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“Blue, I wish to make a Bargain.” 

Iniri, Queen of Tarnil, was dressed to the nines, even more official than when she’d met with Ansae. It was all rather sudden, though I understood why. To call Iniri’s position hopeless might actually be underselling it a bit. Not personally, since she was about as safe as it was possible to get here in my territory, but her country and its citizens were on a fast track to utter ruin. I wasn’t even tempted to joke or be lighthearted here, even though Shayma was the only one who could hear me. 

 “What do you wish?” 

“What do you wish?” Shayma repeated, reading both my mood and Iniri’s, solemn and somber and channeling my full Authority. Iniri had no problem with it, being my Companion already, but Joce and Cheya seemed to be struggling in their positions a few dozen paces back. I hadn’t yet been able to wield that power myself, I hadn’t even had time to practice since I’d found out I actually had such a presence, but fortunately Shayma could do it for me. 

“To save Tarnil.” Iniri opened her mouth then shut it again without saying anything, apparently deciding that was sufficient. Which it was. A simple request but a massive undertaking, which is exactly what a Bargain should be. Not that I was any expert, even if I  should be. As a Power, it was one of the main things that set me apart from the rest of the world. 

A Bargain was a living thing, a powerful thing, something that could alter reality and break all kinds of rules. It was not something born from my own, comparably more mundane, power and not limited by my Skills and Abilities. Yet it still had limits. I couldn’t Bargain for something someone couldn’t give; I couldn’t offer something I knew I couldn’t fulfill. 

[Blue’s Sagacity], my only Ability that had thus far reached into the rarefied heights of Power-type Abilities, was helping me a lot as I considered Iniri’s request. It wasn’t a whisper or an overlay, like the rest of my Status, but I did have some comfortably solid instincts. And thank goodness, because the rational part of me was worrying about how the hell I could manage to do what Iniri wanted. 

It wasn’t a problem that could be solved normally. Tarnil itself had suffered from the aftereffects of [The Light of Eschaton], its fate Affinity mana pulled out and used to destroy an army of monsters. An army that had outnumbered the defenders over a hundred to one. Then there was the fact that Tor Kot was gone, and the four cities he had controlled were probably melting at this very moment, something that seemed to happen to dungeon structures when they were cut off from the core. 

That left somewhere over a hundred thousand people, minimum, who would probably die if I couldn’t do anything. 

If  that weren’t enough, there was a foreign army heading down to take one of Tarnil’s most important strategic resources: the Wildwood mana spring and its accompanying, extremely wealthy fortress and adventurer town. That wasn’t to mention smaller issues like The Hurricane coming to try and extort valuables from me, or some mysterious force coming from deep underground. I actually was pretty certain I knew what that last one was, since I’d known that there was a group of monsters headed my way for quite some time. 

I wasn’t entirely bereft of ideas. In fact, I had one brewing ever since I knew Iniri was coming. There  was a way that I could maybe deal with all this, but it would take a lot of hard work on my part, and I’d be stuck with it for a while since it wasn’t like I could wave some wand and fix things. 

[Blue’s Sagacity] helped here. It wasn’t like I got a clear explanation of what was going on, because that would be too easy, but I did get some guidance for when my thought process was on the right track. Tarnil’s fate had been pulled out, sacrificed to end the massive army of monsters. Maybe driving off Tor Kot was part of that effect too, now that I thought about it. Its past momentum and its future potential had been

destroyed. It wasn’t even a blank slate, it was a null. I couldn’t do anything to correct  that, since zero multiplied by anything was still zero. But  my fate hadn’t been eaten. 

Of course, I had to get something out of it. It wasn’t being greedy. I wasn’t going to undertake enormous amounts of labor for free, for one, but this was a  Bargain. It wasn’t even an equivalent exchange; it was intrinsically weighted in my favor. I did an impossible thing that was still within my power, and I got something I couldn’t get any other way. The question was what I wanted, because really I had all the mana and resources I could ever need just with my own body and my resident dragon. 

What I was really missing was soft power. Hard power was easy. I had some weapons and was going to make more. I had Shayma to be my voice, Iniri was my other Companion and had a Skill that was practically impenetrable. I was about to pick up Taelah as a third, though I didn’t know what she’d ultimately bring I was sure it’d be useful. But I was still ill-known. The Hurricane, who was a fourth-tier Classer and all kinds of scary, didn’t seem to think I was anything more than a handy farm for valuable materials. Outside Tarnil I more or less didn’t exist, which had some good things, like fewer people making me a target, but many bad things, because that lack of ability to project authority or even my opinion was a vulnerability. 

 “Okay Shayma, I think I can do this, just give me a second to figure out how to convey it.”  Generally my fox-girl did an excellent job of translating my moderately coherent ramblings into something proper and official and mysterious and wise. It was just as well I couldn’t talk to anyone but her and Ansae. In this case, though, I needed to do the heavy lifting myself and actually pay attention to what I was saying. Iniri and I both had to be on the same page for this Bargain. Though I had something to do first. I  could learn. 

The last time I’d done a Bargain, and several times before and since, when something major happened I went into a fugue and didn’t come out for a while. I could adjust to anything, apparently, but it took time and this promised to be a big one. 

So far none had lasted more than a day, even the worst ones, but I had to be ready for it. Since I actually had a plan for once, I laid it out for Shayma, giving her an overview of my intentions so she could reassure Iniri and prepare the way. It was just as well I’d boosted up a bunch of Shayma’s Skills while Iniri was out, because she had to be as powerful as possible for what I needed her to do. It turned out it didn’t take more than touching the core, just like transcription, which made sense in hindsight because it probably was pretty much transcription. Just, more narrowly applied. 

Since I’d taken care of a lot beforehand, it didn’t take long before I was ready to state the Bargain. 

 “The Bargain is this: for a century and a day—” 

“—I will be Tarnil. I will protect it as I protect myself, but it will take my interests as its own.  ”  Once again Shayma repeated me word for word. Iniri hesitated briefly, and I could tell exactly where her thoughts were going. 

 “I have no interest in ruling Tarnil,”  I added for clarification, both for her peace of mind and for mine.  “I’m going to be busy enough as it is.”  I certainly didn’t want to inherit the crown of Tarnil, I just wanted control over policy for a while. 

Iniri stood straight and lifted her head, clenching her hands into fists and then releasing them. 

“I accept.” 

