when I didn’t."  Ansae sounded a little aggrieved, which made Shayma grin, and given her current form it was wide and toothy indeed.  While Ansae generally enjoyed learning new things, she was very put out by everything the mage-kings had kept to themselves.  When it came to some people, Ansae didn’t like surprises at all.

"You couldn’t have looked very hard," Shayma teased her.  "I know we’re deep but it hasn’t taken that much time."

"This dungeon is not trying very hard to deal with us," Ansae said grimly.  "Consider things like those giant floating beasts actually trying to attack us, instead of just reacting.  Imagine if all this magic around us supported them and opposed us.  That’s what I found when I went deep enough into other Great Dungeons, so it wasn’t worth the risks of going deeper."

Shayma took a moment to consider that.  If the Fields they went through were suppressive just by existing, how much worse would they be if they were something like one of Blue’s?  The thought of [Corona] or [Event Horizon] on the scale of worlds was enough to make her shiver.

"Then maybe this one is dead.  Or close to it.  I know the blightbeasts notice us, so you’d think the dungeon would too."  Her scales prickled at the thought of tunneling into a corpse the size of planets.  Wandering around inside a living dungeon didn’t seem nearly so terrible, since that was what they were for.

"If it’s dead, what killed it?"  Blue wondered aloud.

None of them had a good answer for that.



Chapter 41B: Year 2, Day 52 – Ansae


The Silver Woe was not actually concerned about what had killed a Great Dungeon.  Whatever it was had existed even before her, yet she’d seen no evidence of anything so big and powerful aside from herself and the gods over the millennia.  Besides, if a mere level one-forty or so human had managed to delve into a core room, it meant that it was hardly well defended.

Too, she’d seen that Blue’s actual cores were not very robust.  Fragile, even, though it wasn’t too surprising given the complexity of the Artifacts in question.  They could process nigh-infinite amounts of mana, but physically, a child with a hammer could do significant damage.  In truth, Blue’s robustness now came from having dozens of cores, so even if someone could find and break one, it wouldn’t really matter.

Whether that would be the case for the Great Dungeon, though, remained to be seen.  As deep as they were, they were almost physically clawing their way through the surrounding environment, as massive storms brewed up to meet them.  They were no longer mere hurricanes and tornadoes, but something more profound and terrible.

Winds blew with the force of a falling planet, cold enough to freeze light midflight and send it plummeting down.  Hailstones ranged from pea-sized to mountain-sized, eager to perforate, flatten, and sweep aside anything in their way.  The lightning and thunder was intense enough to tear apart anything in its way, driving the already indominable winds into a shredding frenzy as shockwaves rippled this way and that. 

It was far beyond the bounds of anything she’d ever seen on the planet, only matching the heart of her more intense spellwork or maybe even Blue’s [Starlance].  The upper parts of the Great Dungeons had never hinted at anything like the intensity she was seeing, which obviously couldn’t be sustained.  Even as she watched the mana was tearing itself apart, spending itself uselessly and unsustainably.  What they were seeing was obviously not permanent, but that didn’t make it any less intense.

She was getting to really stretch her spellcraft just to keep them alive.  The defenses wrought into her very bones meant that Ansae could survive such extremes without issue, but even Shayma’s absurd armor would get abraded away with time.  Blue’s seed-ship was, by contrast, an eggshell.  Even if he plated it with [Firmament], that only meant the outside was indestructible.  Between the temperatures and the shockwaves, the interior would be so much dust in short order.

Annoyingly, some of her favorite defensive options were restricted by the strain of the environment.  Space was so stretched by the dungeon’s own expansion that using false dimensions to blunt the howling storm was exceedingly difficult, so she had layers upon layers of soft kinetic barriers.  They stole energy from the incoming winds and fed it to the surrounding spellwork, turning the storm’s energy against itself.  Hail was disassociated into hydrogen and oxygen, as she used Blue’s knowledge to magically turn ice into just more wind.

The lightning required a defter touch, stellar Affinity mana to create plasma conduits about them, touched with just enough storm Affinity to pull in the mana as well.  The thunder still rattled them, but the lightning itself simply passed them by, spending itself in the far distance as it branched out and out.  It would have still been possible without the information Blue had provided about the nature of things, but it would not have been so subtle and graceful.

Most people didn’t think of The Silver Woe as a subtle or graceful being, but that was by design.

The creatures were all equivalent to tier five or above, but in practical terms they were far less dangerous.  Like lazy dragons, they were merely empowered by the environment rather than their own hard work.  As a result they could do little more than direct wind and storm, which she already had handled, and rage impotently with mind.

The faint traces of mind Affinity were probably the most dangerous thing, coupled as they were to the rest of the raging torrent of mixed energies.  Even she didn’t want to consider what it would be like if a hurricane or a hailstorm could touch her mind as well as her body.  Her entire inner bulwark of threaded spells was designed to filter that out, snuff the mental component of mana entirely, with no flourishes whatsoever.  For something like that, nullity was the best policy.

Small pulses of her twined metal and kinetic Affinity tore open anything that got too near, converting nearby mana into matter and detonating in sprays of steel flechettes.  Normally conjuring matter was a terrible idea and a waste of mana, but with everything nearby so soaked in wind and storm, and solid ground so far away, it was actually the most efficient means to deal with them.  Besides, she didn’t need much, so long as they had enough kinetic force to tear through flesh and crack bone.

With her magic behind them, they did.  Motile plants and things insultingly close to draconic form died in silent sprays of shards as her spells sought them out, often able to spell their doom simply by shredding wings or fins or leaf-sails.  Without the ability to merge with the raging weather, they were hurled away or smashed to pieces.  Certainly they didn’t come close enough for either Shayma or Blue to see within the storm-tossed darkness around them.

She was tempted to ask Blue to [Starlance] the storm away, since that was easier than clearing it herself, even with her stellar-empowered [Crown of the Silver Woe], but that would just be temporary.  Their presence alone generated some of the fury, their intent clashing with the native mana and provoking crystallizing waves of mindless reaction.  So long as anything and anyone alien to the environment was moving through it, there would be resistance.

Blue’s mana helped to protect them, though, its very presence keeping the Great Dungeon’s pervasive, depletion-laden environment from crossing inside.  Even though his projected Field was less intense than what was outside, it still seemed to trump the stifling nature of their surroundings.  The difference was significant enough that Ansae kept her defenses layered just inside the boundary, saving her best for what was to come.

Ahead of them, many long miles away across the obscenely expanded space inside the Great Dungeon, there was a hard wall of matter and energy.  Unlike the natural walls of the cavern, it was flat and smooth, radiating reinforcement that was above and beyond the enduring toughness of the [Obdurate Stone] that comprised the skeleton of the Great Dungeons.  It was something else, and Ansae would bet her front claws that it was protecting the core.

It was, frankly, a terrible sort of defense against intelligent creatures.  A simple wall could always be gotten through or around, subverted or toppled, no matter how tough it was.  Some of Blue’s attempts at protecting his own cores had been far better, especially the ones that involved twisting dimensions around, using [Expansion] radially rather than simply outward.  It was difficult to find something that could only be seen by spinning to the left five or six full revolutions.

Against rote beasts, it was probably enough.  She didn’t think any of the near-intelligent types would have been able to get down this far on their own, not without being suborned by the environment.  The absolutely massive flying pseudo-Leviathans had been the only evidence they’d seen of anything like the Scalemind, but they’d cut only a tiny, needle-wide path through the whole of the Great Dungeon.  Of course, after thousands of years, there wouldn’t be any evidence left behind if some dungeon-born race did find the core room.

The howling storm stopped very abruptly a short distance from the wall, which swirled into visibility through the driving rain.  It bluntly cut off the cavern they were in, extending the length and breadth of the open space.  Now that she was right up against it, she could sense that it extended off in all directions, more an embedded sphere maybe fifty miles across than a proper flat wall.  It didn’t have any openings that she could sense, either, but that didn’t mean anything.

"I suspect this is the core room," she said, idly pulling up the divination for the material of the wall, since she didn’t recognize the odd, slick grey metallic stone.  Nothing happened, of course, because the normal divination that consulted the Akasha found nothing when it came to the depletion source, just like with the blightbeasts.  All she could tell was that it was tremendously durable, and seemed to get most of that from active mana support.  Maybe something like what Blue’s [Structural Mana Reinforcement] and [Amplified Presence] would produce in hundreds of years.

"I suspect you’re right.  Man this is weird.  I’m getting all kind of instinct pings from this stuff, not exactly pleasant.  Like looking at an exposed heart or something I guess."  Blue sounded a little rattled, but it was difficult to tell considering that his normal mode of speech was meandering at the best of times.

"It is the heart we’re looking for," she agreed.  "Let’s cut it open and see what’s inside."



Chapter 41C: Year 2, Day 52 – Blue


The stuff ahead made me feel very, very strange.  There was some sort of visceral reaction I couldn’t quite pin down, twinging through my dungeon instincts and maybe even [Blue’s Sagacity].  Even without that I’d be able to tell it was important, considering how out of place it was relative to the natural cavern that surrounded us.  Everything else was either covered in life or properly weathered, but the polished wall of weird stone ahead of us was perfectly pristine.

"Hold," said Ansae, landing on my seed-ship again.  "There is a lot of defensive magic bound up in that.  A lot," she repeated for emphasis.

"I can’t see through it," Shayma admitted, holding position in the air just in front of the wall.  "It’s not quite [Chimaeric Neutronium] but it’s pretty solid."  Ansae leaned forward, putting her claws on the wall, where they threw angry sparks.  Even over the wind I could hear an angry keening buzz, loud enough to make Shayma wince.

"I think you’ll need to open it, Shayma," Ansae decided.  "We’ll need the Bane mana to crack this."

"I can do that," Shayma said with a grin, silver condensing on her claws as she tuned her armor as dense as she could.

"Follow these rune structures," Ansae said.  "Else we’ll be here for ages trying to deal with the backlash."  She gestured, and a spiraling array of symbols appeared superimposed over the wall, covering a circle somewhat over ten meters in diameter.  It was only just large enough for us to fit through, nothing like the huge holes we’d blasted in the dungeon on our way to the core, but it was still a lot of area to cover.  Shayma nodded, focused on the symbols, and started carving.

The wall bled a strange goopy grey, looking a little bit like a lighter version of my blood, which implied that the Great Dungeon was at least a little bit alive.  At the very least, at the heart of it, it hadn’t rotted into a husk.  All the storms flying about were proof enough of that without the blood, but with the sheer scale of the thing and the negentropic properties of mana, there was no guarantee a dungeon dying would actually result in stagnation.  The corpse of something big enough to house planets might well support enough symbiotic or parasitic life that from the perspective of microbes it was still alive.

Shayma’s claws etched the runes describing the outline of the passage we wanted.  Since I had no idea what any of the magic going on was, I was pretty curious what the ultimate effect would be.  All I could see was various mana flows surging this way and that, in complicated patterns that meant fully articulated spells.  Something I still couldn’t really pick apart.

Once she was finished, she pulled mana from my reserves to channel into the rune structure, and the bleeding rock sizzled and gave way.  Everything described by the outer circle crumbled, revealing the wall was maybe half a meter thick, significantly thinner than any of the other barriers in the dungeon.  On the scale of things, it was hardly any barrier at all.

The overlay couldn’t identify the stuff of course.  I could make some guesses, but that was all, because unfortunately there was nothing in the mage-king literature to explain it.  We’d gotten a lot of information on dungeons from Tor Kot, but red cores were so far different that most of it didn’t matter.  For example, all the red cores could make floatstone from the outset, and of course I never had that capability at all.

Considering the size, calling it a core room was probably understating it, and besides it was hardly empty.  There was a maze of stone winding this way and that, some of it floating, some of it growing from floor and ceiling.  Instead of the wild greenery and ecology of the cavern layers outside, there was just bare rock with what looked like mana storage crystals embedded everywhere, ranging from the fist-sized versions like my portable kind, to monstrous ten-meter-tall versions that were bigger than my own core.

Instead of the wild weather of the outside, everything in the core room seemed to thrum with energy.  Discharges of lightning danced between crystals and blasted into the rock, but weirdly made no sound.  It certainly looked impressive, but on a second look a lot the mana crystals weren’t intact, let alone charged.  Even some of the rock landscape showed signs of wear, with piles of scree and fissures here and there.

"You know, I don’t think this looks good.  Even a slow dungeon should have been able to repair this by now.  Heck, I don’t think my Climates even let this kind of degradation take place to begin with."  Even as I said that, I was pretty sure that there were no Climates or even Fields in place inside the core room.  Big as it was, it was all under manual control, and neglected.

"More evidence that the Great Dungeon is dead, or something like it."  Ansae said grimly.  "On the other claw, I can only stretch my senses out maybe twenty miles without spending a lot of mana.  It’s got defensive magics laced everywhere.  It’s probably going to get dramatic at some point."

"It’s not dramatic already?"  Shayma asked, waving her hands at the stormy outside and the oppressive inside.

"Look," Ansae said, and pulled some kind of crystal lens from her hoard, deftly sorting through the runes and lofting it over to Shayma.  She took one look through it and whistled softly, which sounded weird coming from her current dragon form.

"What is it?"

"I honestly can’t tell what they do, but it looks like there’s dozens of Fields superimposed on each other," Shayma told me.

"Well that’s cheating.  I only get two."

"Only we’re allowed to cheat, is it?"

"It’d be easier that way," I admitted.  "But I guess that a multiple-millennia-old Great Dungeon ought to have more stuff than I do.  Speaking of, I’d better make some purchases before we go any further."  Considering my surfeit of trait points and cores from eating the entire rimwall, it was well worth it to buy up Dungeon Combat and Defense specialized cores and accompanying traits.  Ansae could hold her own and so could Shayma, but in a weird way I was the weak link.  Dungeon Combat especially was not something I was confident in, even with my additional levels and cores and insane mana regeneration.

As usual, once I purchased some specializations I got a few new traits, all of which I purchased.  I didn’t have to worry about conserving my points anymore, that was certain.

Buffered Flows: Hampers mana intrusion attacks based on flow rate.

Sacrificial Cores: Can convert [Storage Crystals] to [Sacrificial Core] to absorb attacks.

Weaponized Mana: Mana attacks preferentially degrade vulnerable dungeon constructs.

Highlight Weakness: Shows gaps in dungeon defenses.

I kind of wished I’d had that first one earlier, but it was better late than never.  Considering how much mana flux I had spread over everything, it should help me absorb a lot of attacks.  Or one big one, perhaps.  [Sacrificial Cores] was absolutely something I was going to take advantage of, now that I didn’t need to reserve huge numbers of my crystals for maximum mana.  Some twenty or thirty of them seemed a good start.

[Highlight Weaknesses] didn’t help at all as we moved inside.  Either there were no gaps in the dungeon’s defenses, or it didn’t actually take effect until I was engaged in dungeon combat.  Considering that Ansae had needed Shayma to brute-force her way through the wall, I could well believe it was the former.  Especially since the effects started to manifest as we began to make our way into the interior.

The dungeon’s preferred Affinities were, obviously, wind, storm, and a touch of mind, but apparently that didn’t mean it was restricted to those.  The moment we crossed some invisible line a sudden storm of metal shrapnel erupted out of literally nowhere, manifesting in the air and exploding in our direction.  I actually flinched despite not having anything that could possibly be hurt by such a display, it was just so unexpected.

With her armor, Shayma didn’t care about mere metal shrapnel, and Ansae didn’t seem to deem it a danger either, simply putting a thin field around my seed-ship to reduce the velocity of the incoming metal fragments.  It seemed the internal defenses, or at least that protective Field in particular, was rather less dangerous than the outside environment, since that was all she did and just let the metal ping off the three of us.  Amusingly, judging by the three distinct pitches from the impacts, Ansae’s scales were somehow slightly more rigid than the metal shell of the seed-ship, which I knew from experience was not always the case.

Of course, the defensive Fields weren’t limited to shrapnel.  One was very much like [Hungering Dark], which was fairly well taken care of by simply extending [Greater Light], but the rest were not effects I recognized.  Talons of ice clawed at our little bubble, and tiny pinpricks of fire that seemed to melt the very air swarmed about us.

Between them, Shayma and Ansae had it covered.  Mostly, Ansae set up spellforms, and let Shayma fill them with Bane mana.  My mana, channeled through her, backing Ansae’s insane spell control, seemed to do a pretty good job of annihilating anything that came at us.  Though there was a fairly obvious all-around shield, Ansae tended toward point defense over armoring up.  She clearly favored offense over defense, with spellbreakers sizzling outward to disrupt things both visible and not.

I couldn’t tell if she could actually break the Fields themselves, like she could mine, but my guess was that it wasn’t worth it if so.  Ansae was the foremost mage on the planet, but quantity was a quality all of its own and one we were unhappily on the wrong end of.  I could see Ansae’s mana reserves ticking up and down, as she obviously kept herself restrained to something sustainable, just on the off chance she’d need to do heavier lifting.

While I approved of the sentiment, it did mean that it felt a little claustrophobic as attacks only vanished near us, with a mana-heavy hellscape visible beyond it.  If there was one encouraging factor, it was that it couldn’t spring every Field on us at once without them starting to interfere with each other.  At least, that was my guess, since I could see some of the various energies cancelling each other out on the edge of perception.

The winding tunnels of bare stone didn’t have any real landmarks, aside from larger or smaller mana crystals, but we simply aimed for the center of the sphere.  Between the three of us, we had more than enough power to punch straight through, since the interior wasn’t all made of that ridiculous grey core stone stuff, so we did.  I didn’t trust the tunnels anyway.

The smaller mana crystals crackled like dry leaves, exploding just from the wash of the Sungun as Shayma plied it against the nearest wall, while the larger ones detonated with enough force to leave craters.  Ansae snapped something forward that shattered the spellwork wound within and throughout the stone, and I bulldozed forward with [Event Horizon].  Even after preparatory work done by the two of them, it chewed through mana something fierce for the Field to remove the rubble blocking our path.  I wasn’t confident using a [Starlance] in case we destroyed something we really wanted to keep, but we made good enough time without it.

The weirdly corrugated core room reminded me, if anything, of the wrinkles in a brain, lending a distinctly organic air to the otherwise inert ridges of stone.  I knew that was just imagination, since I was pretty well proof that a dungeon’s mind, as much as dungeons had minds, was part of the core.  None of my sprawling landscape did any thinking for me, which was unfortunate.

As we got deeper, the appearance of decay unaccountably strengthened, as if were seeing several extra centuries every kilometer or so.  Part of me wondered if it was due to Fields going off, considering the energetic nature of the defenses, but it turned out that none of the wild storms of elements or metals or hissing storms of acid did anything to the stone.  It certainly wasn’t because the stone was particularly durable, but more that it was protected from the dungeon’s own magic.  A neat trick that I could hopefully learn, possibly when I got more levels and bought more traits.

"There’s a big chamber ahead," Ansae reported, and gathered together a spell in one claw that burst through the wall in a single go.  Apparently she was getting impatient with the slow and steady pace, or perhaps she just didn’t want to be right next to all the mana crystals that were probably projecting and fueling the Fields that swirled around us, blocking off any real view.  That assault cut off sharply as soon as we passed into the inner chamber, so I could actually see what it held.

There was a core there as big as a skyscraper, and it was dead.

The huge, faceted crystal stood in the center of a sphere four or five kilometers in diameter, rooted deeply in the floor and stretching up toward the ceiling a good two hundred or so meters.  Instead of being lit, it was dull and grey, but the reason why was no mystery.  Some time in ages past, an enormous wedge-shaped chunk of rock had fallen from the ceiling and cloven it nearly in twain.  The rock in question was still stuck there, embedded in the dead crystal.

The biggest core crystal was dead, but that didn’t mean the dungeon was, because there was more than one crystal there.  Flanking the huge, building sized crystal were house sized cores, glowing white.  From those several lines of cores spiraled outward, with a variety of different colors.  Orange, green, violet, black, and of course, red.  There were no blue cores in the Great Dungeon’s array, but it had plenty of others, implying a specialization of functions I hadn’t considered.

"Huh.  So Great Dungeons have all kinds of colors of cores."

"And no wonder this one is having issues.  But after all that, the reason this Great Dungeon is broken is because a rock fell on it?"  Shayma sounded incredulous.  "I can even see where it came from!"

"Rocks can fall, or they can be made to fall," Ansae said grimly.  "This must have happened at the dawn of the world, though.  Who knows how many dungeons actually survived the throes of creation?  Perhaps this one, broken and yet not, is even a relic of an earlier age?"  She snorted silver fire.  "Not that it matters."

"Yeah, fix things first, speculate later," I agreed.  She started forward again, but arcs of compressed wind and storm suddenly appeared around the cores like a cage, crossing back and forth in an unbroken net.

"One last defense, hmm?"  Ansae snorted and flexed her will, and the intense streamers bent outward, as if they were wires deforming under enormous strength.  We passed through, the cage collapsing back into place behind us, and I drove my seed-ship toward the core array.

"Alright, time to earn my keep."



Chapter 42A: Year 2, Day 52 – Blue


I wasn’t entirely certain how to go about dealing with what looked like hundreds of cores at once. Every single core I’d dealt with so far had been a red core, representing a singular dungeon. At the very end of the closest sprawl of colored cores was a conspicuously empty socket, where the original red core must have come from. ANATHEMA grated at me, telling me that despite their colors, all the other cores were just as much an issue. It wasn’t just red cores that were the problem.

That said, I could be in two places at once, as it were. The middle, dead core wasn’t going to be any help, but everything seemed to link up to the two secondary cores. Well, I didn’t know the middle core was useless, but considering the damage and the conspicuous lack of a glow, it seemed a safe bet so I focused on the active cores.

While I could move my own cores around and it didn’t seem to matter at all, the arrangement of the hundreds of cores in the Great Dungeon spoke of something with intent. Perhaps there were even two separate dungeons at play, some weird chimaera brought about by the destruction of the central, coordinating nexus. Either way, Shayma was integral to taking control.

"You take one of those, and I’ll take the other?" I suggested, moving the seed-ship toward the nearest oversized core. With Ansae watching over us I wasn’t concerned about what other defenses might pop up to stop us, though I was certain some would. Even if they were just autonomic responses, autonomic responses with the firepower a Great Dungeon had would be dangerous. "Ansae, I trust you to do whatever needs doing. Even if it means exploding all these cores."

"Oh, it would be my pleasure," Ansae said grimly. "If it weren’t for the fact that doing so might destroy the planet, I would have erased them already."

"Yeah let’s hope we don’t have to gamble on that."

"Definitely not," Shayma agreed, winging her way toward the other house-sized core, squinting down at its white glow. "On three?"

"Oh three," I agreed, doublechecking that I had as many mana dynamos as possible running, because I knew this was going to take everything I had. Even if it didn’t, better to overprepare than the reverse.

Shayma counted us down, and I braced myself before bumping the seed-ship into the crystal. Every other time that I’d encountered another dungeon, the result had been basically a brute force shoving match of mana. Fundamentally it was a contest of strength and speed, and while the Great Dungeon was bigger and much, much older, I definitely had an edge. If all I had to do was pour mana into something through myself and Shayma, it wasn’t too bad.

It was not like that.

A whole new sensorium blossomed up, rather like when I took over core’s territory, but it wasn’t anything I could control. Instead it was just a sense of everything that was arrayed against me. A whole immense set of climates and rocks and trees and monsters, all radiating absolute fury in my direction. Or, more, ANATHEMA from the other side. Fury wasn’t the right word; it was like they were absolutely certain that I was an affront to reality simply by existing.

That fury poured down channels, accumulating power as it grew, an enormous avalanche rolling down toward me. It was a frankly horrific sight, or at least sense, of something snarling and inexorable. I had bane mana on my side, but I didn’t have all the subjugated minds of the Great Dungeon backing me. What I did have was Shayma.

"Gods above!" Her voice echoed in the strange liminal space, more concept than substance. She was bright and sharp and loomed large against the entire anathematized landscape in front of us. Even her armor came with her, bound to her soul as it was, a comforting, protective weight. Neither she nor [Unbreakable Promise] manifested as physical things; if anything, she felt more like a Skill within the context of the combat space. Not that I was going to use her as such.

"Is this what it’s like every time?"

"No, this is the first time this has happened." Conversation moved at the speed of thought, taking barely any time at all, as I marshalled my mana and will toward figuring out how to deal with the incoming tide. I wasn’t totally adrift, possibly thanks to my purchased traits. It wasn’t a vast, featureless sea crashing down on us, it was thousands, millions of channels and rivers and branches stirring and converging toward us. There were holes, weak points, and I had an arsenal of fast-regenerating mana.

I lashed out toward the most urgent-seeming intersections, forming spears out of my mana pool and hurling them through the ether. Except it wasn’t really the ether, it was the Great Dungeon’s own dispersed biology, all the trillions of tons of it backing the core array. Instead of withering it as it went along, my mana seemed to pass through with little trace, only leaving a faintly scorched trail. It was irritating that I couldn’t target the core directly, since I was physically attached to it out in the real world, the connection sizzling as raw mana discorporated matter.

To me, the framework of the area was just all these whirling channels of mana on one side and me on the other, two giant environments with some kind of no-man’s-land in between. I had no idea what that represented in reality, if anything, but I got the vague sense that somewhere in the back there was a vulnerable point, a core to the core, some kind of executive function or magical nexus. Unfortunately, if it existed, it was behind everything else and I was having issues just sabotaging its attempts to advance.

Shayma joined me, drawing from the same mana pool but somehow doing something entirely different. My new Skills might have been responsible for the greater insight into dungeon combat, but they certainly didn’t give me more tools than just hurling raw mana with some precision. It was probably a personal lack, as I simply hadn’t had enough experience to evolve anything more complicated, but Shayma had no problems executing things with rather more finesse.

She whipped the [Chimaeric Neutronium] forward, some aspect of its weighty stellar magic slamming through the incoming magic and dispersing whole swaths of it, cutting into the opposing dungeon core’s metaphorical forces. Somehow she moved forward, despite the fact that I felt I was fairly well stuck in place, dancing into the framework of the foreign dungeon and wreaking destruction as she went.

Effective attacks were all well and good, but it would only go so far if we could do nothing but combat the nebulous morass of billions of miles of Great Dungeon. We needed to take the cores; the rest of it was just a distraction. Even if we were directly touching them, they didn’t seem to be anywhere in the sensorium, or at least, I couldn’t see them past the rest of it.

"Can you tell what we need to target?" Since Shayma seemed to work by different rules, maybe she could actually see where the metaphorical ⁠— or possibly metaphysical ⁠— core locations were.

"It’s behind that wavefront," she replied, which was endlessly frustrating. The reason we’d gone all the way down to the cores was to shortcut having to deal with the rest of the dungeon. I could have done this just as well from up above. "I’m glad we don’t have to deal with everything else," she added, as if she could hear my thoughts.

"What everything else?"

"Literally, everything past that mess!" Shayma shot back, and it was only then that I realized that beyond the assault thundering down on us was not an end to the conceptual space, but rather the actual rest of the Great Dungeon. Everything I could feel, everything that seemed to extend almost without limit, was just the combined might of the governing cores themselves, acting as extensions of the area they governed. The reality of the Great Dungeon was just so big it had seemed like a blank wall.

Suddenly, the hostile force we did have to deal with looked far more manageable. I stopped being distracted and kept hurling out bolts and spears of Bane mana, of which I had a nearly endless supply. It was really, really nice having insane mana regeneration, so even after setting up the massive fields to screen the rift above I was hard-pressed to spend it faster than I gained it.

Actually, the two of us worked together pretty darn well. I could snipe the confluences and shortcuts that channeled the intense rush of mana and break up its concentration, forcing it to spread out, while Shayma was able to forge ahead and cut off the sources of the attacks, annihilating the bits that I exposed for her. While seconds stretched out in the real world, we started to make inroads on the power that was still aiming for me.

At least, we seemed to be doing well until a thread of that power got past our combined efforts and slammed down into me, the feedback rattling the seed-ship. It stung a bit, but the problem wasn’t the frankly irrelevant amount of pain. It was that the attack surged straight through me without any way for me to stop it, slamming into one of my [Sacrificial Cores].

It exploded with enough force to throw a mushroom cloud into the sky above the Caldera.



Chapter 42B: Year 2, Day 52 – Ansae


She hadn’t held much hope that Blue’s takeover of the Great Dungeon would go smoothly. Even as he was, a Power with nigh-unlimited mana, once she’d seen the actual heart of a Great Dungeon she knew they were dealing directly with the workings of the gods. True, the working had failed, but even the faintest echoes of the gods could shake the world. Just because it had failed didn’t mean it was any less dangerous.

For at least a few seconds, though, it seemed to be going well enough. There was a raging rumble of competing energies, opposing forces annihilating each other at each of the target cores, but that was to be expected. The scale of the forces at play was such that even she didn’t want to get involved, especially since she still had work to do.

So far the Great Dungeon had been hostile but not especially dangerous. Calling continent-sized beasts trying to kill them not dangerous was amusing but accurate, because neither she nor her companions were stupid enough to actually get caught by an attack. If they’d had magic as potent as their physical forms it might have been a challenge, but really it was easy enough to just breeze past them.

Still, she’d been conserving her strength for a reason. Even if the Fields and monsters brought to bear hadn’t be immensely worrying yet, they were still in the middle of enemy territory, with an enemy that was larger than anything Ansae had ever fought before. It was only a matter of time until there was something serious she needed to take care of.

A crackle of energy flicked through Blue’s seed-ship and it was like a howl resounded through the dense energy surrounding them. A ripple went through all the condensed magics swirling about them, and things started to collapse. It wasn’t intent, exactly, as it seemed that Great Dungeons could no more directly act on mana than Blue could, but it was a response.

"Uh, Ansae?" Blue’s voice sounded a little blurry, stretched as they both exerted themselves in faster than normal time. "I don’t know if you can do anything about it but we’ve got the, uh. The whole dungeon’s mana collapsing down on us and I need more time."

"Then I will give you the time," she replied. For a moment she cast her senses out further, shoving aside the stifling atmosphere to look far into the dungeon. Out beyond the core room, in every direction and for thousands of miles, she could see the mana flows plummeting inward. It wasn’t like the manifestations that had caused insane weather before, but more like Blue’s mana, power without intent and not spending itself in vain.

Unlike Blue, it was entire planets’ worth of mana rather than a mere country or two, and there was more coming from beyond what she could sense. The Great Dungeon was a very big place, and it all seemed to be concentrating on them. Ansae didn’t know what would happen if that influx reached the core room, and Blue and Shayma, but it wouldn’t be good.

As intense at times as the journey down had been, she’d not particularly exerted herself in case something truly dangerous arose. This certainly counted. Ansae took a breath, drawing on her moon, her history, her Power, and her knowledge. She centered herself and stretched out her will, denying that enormous infalling attack.

"No."

The unstoppable avalanche froze in place, hammering at her indominable will and trying to break past her power, but she held it fast, spending her own strength like water to keep it in place and away from Blue and Shayma. It was the weight of an entire world and more, but she refused to let that matter. She was The Silver Woe.

The abrupt negation of that immense attack shuddered through the space inside it, the Great Dungeon responding to such a massive shift. The supporting stone around the cores all but vanished in a few fractions of an instant, leaving only a tall pillar rising from the bottom of the fifty-mile sphere of the core room, the bare walls now enclosing an empty bubble. The once-embedded mana crystals remained in the space where the stone had once been, thousands of them, floating in a seething, arcing sea of roiling air and earth Affinity. It wasn’t exactly a rune, because she had made runes and would know, but there were some pretensions in that direction as they began to shatter.

Supercharged mana rushed down toward them, spontaneously converting into supersonic shards of rock so hard it might well be [Firmament]. They were enormous swaths, miles wide, aiming straight for Shayma and Blue’s seed-ship. Not that she was going to let that happen. The two of them could certainly handle incidental bumps and bruises, but this stuff was so powerful it was tearing apart reality itself in front of it. Some of the spatially expanded space collapsed from the strain and was converted back to mana, accelerating the stone projectiles as fast as thought.

With one of Blue’s [Contained Stars], her [Crown of the Silver Woe] had become something far more than it had been before, a massive dynamo of stellar mana that meant she would never have to worry about ambient mana again. While she still didn’t have the raw mana generation of a full Origin Relic, it was a huge amount of energy she could tap into without even touching her own reserves. With her [Primal Magic], it didn’t need to remain Stellar, either.

Time Affinity was difficult to find and difficult to understand, but the fact that Ansae could actually wield it was one of her greatest weapons. Speed trivialized any number of attacks, so the moment the core room shifted, her personal defenses accelerated her to hundreds of times normal speed. She burned excess mana from her crown, converting it on the fly as she studied coalescing pseudo-spells and marked out their weaknesses.