Unlike the first time I’d made a Bargain, I could feel this one spark and ignite, somewhere deep inside me. It felt rather like

[The Light of Eschaton] in some strange way, a deep and abiding  weight that encompassed the entirety of Tarnil. This one wasn’t taking anything away from Tarnil, though I would be hard-pressed to articulate what exactly it  was doing. I could feel that weight settle on me, almost crushing for a moment before something rebalanced itself. 

I exploded outward from my mountain, my perceptions and self expanding faster than the wind, faster than light, faster than thought. The wave went north, swallowing trees and mountains and sparsely scattered homesteads before crashed against the northern border, where Tarnil touched the

wastelands. It went west, consuming the mountain peaks before hesitating at the far slopes, stymied by the border with Nivir. It went east, to where rock and sand bordered the great expanse of the ocean and lapped against the shore, settling in under the shelf of stone where small boats plied their trade. 

Everything else was south. Farms, mines, quarries. Smaller noble estates, marking out duchies and baronies and overambitious townships. Then there were the cities, scattered along the coast. Duenn, Taere, Laerr, Invin. Hundreds of miles were swallowed up in a blink, the expansion blazing south to halt at Wildwood, the Retreat acting as the final redoubt for Tarnil’s borders. 

All of this came to me only vaguely, drowning as I was in a sudden deluge of thousands or tens of thousands of times more input, more sight and sound and magic. All of it came at the same time, a roar of sensations and viewpoints, of broad swathes of quiet landscape and pinpoint specks of secret and sacred things. For the first time I had some idea of the world outside of Tarnil, the dust-scoured crater of the Wasteland, the mist of Nivir, the lurking leviathans off the shore. The fugue was not as bad this time around, perhaps because I was prepared for it, but I still had to actively struggle to actually think  any thoughts. At least this time I was aware enough to see my overlay make a note of things. 

 Bargain Established. 

 Size requirements for level increase met. 

 Level increases by 2. 

 Trait points increase by 2. 

 Climate: Coast unlocked. 

 Royal Enem Tree unlocked. 

 Springfern unlocked. 

 …

 Oyol weed unlocked. 

Under the circumstances my incredulity took a good fifteen or twenty minutes to actually manifest, emotions flowing like

chilled honey. I was an entire country and it only got me to level nine? It seemed entirely unfair, proof that I’d either chosen a ridiculously weak path or I was still doing it wrong, with [Blue’s Sagacity] not helping me decide at all which of the two was true. 

Time sped by while I struggled against the fugue. It was frankly much improved because I wasn’t  completely out of it and I could actually try and actively adapt to the brand new, vastly expanded perceptual range. That said I still couldn’t do anything like actually focus on where Shayma and Iniri were, or what was actually going on in all the land I’d suddenly acquired. The most I could do was notice a tree or a mountain, things that stayed still. It was like all my cognition had been claimed, everything but the tiniest portion I could steal to actually think. By the time I snapped out of it the sun had jumped again, but my day counter hadn’t rolled over, so I considered it more or less a win. 

 “I’m back, Shayma.”  My fox-girl was out in Haerlish, scouting the palace. I’d maxed out her [Phantasmal Path], despite it being devilishly expensive, simply because I needed her to have the greatest possible mobility. Even with that I was a little surprised that she was already within sight of the palace, a thing of carved stone and coral perched on a cliff overlooking the ocean. She was several miles away, looking across at the palace from the outskirts of the capital city.  “How long was I out?” 

“About three hours?” She answered, leaning on the railing of a balcony perched above the waves. “It only took me maybe twenty minutes to get here, once you told me where it was. 

[Phantom Path] practically dropped me off in the ocean though,” she added with a grin. “I’m still trying to figure out the best place to get at the palace so we have time to follow through.” 

 “Looks like a nice place.”  We’d learned our lessons from Duenn, and while I doubted Haerlish’s capital was half so scary we didn’t want to end up having to flail around in panic. 

That was for  other people. 

“It is!” Shayma took a deep breath, enjoying the sea air. “It’s so weird seeing people who aren’t worried about mage-kings or monsters. I’ve forgotten what it’s like.” The words made me feel a  little bad I was going to be dealing with Haerlish pretty sternly, but only a little. It wasn’t like I was going to be punishing the city for something the rulers did. 

 “Well, I’m going to be working on making Tarnil like that.”  I could already feel the compulsion from the Bargain urging me to do something, anything. It was not unlike the dungeon instincts, though less divorced from what I considered my real self. After all, I’d chosen to enter into the Bargain. 

Tarnil was in a pretty sorry state. I let myself stretch out a bit, allowing a temporary reduction in faculties just so I could get an idea of the general state of things. The cities were surprisingly not in total chaos, but people were meeting and complaining about the lack of food and water rations, plus making uncomfortable noises about the lack of bells. The so-called dungeon wives probably had it the worst, abruptly turfed out from the central towers that had in fact melted down. I didn’t know whether I’d done it during the fugue or if the removal of the red cores had caused it, but either way they were gone. 

Some of that I could fix easily enough. Though the idea of feeding people with bait still disturbed me and I knew it was ultimately bad for them, I could at least manifest enough meals and pump enough water to hold starvation and dehydration at bay in the major cities. In a way Tor Kot’s organization made it easier on me, because every city was set up the exact same way, with the only differences being the number of layers around the spire. So long as I provided food and water where it was expected, which was pretty obvious due to Tor Kot’s rigid city layouts, everyone would know what to do. 

I went ahead and opened portals from Meil to the center of each of the cities, even though I couldn’t properly communicate to Iniri what I was doing. I figured that she was smart enough that she could figure it out, and there was always someone posted in the center square anyway to keep an eye on the teleports. For the sake of clarity I flipped Guidance up

again for her, just for a moment, but I could have sworn she was moving before I even got that far. 

I was glad to see that she was looking a lot less stressed than before the Bargain, with the unhappy lines gone from the corners of her eyes. It wasn’t like I had done much yet but maybe just knowing I was taking care of it was enough. She started handing out orders, sending some of her various agents through the portals to start restoring order or whatever equivalent they could manage. The Ells went to their old home town of Invin, in charge of a number of other Classers, and I left them to it while I moved on to fixing another one of the many, many problems Tarnil had. 

Until now I hadn’t really had a good sense of the mana flow for landscapes outside myself. I knew it existed, of course, and I’d seen some of it at Wildwood when Shayma had first gone there, but my mana perception had grown by leaps and bounds since then and I could tell there was something deeply wrong with Tarnil’s mana. Before, I could tell in the vaguest terms that there was a clear trend in toward the Wildwood, along with local circulations somewhat in the vein of my own mana dynamos, but of more natural origin. Now, everything was stagnant. There was barely any movement at all, and the actual mana seemed to be slowly evaporating away. 