Even if she was holding back the very will of the Great Dungeon itself, The Silver Woe could still fight. She pulled from her revitalized well of mana, exulting once again in having it whole and hale, and shaped together a spiked chain of a spell. There were thirty-two individual lances imploding from the wall of the core room, so she whipped her spell out to intersect each of them in turn, forming a miles-long burning beam bouncing between each ripping vortex. Ansae pulled on the spell, exerting her will as she shattered the dungeon’s attack and pulled the remnants toward herself.

The massive grey-blue lances driving in from the walls shattered where her spell touched them, dissolving in a flurry of silver that shot through them all the way back to the edge of the core room. Enormous streamers swirled around the fifty mile expanse of the core room, splintering some of the free-floating mana crystals as the remnant mana came down to surround her. She seized control of the lingering energies, pulling them into a whirling shield as she prepared for the next attack.

There would be a next attack.

The core room defined the innermost sanctum of the dungeon, but the ripples of reaction had gone both deep and wide. While Blue and Shayma fought with the cores, the rest of the Dungeon was hers to deal with, and it had a lot to throw at her. No single thing was a threat, but there were many, many single things.

A few moments later in her accelerated timeframe, another mana discharge jolted through Blue’s seed-ship, but neither he nor Shayma said anything, intent on their internal battle. She trusted that they would call her if they needed help, and until then, she had her own work to do. Even as she watched, the strange material that defined the core room began to dissolve and the bubble popped, leaving only strands connecting it to the rest of the dungeon.

Fortunately there wasn’t enough room for any of the continent-sized things to be brought down to attack them, but there were other creatures all but beating on the walls to have their turn attacking the invaders. Ansae hurled out the slivers of the shield orbiting her to slaughter the first wave of beasts, which consisted of things they’d skipped past in their route. Surprisingly, some of them survived, long snakelike winged things clutching intact mana crystals in their claws and pulling on the energies contained within.

Immediately, massive rending spells of twined storm and mind mana came plummeting down, the intent behind them pure, unalloyed hatred, almost enough to be considered a [Bane] in its own right. With a flick of her wings, she put herself between them and her companions, flinging out the remains of the shield to intercept the spells. She had long ago embedded defenses against mind magic in the bones of her skull, and the runes there fizzed and popped as they absorbed and dispersed the mental component of the attack. Even secondhand, infiltrating along the mana she was controlling, mind magic was insidious.

The spells shattered against the mana she’d borrowed from the failed attacks, and Ansae used her own to send two attacks of her own, near-invisible beams of ravenous earth Affinity, to bypass the creature’s native resistance to more air-oriented mana. She took a certain satisfaction in the sight of the dozen or so survivors turning to stone, falling and tumbling into the remains of everything else she’d destroyed, but that was just the first wave.

From off to the left and right came things that radiated age, perhaps beings even older than herself. They looked more like fish with wings than anything, big gawping mouths and oversized eyes, lacking any sort of dignity but with plenty of power. Not a match for her, of course, even if her link to her moon was dimmer this far under the earth, but a little bit closer than most.

They seemed to be more than moderately clever, too, since the spells they conjured were more complex than the animalistic emotions that powered the other attacks. Though, quite oddly, they did not have the same grace and coherence that she would have expected from proper Skills. There was a certain polish that came from the way Skills condensed the knowledge of thousand of people that their magic use lacked.

There were eight of them, five on one side and three on the other, swarming in between the remaining wires that anchored the cores to the rest of the dungeon. Normal scrying didn’t tell anything about them, of course, as everything that inhabited the dungeon was disconnected from the Akasha. She could only rely on her senses, though that was no trouble as hers were better than most.

Despite there being only three to one side, the trio seemed far more dangerous, bristling with air and, unusually for the dungeon, light Affinities. Even those didn’t feel quite right, more like echoes of the real thing. Identifiable enough, but still foreign.

Both sets worked together to collaboratively cast some kind of attack over the course of two to three seconds. Not that she intended to give them the time. The simplest spellbreaker was a knot of opposing Affinity, filled with disrupting intent and sufficient power. Ansae had more than sufficient power, and she sent off a series of contemptuous missiles to break up their collective efforts before they could come to fruition.

She followed after herself, covering the miles in an eyeblink. While it was generally good policy to engage from a distance, the very atmosphere made extreme distances an issue, and sometimes it was just satisfying to lay claws on a problem. The gormless fishlike things were about dragon-sized, and they screamed very nicely when her depletion-Bane claws cut into them. A flurry of claws, jaws, wings, and tail separated the trio into bleeding bits, and she had to admit they had a very unique taste that might have been worth pursuing under other circumstances.

By the time she finished with them, the other group had started casting again, only somewhat set back by having their efforts smashed apart by Ansae’s spells. A slow rolling wave of light bloomed outward from them, overlapping and rippling together. It was faint and hazy but bespoke incredible danger, something with a passing similarity to the Light of Eschaton.

Everything its path, the remnants of creatures, mana crystals, and ambient mana alike, was annihilated with a celerity that impressed her. Very few people or creatures could create something so wholly destructive. Of course, she was one of those people. Or possibly, depending on perspective, one of those creatures.

She reached out and stifled the destructive light, turning it into darkness. For most, that would involve projecting darkness Affinity mana, but she knew more about magic than anyone alive. She had visited the corners of the world where light and darkness mingled, where one became the other, where one substituted for the other, and she knew intimately how seemingly opposed things were really not so far different. Instead of trying to compete with the annihilating light spell, she suborned it, the spell breaking apart as it was turned against itself.

The annihilating wave fell apart before it got further than a mile, turned into angry black clouds laced with the dying remnants of that hideous light. Ansae snorted to herself and moved to take care of the others, flexing bloody claws as she closed the distance. She hadn’t had to fight so much for a very long time, and it was frankly entertaining, even laboring as she was to hold the dungeon’s mana collapse back. So long as Blue and Shayma got things done before she ran dry, she was actually enjoying herself.



Chapter 42C: Year 2, Day 52 – Shayma 


Fighting the Great Dungeon was a strange experience.

Most of the time she didn’t pay any attention to the fact that she was technically part of Blue, because it didn’t matter.  She had her own Skills, her own life, and Blue didn’t control anything she actually did.  He could reach out through her, but that was just one of the benefits of being his Companion, not something sublime or profound.

Inside that space she could feel her connection to Blue quite clearly, or rather, the sameness, that made her one with him.  It was the only reason she could engage with the Great Dungeon at all, the vast and eldritch nature of Blue that she normally overlooked on full display as he loomed behind her and beneath her in her perceptions.  Not only was there power there, but faint hints and whispers of dreams and knowledge beyond anything he’d ever mentioned.  It was like she was actually sensing the very things that made him a Power.

The Great Dungeon was similarly represented, stretching out and away in space and time, bigger than she could ever understand.  It was not as crisp as Blue’s presence, but it was massively larger and older.  The two of them struggled in some rapid-fire exchange that she could barely follow, as she reached out and tried to slog toward the core of it all.  She had the feeling that she and Blue perceived things differently, since he seemed almost prescient in cutting through barriers for her, but then would pivot and focus on something that seemed to have no significance whatsoever.

To her, the Great Dungeon seemed to be represented by some vast and incomprehensible architecture, magic formed into crystal spires and iron walls, an enormous fortress protecting the objective at the dungeon’s center.  She knew it wasn’t a literal place, and in fact was even less of one than Phantasmal Space, since she was still crouched on the sub-core in dragon form with her claws pressed against the crystal.  If anything it was like some absurdly complicated Skill made manifest, with the channels and restrictions turned into halls and barriers.

They weren’t empty halls, either.  There were things, strange balls of hostility and fury that seemed to be of dungeon-stuff, that swirled in to intercept her.  Her heightened link with Blue whispered a word and a concept into her head, antibodies, and she appreciated the comparison as she slid her way through the conceptual fortress.  Sometimes she fought, sometimes she didn’t, since her Skills applied quite oddly.

It wasn’t a real space, so she wasn’t physically shifting, or moving, just bringing the mana structures of the Skills into play.  It was very close to fighting with her actual soul structure, which would be incredibly dangerous if it was anyone but her.  With Blue and [Unbreakable Promise] safeguarding her, she was uniquely suited to that kind of combat.

She’d started before the fortress walls, with Blue at her back hurling siege bolts at the enemy, and dove through the doors to assault it from within.  A fortress existed to protect things, so somewhere within was their target, a place where Blue could actually take over all the cores and connections.  Even as she cut through into the heart of the Great Dungeon’s power, she dove back down through its history.  Shayma wasn’t sure whether it was something she was meant to be doing, but as she severed the strands of magic she released muted glimpses into what it was, what it had done.  She felt that they were, in a way, attacks by the Dungeon that didn’t quite work on her since she was something else.

They didn’t exactly come in the proper order, but she started putting them together as she made her way inward toward where the heart of the dungeon’s control resided.  The oldest glimpses were just impressions of vast swathes of time, of bright sparks between them.  The Dungeon couldn’t exactly think, and what she was experiencing were not precisely memories, more like echoes strong enough to persist within whatever odd inner world this was.  Even so, the thirdhand impressions of what must have been the gods themselves were daunting.

Though the narrow lens of the dungeon’s limited senses, there were sudden bursts of something like a blazing sun at a finger’s distance, too bright and intense for her to get any detail but imposing nonetheless.  They gave it purpose, direction, and growth, even as immense as it already was.

That lasted for a timeless time until there was a change like death.  She winced at something that wasn’t exactly pain, but was a profound loss.  All the ancient, humming connections to elsewhere just vanished, and silence reigned.  The dungeon seemed to grow almost still, with just the smallest perception of the vast, complicated body slowly moving and living, huddled into the remnants of flowing magic.

Something awakened it much, much later, pulling it out of the endless darkness and stasis.  A small sting, a nagging ache.  It was nothing important but it was unusual, a sensation more direct than the remote and removed creep of the dungeon body.  That might not have been enough to rouse the dungeon out of its stasis completely, but it came with pinpricks of outside awareness and of something tremendously wrong.

"Are you getting all this, Blue?"

"Getting all what?"  Blue replied, distracted.

"The dungeon’s memories or whatever."  She made herself intangible to shift past some barrier bristling with metaphorical spikes, feeling a little strained by pushing her Skills that way.

"Really?  Anything useful?"  Blue sounded perhaps less interested than he would normally be, distracted as he was by his own struggles.  His fight, when it didn’t intersect with the fortress she was racing through, seemed to be like the struggles of a colossus overhead.  Massive impacts seemed to rock what passed for the ground, shuddering through the walls and floor.

"Not yet," she said.  "It seems the mage-kings did wake it up, though.  It wasn’t doing anything until they started using their cores."

"I guess we aren’t helping either.  Well that’s too bad."

Shayma had a little bit more sympathy, though the Great Dungeon seemed to be more a machine than a person, damaged and left spinning uselessly.  More than uselessly; dangerously, though she didn’t quite understand where depletion itself came from.  There was something about what it had lost that must have caused it, but she hadn’t quite put her finger on what it was.  She knew that both Blue and Ansae were straining to keep them safe while she poked about, but she couldn’t help thinking there was something important about what she was learning.

More glimpses trickled in as she headed deeper, jolting through her when she made contact with any of the defenses.  There were more glimpses of the lost time when everything was silent, but here and there were instants that came after the mage-kings had first taken the red core.  The Great Dungeon didn’t control the new cores the mage-kings made, not even the one the first mage-king had taken, but it could still feel them, just as the cores drew some of their power from the dungeon.

Each one intensified a sense of alienation, of foreignness.  It seemed there was only chaos beyond its own borders, and the deep imperatives, given by the gods at the beginning of it all, demanded it tame that chaos.  In a flash, Shayma understood that, whatever had happened to this Great Dungeon, however it had broken, it saw them, it saw everything, like everyone else saw blightbeasts.  Unidentifiable things, nameless, mindless, and ruthless.

There was something about it that nagged at her.  It was hard to focus on it when she was fighting off aggressive magic and dodging through the mazelike fortress of the core’s interior, but that reversed perspective was absolutely wrong.  If the Great Dungeon had been a person, she would have dismissed it as simply ego and misunderstanding, but the Great Dungeon was a machine and had no ego that she could tell.

"Shayma!  What’s wrong?"  Blue’s voice stirred her into action again, and she sprang forward, dashing through the halls while her brain worked.

"Nothing’s wrong, I’m just trying to understand how the Great Dungeon works."

"Well you’d better understand fast, ‘cause I’m running low on [Sacrificial Cores]."

"You’ve been getting hit?"  Shayma was a little surprised, since she hadn’t felt anything, and she should have with the way she was attached to Blue.  Even if at a remove, she should have noticed if there was anything that had affected him directly.  The only thing that she had experienced were the bits of understanding carried on the Great Dungeon’s mana.

Then she felt like an idiot as she figured out the obvious.

Of course the insights didn’t come for free; she was reading what was embedded in the core itself, and with the ANATHEMA and their bitter rivalry, that meant either she was being destroyed or it was.  But she was Blue, even more than usual in this space, so he was paying the price.  Yet, she felt there was some vulnerability there, some aspect that she could take advantage of if she just knew how.

"Kind of exploding all over the place here," Blue said, a little worriedly.  "Almost there?"

"I think so."  It was difficult to judge distance in a place where distance didn’t even exist, but the snippets of understanding had actually helped, giving her a sense of where in that great expanse the driving force that they needed to take over was.  She was glad they didn’t need to convert everything, for that would have been a long slog of a nightmare, and one they might not have had time for. 

She could see in a distant way that Ansae was holding up the sky.  In the real world, her magic swirled and scoured through the remains of the core room, but she was also preventing the cores from drawing in mana from the rest of the dungeon.  The world of the fortress trembled with the effort of trying to break past Ansae’s will, and even she had limits.  They couldn’t afford to have her poke around anymore.  She needed to move.

Shayma bent to the task, trying not to encounter any more stray shocks and focused on driving forward.  She strained her Skills as she shifted through some things, fought others, and kept a wary eye on the surrounding, wincing every time another jolt of impression shot through her because she knew that meant Blue had been hurt again.

One immense surge of energy from Blue sent her hurtling forward, barely even able to notice the surroundings, so she hardened herself with [Unbreakable Promise] as she smashed through the last bastion and found the well of energy at the core of the core.  Yet, she hesitated.  They had to purge the depletion, remove the Great Dungeon, because it was overrunning the world.  But to do so would kill every creature within, as Blue Dungeons did not support monsters and every blightbeast would be purged by his mana.  When they were just beasts, that was one thing, but she had seen that there were people, or almost-people, just like the Scalemind, who hadn’t been lucky enough to get out before they were completely corrupted by depletion.

Simply doing nothing was impossible, and destroying everything was horrible.  She could see the future unrolling before her, a moment of clarity as she contemplated the options and found them both wanting.  A sudden understanding of the damaged dungeon crystallized in her mind, and her [Hero] Class hummed as she stepped forward.

She was taking a third option.



Chapter 43A: Year 2, Day 53 – Blue


Shayma was close, but she wasn’t there yet.  Dealing with the cores was desperate enough, but it wasn’t the only front I had to defend.  The great big hole we’d made down through the heart of the dungeon had thousands, maybe millions of creatures boiling out from the depths.  They weren’t all headed downward and inward to defend the core, and more was the pity.  If they had, I wouldn’t have had to defend against absolutely enormous flying fish-things or a swarm of smaller bats, rats, cats, and other such types with various means of locomotion through the air.  Some used wings, some simply swam as if through water, and I spotted several using what amounted to jet propulsion.  I’d been zapping the earlier stuff easily enough, but the lattice framework I’d hastily put together to cap the rift had a limit.

It wasn’t an issue of mana, because I could handle that pretty easily.  At least for now, though I was pretty sure the containment was decaying.  Under whatever authority that dungeons had over mana, I trumped the depletion dungeon, so even though its density was higher than mine, and it had a lot more venting out the giant rift than even I dealt with, I could cleanse it.

Actual creatures, though, weren’t so easily dispatched.  I had switched from [Hungering Dark] to [Corona], and it certainly took care of the chaff but there were still blightbeasts that could resist it.  Not totally, but long enough to slip through the thin film capping the rift, or do damage to the relatively fragile latticework supporting the Fields.  I didn’t have the attention to spare for going after things that escaped, or the time and mana to spare either if my lattice got broken.

Despite my misgiving, I had to use [Event Horizon].

Before, the mana welling up from the dungeon had been filtered through [Corona] and a mix of stellar, wind, and storm had billowed into the sky above.  That had resulted in a luminous rain that I would have found very interesting under other circumstances, but with [Event Horizon] that all went away.  My testing had not been extensive and I seemed to have underestimated its effects when writ large.