Really it wasn’t that surprising. If I could make mana from nothing, clearly mana could go away through some process or another, and I could add two and two. If [The Light Of Eschaton] had ripped away Tarnil’s fate, that might well be or at least affect the intent that its mana needed to properly function. The mana of the entire country had stopped, which was roughly the same as saying that the weather had stopped, which as a point of fact it  had, with roughly the same consequences. Fortunately I had experience with giant mana engines, although admittedly not  this big. 

I’d already burned through all my biomass providing food to four cities, but now I had uncounted acres of trees and grass and wild fields that I could simply absorb. To date I hadn’t really used [Reclaim] too much, preferring to just relocate things, but now it was extraordinarily useful in refilling my

stocks. I wasn’t about to replace Tarnil’s native ecosystems with my own, if nothing else because I didn’t have any animals and it’d irritate  me if someone came along and replaced my backyard with differently colored grass, but I could use it to fill temporary shortfalls. 

That said I didn’t have the leverage to make the mana flows behave as things stood. I had [Mana Finesse], sure, and I was the entirety of Tarnil, the length and breadth and fifty or more meters of the surface, true. But this was a huge, diffuse thing that I had difficulty grappling. I knew how to start mana flowing without me manually hauling it from place to place though, so I started sprinkling chrystheniums throughout the country. Lots and lots of them. 

Green in woods, Blue in rivers and lakes, Grey in mines and quarries. Lofty went on mountain slopes and tops of hills while White got placed on snowcapped peaks, deepwater got seeded offshore, far beneath the waves. Radiant and Umbral went where I spotted light and dark mana respectively; Illusionary where hidden grottos rested, mossy where rare whorls of healing mana made knots in the skein of magic covering the land. Thousands, tens of thousands of the things, scattered about without all that great a care since all I really looked at was the Affinity of the mana. What mana remained. 

I pruned a goodly amount of random forest, snapping up bits of trees and bushes here and there, converting them to biomass at whatever loss and startling birds or deer or, closer to Wildwood, more exotic things. Most of my biomass acquisition, though, came from near the recaptured cities, where something like a bastard child of kudzu and bamboo had been planted and was in the process of breaking out of the tidy bounds Tor Kot had placed on it. I eradicated all  that real quick, since it didn’t seem good for anything but biomass farming and looked hideously invasive. It was called Controller’s Garden so it was clearly made with the red core dungeons in mind. 

It took me more than an hour to get all the flowers I wanted planted, which might have ended up being overkill but I’d rather overshoot than undershoot for the task I needed to do. 

With each flower I grabbed a bunch of the local mana and connected it into the chrysthenium, plugging myself into the network that was supposed to exist over the country. Then, finally, I hurled my weight behind it. Metaphorically, at least. 

[Mana Finesse] was stretched to its limit as I pushed and pulled and shoved and cajoled the whole thing into motion. It wouldn’t do to just focus on one area at a time, since it was really a single tapestry and I’d already found that trying to do it piecemeal would simply result in one part stalling out while I focused on the next. I started burning through my own mana as I pressed harder, lending momentum to a million different threads over tens of thousands of square miles. Ten, then fifty, then a hundred thousand mana disappeared into the Skill and I really was worried I’d still skimped on the flowers. But finally, slowly, sluggishly, Tarnil’s magic lumbered into motion. 

 [Mana Finesse] advances to 7. 

 [Mana Finesse] advances to 8. 

 [Mana Finesse] advances to 9. 

It wasn’t failing anymore, but it wasn’t the same. Even if I hadn’t really seen the enormous, monstrously complex mana system in its full glory, I could tell that much. My flowers shifted the threads, and I could see places where mana had once eddied one way and now whirled another. In one of the places I actually knew from before, Khiral Town, I could see that they’d have to relocate some of the crops with higher mana demands. Not much, but a little bit. 

Then there was my mana, or what I considered my mana, bleeding into the natural mana flows. It altered the natural tone and tenor of the mana, not by much, but by enough that I could see the difference. If nothing else I was pretty well convinced the mana density was higher, which might have some long-term consequences, especially when it started hitting Wildwood. 

I noticed right away that an entire country’s mana didn’t act like one of my dynamos and give me an inconceivable boost to my mana regeneration. There was a little bit of a bump; after all, I’d planted an enormous number of those chrystheniums. 

But it was frankly less than one of my Climate-based dynamos, despite everything involved. Unlike my internal ecology, Tarnil consumed almost as much mana as it produced, with only a tiny bit moving onward toward the mana spring at the southern end of the country. 

That was a little unfortunate but it wasn’t like I didn’t have enough room to make more mana dynamos, and after having exhausted what I considered a pretty damn immense mana supply in the process of fixing it, I went ahead and started the process of making more. I’d need some extra mana to deal with the next thing on my list, which was Nivir’s army. 

They were maybe a quarter of the way between the border pass and Wildwood Retreat, and they looked rather more reasonable and like an army than either the mercenary rabble of Vok Nal or Tor Kot’s endless hordes. There was a baggage train staffed by people with [Caravanner] type classes, complete with scalehoof-drawn wagons of rather fine design. 

It even had runework that acted as shock absorbers, and there were some other runes here and there that might have done something for weight or drag or the like. 

I’d found the technology or magitek levels to be somewhat inconsistent in Tarnil but considering that the country was sort of postapocalyptic that wasn’t surprising. With Nivir’s army, I had more of an impression of what normalcy was. People with matching armor styles and color schemes, every single one with weapons and kit heavy with mana. Runes everywhere, and people with support Classes to take care of all that materiel. Smithing, leatherworking, tailoring, and cooking Skills were all in evidence, along with squads of Classers with mutually supporting abilities. 

They were completely within my power, all except for maybe the one person that made me a little nervous. There was a fourth-tier Healer type, Tekaomi Jude, level 92 [Mother of the Gentle Rains]. Now, I wasn’t about to underestimate the potency of  anyone who’d gotten that many levels, but she seemed more a support type than an army-wrecker like The Hurricane. Every so often a soft mist rippled outward from her and everyone’s stamina jumped upward. Which was pretty

impressive considering it seemed to apply to everyone in the army at once. 

Even with her around, I probably could have more or less massacred the army, but I didn’t for some very good reasons. 

One was that I didn’t actually have to. They weren’t really much of a threat at the moment, given how far they were from anything of strategic importance, and with all the extra room I had there wasn’t any way they could threaten me. That said, there were better reasons. 