[Hungering Dark] was a particularly terrifying, predatory sort of darkness, but [Event Horizon] was even more terrifying by virtue of indifference.  The blackness was somehow deeper, more of an absence than the almost living nature of [Hungering Dark], and it held nothing at all.  No promise of death or danger, just an uncaring flat emptiness.

The sky bulged down as [Event Horizon] swallowed it, the shimmering clouds and glowing rain vanishing into the black in a matter of moments, while below the blightbeasts ran into the Field and were silenced.  There were no screams, no cries or calls.  No scrabble of claws and teeth on stone, or crackle of elemental energies.  Everything just ceased to exist.

I couldn’t even properly sense the latticework that was supporting the projection of the Field, which was the first time I’d actually felt a piece of me go numb.  Wind whistled as air and mana fell into the [Event Horizon] from both sides, even light visibly warping around it.  The universe itself seemed to bend under the weight of a thousand-kilometer wide singularity, even the oceans starting to climb the sides of the cliffs to join the eager self-annihilation.

It was honestly so astounding that I lost concentration for a moment and the Great Dungeon hit me with another attack.  I had no more sacrificial cores left.  One of the cores that I hadn’t yet moved, still anchoring the containment wall, blew out, erasing a good chunk of it and noticeably weakening the containment effect.  Even if I couldn’t sense it directly, it seemed like the strain from the wall slackened, shifting in the direction of the gap.

"Shayma!"  I called urgently.  She was the only one in a position to actually stop the attacks, since I had yet to get anywhere, only able to defend while trying to make a path for my fox-girl.  Part of me suspected that wasn’t coincidence, that Shayma had taken over those functions by being a literal part of me and  being better at it, but it still made me feel a little helpless.  "We’re running out of time!"

"Working on it!"  She replied, almost completely obscured from me by having delved so deeply into the core’s magic.  She seemed to have stopped, stymied by something for a few minutes, while Ansae held back the dungeon and I lost cores to the blows that landed.

Ansae had gone from taking care of the few invaders that could squeeze into the core room to blocking great surges of magic.  The stone underpinnings had vanished, leaving only the plate the cores rested on and great, metallic cables anchoring them to the rest of the dungeon.  After the interior of the core room and the wall itself went away, the surrounding caverns seemed to peel back, layer by layer.

There was now a sphere a few hundred kilometers in diameter around us, cutting through all kinds of cavern layers and exposing us to uncountable numbers of blightbeasts.  It seemed to be an exception to the rule that every dungeon but me moved slowly.  Since it all just vanished, it made me think what it was doing was simply absorbing it back into itself rather than doing anything complicated.  Or maybe it was just some weird Field effect, because it was very obvious that Great Dungeons operated on a different paradigm entirely.

No matter how it was done, the dungeon had removed anything we could use for cover or defense.  Not that we needed it as such, but it did mean that Ansae had more work to do. She’d already vaporized uncounted tons of falling debris, as removing underpinnings of the caverns still left water and trees and any blightbeast that couldn’t actually fly.  It seemed really damn reckless to me, since any of that could have damaged the very cores the defensive measures were trying to protect.

Then again, this was a core that had already been damaged.  Since Ansae hadn’t mentioned any of the other Great Dungeons up and vanishing over however many thousands of years, I had to assume that the gods had hastily patched whatever loophole let a big chunk of stone fall on a very important and complicated Artifact.  Leaving the depletion seemed a bit more of a problem, but if it was supposed to be inactive it shouldn’t have been a huge issue.

Knowing that the mage-kings had woken it up clarified a lot of the timeline, though I supposed it didn’t matter now.  No matter how old a remnant of the past it was, we had to take care of it.  Or at least try.  I shuddered to think about what might happen if Ansae had to destroy all the cores.  I might be able to take over the dead bulk, or I might not, but it was also entirely possible that air Affinity would completely go away.  Destroying one of the fundamental underpinnings of the world was not something to casually do.

Ansae blinked from above us to below even as I watched, a massive streaming river of spellwork flooding out from her.  A thousand ribbons of silver-tinged solar fire spewed forth, seeking out the nearest flying blightbeast and turning it to ash before moving onward.  It seemed like a more wild variant of the hegemonizing swarm spell, destroying everything in its wake rather than targeting only a few things.  She was using more stellar magic than anything else, but considering that stellar ignored depletion it made sense.  Plus, dragons liked fire.

Inside the core, I was at what I’d consider a losing stalemate if it weren’t for Shayma.  Every hit it got in on me was pretty dramatic, while for some reason I never exploded its cores in return.  Instead, my attacks seemed to just nullify a part of its power, sapping its ability to attack and defend.  Which was how Shayma had gotten in, but didn’t actually help defeat it.  Nor did it stop the mounting pressure on Ansae’s enormous wall of will, which even I could feel.  It had been half an hour already, a long and slow slog that had brought the larger moon up to be almost eclipsed by Ansae’s, and I’d lost five real cores, almost completely nullifying the containment circle.

"Blue, do you trust me?"  The question was abrupt, but when Shayma asked, there could be only one answer.

"Of course."

"This may be a little weird," Shayma said.  It was.



Chapter 43B: Year 2, Day 53 - Shayma


The problem was the dungeon was doing what it was supposed to.

It had taken her a while but she understood what had been lost when that great central core had ruptured. The terrible emptiness behind its actions was a loss of connection, to the gods, to other dungeons, and to the rest of the world. The Great Dungeon was missing one very important piece of what made dungeons run.

The Akasha.

She hadn’t even considered something could be outside it before, not really. But Blue’s knowledge was clearly outside it, if he’d made stellar Affinity. In truth she hadn’t even really known of the Akasha’s existence prior to Ansae bringing it up, but in knowing, everything became clear.

Dungeons managed the Affinities, so they had some special connection to the Akasha. Divination primarily got its information from the Akasha, so of course the great dungeon couldn’t recognize anything and found it all alien. Blue’s descriptions were minimalistic, but they were always there, as if he had a constant divination effect active, even though there was no magic at all.

If Blue took over the dungeon, that would fix everything, since Blue wasn’t damaged. Odd, a little bit scatterbrained, and with a questionable sense of humor, but not damaged. All the objections to that still applied, however, so what she needed to do was somehow bring the Great Dungeon back into the Akasha. Which was something even the gods had been unable to do, as evidenced by the fact that the dungeon was still broken.

She knew she only had a limited time to figure it out. Every moment was another one that Blue might sustain more damage, that Ansae had to shoulder an increasingly heavy burden and defend them from an almost inexhaustible supply of blightbeasts. It was not, could not be, something easy, but even so she had no idea where to start.

「I need to try and fix this Great Dungeon,」 Shayma said to Iniri and Taelah. She’d kept them apprised at least in general terms of what was going on, even though there was nothing they could do to help aside from cheer her on. Neither Taelah nor Iniri had any expertise with anything she was dealing with, nor were they there to help. She didn’t even want them there to help; it was absurdly, mind-bogglingly dangerous and only Ansae’s presence kept her and Blue safe.

「You’ve already tamed one dungeon,」 Taelah replied with both amusement and encouragement. 「I’m sure you can manage another. 」

「You’ve always been the bridge between Blue and the rest of us,」 Iniri told her. 「This can’t be too far different. 」

「You’re right,」 Shayma said, feeling the words of her fellow Companions resonate with her, ideas percolating while she grappled with the Great Dungeon. She appraised the almost-hunger of the Great Dungeon as it tried to pull things into its own Akasha, destroying the connections they had with the real one. So, depletion. So, blightbeasts. There was no real malice there, just a blind thing lashing out.

She had to make it see.

Now that she stood in the center of the fortress, in front of the nexus at the heart of it, she could reach out and touch it. She didn’t want to convert it, and had to quash the little bit of her that could pull directly on Blue’s mana to do so. It was just such a reflex that it was harder not to just shove Blue’s massive reserves at the thing. Instead, she focused on her connection with Blue, and reflecting on that feeling tried to find where the Great Dungeon was missing the same, the profound link it had once had with the others.

"Shayma!" Blue jolted her from her reverie. "We’re running out of time!"

"Working on it!" She called back, getting an impression of the current state of affairs from the impressions Blue pushed at her. The failing containment outside, the mounting pressure inside. Part of her wondered if this part of the connection would stay after they were done, now that it had been revealed.

As she reached back to Blue, and reached forward to the Great Dungeon, she had a thought, a feeling. She wasn’t sure if it was her Skills or Class, or just fundamental intuition, but she suddenly knew how to connect them. It was still so half-formed she wasn’t sure how to explain it, but she probably didn’t need to.

"Blue, do you trust me?"

"Of course!"

"This may be a little weird," she warned him, and hauled on her link. Not the mana, not the Skills like [Companion Concord], but the integral connection that made Blue and her one. It was like she was trying to move the entire world on her back, but Blue went along with it, and let her gather it up and find that part of it that went out beyond either of them.

Then she took hold of the Great Dungeon. Instead of shoving Blue’s mana into it, she hauled on it the same way, though it was not nearly as cooperative. She grit her teeth, both figurative and literal, head aching as she strained and tugged. She could feel her own reserves dipping, filled up by Blue and then bottoming out again as she fought against the monstrous inertia of the millennia-old dungeon. Her soul strained under the load, only the absolute nature of [Unbreakable Promise] keep it intact.

With one dungeon in each hand, she made herself the bridge.

The mage-kings had joined the severed dungeon and the rest of the world in a form of opposition, subjugating the red cores and forcing them to conform to controllers. Yet they had kept the depletion taint, because they couldn’t affect the Great Dungeon, only feed it. It was the worst of both worlds.

Shayma could touch the heart of it, and what was more, could touch what a dungeon was supposed to have. She was what a dungeon was supposed to have, by virtue of her Bargain with Blue. The terrible emptiness of the damaged dungeon resonated with her link to Blue, and so she extended that link to it.

There was a whirling, falling sensation as all the strands of magic and the essence of the dungeon core wound itself around her, and with it came a question. A question not posed by the dungeon, but by reality itself, a choice of paths. No dungeon was meant to operate by itself, and as long-dormant parts of the severed dungeon woke, connected once again, Shayma had the chance to take control herself.

She didn’t want to be in control. The Great Dungeons were too big and too important for her to run, be she ever so much a [Hero], and besides Blue was her first priority. Yet, she had to be something, because it was her very self that was restoring what had been lost. What she could be, then, was a guide. The occasional nudge here and there was not outrageous, aside from which the Great Dungeon could operate as intended, whether the gods were directly involved or not.

Link after link of something deeper then magic clicked home around her. For a moment she had a glimpse of how she thought Ansae saw the world, with all its secrets revealed and every veil pulled back. She could sense the Great Dungeons, heavy anchors strewn about the world, as well as other things connected to the Akasha and the framework of magic. Here, bright spinning sparks deep within the planet, a crystalline core at its heart. There, a brilliant network that existed not so much in a place as in an idea, something perilously close to the Phantasmal Realm and another demonstration of the strange profundity of Blue’s knowledge.

"What the hell?" Blue said, confused, as the link to the Great Dungeon – the Air Dungeon, she supposed – settled in alongside Blue’s, and the two meshed. "Shayma, you just got a second Status."

"I think I just redeemed the dungeon," she said, and paused as the Air Dungeon stopped attacking, the liminal combat space fading away. Yet even now that she’d brought it back to the fold, stopped it from creating depletion, its creatures were still lost. The Akasha those creatures had been linked to, the crippled and incomplete one that the Air Dungeon had tried to make, was gone. The thing their soul structures was tied to, the reason depletion existed, had vanished. She’d fixed the source, but she hadn’t yet won.

"Ansae, can you come here for a moment?" Shayma called out in the real world, prodding her connection to the Air Dungeon and getting the sensation of uncountable numbers of blightbeasts falling into the mindless rage that came of their dungeon core vanishing. It was something like the inverse of what happened with full depletion, the sudden shock of a sundered soul driving them berserk.

The Air Dungeon was still around of course, but it was no longer rogue, and living beings couldn’t be altered as easily as artifacts. The dungeon itself would kill all its inhabitants, or they’d kill each other, unless she could intercede. "I think this might be the only safe area for what comes next."

Ansae came swooping in, leaving behind a blazing wall silver and fire to block the blightbeasts , and halted precisely in front of the enormous cracked central core. Shayma took that as her cue, so she invoked the most unusual of Blue’s fields. [Of Light and Fire Born] crackled outward as she pushed it into the Air Dungeon’s link. Though her tie to the Great Dungeon wasn’t like her tie to Blue’s, there were some similarities and enough hints from the feel of the interaction itself that she knew she could give it the absolute best tool she had to save what could be saved.

Blinding light covered the dead core and the ancient rock that had killed it, both of them seeming to melt and vaporized, sinking and condensing into itself as it shed dross as burning vapor. In a matter of seconds it became something much smaller, only the size of a building and no larger than the secondary core she was perched on, but with the familiar star-spangled surface of a stellar core. Shayma blinked at it. She hadn’t thought the Field would do that.

"Isn’t that…?" Blue started.

"It is!" Shayma replied, and the core gleamed as the mana around them sparked and ignited. It started just outside the cores themselves, yards away from where Ansae’s wings beat, and then raced outward. A Field of cleansing fire expanded over the whole great volume of the Air Dungeon, every part of it burning at once.

"Now that is my favorite kind of sight," Ansae said approvingly, as entire planets went to the torch. The blightbeasts went with them, but as the enormous Field continued its magic, the cleansing flames gave way again to reformed flesh and blood and bone, to bark and foliage and vine, to clean water and gleaming stone. That which was reborn shimmered and glimmered with flames and void, made into stuff of the stellar Affinity.

A bloom of solar wind restarted the great mana heart of the dungeon, in places decaying from stellar to ordinary wind as the natural Affinity of the dungeon asserted itself, but in other places whipping around newly transformed creatures and landscapes. It was Blue’s own Affinity, but since Shayma had pushed the Air Dungeon into making a Stellar core and, in a way, had even given it permission to use the stuff, the new mana settled easily into the yoke. Shayma smiled as her [Skill] shivered in happy feedback.

[Quest] complete.

 



Chapter 43C: Year 2, Day 53 – Ansae


Every true dragon liked fire.

Even those who went with affinities such as glacial or storm had their own versions of the flames, like coldfire and arcfire.  Even though fire Affinity itself was not widely considered a particularly strong one, everyone paid their respects to what was probably the original Affinity for the species.  The new stellar Affinity added quite the range to a dragon’s favorite element, as well as scope.

Even Ansae had never seen something burn on quite the scale as the Great Dungeon purging itself.  In every direction, so far as she could sense, there was fire.  It wasn’t just cleansing fire, it was something that was very rare to find in anyone’s interpretation of the Affinity: the fire of rebirth.  It was beautiful and terrible, something even she would have to treat with caution, and perhaps the greatest capstone of Blue’s stellar abilities.  Even [Event Horizon], as great and terrible as it was, only destroyed.

She slitted her eyes as something subtle and alien rippled out from the cores at the center of it all.  Neither Shayma nor Blue seemed to notice, and even for her it was difficult to detect, but it was something she recognized.  Even from the faintest hint, it was impossible to mistake a brush of one of the gods as anything else.  There was no manifestation, no revelation or even something that could be called approval.  It was, if anything, only the most distant residue of their presence, but it was confirmation that the Great Dungeons were the tools of the gods.  Not that she had ever doubted.

Even with her knowledge and senses it was difficult to tell what that particular touch did.  It may have only been a passing shadow, or it may have been the full attention of one of those legendary and abstruse beings.  After all, the absolute block on intent and insane complexity of the dungeon cores was tailor made to protect the world, and those in it, from the overwhelming presence of such things.  She would never forget the horrible, world-bending presence of a mere echo of a question of a god.

It had never been clear to her what the question was.  If the echo simply spoke words it was done only with the greatest care, the same care she used when invoking her full nature as The Silver Woe, and was just as dangerous and painful a prospect for all involved.  In hindsight, she had to wonder.  There had been fragments in there about death and depths and air and heir, and now that the Great Dungeon of Air was restored to function, it seemed quite possible that the question had been about the damage done to the dungeon, and what was going on in the world.  Of course, it was only long after such an interpretation could have been useful that it came to her, and even then it was only if she squinted really hard.

She took a deep breath of newly-burned and newly-turned air as other changes, some subtle and some overt, washed over her.  The Silver Woe was no mere title, her power no mere vanity.  It was not ego to say that she safeguarded the world, in a way neither god nor mortal could.  Once every few generations there arose the mad, the power-hungry, the terrible beyond sanity, that found some way to threaten the foundations of creation itself.