One was that they were just soldiers, not monsters. They weren’t part of some existential threat and I’d already seen the problem it could create if they simply died. Duke Sarthi had turned against Tarnil because I killed his son, so generating entire countries with the same sort of hatred was not in my best interests. 

Another reason was that some of them had Esox as a last name, the same as Keri, and Classes like [Duke of Blossom Waters] or [Baron of Thirteen Lakes], which I really wanted to raise with our resident healer before I did anything. Finally, I didn’t want to get into the habit of killing people in job lots. 

Not that I was overly squeamish about killing in general, but mercy is the virtue of the strong. It was nice to finally be strong enough to practice it. 

There was also the rather more material fact that I didn’t get any experience for killing armies, just for driving them off. 

I could do any one of a number of things, like take their supplies, or raise walls around them, or put lakes of lava in their way. Really though, I wanted to drive home exactly how helpless they were, and for that I needed to make sure that I had the punch to get it past that fourth-tier healer. With a little bit of regret I went to my traits and spent one point on Field Potency. It wasn’t  just for dealing with Nivir’s army, as I’d need massive Fields of [Light of Hope] and [Verdant Light], and maybe [Growth] or even [Abundance] if I were to fulfill my Bargain, so it wasn’t like I was buying something I didn’t need. I just really needed to find a different way to get trait points. As it was I wasn’t going to get much above level ten, given the current rate of advancement. 

That done I set up an enormous [Lost Woods] field, twenty kilometers on a side and encompassing the army and its support train. It was dialed as high as it would go, which was damn high with the new trait, and took a hell of a bite out of my mana regen. Not to mention, it consumed Fertilizer, just like most of the flora growth Fields. I wasn’t too worried about it though, since I was going to be setting up multiple new dynamos, but it still illustrated how much I needed to scale up. 

My new dynamos that went in underneath the cities weren’t just glacier-volcano, but glacier-swamp-forest-grassland-desert-volcano. The brand new climates unlocked a bunch more species of flora, to the point where I was absolutely spoiled for choice when I decided to actually customize things, but not much in the way of Affinities. Swamp gave me Rotting Chrysthenium, for the associated Rot Affinity, plus a mangrove sort of thing that absolutely sprawled throughout the hip-deep muddy water of the Climate. Desert had a number of spices, growing close to the ground in burning heat, while Forest gave me two new tayantan variants in the form of a rambling vine that bore berry fruits and an evergreen with nuts and sticky sap. In the grand scheme of things those weren’t that amazing but I was looking forward to seeing what Taelah had to say about them. 

When I was making the chambers for them I also found out one new benefit from the Fields trait. When I went to push my standard-sized sphere to the usual ten-times expansion, I could go further. Much further. A full  order of magnitude further. I could push a mere fifty-meter sphere into an immense five kilometer diameter chamber, so long as I could pay the cost for all the extra stone. Which I could, because even when my own stocks ran dry I owned entire mountains, plural, that I could just skim from whenever I fell short. I would put it back when I had the chance. There was clearly some degree of shenanigans going on with the atmosphere for these huge spatial chambers, just because there was no way I could make them without generating the air, plus the pressures would be all kinds of absurd if it followed normal atmospheric laws. 

With the new limits on my Spatial fields it took a lot less time for me to set up the five new dynamos, bumping my income up above what it was  before I instituted the [Lost Woods]

Field. The Grasslands Climates also completely offset the Field’s hunger for Fertilizer, so I went overall net positive on everything so far as I could tell. It might not stay that way long, but for the moment I was feeling pretty confident. 

Watching the army wandering around inside [Lost Woods]

helped. 

I had been a little afraid it would be obvious and put everyone on guard, but there was nothing obvious about what happened, at least at first. Inside the Field the sun set a little sooner, the trees grew thicker and taller, and the shadows lengthened beyond what they should. Mists rose and swirled, obscuring sight lines despite the best efforts of the water-affinity Classers. Slowly but surely the army began to be separated, and then started going in circles. Any trees out of sight of people even for a moment twisted and moved, changing the clear paths and guiding people in different directions. It seemed to confuse navigation Skills as well, something I put down to the extra punch it got from the potency trait, and I was more or less satisfied that they were stuck for the moment. 

The cities would also sort of keep for a while. Tor Kot had set them up as machines and while they were broken now, there was still enough inertia there that so long as I supplied the food they wouldn’t immediately dissolve into anarchy. Taking control there was not exactly my job anyway. At some point I’d have to change the cities so they weren’t some dystopian monochrome prison, but not today, not this hour. 

I kept checking in on Shayma during the process, watching her saunter unnoticed through Haerlish’s capital city, circling the palace and basically casing the joint. Her [Liminality] and

[Phantom Presence] meant that nobody saw  her, if they saw anything at all. I figured that the palace would have magical protections that would be a lot harder to fool, but apparently

[Liminality] had a hell of a punch and she could walk past the outer wards without them stirring. The inner defenses were rather more potent and she didn’t want to deal with those, but

that was fine with me. The purpose was more to find a good place to stage the plan than it was to infiltrate the palace. 

“Most of their higher-level Classers are gone,” Shayma reported. “There’s still the Kingsguard inside the palace, but since they’re  inside the palace I’m not too worried. There’re wards all around the palace and I’m not sure how much they’ll interfere. My rune knowledge is still pretty sparse.” She smiled though, swishing her tail. “But considering it’s you, I’m not worried. I’m still looking around, but I’m pretty sure I’ll be ready by nightfall.” 

 “Great! I’ll be ready by then, too. I’ve got some of the most pressing Tarnil issues taken care of, too, so I had a productive day.” 

“Already?” Shayma’s eyes widened. “Iniri will be happy about that.” 

 “Well a good thing, too. Tarnil’s magic had basically stopped and if I’d found out much later I’d have to remake the whole thing from scratch.” 

“That does sound pretty terrible. Also, amazing that you can fix it.” 

 “Turns out there are benefits to being an entire country!” 

Shayma giggled, and I turned my attention to making a new chamber so I’d be ready when she was. I enlarged another fifty-meter sphere into a giant empty chamber, but this time I put a platform in the middle, suspended by columns sprouting from the bottom half of the sphere to support it. Even though I was using Stonesteel for it I still had to add [Mana Reinforcement] to make sure it didn’t collapse under its own weight, let alone that of the palace, and I made a note to work on putting together more anvils. [Reified Manastone] would make these things so much easier. Once I had a nice big stable platform, I saturated the sphere with [Purgatory], which gave the impression my stone shelf was floating in an infinite, featureless void. Perfect. 

Soon Shayma was ready too, using [Phantasmal Path] to jump to a tiny, dusty, forgotten storage room off some disused

basement adjacent to the palace. Glancing around with

[Genius Loci] I was actually convinced it was part of some secret escape tunnel, which tickled my sense of irony. I wasn’t exactly invading through their escape route, but it was close enough. 

“Ready,” said Shayma, putting her hands on the walls, and I reached out to take hold of the stone. The mana cost for

[Assimilation] wasn’t as daunting with my mana reserves and regeneration, so it didn’t take me long to appropriate a massive slice of stone underneath the palace ground. That gave me the foundation to spin up a huge Field, namely, [Panopticon]. I wanted to make sure there was nothing too unexpected inside the palace before I moved it, but all the Field revealed were some guards and maybe one foreign spy, plus a few camouflaged bits of magic. Nothing I needed to worry about. 

The next Field was a teleport. I didn’t want to [Assimilate] the entire palace and [Relocate] took a lot longer anyway, maybe long enough that someone could interrupt it. I’d never used a teleport on anything the size of a palace before but I had the resources for it now, and while some of the wards put up a feeble resistance I could slam a hundred thousand mana into the teleportation. 

So I did. 

There was an almost audible snap as the entire building vanished, reappearing in the isolation chamber I’d made for it, and Grand Theft Palace was complete. 

Day 136 – Harus

Harus had many worries. Too many, for someone whose kingdom was at peace and without any internal threats worth mentioning. That wasn’t to say there were  no troubles, because there always were. Trade partners were threatening tariffs, Nivir was being unruly again, Tarnil’s near-anarchy was threatening to destabilize some of his waterborne trade routes, and Milly was off playing The Hurricane again. What really was nagging at his mind, though, was his children. 

They hadn’t come to all-out conflict yet, but the issue of the succession was becoming fairly heated. They both had water Affinity, of course, and were reaching toward their third tier. 

But only reaching, and neither one of them had broken through, so neither one of them had manifested the [Rising Tide] Lineage Skill. The lack of good, reliable water-Affinity mana springs or Great Dungeons was not helping, and the last expedition he’d sent them on had just resulted in bickering. 

Despite the best efforts of their minders half the supplies had been destroyed by local sea life and they’d had to come back early. That had made  nobody happy, and the mood in the palace was somewhat strained still. 

That was one of the main reasons he’d finally signed off on Milly’s idea, even if it was more aggressive than he would prefer. Not that she was completely wrong about the legality of it; war conditions or not Tarnil was supposed to share its dungeons and mana springs with the other countries of the northern lobe. It’d even been her great-to-the-whatever grandfather who’d shoved that condition through, back when everyone else was small and Tarnil was huge. But this was perhaps not the best time to push things, not to mention the danger of treading where the mage-kings had decided to establish a foothold. 

Yet, they really did need what those Primal Sources promised. 

His sons were squabbling, but so far it hadn’t turned into a serious, deadly rivalry. But if it went on with no clear

successor, nobody with the Lineage Skill and nobody who could take the pilgrimage to get a blessing from the deep, his sons and their supporters might turn to other, less traditional ways of settling the succession dispute. Like warfare. Or, gods forbid, assassination. At least a civil war was honest. 

So far he’d had no luck in convincing The Eternal Republic of Rinsala, which was where he’d earned  his third tier when he was younger, to accept both Hamish and Alex coming to their Great Dungeon. Imperator Lins insisted that he could only send  one over, knowing that Harus couldn’t accept that condition. That would be favoritism, and while he  did have his preferences, the traditions of Haerlish required it be a fair competition for investiture. 

He wasn’t going to stop trying, however, so he worked away on yet another letter saturated with flattery and riddled with hints of gifts and trades while technically promising nothing. 

Not exactly his best work, even if he’d been in the diplomacy game for a long time at this point. If it weren’t for Milly evolving into storm Affinity and locking herself out of the Lineage skill, he never would have been king and would have happily been an advisor or Duke somewhere. It still irked him some days, but it wasn’t likely he would have met or married his Dineah or had three lovely children if she hadn’t, so he wouldn’t unwish the past. 

Something in the air changed. 

Harus paused in his writing, lifting his head as he focused his senses, and his eyes went wide as Taminy popped out of stealth in the corner of the room. The [Spymaster] usually stayed at his own desk, completely invisible and unnoticeable to anyone despite the fact that he was actively reading and writing his own reports. Considering how Milly tended to drop in unannounced and lacked any sense of decorum, her visits were equally frustrating for them both. 

“What— ” Harus started, seeing Taminy’s own look of befuddlement, before the sky outside the window changed. Or rather, vanished, replaced by nothing but a featureless void of no particular color. He was on his feet in an instant, lunging for the window to stare out at the lack of surroundings. As far

as he could see, the entire palace, all the way up to the outer walls, was hanging in the middle of nowhere. Even the air didn’t have any particular scent, which made it smell wrong and flat when he was used to the salt of the sea. He banged through the outer door of his study, startling the page there who was simply kicking his heels against five-hundred-year-old furniture. 

“Fetch Larram,” he ordered, and the boy darted like a frightened deer, off to find Harus’ court mage. Not that Harus had great faith that Larram would be able to shed much light on what exactly had happened, because anything that could simply pluck his family’s ancestral palace from its place and sequester it away in some between-space reality was beyond mortal magics. Of course it could all be some grand illusion, too. The wards were supposed to prevent that, but no defense was impenetrable. 

The problem was he didn’t know of any enemies that would bother with this sort of thing. Knowing  who was attacking was at least as important as knowing  how, and this formless space fit exactly no polity he knew of. The mage-kings would be satisfied with Tarnil for years yet, and if they came it would be in war. Ir had the potency for such a trick, but they wouldn’t bother with trickery and Emperor Wright didn’t start things without some sort of diplomacy first. He marched back into his office and lifted his eyebrows at Taminy. 

“Well?” He demanded, and the [Spymaster] shook his head. 

“I have no idea,” Taminy admitted, which Harus had expected but still didn’t want to hear. “I can’t tell what’s beyond the palace with any of my Skills. I put [Hidden Perspective] on a pen and tossed it over the wall and it just stopped seeing anything. I wouldn’t advise sending anyone out there without hefty protections.” 