Sometimes they threatened to shake magic itself, other times they created some spreading blight with no clear limitations.  Perhaps they found some terrible knowledge that would destroy every mind that encountered it, throwing everything back to savagery and war without end.  Countries and empires rose and fell, the shape of the land itself changed, and that was fine.  But civilization and life itself was surprisingly fragile.

Burning everything to the ground was the best way to deal with such threats.  While it was devastating at the time, at least things would regrow.  Scars like the waste north of Tarnil showed what happened when other people tried the same.  The Silver Woe was that which came upon the tides of woe, to take and to give in equal measure.

Depletion, then, had been her responsibility.  It was the imperative of her Title and her Power to deal with something that threatened to poison the whole world, given time.  That she hadn’t realized its danger before it started spreading rankled her, but seeing the true scope of what she had to contend with, Ansae knew that she wouldn’t have been ready for it all those centuries ago anyway.

In the end, she hadn’t destroyed the threat herself, but she had hardly been a bystander, and that was enough.  She could feel the urgent drumbeat of her title fade into the background, the trappings of her Power unfurling as the threat faded.  A glance at her own Status, the divinatory runes long embedded into her flesh, showed that she had actually gained a level or two from the feat.  Without the depletion counter, it was somewhat more difficult to discern, not that the specifics actually mattered.

Beyond sight and sound, smell and taste, were more esoteric senses.  Those of magic, and those that tapped into the very flow of the world.  For spellcasters, this came in the form of [Wisdom] and its descendants, but she had long attuned herself to such currents, and could feel the sea change as the dungeon was reborn around her.  Depletion wasn’t completely gone, of course, for there were still bits and pieces of tainted mana out there and the final red cores would have to be excised, but the source had been purged.  Never again would it be a threat.

Now that the Fields of the dungeon were no longer full of depletion, no longer fighting them, it was easy to slide her senses past the net of spatial expansion and cast her gaze upon the world outside the dungeon.  Far, far above, or merely a thousand or so miles from the outside, a massive distortion in the world faded as Blue released his [Event Horizon].   Just in time for the fires of rebirth to blast up into the air, a fair imitation of a volcano lighting the night sky.

She blinked, and touched on the power of her moon, that slow and ageless drift across the heavens, looking down on the motion of the world below.  Sometimes that perspective, which was not really sight but rather some distant interpretation of swirling currents, told her when trouble was brewing, when The Silver Woe would be needed.  On rarer occasions, it gave her a glimpse of some other change, such as when Blue’s stellar Affinity had rippled outward from the very first [Contained Star].

The changes that came with the redemption of the Great Dungeon went both deep and wide, rippling over continents that she hadn’t been to in ages.  It occurred to her that the world had never seen this Great Dungeon active, since she was the oldest thing she knew of and even in her childhood it had been a poisoned island.  It was, as had happened so many times with Blue, a new thing.

"So do you control the dungeon, now?"  She asked mildly, dropping down to stand on Blue’s seed-ship, which had backed off from the cores by a few yards.

"Not exactly," Shayma said, in fox form and touching the enormous stellar core while standing on the smaller white core next to it.  "I think I could have, but it didn’t seem right.  I just wanted to help restore it to how it should be."

Ansae nodded approval.  It was refreshing to deal with Shayma and Blue, neither of whom thought of themselves as rulers-in-waiting.  Such attitudes were depressingly common among mortals, though it was difficult to say whether it was even proper to call Shayma a mortal anymore.

"I’m actually a [Guide] now," Shayma volunteered, and Ansae tilted her head, because such a thing didn’t show up on Shayma’s Status.

"She’s got two Statuses now," Blue put in.  "I think that second status is kind of like the Controller status the mage-kings have.  Except, you know, special because it’s Shayma."

Shayma laughed at that, but Ansae agreed with Blue.  The fox-girl had started out with a Fate class, which was uncommon to begin with, and she certainly had built on that prestige.

Over the course of history, there had been relatively few people who had achieved any real sort of immortality.  Most of those who had done so only managed to lose themselves, the transformation turning them into something enduring but ultimately less than they had been. Few of these living monuments, great obelisks or statues or gems, remained active, lost to the ages or turned upon by the civilizations they had meant to protect.

Others had tried to gain immortality in other ways, by perfecting their body or stealing years from others or transcending into a being of pure mana.  Very few of these efforts had been successful and, while some of them had been, people such as they were ended by The Silver Woe.  Twisted deeds resulted in twisted people, and such immortals were never satisfied with anything less than ruling the world.

Blue and Shayma, though, were not like that.  Despite Blue taking over massive swaths of land, it was clear he didn’t really like doing so, and he didn’t even really pay attention to what he’d absorbed unless he had to.  Despite their immortality coming to them without what Ansae would consider any particular struggle, they seemed to be well-suited for it.  With the singular conflict for which Blue was uniquely suited over with, there would be plenty of time to rest, reflect, and look to the future.

Ansae would be glad to have the both of them as fellow travelers on the road of eternity.



Chapter 43D: Year 2, Day 53 - Blue


Depletion resolved.

[Purifier] title fulfilled.  Permanent reduction to level requirements.

Dungeon has reached level 20!  10 trait points earned.

I was not all that surprised that Shayma got me five levels at once.  It was nice to see that there was some consideration in the way dungeons were designed for running out of a leveling condition.  Not that I really felt I needed the benefits of additional levels at the moment, not after being so flush with trait points and extra cores, but over time it probably would have been irritating to be so limited.

Part of me was nonetheless disappointed that a full five levels didn’t come with another growth marker and another set of special benefits.  I was pretty sure that fixing, apparently, a core part of magic would result in something pretty amazing, but that would have to wait.  I was pretty sure I’d get there eventually.

The Great Dungeon really was part of the world’s basic infrastructure, or at least, a core part of the governing setup.  The only access I had to it was the moment that Shayma linked us together, which was a bizarre overload of sensory data and an almost fugue-like blank on my side.  I was absolutely certain it was meant to govern air Affinity though, which made me wonder how the Affinity had survived over the thousands of years without a primary governor.  Probably one of the other dungeons had taken it up, but once the Great Dungeon had woken up it had taken back control.

Shayma had more insight than me, and had found out that the Great Dungeon had been cut from the Akasha, and, in blind mechanical logic, had simply tried making its own.  Though if it weren’t for the mage-kings taking a red core and assuming control of it, bringing it out into the world and forcing the dungeon awake, it never would have mattered.  It would have been its own cut-off little world forever, and while it would never have generated new races, it wasn’t like there was a lack of peoples above and below the earth to begin with.

It might have been hard to believe except for the fact that Shayma had a double Status to my overlay, and one that didn’t show up even to Ansae’s divination runes.  Considering that it was Ansae, I took that to mean that it was working off of something different than the normal Status setup.  Besides, it didn’t look like a normal status.

Shayma Ell

Health: [FULL]

Resources: [FULL]

[GUIDE]

Guided Dungeon: [AIR]

Link: [ACTIVE]

Skill: [Dungeon Rapport]

Attribute: [Dungeon Sense]

In a way it looked more like my Status, what with non-explanations for things, but it didn’t use any of the nomenclature a normal Status did.  If I had to guess, this was something closer to what a Controller Status was like, as Controllers were somewhere between a normal Class and whatever the isolated Akasha had managed to come up with.

Companion Shayma Ell Level 95 available.

Not surprisingly, Shayma had gotten a goodly amount of experience out of it as well, I assumed from the [Hero] part of her Class.  Not enough to tier up, despite the magnitude of her accomplishment, but that probably wasn’t necessary either.  From what I understood, Shayma probably didn’t need any particular level to do what she’d done, though I was sure that it helped.

The Great Dungeon wasn’t hostile, but it was still ridiculously huge, so I left a seed-ship in the core room in case Shayma ever needed access to its core again.  Neither of us were certain how likely that was, but without boring another hole straight through the dungeon and asking Ansae to accelerate us to hypersonic speeds, delving down to the core from the outside would take some time.  Probably years.

At least the way Shayma had resolved things meant I didn’t need to keep the containment ringwall up, which was just as well since it had blown out in at least three places during the fight and would have been useless anyway.  Still, it took time to pull out of it, sending all the cores back to the Caldera, and I needed an anchor to portal Shayma and Ansae back up.  After all, we still had all the mage-king islands to deal with.  Those red cores were connected in some hazy way to the Great Dungeon, but weren’t controlled by it, so I still had to take care of them.

Just because I, or rather, Shayma had resolved the original source of depletion didn’t mean the red cores were fixed.  At this point, though, it was more of an afterthought than any kind of serious trouble.  The question was how many mage-kings took Ansae’s warning seriously, and how many we’d be summarily executing.  I wasn’t going to be too fussed either way.

The burst of stellar mana from the Great Dungeon had both transformed and destroyed the net I’d been using to sieve out depletion, sending crystalline flaming stone in all directions.   Huge chunks of the stuff had splashed into the water, sinking to the bottom of the sea and no doubt becoming an interesting find for some Leviathan in the far future.  The entire rimwall had been converted into a black, luminous material, surrounding a massive plunge into a great blooming forest of stellar-flavored plants.

Despite being absolutely full of stuff with stellar Affinity, there was now plenty of normal, depletion-free wind and storm mana pouring out, which had a predictable effect on the local atmosphere.  The huge swirling vortex was back, but it was dissipating outward, sustained only by the outflow of the dungeon below.  Which meant it would go away eventually, I hoped, and in the meantime there were a lot of stormclouds being sent out to drift over the ocean.

Frankly it all went against the way that weather was actually supposed to work, but under the circumstances I didn’t really expect anything else.  Neither Ansae nor Shayma were much bothered by the weather, both of them being fairly immune to anything short of orbital bombardment – and in Ansae’s case, even that probably wouldn’t faze her – but both of them took deep breaths as they appeared on the surface again.

"That is so nice," Shayma said.  "I never realized what was missing from air Affinity."

"I never really marked air Affinity as having anything wrong with it either, yet here we are," Ansae agreed.

"I have no idea what you two are on about," I told them.

"The air just feels better," Shayma told me.  "More alive."

"If I had to guess," Ansae said judiciously, "air Affinity has been somewhat crippled until now.  It worked, obviously, but there are some subtleties that were lost.  Of course, with primal Affinity it doesn’t matter so much, but I might learn new things anyway."

"Then we’ve fixed it.  I know my overlay said so, but I’m glad to hear it from you, too."

"Yes," Shayma agreed.  "I know there’s cleanup to do, there always is.  But for the moment?  Let’s go home."



Chapter 44A: Year 2, Day 53 – Annit


Everything was different when she woke.  Not only did she feel crisper, sharper, and more powerful, but there was something in the very air she breathed that seemed new and refreshed.  She stretched her senses, listening to the whispering of the wind, hearing it clearer than she ever had.

Annit had heard many things on the wind over the years, some of them secrets that she was never meant to know, others merely mundane happenings from places nearby.  Never before had she heard the wind whispering about itself, let alone with a sense of breathless excitement.  Even if the wind didn’t have a voice that spoke words, it was still clear that it spoke of some tremendous renewal.

"What is it, Annie?"  Keri said, sitting up next to her and blinking sleepily in the light coming through the window.

"I think they did it," Annit told her.  "I’ve never sensed anything like this before."

"I think you did it too," Keri said, focusing on her.  "You feel different.  I think you tiered up."

"I did?"  Annit considered herself.  She’d been so distracted by the clamoring of the wind that she hadn’t really paid attention to the feeling of her own Skills.  Her hand slipped down to grasp the amulet that held her [Soul Prosthesis], and she pulled it out from under the sheets to look at.

The shape of the silver and gold inside the lump of blue was a little bit different.  Not much, but she was intimately familiar with every curve and line, and she knew that it had changed.  The singing tension inside it was gone, resolved, replaced with something else, a something that felt different from wind alone.

"Huh!"  She slipped out of bed, ignoring Keri’s whistle at the sight of her still in her smallclothes.  Shayma had given them a status sigil of their very own, which was one of those ridiculous extravagances that she found hard to credit sometimes, and she’d put it in an alcove of their house.  Keri’s bare feet pattered after her, and the two of them looked at the words the sigil etched in the air when Annit put her hand atop it.

Annit Kyensdotr

Level 50 [Hailstorm Bodyguard]

Health: 680/680

Stamina: 1200/1200

Depletion: 42/200

Skills:

[Hailstorm Bowgunner] 1:   You attack with shards of ice, launched with the fury of the winter wind.  You may conjure icy bolts for your weapon, and guide them after they are launched with a frigid gale.

[Wind Oracle] 1: You can hear the secrets on the wind.  Provides detailed information about the surroundings.  The longer you listen, the more you know. 

[Gusting Dash] 1: Move with the grace of air.  Quickly propel yourself from one place to another with gusts of air.

[Ice Bayonet] 1:  Your cold cuts like a knife.  Extend a blade made of ice from any ranged weapon, and use it with brutal skill.

Abilities:

[Guardian]: You have an innate sense of where the person you’re guarding is at all times. 

[Storm’s Celerity]:  The power of wind and storm accelerates your movement.  Your speed and dexterity are improved.

"See?  Third tier!"  Keri beamed.  Annit nodded, but her attention was more fixed on the depletion number than the new Skills and Abilities.  While it hadn’t gone away entirely, it had somehow been reduced, which was not something she had heard of.  Blue could clear it completely, through processes she didn’t really care to dwell on, and he could give people who were completely depleted another chance, but a partial cure had not been part of his repertoire.

"Also, bodyguard?  That seems quite a shift from hunter."  Keri poked her in the side and Annit squirmed, grabbing Keri’s fingers before she actually start tickling.

"You are stuck with me," Annit said, letting the status sigil fade as she pulled Keri in close.  "It wouldn’t have happened if I didn’t want it.  Anyway, I did get a shift into storm Affinity!"  It wasn’t often that Annit felt a sense of accomplishment, but if anything would do it, that would.  Though she wasn’t sure she actually needed to, considering what she was sensing through [Wind Oracle].

"We’ve gotta go into the Village and celebrate," Keri said, snuggling in close to look up at her.  "Maybe we should wait until Shayma can join the Tier Party, though?  You said you think they did something?"

"The wind is happy," Annit replied, even though she wasn’t sure such a simple emotion really conveyed what she had heard.  "It’s different, too.  Something about air Affinity itself has changed, I think."

"And Shayma thought that depletion had something to do with wind mana in the first place," Keri agreed.  "Well, if they’ve done something amazing, we can delay our celebration a bit.  Nobody has a Tier Party the day of anyway, and it wouldn’t be the same if everyone couldn’t be there."

Annit laughed and squeezed Keri, then guided them back to the bedroom to get dressed.  She wasn’t sure if Shayma was back yet, but Taelah would know.  Or could at least ask Blue.  She was oddly fine with having her own small achievement overshadowed by Shayma and Blue upending the world.  Annit never wanted to be caught up in great and grand things, she only ever wanted to stay with Keri and be free.

It had been trying, being caught up with a Power.  With two Powers, one of them being The Silver Woe, the most terrible and feared being on the surface of the planet, despite the fact that they never meant her any harm.  It wasn’t just the danger, though there was more than she would have taken on for herself.  It wasn’t even the terrible weight of depletion, which had crushed her for so long.  It was the repeated shocks of having to relearn what was true about the world whenever Blue did something that should have been impossible.

Shayma enjoyed it, The Silver Woe enjoyed it, even Keri enjoyed it, but at times Annit felt frayed by the experience.  She didn’t begrudge anything Blue did as such, she just wished that she didn’t have to be there when he did it.  It was true that in the end both she and Keri had ended up fabulously wealthy with connections that would otherwise be the stuff of distant dreams, but Annit had never been worried about wealth or status.

She hoped now that Blue was, at least for a time, finished with his business.  Destroying the source of depletion and rejuvenating the air Affinity itself was certainly a cap on the matters that had started two years ago, when she had first met Shayma.  With both herself and Keri in the third tier, and no more great surprises coming, they could finally go out on their own.  There would probably always be excuses to stick around Shayma and Blue, not least of which was the house they’d established in the Village, but now they also had the reason and ability to voyage outward.



Chapter 44B: Year 2, Day 57 – Iniri


Almost any ruler on the planet would have been happy to gain half a million citizens in self-contained and self-organized cities.  Or rather, they’d have been happy to get the tax and industry of such cities, but less happy to deal with the problems inherent in taking on a load of new citizens.  In the long term it would be a positive, but Iniri was struggling with the burgeoning Tarnil Empire, so the enjoyment was more abstract than real.