“I really wasn’t planning on it.” The colorless nothing was just disturbing. Staring at it too much gave him the feeling of having an incipient headache, despite all his levels and Abilities that ought to erase such mundane things. Larram arrived with great huffing and puffing soon after, either forgetting to pump mana into his physical frame or being out

of mana to begin with, the elderly [Runemage of Flowing Waters] thumping his staff against the expensive carpets. 

“Did you know,” he said accusingly, before Harus could even ask a question, and then had to pause for breath. “Did you know that all my divinations simply fail? Your Majesty. I have no idea where we are!” He seemed almost proud of the fact, though his face scrunched up into a truly breathtaking network of wrinkles when he looked out the window. 

“We have two choices,” Harus said aloud. “We can raise all our defenses, and hide in our protections, or go out and challenge whoever has done this to us. By preference both. 

Our families and maids and servants have been taken as well?” 

He made it into a question, and Taminy nodded. “Send them into the inner keep and raise the wards. Send for Hamish and Alexander and have them meet me in the courtyard with our guards. We shall open the gates and see what dares walk inside.” 

His orders went outward in a rippling flurry of activity, and he had enough time to exchange a hug and a kiss with Dineah before joining his sons and the Kingsguard in the courtyard. 

The deep pool there was shallower than it should have been, showing that the building had been sundered somewhere above its deepest roots, but it was enough to respond to

[Rising Tide], the water lifting up into a column of spray. It loomed behind them, and anyone who thought a simple spray of water was not a threat had never been forced to confront the power of the tide. 

Two of the Guard flung open the enormous gate, opening the courtyard out onto nothingness. Harus stepped forward to stand at the aperture, flanked by his two sons who were, blessedly, entirely serious and showed no hint of acrimony. 

Together they presented a united front to whomever had stolen them away. It was possible that they’d been dumped there to rot, but he rather thought not. Nobody expended that much power without paying close attention to their prisoners. 

Sure enough, only seconds after they’d taken their places, footsteps started to sound from the outside. They were loud and echoing, the sound of boots on stone, without any

apparent source, unhurried and slow and more than a little ominous. The footsteps grew louder, closer, concentrated themselves as their source emerged. From nothing, walking on nothing, a young fox-kin woman stepped forth, clad in plain black with blue trimming and with a bearing that said she was absolutely in charge. 

As she drew closer, a blue ring on her left hand flashed and an immense weight slammed down on him. Harus gritted his teeth as he tried to bear up under the strain, but the sheer presence of the woman shredded his Skills and bore down on his body with merciless force. Alex and Hamish dropped to their knees at almost the same instant, followed by their Guard. His Guard didn’t last much longer and he was glad he’d left Larram back in the castle, since he didn’t know if the elderly man could have withstood the pressure. 

Harus was the last one standing but not by much, forced to one knee a few seconds after Taminy and a few seconds before the fox-woman crossed the threshold into the palace. From the corner of his eye he saw Alexander struggling fruitlessly and hoped they’d survive to take this lesson in humility to heart. 

Head bowed, he studied the boots and leggings and tail he could see from his vantage, wondering who their captor might be. Some shapechanged dragon or greater elemental spirit were the only things he could think of, and he wracked his brain to think of any way he could possibly have given offense to one or the other. But then, there was something distinctly dungeon-like to the mana the woman was wielding, which made him think of the mage-kings. Though he didn’t think they had the ability to simply steal away his palace. 

“Harus Norp,” the woman said in the tones of one delivering a sentence. “You have been summoned here to account for your actions against the dungeon Power Blue, as well as the debts accrued by your sister, Mildred Norp, The Hurricane.” 

He blinked in hazy disbelief, his mind choking on a completely improbable series of statements for a moment. The weight on his body and mind eased, point apparently made, and he lifted his head to look up at her but didn’t rise to his feet. Not yet. There was a flicker of motion as Hamish shifted

himself, preparing to use a Skill maybe, but Taminy’s hand on his shoulder stopped that. Which was good, because Harus would have tackled his son himself before letting him try and attack the woman standing before them. Provided everything went well Hamish would get quite a tongue-lashing later. That attitude would not go down well with any of the Leviathans his family cared to get their blessings from. 

It actually took a little bit of cursing Milly in the privacy of his own mind before he was able to respond. He recognized the name the woman invoked, of course, and he’d even been expecting some sort of trouble from it. Not  this kind of trouble though, nor this quickly. If he was right, Milly hadn’t even made it to Tarnil yet, though she’d be driving her ship hard around the coast to get past the blight of the Great Northern Waste and land in Tarnil proper. 

“My lady,” he said, picking his words with care. “I admit that I have moved against Blue, but not from any sort of malice, and not with the intent of any harm. I do not deny that The Hurricane is indeed my sister, but I cannot properly say any of her debts are mine. She is not solely my agent, after all. I would invite you to discuss the details in a more appropriate venue.” Harus had to admit kneeling chafed him. He was a king, not some lowly lord, and even if he was at an obvious disadvantage he would prefer to concede nothing. 

“That is acceptable,” the fox-kin said, and bid them rise with a small motion of one hand. He didn’t think it quite came naturally to her, but it was effective nonetheless. 

“You have the advantage of me,” he admitted, and she smiled brilliantly. 

“I am Shayma Ell. I speak for Blue and bear his Authority.” A slight weight accompanied that last word, emphasizing exactly how literally it was meant. 

“A pleasure,” he lied politely. “Hamish, Alex, why don’t you go with Taminy and tell your mother about our guest.” 

Shayma’s lips quirked but she didn’t comment on him removing other people from the potential line of fire. He gestured to the inner portion of the palace, trusting that by the

time they reached the interior his very best receiving room would be ready. Without the tremendous pressure the fox-woman didn’t  feel particularly overbearing, but he knew that was just an illusion. She could make third-tiers kneel without even flexing a Skill. 

She looked around with interest as his Guard escorted them ever-so-politely inside and up the grand flight of stairs, oddly impressed with the architecture for someone who was clearly unimpressed with his rank. Or the combat capabilities of a number of third-tiers, though considering she’d already dealt with Milly, maybe it took a fourth-tier to get Shayma’s interest. 

“May I ask where we are?” He said, hoping to learn something before they got down to business. 

“In Blue’s realm,” she replied, ears flicking this way and that as if she were listening to something he couldn’t hear. “He is willing to put everything back when our business is done.” 

That wasn’t as good as a promise that they  would be returned to Haerlish, but it was better than an absolute declaration that they wouldn’t. He’d take it, and wonder what everyone else thought when they saw the whole palace vanish into thin air. 

His seneschal smoothly steered them to the Coral Room, a small and intimate setting carved from a single piece of its namesake, and not worked by human or demihuman hands. 