Nobody was calling it that yet, but it had become an inevitable truth.  Orrelin and the Archipelago were both too large to simply integrate into Tarnil, the peoples too different.  At least they were both majority human-kin; trying to rule a very different sort of people like the Chiuxatli would have been more of a challenge than Iniri would have liked.  She wished Taelah luck with her efforts along that line.

Considering the various logistical challenges involved, Blue had relocated each of the mage-king islands he’d taken, placing them off the coast of Tarnil.  Whether or not they would stay there was uncertain, though she did, pragmatically, want to claim the territory of the Great Dungeon that Shayma and Blue had fixed.  That would be an amazing addition, especially considering that it carried not only air but stellar Affinity after the pair were done with it.  Well, trio, but Iniri found it hard to regard The Silver Woe as anything but her own agent.

Iniri flipped through the report on the next candidate for city governor.  This one was to replace Rol Siw on the largest of the mage-kings’ former islands, so she needed someone with above average expertise.  And loyalty.  Cheya had been working hard to get background on every single person who was under consideration, to make sure there were no more incidents.  Of course, Blue’s ubiquitous presence made it unlikely that anyone would plot anything against her specifically, but he probably wouldn’t even notice lesser sorts of peculation.  It wasn’t his job.

The entire thing felt a little bit surreal, as she’d never thought herself the conquering type.  The fact that the conquering was done without any armies involved just made it stranger.  But she wouldn’t be Tarnil’s [Queen] if she turned down the chance to improve its fortunes, or failed to capitalize on an opportunity simply because of the work involved.  That was how countries collapsed.

She was about to have one Baron Durmender sent in so she could interview him personally when one of Cheya’s minions was announced at the door.  She’d picked up a few people with shadow and stellar Affinities, so she finally had someone to share the workload with, and they’d been Tarnil’s eyes and ears on the ground.  At this point only the most sensitive of issues were brought to her attention, though there were still quite a lot of those.

"Your Highness," the young man said, going to one knee.  She waved him to his feet and he stood at attention.  "We’ve had an incident at Okar-Tem."  Iniri wasn’t a fan of the naming conventions for the various islands but she knew better than to try and rechristen them before properly taking the temperature of the populace.

"Report, Agent Chivel."

"We have taken five of the missing former mage-kings into custody, Your Highness."  Chivel paused for a moment.  "On confession of murder."

"Murder?"   Iniri raised her eyebrows at the man.  Though the mage-kings probably deserved worse than they were getting, Iniri hadn’t put much effort into tracking them down.  Without their cores and monsters they were partially-depleted second-tiers, or maybe even first, and the actual populations of the Archipelago were more important.

"Yes, they brought Rol Siw’s corpse."  Chivel possessed a commendable straight face, but she could tell he was struggling with incredulity.  "Apparently they all had gone to ground together to figure out what to do.  Regardless, they said it was to, quote, demonstrate their loyalty.  They wanted their old jobs back, because they already knew how to do it."

"I see."  Iniri sighed and sat back.  "As horrible a people out of power as they were in power.  Though I can’t say I’m sorry to see Rol Siw go.  Well, I see no reason to treat them as anything other than common citizens who committed a murder in cold blood.  Tarnil does not recognize their claims."

Criminals of that sort were shipped to the north and exiled into the wastes, for the most part.  It was, of course, a death sentence, but there were few people who wanted to serve as executioner.  At least, few people that Iniri would trust to not be corrupted by it, herself included.  It was easier to let the lifeless dustbowl of the wastes do the job.

"Yes, Your Highness."  Chivel bowed, and she dismissed him.

"Bah.  I kind of wish I’d gotten all of them before," Blue grumbled into her head.  "I’m kind of surprised any of them were smart enough to listen to Ansae, but I guess when The Silver Woe makes an ultimatum, people listen."

"That they do," Iniri said with some amusement.  Despite actually seeing The Great Lady in action himself, he still didn’t seem to really grasp how potent and terrifying she was.  Or worse, he did but didn’t care.  "But it’s good that you didn’t.  Executing former leaders is in bad taste.  Letting them condemn themselves, however, is justice working as intended."

"So you’re not having trouble with the islands?"

"Well, I am, but no more than I would have expected.  Less than Orrelin, actually, since Orrelin isn’t full of people stunted by dungeon food.  No offense."

"Yeah, none taken and it still creeps me out but hopefully we can wean them off that soon enough."

"Possibly.  These people are all two-thirds depleted still, which will make it difficult for them to transition to self-sufficiency."

"Ugh, true.  I kind of hate to put it on your plate."  Iniri sat back and laughed at Blue’s comment, shaking her head.

"Blue, Blue, Blue.  It’s a lot of work, yes, but I couldn’t be happier.  I inherited a kingdom, and it has been touch and go keeping it, that’s for sure.  But now? Marin will inherit an empire."



Chapter 44C: Year 2, Day 61 – Shayma



Shayma still wasn’t used to having the Great Dungeon of Wind there on the edge of her senses.  It was a bit like a Skill, a bit like her connection to Blue, which she was now more aware of, but mostly like something else entirely.  At least it wasn’t a very demanding presence, just one that she had to adapt to.  She was glad that Blue had left the seed-ship down in the depths, though, because she’d been back twice already.

Once was just to check that there was nothing obvious to be dealt with in the complex machinery of the Dungeon’s Status.  It was actually slightly simpler than Blue’s, but that still meant it had a lot of entries to be looked over.  She hadn’t seen anything at the time, but obviously she’d missed a trick because the other visit was to deal with an issue with wind Classes. 

She had felt a sort of inquiry through her connection and Blue had provided a portal over, which was good because in the ten minutes or so it had taken, a surprising amount of requests for a wind-based Class had appeared inside the weird interface she got when she touched the Great Dungeon’s cores.  It seemed that it was taking some time for the dungeon to reconcile with everything else and reassume the role it was intended to have. 

Fortunately she didn’t need to actually go through and approve things manually, like Blue was having to do with stellar Affinity.  There were far too many names for that.  Instead, she did a bit of mental poking around and found a way to just automatically allow people to take Classes, and was done.  When she got back home to her beach house, she scrutinized Blue’s interface for the same.  It didn’t have it, and before that might have been it, but she had rather more insight into dungeon interfaces now that she was linked to a second one.  She focused, and projected the feel of turning on the automatic approval into Blue’s own interface.

"Oh thank God."  Blue said, relieved.  "I was getting really fed up with that."

"You mean thank me," Shayma said with a grin.

"You’re right, thank Shayma.  That’s why you’re my favorite fox-girl."

"I’d better be!" She stuck her tongue out at the core.

"Well, Sienne is pretty funny…"

"Hey, you leave my mom’s terrible jokes out of this!"  Shayma protested.

"So you prefer your dad’s sense of humor?"

"That’s even worse!"  Shayma shook her finger at him.  "I’m almost glad that you can’t talk to them directly.  All you’d do all day is make bad jokes."

"We probably would," Blue admitted.  "Though I guess he doesn’t have as much time these days what with being the Ell patriarch and all."

"Oh, he’s loving it," Shayma said.  Her adventure with the Great Dungeon hadn’t really changed anything so far as the Ell retreat went, but with another completed quest both her parents had inherited a sort of reflected glory in the eyes of people in the know.  Which was everyone on Orn, Caldera included.  Iniri hadn’t missed the chance to make several rather smug proclamations about the three of them.  "I think he misses the shop sometimes, but neither mom nor dad were ever really cut out to be shopkeepers."

"Do you miss it?  I mean, with your crafting abilities you could easily set up something in the Village, or wherever."  Shayma considered it, but not for along, because she already knew her answer.

"No.  I’ll keep smithing and stuff because it’s fun, but it’ll be to play around and for me and my friends.  It’s not like I actually need money, right?  I did enjoy being a shop kid when I was small, but I’m not that anymore.  I’m a [Hero] now, and it’s a big wide world.  There will always be something for a [Hero] to do."

"So you’re thinking about going back out to find something already?"  Blue asked in surprise.

"Oh, no, not yet.  I’ve definitely earned some time off."  She stopped to consider.  For most people, time off would be a few days or at most a week or two, but she was more or less ageless.  Shayma hesitated to use the word immortal, even if Ansae did, but it wasn’t like she had to much worry about the passage of time.  She could take a lot of time to do something other than level.  "I mean, I have to properly spoil Marin and Eva and Grant, don’t I?"

"I believe that is the customary role of an aunt," Blue agreed gravely.

"And there’s going to be baby dragons.  So many baby dragons!"  It was absurd how adorable the children of multi-ton sapient killing machines were.  Like clumsy flying cats.

"So what, Taelah is going to be the Caldera Mom and you’ll be the Caldera Aunt?"

"You bet I am.  I think I need to balance some of this high-flying fate-of-the-world stuff with some normalcy."

"I’m pretty sure playing aunt to a bunch of dragons is pretty weird to most folks."

"Bah, they just don’t realize what real living is."

"I suppose what you consider normal gets a little bent around me."

"A little," Shayma admitted, holding up a thumb and forefinger close together.  "But only in the best ways."

"That’s me, weird in the best ways."

"I’ll say," Shayma laughed.  "Good thing I love it that way."

"Aww, I love you too.  Even if you aren’t a weirdness magnet.  Or maybe you are?  You’re the one that found me, after all, not the other way around."

"Looking back on it, it’s all so surreal.  Who would have ever thought a hole in the ground would lead to all this."  She waved around at the beach house, the Caldera, and the state of the world in general.

"Ha, got you beat there.  Who would have thought that being a hole in a ground would lead to all this?"

"Who would have thought that going into a hole⁠—"  Shayma stopped, realizing what she’d just said.

"Usually it’s the guy that goes into the hole, and that always leads to something."

"This is what I mean about your sense of humor," Shayma said, mock-scowling.

"Sure, sure, but you brought that one on yourself."

"You’d better watch yourself!  I have a bigger dungeon I can go to now," she teased him.

"Uh-oh, I’m in trouble.  What can I do to get back on top?"

"Well, if I’m taking some time off anyway, I figure I might as well catch up."

"On?"

"On babies."  Shayma rubbed her hands together gleefully.  "I think Taelah had the right idea.  Twins, to start."

"To start?" Blue asked, as she felt his emotional link light up as black tendrils started to twine around her ankles.

"Well, I’ve got to keep up with everyone else, don’t I?"  Shayma grinned.  "To start."



Chapter 44D: Year 2, Day 70 – Taelah


"I think that some of my people will want to stay.  Not many, but some."  Tlulipechua’s magically-created voice was pensive, his feathers rippling in colortongue that was the same as his speech.  Even if Taelah could understand it thanks to the Bargain and Blue’s [Crafting Hall], it was hard for her to actually read it with just two eyes.  [The Heart of the Matter] helped, but she was glad he was willing to speak aloud and save her the struggle.

"That doesn’t surprise me.  The Caldera is a very nice place," she replied.  "But if they do stay, they won’t be your people anymore.  Once you’ve moved back to Chiuxatlan and the Bargain is over, whomever we let stay here will be Blue’s."  That wasn’t exactly true, since the dragons were more Ansae’s, the Leviathan’s abechrai was sort of independent even if they obeyed her directions.  The Chiuxatli who stayed definitely wouldn’t be in Tlulipechua’s flock, though.  There were too many conflicting loyalties.

"Yes, and I suspect some malcontents may try to use it as an excuse to get away from my authority.  I wouldn’t wish them on you."

"Oh, I have ways of separating the wheat from the chaff," Taelah reassured him.  "We are amenable to a community of Chiuxatli, but only the size of a village.  At most two hundred or so, and I very much doubt that you’ll want us to poach your best.  Perhaps one small flock of ranchers or farmers, much like our village was before we moved to Blue."

"Yes, I can see how that would be for the best."  He rustled his wings uncomfortably, considering.  "It does seem a shame for all that lovely cliffside to go unused, though."

"Most of the Caldera is wilderness, and that is by design," Taelah told him.  "In the end, Blue doesn’t need to be a country.  He just needs himself and a few people he can trust.  The Hedron is where a real Chiuxatli city can live."  That had already started, though she was sure Tlulipechua would be taking the hatchlings home with him when they returned to Chiuxatlan.  There was just no substitute for a real homeland.

"Yes, I do wish to maintain our presence in the Hedron," Tlulipechua said.

"Then you’ll only ever be a portal away," Taelah told him.

"A state of affairs I have yet to get used to," he said.  "But I can hardly object to closer relations with our neighbors to the west."

"I’ve been rather pleased myself," Taelah admitted.  "With so many of you I thought there’d be more problems, but I don’t really have any complaints."

"When the most problematic individuals get eaten by dragons, it significantly cuts down on any subsequent trouble," Tlulipechua said dryly.

"It is quite nice to have such protectors," Taelah said modestly.

"I have much work to do," Tlulipechua decided, rising to his feet.  "Thank you for your consideration, Matriarch Taelah."

"Anytime, Flight-Alpha," Taelah returned in kind.

"Be well, young masters Grant and Eva," he added, addressing her children, who were mostly entranced by the flashing feathers.  They were too young to really understand him, of course, but Taelah appreciated that he treated them seriously nonetheless. 

"Come on, you two, let’s see him off."  Taelah picked up the pair, glad that her third-tier physique made it easy for her to juggle them both.  They followed Tlulipechua outside, watching the Chiuxatli vanish through the archway that led between the Village and the Flight-Alpha’s personal compound.  Soon enough that would have to be removed, as the population prepared to move back to Chiuxatlan.

Seeing that the lamp near the ferry was lit, Taelah made her way over in that direction, not worrying about the stroller.  It was useful in many ways and there were already more being produced, but when the twins were awake and active it was more trouble than it was worth.  She set them down in the soft grass by the riverbank and rang the bell to let Uilei-nktik know that she was available.

A smooth ripple swept upstream from wherever the Leviathan had been lurking and broke the water’s surface by the ferry.  The sight of what was clearly far too much beast to fit into a fairly shallow river poking out to loom over the jetty always amused her.  Two of his eyes fixed on Eva and Grant, who had recently decided that the only real way to get anywhere was some amalgamation of full-tilt running, emphasis on the tilt, and energetic crawling when they inevitably toppled.  A third one blinked at her, as he lifted a dripping tentacle from the water in greeting.

"Matriarch Taelah," Uilei-nktik greeted her.  "How are you this day?"

"Quite well, Wayfarer Uilei-nktik," Taelah said.  It had taken her a long time to get the clicks right.  "What brings you by?"

"We’re aware that the Chiuxatli are leaving now that the threat of depletion is dealt with, and the land has been revitalized.  The abechrai is curious as to whether they are expected to leave as well if the waters are no longer tainted."

"Certainly not," Taelah assured him.  "The Chiuxatli are leaving because they want to, not because they are forced to.  Besides which, the area around the Great Dungeon is still unstable."  She hadn’t seen it herself, but according to Blue the immense stellar Field the dungeon had used to purge itself had caused some ongoing turmoil in the ocean.  "Blue doesn’t have any intention of forcing out the abechrai."

"That will relieve a number of minds," Uilei-nktik remarked, watching as Eva did her best to headbutt Taelah, who instead scooped her up, making the girl laugh.  "A year is hardly enough time for a Leviathan to get settled, but those who have moved here have a marked preference."

"And we’re glad to have you," Taelah said.  "At least the one abechrai.  I know that there will be room for another in the Hedron soon enough, but that will be different."

"Yes, indeed.  I will pass that on to the appropriate parties.  Thank you for taking the time to address me."

"That was the only question you had?"  Taelah raised her eyebrows at him, ab
ly wrestling Grant with one arm.

"It seemed rather exigent for a number of individuals," Uilei-nktik admitted.  "Forced relocation is somewhat of a sore point."

"I can imagine," Taelah said.  "We all bear the scars of depletion, one way or another."

"An interesting way to think of it," Uilei-nktik mused.  "I shall leave you to your day, then, Matriarch Taelah.  Thank you."

"That’s why I’m here," she said, smiling as he sank back into the too-small river.

"I can’t tell you how glad I am that you can handle all of that," Blue’s voice came.

"I have found I actually rather enjoy it," she admitted, steering her twins away from the bank and noting that they’d somehow picked up rather more mud than she thought existed there, even though they’d never been out of her sight.  "So long as things don’t get too large, of course."

"I don’t really foresee any other fallout causing new refugees.  We should have time for people to really settle in."

"People will still want to move here," she said, taking a moment to look around at the vastness of the Caldera, at the towering mountains to north and south and at the even larger mist-shrouded walls that defined the boundary of her home.  "Not that I blame them.  But I think I’ll be a little selfish and keep it for just the people who already live here."

"Not selfish at all.  Our kids are going to grow up here.  It should be exactly like how you want it."

"Exactly how I want it, hmm?  So if I want a flat-topped boulder right over there…"  She waved in the direction of the shade a nearby tree was casting, and on cue a rock popped through the ground.  The twins burbled with glee and made for it with all due haste.  Taelah followed rather more sedately, but also with laughter.

"If you indulge my every whim like that, you’re going to spoil me," she warned him, sitting down in the shade.

"And why shouldn’t I spoil my wife?"  Blue said, a little bit smug.

"That is not at all a fair argument," she accused him.

"That’s the best kind of argument!"

"I’ll keep that in mind for the next time I want something," she said, catching up Grant after a tumble and bouncing him on her knee until he forgot about the scrape on his arm.  Something that didn’t take very long, and then he was wiggling to escape and go play some more.

"And what might you desire, my wife?"  Blue asked with saccharine sweetness.  "A new mountain?  An afternoon rainstorm?  A pile of gold and jewels?"

"That takes all the fun out of it," she laughed.  "Especially since you can do all those things."

"It’s a little bit weird, but that makes it kind of fun.  Besides, it makes it a challenge to try and surprise you.  Like how about this?"  There was a flash next to the rock and one of the [Nebula Foxes] she’d imported to the Caldera appeared, looking bewildered.  It swiveled its head around and spotted Taelah, who beckoned, and it trotted over to give her an inquisitive yip.

"I do admit I wasn’t expecting that," Taelah said, scratching the fox behind the ears.  Naturally, Eva toddled over to feel its fur, and Taelah kept a close eye to make sure her daughter was being gentle.  With Taelah’s Class, the Caldera’s animals ⁠— few of them as there were ⁠— more or less did what she wanted, so she had to be careful not to abuse that.  Not that petting foxes was abuse.

"You know, since the Hedron will be free soon, it would be nice to get some more life for the Caldera," Taelah remarked.

"Yeah, I think once I get the Chiuxatli situated back on their spires I’ll send the Hedron out for a tour of the world.  It’s a big one, and I haven’t actually seen much.  I’ve barely even seen the countries on Orn!"

"I wouldn’t mind getting some samples from various places," Taelah mused.  "Travel without traveling, as it were."

"I think it’ll be fun!"

"And it’ll be good for the kids."  She smiled fondly at Eva and Grant.  The two were growing so fast.  Taelah would have to think about having another set soon, before they got too far apart in age.

As if summoned by her thoughts, there was a blink nearby, and another fox appeared, only this time walking on two legs.  Taelah instinctively glanced at her belly, but of course it was far too early for her to be showing.  Shayma waved at Taelah and crouched down as Grant made a beeline for her, scooping him up and tickling him.

"Hey, Taelah.  One-Eye-Green said that the Scalemind found a really neat cavern layer Blue hasn’t gotten to yet, and wanted to show me.  Did you want to come along?"

"Hmm."  She looked down at Eva, and Shayma chuckled.

"We can bring the twins.  She said it’s safe, just pretty."

"Then I don’t see why not."  Taelah let the fox go and picked up a squirming Eva before she could chase after it.  "I’m sure the Village can survive without me for five minutes."

"Even if it can’t, I can always sound the alarm," Blue added, amused.

"Great!" Shayma said, and opened up a portal.  Taelah stepped through, looking forward to the surprises of the moment, and of the many days to come.

THE END



Epilogue: Two, Twenty, Two Hundred



Two Years Later

"Does everyone have their dragon rings?"  Taelah asked, and a gaggle of children waved their hands at her for inspection.  Some of the older ones, though she wouldn’t call three years particularly old, helped their younger siblings who weren’t paying attention.  Her kids, Shayma’s, Iniri’s and a few of the other Village children all had rings that made their skin tougher so there wouldn’t be any regrettable accidents when it came to dragon claws and teeth.

Outside, Ansae was doing the same check with the dragon hatchlings, though their enchantments went in the other direction, softening impacts and blunting edges.  It was even more difficult to get young dragons to properly wear their equipment because of how appetizing enchanted items looked at that age, but even very young dragons listened when she spoke.  Except for her own hatchlings, who seemed immune to her grand stature and had a tendency to obey Taelah more than Ansae.

Once both sides were satisfied with the preparations, the doors were opened.  The two sets of kids more or less charged at each other, with the sort of energy and enthusiasm and noise that only the very young could generate.  Ansae followed at a more sedate pace, marveling anew that she actually had children of her own body after thousands of years.

All of Blue’s kids, human-kin and dragon alike, had blue eyes, making them stand out from their fellows.  Blue swore he hadn’t done it on purpose, but being the Power he was, it seemed that his parentage didn’t come without some influence.  Related to that, the odd nature of Shayma’s physical status resolved itself into her children being ordinary fox-kin ⁠— inasmuch as any children of hers could be ordinary.  It implied that she could well have descendants among dragons, or indeed even among Leviathans, if she felt like staying in the appropriate form for long enough.

Shayma herself was only ever only a thought away, since even beyond the core recall she was generally touring with the Hedron.  Although she sometimes had her own children with her, between the varied environments and her own shapeshifting, she often had to ask Taelah to look after them.  All their friends were in the Caldera anyway, so their trips with their mother to strange and exotic climes were just distractions for them.

The kids wrestled and ran and, in the case of the hatchlings, pounce-glided as they worked through their excess energy.  Ansae shifted down to amazon form and took a seat next to Taelah, who pushed a tray of snacks her way.  With alchemy and access to Blue’s excessive mana materials, Taelah had made some strides in cooking food that could be safely enjoyed by small humans and small dragons both.  She had a spread of different Affinity cookies ready for once they tired themselves out.

"How are they doing?"  Shayma popped into existence by the pair, looking out over the chaotic swirl of one- to three-year-olds.  Her two youngest were cradled in a sling against her chest, since they were still too young to even walk.

"No crisis yet," Taelah told her, smiling.  "I thought you were supposed to be meeting with the Uvarway?"

"Eh.  I did, but they didn’t have much to say, and the youngest prince spent the time staring at me."  Shayma rolled her eyes as she took a seat next to the other parents.  Taelah just laughed.  It was Shayma’s own fault that she chose to be stunningly attractive in whatever form she shifted to, even if it wasn’t anything near humanoid.

"Mommy!"  Horan and Sayina came running over to Shayma and she swept them up onto her lap, barely able to fit everyone in her arms.

"C’mon, give me some kisses," Shayma demanded, and the twins giggled and squirmed as Shayma made loud kissy noises at them.

"Give them some extra for me," Blue put in.  Ansae snorted, waggling a claw at Shayma.

"Wait until you have all four running around.  Five thousand years of experience dealing with existential threats and even I find four at a time a bit of a challenge."

"You have nobody but yourself to blame," Blue teased her.

"It’s at least half your fault," Ansae said, squinting her eyes at nothing in particular.

"You certainly weren’t complaining at the time."

Shayma laughed very loud at that, and after a moment Ansae joined her.   Taelah merely smiled demurely. 

"Are you talking to daddy talking again?"  Horan asked.

"Yes, sweetie," Shayma said, and Horan flailed his hands at nothing in particular.

"Hi daddy!"

"Hi Horan!"

 

After a little bit of back and forth, the pair managed to squirm off of Shayma’s lap and went to join up with the crown prince of Tarnil.  Iniri had left Marin and his younger sister, Sirta, in Taelah’s care while she was on an extended tour of the Archipelago.

Tarnil was now officially an Empire, and while Iniri’s Class title hadn’t updated itself to Empress yet, it would if she reached the fifth tier.  Under normal circumstances, impossible, but with Blue’s backing and three countries to manage, it was actually feasible.  The integration of two new countries provided plenty of opportunity to exercise her skills as a monarch, after all.

The ongoing integration of Orrelin and the Archipelago was rather complicated.  Ironically, the Archipelago was far easier to bring under Tarnil’s control, despite being both incredibly spread out and former enemies.  The mage-kings had been the primary driver behind the animosity and, in most people’s eyes, their former subjects had not been treated much better than their enemies. 

Iniri had inherited a mostly-depleted, deeply traumatized populace, used to a rigid and controlled lifestyle within their cities.  So they actually gave their new rulers and administrators very little trouble, though at the same time did not actually contribute much.  There were very few farmers or ranchers among them, and no experienced crafters.

Blue and Iniri were doing their best to help with profligate use of their respective light magic, helping the people heal over time.  Unfortunately, neither of them could help with the widespread depletion, save assuring the people that it would never be an issue again.  Compared to what they could do, their children would be capable of incredible feats.

Even now their people were relearning how to fish and ranch and farm with air Affinity wildlife, partly through expertise the Chiuxatli had very kindly lent to them.  After all, the people of the Archipelago were fellow sufferers under depletion, not the ones who had unleashed it. It didn’t hurt that Blue had brought Chiuxatlan back to its flush and flourishing self.  While they were still rebuilding all the things that had been destroyed, they had at least a whole and intact country to work from.

Orrelin, by contrast with the peace of the Archipelago and the industry of Chiuxatlan, was still under a slow roil of fractious discontent.  Despite the nominal rule of their own princeps, the beliefs inculcated by the Inquisition ran deep, not to mention a pride in their own country.  Even with the lightest touch, there was significant resistance to Tarnil’s rule.  Resistance that didn’t quite boil over to outright rebellion, as Blue’s Presence made all but the staunchest fanatics uneasy when even contemplating action against Tarnil and against him.

Blue’s reputation and role as a power was only growing.  Orn in general and Tarnil in particular were a fairly unimportant backwater of a very large world, and despite his close association with The Silver Woe, Blue himself wasn’t much known outside of that small area.  The entire war with the mage-kings would have gone unremarked by the great powers on the far side of the planet were it not for the great and terrible moments where the [Starlance] or Ansae’s full power were brought into play, and the destruction of Port Anell.

The great looming presence of The Hedron was an excellent way for Blue to introduce himself, imposing and impregnable.  Yet at the same time, bearing entire cities and peoples and with room for more.  More than one ruler was interested in gaining a presence in what might well be the greatest intersection of trade in the entire world.  Perhaps not the largest, but nowhere else could so many different peoples exchange goods without running the risks of clashing civilizations.

It didn’t hurt that Blue traded his own goods only with the inhabitants of the Hedron, or that when he made landfall in a new place he opened the trade plaza in the Caldera.  The latter was accounted by many as worth the trip itself, simply to see the great wonder of the hundred-kilometer mountains, green and misty, reaching toward the skies.  It was also one of the few times the outside world met with the Scalemind, who were working hard on achieving civilization under the guidance of One-Eye-Green.

Keri and Annit had gone in the opposite direction of the Hedron.  After Keri’s work with the Ells and the people of the Archipelago, she had tiered up to a [Mind and Body Medico], gaining mind Affinity in addition to healing.   As one of the few who could genuinely soothe ailments of the mind, she had gone with her bodyguard to tour different continents, out from under the looming shadow of Blue’s presence.  Though they were hardly abandoned to their own devices; they had a link to call Shayma if need be, and they bore powerful equipment that the fox-girl had forged for them herself.

Thus the names of both Blue and Shayma spread across the world.  Quickly, for some, those who kept their eyes on the movers and shakers of the world, slowly for others, whose lives were not much impacted by what other rulers or distant Powers were up to.  Many foreign Classers were more interested in the revitalized Great Dungeon than Blue, for they could hardly pit themselves against Blue’s monsters or delve Blue’s depths for valuable materials.

Yet for the pair, there was more focus at home, and on the growing families and the gaggle of blue-eyed children running around the Caldera.  There was nothing like a small child for grounding one’s view of the world and one’s role in it, especially after having to clean up after the inevitable messes they made.  Of course, there was always plenty of help in the Village, whose inhabitants were happy to do their best to aid Blue’s Companions.

"So what are we doing for Iniri’s birthday?"  Blue asked, as the kids concentrated on food or, in many cases, naps after a rough and tumble playtime.

"Well, we’re definitely getting her out of the Palace," Shayma said.  "Maybe something at the beach house?"

"Something quiet," Taelah cautioned.  "She’s just going to want to flop down once she gets back."

"I remember she liked Ms. Burnhade’s revonberry pie," Blue said.

"Basically sounds like we have a plan, then," Shayma said, watching her children snooze next to dragon hatchlings.  It was more than unusual for races to mingle that way, considering the physical and social differences, but nobody wanted to keep their various children separate.  None of them had any idea what the end result would be for Blue’s kids, but it was sure to be interesting.




Twenty Years Later

"So wait, does inviting us over for the midwinter festival mean we finally get to know who your family is?" 

"Five drams that he’s a prince from Ir!"

Horan rolled his eyes as his teammates teased him.  They all got along quite well, despite one of them not even being human-kin.  It had taken some time for Janice and Elkier to learn how to read Chalcilque’s colortongue, though Chalcilque could use air magic to speak aloud if she needed to, but by now they could see what she was saying without issue.

«I still say he’s from the Caldera,» she said, and Elkier scoffed.

"That place is just a myth." He denied.

«I was hatched there!»  Chalcilque insisted.  Horan shook his head.  Janice and Elkier were both from Gisane, bordering the Summerlands, literally on the other side of the world from Orn.  It had surprised him that few people outside the Caldera knew anything about the stories his mother told him, but after having to travel by foot rather than by Blue’s teleports or his mother’s Phantasmal Space, he understood it a little better.  The world was pretty large from that perspective.

"So long as it’s someplace warmer than here," Janice decided.  Hoarast was absolutely freezing at the best of times, let alone during the winter.  They were all bundled up, even Chalcilque, whose clothing made her colortongue seem rather muffled.

"Our ride should be here soon," Horan told them.  He hadn’t actually told them his real identity yet, and it was only partly because he’d inherited his mother’s mischievous tendencies.  Aunt Taelah had quietly spoken on the virtues of being known by ones deeds rather than by one’s name, and he made sure to always listen to her.  Auntie Ziir had more bluntly warned him and his siblings that their true identities would draw leeches and enemies, and they should only tell people whose integrity they trusted.  At least, before they’d already accumulated merits of their own.

He couldn’t put it off forever, though, and his adventuring group was solid.  They had a few advantages because of Horan’s high quality equipment and his stellar Class [Justicar of the Heavens], but they’d also put in the hard work and they’d all made it into the third tier while delving into Hoarast’s glacial mana spring.  The winter celebration seemed as good an excuse as any to come clean.

"What exactly do you mean by⁠—" Elkier cut himself off as a winged form appeared in the air, emerging from nowhere in particular and diving down toward them.  Even at that distance they could tell it was a dragon, gleaming metallic silver in the light.

"Uh…"  Janice took a step back, but before the uncertainty could turn into real panic the dragon’s form shimmered and a fox-girl dropped down lightly in front of them.  She grinned at them all.

"Hi, mom," Horan said with a bit of exasperation.

"Hi, Horan," Shayma said, stepping forward to give him a hug.  "Your father says hi, too."  A Presence filled the air expectantly, and Horan looked heavenward for a moment.

"Hi dad," he said to the air, the Presence acknowledged him and withdrew a little, leaving his friends a trifle shaken.

"By the five frogs of the abyss⁠—" Janice began, and then stopped when Shayma raised an eyebrow at her.  "Sorry, ma’am," she muttered.

"It’s good to meet you all," Shayma said.  "I’ve heard about you from Horan, but he’s been a bit shy about introducing us properly.  My name is Shayma Ell."  Stunned silence greeted that pronouncement, because the [Trickster Hero] certainly was known, especially after she’d broken into fifth tier some years back holding a mana spring from collapsing in northern Ensir.

«I was right!»  Chalcilque said triumphantly, and Shayma flickered into Chiuxatli form to give her the colortongue equivalent of a wink.

"Uhh, pleased to meet you?"  Elkier managed, and Shayma returned to her normal self.

"Darn right you are," she said with a grin, and then waved her hand dramatically.  A portal appeared in front of them, warmer air spilling through.  "Let’s get you to more hospitable climes.  It may be winter but it doesn’t have to be this cold."  Chalcilque darted through without hesitation, followed after a few moments by Janice and Elkier.

"Thanks, mom," Horan said, before going through himself, the sensation of Blue’s spatial magics a familiar one.  Most people couldn’t sense them at all, but he’d always been able to see Blue’s efforts, quite possibly as a result of his parentage.  Being the son of a dungeon Power had to have some benefit, after all.

On the other side, his friends were gawking at the Tree.  So far only one person had felt compelled to walk up to it, some traveler that had come through the Hedron almost completely by happenstance.  He hadn’t been there, but Aunt Taelah had told him that he had received a fruit, a staff, and whispers.  Five years later and Horan still didn’t know what that was about.