The Leviathans were amenable to trade, if properly approached, and their notions of scale worked to the advantage of smaller species at times. Shayma’s eyes sparkled with appreciation at the soothing blue-green walls with their exotic carvings, which made her at least a little less terrifying. 

“May I offer some refreshment?” He played the gracious host, a servant pulling out a chair for her while another one wheeled in a small drinks cart. The wine cellar was probably still back in Haerlish, so he couldn’t break out any of the truly impressive vintages that he normally would for a visiting head of state. Which was the only way he could really read this. 

“Sure!” She said, which was not at all the restrained reply he expected but nonetheless the servant poured her a glass of

white. He watched her take a sip and clasped his hands together, marshalling his thoughts. 

“I’m not certain what Blue expects of me,” he said at last. “I very much doubt The Hurricane has arrived yet, and even if she had I did instruct her to be at least moderately diplomatic. 

While I wouldn’t go so far as to say he has  no basis for complaint, I don’t believe I have done anything to deserve this.” The last with a gesture around at the displaced palace. 

“To be entirely frank, this is not just about you,” Shayma told her, her ears twitching as she regarded him. “This is mostly aimed at The Hurricane, though it’s not an inconsiderable point that this will proclaim Blue is not willing to suffer transgressions against him. Nor will he simply hold agents accountable and leave their masters alone.” 

Harus tried to restrain a scowl but didn’t quite manage it. Not only had Milly managed to piss off this Blue, but he was being blamed for it. Not only was he being blamed for it, he was being made an example of to establish Blue’s reputation. It wasn’t like he could even protest properly, given the obvious gulf in power between them. 

“You  aren’t blameless,” Shayma said, somewhat more sharply as she caught his expression. “You did not investigate who or what Blue was, nor did you consider the consequences of invading Iniri’s place of shelter. You merely saw the value in letting The Hurricane have her head because you have a need to settle your succession dispute and so sent her off to do what she liked. The hand that wields the knife is more responsible than the knife itself.” 

“You can’t possibly know—” 

“Blue is a Power,” Shayma said flatly. “He knows many things. Like how you were mostly worried in getting what you needed before the mage-kings or Ir ‘flattened’ Tarnil. 

“The sad thing is that if you had been rather more cautious about your approach to Blue, he might well have been willing to trade.” She upturned her hands and in one, a blue gem appeared, floating just above her fingertips, while a miniscule drop of water hung suspended in the air above the other. The

one he recognized as a Source gem, probably the Primal Water type that The Hurricane had been after. But the water…

He reached out with his Skills and recoiled as he felt the immense and crushing power in that tiny fleck of water. Both things vanished as soon as he moved, but the impression left him reeling. The Source gem would be amazing, of course, though he had his own Source gem taken from the bottom of the sea. The water, though, even that tiny drop would be an incredible weapon for someone of his Skills, or those of his sons. Now there was no way to get ahold of them. 

“It isn’t  impossible that Blue would be willing to trade with you,” Shayma said, as if she could read his mind. “But you’ve earned yourself some rather stiff tariffs on already expensive goods. Before we get any of that, though, you need to address the issue of The Hurricane.” 

“I’m not certain what you expect me to do,” he protested. 

“Surely if Blue can do this, he has enough power to deal with her himself.” 

“Certainly, he could kill her for her temerity. But I expect  you don’t want him to do that, and Blue can’t collect on any owed debts if she’s dead. He wants her to admit her error and fulfill her obligations, which requires a different sort of coercion.” 

“She’s not going to take threats very well,” he pointed out. 

“Then perhaps she should not have made an enemy of Blue.” 

Shayma’s eyes narrowed. “This can end very poorly for Haerlish in general and you two in particular, but it need not be so. The original debt that The Hurricane owes was a minor one, and even with the interest he intends to collect it will still be rather minor. But if you would rather shirk your responsibilities Blue is prepared to force the issue.” The entire palace trembled at the last line, and Harus gritted his teeth. 

He had to admit there was at least a small carrot to go with the rather generous helping of stick being applied. Despite everything he wasn’t being  completely denied the extraordinary things this Blue could supply. Admittedly, he’d have to pay through the nose for it rather than send out Crown adventurers, but that was better than being denied entirely. Or

having to pay favors to  other kingdoms to break that embargo and obtain things thirdhand, which was unlikely to go well for anyone, considering that Blue could apparently spy on even private conversations. 

Plus, for all that she was his sister it  would be kind of nice to see someone put Milly in her place. 

“Very well,” he said at last, finally taking a sip of his own wine, even if he barely tasted it. “What does Blue wish me to do?” 

“Mostly, simply convince The Hurricane to pay her debt. She may be your older sister but she is still your subject.” She looked less stern for a moment. “And I’m sure by now you’ve learned how to manipulate her well enough to keep her under some degree of control.” 

“Easier said than done,” he replied dryly. “What exactly is the nature of the debt? She never mentioned anything about it.” 

“That does not surprise me.” Shayma nodded. “In exchange for Blue removing her Depletion and Purifying her, she was to accompany me to Duenn in order to provide a distraction.” 

“Didn’t she  get that Depletion helping Blue, though?” Not all of it, of course. Everyone that went out adventuring ended up picking up  some, and people who were constantly in high-mana areas picked up more. Even the crafters who stayed at home sometimes got a point or two when they drew particularly heavily on the local mana. Still, he’d gotten the impression Milly had picked up a  significant amount fighting against Vok Nal. 

“She was helping Iniri, as a favor to Monat.” Shayma corrected him. “If anything, Blue was a fellow ally, with no particular obligation toward her. He even gave her the Primal storm Source as a gift beforehand. The only reason he agreed to Purify her was because he felt it was unfortunate she’d suffered so much Depletion, but he certainly did not do so for free.” 

“I thought Blue was part of Tarnil,” Harus said with a frown. 

He was having difficulty placing the exact political nature of

Blue, or indeed whether Blue was a political creature at all. 

The northeast lobe of the continent was more or less stable, and he’d prefer not to have to deal with some major upset. 

Especially since if it got bad enough to annoy Ir they’d come in just to settle things down. Shayma laughed, a bright sound as she leaned back in her chair. 

“It might be more accurate to say it’s the other way around. 

For now it might be best to consider Tarnil a protectorate of Blue’s.” 

He blinked. That was not what he had expected to hear. In fact, it was a baffling inversion of what he knew. Tarnil had been in decline for some time, and with the mage-kings taking over he’d expected it to either collapse entirely or become a colony, and he hadn’t heard of Blue at  all until Milly had returned. 