For most, that initial reaction was pretty usual, something everyone did the first time visiting, and in a way the rest of the Village didn’t really look special.  It hadn’t changed too much since Horan was a kid, still the same small settlement it had always been.  The only real differences were that the stores were being run by the children of the people who had founded them.

What was worth looking at were the various Scalemind wandering about, putting up decorations.  While they still mostly lived underground, a number had come up to establish their own Village on the surface of the Caldera, and there was a healthy trade between the two places.  What was interesting was that for the first time, there was something slightly different about the mana aura of the Scalemind.

"Yup, there is a good reason to have a big celebration this year," his mom said, appearing from nowhere.  His friends jumped, and she smiled unrepentantly.  "One-Eye-Green is through the moon.  Apparently they all got their Status at the same time. No idea what pushed them over the edge, but they made it."

"Probably the clothes," he said absently.  The last time he’d been there, adoption of clothing had been an iffy prospect among the Scalemind, and the clothing that did exist tended to be the simplest of simple.  Now they were wearing proper outerwear, with pockets and decorations. 

"That’s what Blue said," Shayma said with a shake of her head.

"Dad’s smart," Horan agreed.

"Sometimes," his mom said.

"Wow, this place is…"  Janice said, staring at the walls of the Caldera.  "Wow."

«It smells familiar,» Chalcilque said, after shucking the heavy wrap she’d been using. 

"So!"  His mom clapped her hands, attracting their attention away from the Tree of Eschaton and the Scalemind.  "Welcome to the Caldera.  Feel free to wander around; Horan knows where the guest house is and if you get lost just ask anyone.  We’re all friendly here."

"Yes, ma’am," Elkier said.  "Thank you, ma’am."

"Now, I won’t stay and embarrass you, but we are having a family dinner tonight," she told Horan.  He nodded, actually looking forward to it.  His twin had decided to go adventuring down in the Underneath rather than the surface, so their paths hadn’t crossed in a while and he was looking forward to catching up.

"I’ll be there, mom," he promised, and blessedly she just gave him another hug and wandered off into the crowd.

"I can’t believe you never told us," Janice muttered.

"We all agreed that being incognito when going out into the world was for the best, at least before third tier.  Maybe even fourth," Horan explained as he led them out toward the village square.

«We?» Chalcilque questioned.

"All of Blue’s kids, my mom, Aunt Taelah and Aunt Iniri, and of course Auntie."

"Auntie?"  Elkier said in disbelief.  "Who do you call Auntie?"

Horan silently pointed to the big silver dragon at the other end of the village square, who was overlooking the food preparations.  She was still somewhat protective of her name, so he only ever referred to her as Auntie, because her full title was such a mouthful.  Not to mention it tended to distract people.  Fortunately for everyone she had her Presence tamped down, though he’d noticed that it was never as strong in the Caldera as it was elsewhere.

"Is that The Silver Woe?"

"To you, yes.  To him, she’s Auntie."  A somewhat smaller, blue-eyed silver dragon appeared as it from nowhere next to them.  Everyone but Horan jerked in surprise.  "How are you doing, brother?"

"Well enough, brother."  He bumped his fist with a somewhat large draconic one.  "The outside world is a little bit odd, to be honest."

"I hope I can see it soon," he sighed.  "If only there were any reasonable sources of spatial mana outside the Caldera.  Mother insists I break third tier before leaving."  Since it was basically impossible to hide Montagne’s identity, and he couldn’t grow much stronger without an adequate source of spatial mana until he reached certain thresholds, Montagne was more restricted than his human siblings.

"Just imagine the mess Auntie and dad would make together if you got hurt," Horan offered.

"True," the dragon admitted.

"Anyway, everyone, this is my brother ⁠— technically half-brother, I just call him brother ⁠— Montagne."  For his part, Montagne ducked his head briefly to the rest of the adventuring group.  He was Horan’s brother, but he was still a dragon.

The midwinter celebration in the Caldera was the largest they had ever thrown.  All those who had gone out into the world came back for it, though quite a few of Blue’s children had remained in the Caldera.  His younger sister, Senna, was a sort of junior member of the Piping Hot Pies, who had taken up the torch of jaw-droppingly amazing baking from the late Ms. Burnhade. 

By contrast, Grant and Eva simply started their own farms in the Village, though neither was contented with ordinary grain and vegetable crops.  Eva grew an array of plant textiles that covered every Affinity and could be made into everything from the finest gossamer to incredible armor, while Grant actually had an orchard.  He provided exotic foodstuffs and wood to the Caldera and, occasionally, a lucky visiting crafter.

Taelah’s role as the Matriarch of the Caldera had only become firmer, especially once she reached into the fourth tier and became [The Caldera’s Heart].  She didn’t need Shayma’s shapeshifting to commune with the various races that inhabited the Caldera, even though many of them were not human-kin at all.  In time, she approved a Leyn village, a Xicoatl settlement, a Husclar burrow, and a Tennair eyrie, which hardly strained the capacity of the Caldera at all but did add some interesting aspects to the internal relations.

Iniri and her three children attended the celebration, as did a number of the Wright family, to their bemusement.  Nearing fifty, Iniri had aged like fine wine, though she often joked that Shayma aged like fine art, which was to say, not at all.  [The Empress of Sheltering Sun] kept the Tarnil Empire firmly under control, though Orrelin and the Archipelago were not restive at all after so many years under her rule.

The newest acquisition was the revitalized Northern Wastes, which Blue had rejuvenated in a process nobody outside of his innermost circle really understood.  What had once, long ago, been Old Tarnil was now Upper Tarnil, the vast dust bowl green and lush.  In the center was a tall tower with a glowing constellation of [Contained Stars], flooding the region with stellar mana and nourishing the life that migrated into the area.

Nivir and Haerlish were not particularly comfortable with the resurgent Tarnil, but there was little they could do about it.  There was no interest in adding them to the empire, but such an immensely powerful neighbor was terribly threatening.  However, they had to admit it was also a boon, as they were able to engage in trade that would have been impossible before, and access to a brand new Great Dungeon.  Despite delicate inquiries, however, Blue remained uninterested in adjusting Nivir’s Great Dungeon to not use void Affinity.

Despite the somewhat strained relationship between Tarnil and its neighbors, Keri the [Wandering Sage] and her bodyguard, Annit, found time to attend, on the strength of past association if not the immediate state of affairs between her homeland and Blue.  It was difficult to call her Nivir’s fourth-tier, exactly, she spent so much time elsewhere.  She often found herself in the same area as her old adventuring companion Shayma, as the two of them worked to mitigate disasters in their own ways.  It was no great trip for her anyway, with one of the dozens of Blue’s seed-ships there to provide transportation.

The grand celebration had One-Eye-Green as the hero of the day, even if she was a [Vanguard of the New Dawn] and not a [Hero].  While many Scalemind still became Brothers of Burden or Scythe Sisters, some of them followed One-Eye-Green’s example and kept a more humanoid form.  At the toast she was surrounded by not only her own family, such as the aged Big Brother and Big Sister, but also her younger successors, dressed in bright colors and smiling toothy smiles.

"On this day, we celebrate becoming a people," she said, much of the childish nature gone from her voice.  "No longer are we monsters, but equal inhabitants of the world.  It has been a long road, one often trod blindly, but now we have reached the end.  Thanks to Blue, thanks to Shayma, and thanks to the gracious care of the Village, we have a future as the Scalemind race."




Two Hundred Years Later

"All systems nominal."

"I’m still not convinced that’s the best way to say that everything is working," Ansae said, amused.

"Yeah, but I like it."

"It does have a certain ring to it," she admitted, looking over the intricate runework that covered the core of The Far Voyager.  What had once been [The Dragon’s Eye], her great moon, was now [The Great Lady’s World], though it was not a globe like the one far below.  Instead, it was an enormous wheel, a flat disc a thousand miles across.

It was domed with [Transparent Firmament], the absolute nature of Blue’s miracle metal still unsurpassed after centuries of tinkering with it.  He had, at least, come up with some variations to make it rather more than just a very impressive steel.  Yet it was still merely indestructible, rather than perfectly protective, so the dome was laced with a grid of invisible [Phantasmal Phaseweb] to protect against the more intangible things.

Like gamma-ray bursts, for example.

The interior had been expanded a thousandfold, populated with great mountains and deep valleys, bulk terraforming and draconic tweaking turning the million-mile expanse into a breathtaking landscape.  Nor was it just simply composed of Climates, for all of Blue’s hard-won experience with them.  The entire worldship was effectively one massive, complex magical item, made of interlinked Artifacts and mana and material.

Once Blue had introduced the concepts of computers and formal logic and abstraction layers, and what such devices could do with sufficient development and iteration, she had started work on her own version.  It wasn’t just her endeavor alone, however; she had called upon the greatest minds alive to join her in working through how to wring such a useful framework out of the rules of magic.

The end result of fifty years of work was christened arcanologic, an entirely new branch of runescript that had given Ansae a second Originator Skill.  The exact details of how it operated were so complex that they put most of Ansae’s prior efforts to shame.  At the same time, it filled the precise niche that she’d been grasping for the whole time with things like runes and her hoard inventory, though she hadn’t realized it.

The arcanologic scripting integrated with the worldship meant that it could and would grow over time, even as large as it was, automatically developing interesting features in unoccupied areas and ensuring there was always something at the frontier for its draconic inhabitants.  It could also add physical material to itself, the arcanologic controlling [Neutronium Mana Forges], the successor to [Mana Diamond Anvils], and [Affinity Infusion Manufactories] for anything that didn’t require supermaterials.

Most importantly, the arcanologic restrained the drift of mana, even going so far as to exclude individuals from the local mana fields entirely.  The enormous gulf of space was not full of mana, and to casually introduce such in their journey would be unwise, verging on catastrophic.  Perhaps some civilizations would welcome its introduction, but for others it would be an apocalyptic disruption.  Considering who she was, Ansae had seen to those restrictions herself.  If need be, she could forcibly pull the mana out of something or someone, as well.

Much of what it could do was thanks to Blue’s work on souls and their structure, which had been borrowed and heavily sanitized to create some of the more ingenious flourishes.  It was an absolute marvel, and putting the most complex version yet directly on her Artifact had the curious side effect of making the entire operation connected to her.  She didn’t need to use the interfaces to know exactly what it was doing at any given moment, and why.

Ansae strolled past the reactor room, glancing in at the rosette of [Contained Stars] orbiting a [Contained Singularity], which had been quite an exciting thing to make at the time.  Plasma wisped into an accretion disk as the containment arcanologic hummed, pulling power from the arrangement to fuel the massive needs of the worldship.  The mana ecology of the actual landscape was completely separate from the needs of the ship, which was provided entirely by dedicated reactors buried underneath her tower at the center of it all.

Down the hall was a  portal back to the Caldera.  For all that the entire purpose of The Far Voyager was to go out to the most distant places, the fact that it was still part of Blue meant that she was never more than a thought away from the planet of her birth.  She was still The Silver Woe, and if there were some great existential threat, she would simply return to deal with it.  But she hoped she might earn a new title, out among the stars.

The Caldera itself had not changed much in two centuries.  The Tree of Eschaton was larger, with a statue of Taelah smiling serenely from beneath it, but the Village was much the same as it always had been.  They were the beneficiary of some arcanologic creations, but they didn’t adopt anything that would radically change their lifestyle.  They were just small, humble, and produced some of the highest-level crafters and the finest creations of anywhere in the world. 

The skies of the Caldera were also one of the few places in the world where dragons could still be spotted, the rest having moved to the worldship far above.  A dozen different races were spotted about it, but the Caldera was if anything less crowded than before, as Blue’s improved spatial expansion had resulted in an even larger interior than before.  It did more than offset the loss of land when the Bargain with Tarnil ended, though Blue had never been particularly worried about the size of his holdings.  Even if the Caldera and the Hedron were the only lands that Blue actually held, they were more than enough for anyone.

The Hedron itself became a populated mini-country, with representatives of almost every race, each with their own unique settlement.  The inhabitants eventually thought of themselves as independent polities, rather than representatives of their original governments, which did on occasion lead to certain restiveness that required Blue reassert himself as the actual ruler of the Hedron.  It never became a grand flagship, but it sufficed to be a traveling powerhouse of trade and ideas, connecting different parts of the world.

Closer to home, despite not having Blue’s enormously potent Fields and the implicit defense of being a Power’s own territory, the Empire of Tarnil’s star was still on the rise.  Empress Iniri had passed on a powerful set of stellar Lineages to her line, and provided a solid and stable base for her children.  It had never absorbed its neighbors, but it had two mana springs and a Great Dungeon, as well as friendly relations with powers such as the Leviathans and the Chixuatli.  Even if Blue was no longer bound by Bargain to protect it, his children were still on the throne, so it had no problem thriving and cooperating with Ir, bound by blood as they were.

Even though Iniri’s children inherited the capacity for becoming a Companion without undue intimacy, Blue didn’t find it necessary to bring any of the subsequent rulers of Tarnil into that limited group.  Of Blue’s descendants, only a few were brought in as advisors and confidantes.  The few that accepted that role were Taelah’s descendants, taking her place on Blue’s council.  Lover-Companions, from outside that pool, were even rarer, but Shayma did find someone on occasion, no doubt thanks to the fate element of her Class.  But Ansae and Shayma were Blue’s only immortal companions, even if Ansae never became a Companion.

The Silver Woe climbed up her tower, scooped whole from the Caldera but augmented with the growing arcanologic to expand itself as needed.  It had become immense, disconnected pieces floating in lazy orbits and connected by portals to her laboratories and experimental scripts.  Strictly speaking she didn’t need to be there in order to operate The Far Voyager, but everyone else was waiting in the big control room, with scry-views of deep space and the worldship itself in its orbit around the blue-green jewel of her homeworld.

"Captain on the bridge," said Shayma as she strolled into the room, even though the fox-girl wasn’t technically part of the crew.  While Ansae could have controlled most operations herself, she didn’t want to, so she had allowed a small number of trusted people to handle certain elements of the worldship.  Arcanologic was great, but it was always better to have a person involved in the process.

"Everything’s ready," Ansae said, giving Shayma a moderately repressive look, which she was entirely unaffected by.  "Take us out, Montagne."

"On it, mom."  Her son was the first and so far only space Affinity dragon to exist, which made him uniquely qualified to pilot the vessel.  He sat in the draconic piloting harness, forepaws resting on the control orbs as he looked out through both the interlinked scrying magic and the illusion displays that covered the room.  The ceiling was entirely transparent so they could see the stars shift beyond the great dome that covered the worldship.

Through her own link, Ansae could feel the energy from the reactors shifting through the massive gravity engines, though there was nary a tremble in the worldship itself as The Far Voyager broke orbit.  The planet withdrew behind them, shrinking visibly as they headed outward.  A great field unfolded to cradle the vessel, ready and eager to move faster and break the bounds of simple velocity.  Ansae reached out with the worldship’s senses, which were even more potent than her own, looking at all the bright stars dusted across the skies.  She smiled.

"Let’s see what’s out there."



Author Afterword


Blue Core was never meant to be this long.  My original idea for it was something like one hundred thousand words, maybe one-fifty.  Clearly that didn’t happen.

Looking back on it, mostly I see all the things I did wrong.  There were too many moving parts, too many incidental characters and actions that demanded their own plot threads, and a weird mishmash of different styles of things.  Some dungeon stuff, some action stuff, some kingdom-building stuff, and it would have benefitted from more focus.

I still stand by my decision to make the Companion thing based on sex, because it actually matters and the usual cost to those thing  is pain, which doesn’t.  However, I can tell you that writing good explicit scenes is a serious chore.  Writing terrible ones is easy, but bringing them up to my standards was hard.

Still and all, it turned out fairly well.  Blue Core is not my first finished story but it’s certainly my first finished story of such a length.  Over seven hundred thousand words is a bit of a doorstopper.

I want to thank my Patrons and readers, who were the ones who made Blue Core as successful as it was.  There were a number of suggestions and notions suggested by readers of various sorts that I ended up incorporating and I thought made the story better.  Taelah is actually one such an inclusion – the patrons wanted a perspective from the nameless alchemist from Anton’s Village, and the rest is history.

While Blue Core is done, I am certainly not finished writing.  I won’t be returning to the universe of Blue Core anytime soon, but it may not be never.  Hopefully you will give Paranoid Mage a try, and if that’s not to your liking, you’ll keep an eye out for whatever comes after that.

Thank you,

InadvisablyCompelled
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