The fact that he’d managed to effectively conquer Tarnil in so short a time was more than a little terrifying. 

“Is he planning to subjugate us next?” Harus demanded. 

“Not at all,” she reassured him. “Iniri requested it. Blue doesn’t have any interest in taking over countries generally, but there were some special circumstances.” Harus didn’t miss that she failed to elaborate on what those special circumstances were. “All we want from you is a resolution of our issues with The Hurricane.” 

“As if I have a choice.” He frowned at her. 

“You do. Blue is not asking for very much, considering. 

Nothing unreasonable. But if you wish to defy a reasonable request from a Power, you are welcome to choose the consequences of that defiance.” 

It was unmistakably a threat. But Harus was not so proud that he couldn’t admit it was reasonable. The manner of asking was not, but so far nobody had been hurt — aside from whatever panic was occurring in the capital. Which was not a small consideration, and the longer they were here the longer that panic would go on. But it wasn’t likely he’d have seen Shayma if she had appeared normally. As a show of force, summoning the whole palace to nowhere was an effective ploy. 

“Very well, I’ll talk to her,” he sighed. “Can you put my palace back?” Shayma’s ears flicked as she regarded him. 

“Let us take some steps to resolve this first,” she said calmly. 

“Surely you have methods to contact her even at a distance.” 

“Yes…” he admitted reluctantly. “But my court mage doesn’t even know where we are. I don’t think we can get divinations through.” 

“Then Blue will put you where you can contact her. Once that is accomplished, he will return the palace.” She paused for a moment, her head tilted, and the world seemed to blink briefly. 

The feel of dense mana flooded through the room, making him sit straighter in his chair. “There. You should be able to contact her now, and there should be enough mana to make it an easy process.” 

“Excuse me a moment.” Harus couldn’t resist, marching out of the room to the closest window. The nothingness was gone, replaced by a broad grassland and distant forest, with mountains smudging the horizon in the purple of twilight. It still wasn’t Haerlish, but it was an improvement. He returned to the Coral Room, meeting Shayma’s raised eyebrow and amused face with a nod. “I’ll get my mages and contact her.” 

“Of course,” she said graciously. “I’ll be around. Should you need me, simply say my name.” She vanished from the chair, and Harus blinked, wondering if she’d actually been there to begin with. Then he shook his head and called a page to go find Larram again. Taminy appeared of his own accord, frowning as he approached Harus. 

“I tried to get a read on her Status, Your Majesty,” he reported in an odd tone of voice. “It just read, ‘Nice try, Taminy.’ That was it.” 

Harus gawked. He didn’t even know that was possible. 

“Exactly,” Taminy said grimly. 

“Once this is all over, I’m going to give Milly an earful,” he growled. “Why would she brush off such a powerful being? 

Aside from just being herself.” 

“I have  very little information on Blue,” Taminy told him. 

“Which means he has either hidden himself very well for a very long time, or he is entirely new. Either way he is a complete unknown, and if Blue didn’t show this level of power, it’s no wonder she thought so little of him. In fact, I don’t believe she considered him an entity at all and thought Shayma simply controlled the dungeon.” 

“She still might, but it’s hardly relevant, is it?” Harus grimaced. The capabilities that Shayma and Blue had demonstrated made the actual nature of their relationship immaterial. “She’d better behave now,” he continued. “The only thing that can mitigate the damage of this is that it was a Power that stole our palace. Or someone who claims to be one and has the ability to back it up.” 

“I would believe it,” Taminy said frankly. “If there was anyone who could teleport entire buildings at whim on this continent, I should know about it.” 

“What about off-continent? The mage-kings  did invade Tarnil so it’s not impossible.” 

“Hm.” Taminy paused for a moment, running through possibilities in his mind. “Grel Mithal is upper fourth tier spatial, I suppose he could do it, but why would he? Or the Archpriest? It’s not like they have any designs on our part of the world.” 

Harus nodded. He didn’t think it was likely it was an off-continent Classer or set of Classers, not considering the items Shayma had shown off. He’d have to spend a lot of time considering how to approach an active Power in their part of the world, and how they could afford the Primal Sources that they desperately needed. 

Larram appeared again, following the page and this time having actually remembered to exercise his [Mana Reinforcement] Skill so he wasn’t out of breath. He seemed to be in a rather good mood despite the circumstances, swinging his staff cheerfully with each step and nearly hitting the page, the walls, and the artwork on said walls as he went. 

“The mana density here is amazing!” Larram enthused. “It’s like being in the middle of a mana spring!” 

“Larram,” Harus said, holding up a hand to stop his headlong ramble. “I need you to set up a farcast to my sister.” 

“Oh. I can do that!” Larram said cheerfully. “Scrying room it is!” He turned around and started to thump in the opposite direction. Harus rolled his eyes and fell in behind, Taminy and his Kingsguard joining him. The scrying room was only slightly deeper into the palace, a room of runes and a shallow pool of pure, clear water. 

Harus shed his Guard at the door and crossed his arms as Larram bustled over to the pool, leaving Taminy to loom wherever he liked. For all of Larram’s eccentricity he was  very good at what he did, and it took him only a few seconds to start the farcasting ritual. The pool at the center of the room glowed softly, swirling into concentric rings that held their form as Larram’s magic washed over them. After a moment, he nodded to Harus. 

“Milly?” He spoke at the water pool, sure that his voice was being transmitted to the other end, but less sure that his sister actually  had the medallion. Which was why by default Larram made the sending  very loud. “We need to talk.” There was a thumping and a banging from the water pool, transmitting whatever the medallion was hearing, and Harus waited patiently to find out where Milly had left it this time. 

“Huh?” A voice came from the other end, sounding vaguely familiar. Probably one of the third-tiers she’d taken with her. 

“What’s this?” 

“This is King Harus of Haerlish,” he said coldly. “Take this medallion to The Hurricane.” 

“Oh! Sorry, Your Majesty!” There was a thump as the person on the other end probably saluted then started shouting for someone to get The Hurricane down from the mast. His lips pressed into a tight line as he waited, tapping a foot against the coral floor before Milly’s voice finally came. 

“What’cha want?” 

“Blue moved the  entire palace from Haerlish to somewhere in Tarnil in order to demonstrate exactly how cross he is with you. Since you’re beyond his reach at the moment, I suppose. 

This makes me rather cross in turn, since apparently you pissed off a  Power and are at the moment planning an assault on him.” 

“He  what?”  Milly’s voice turned sharp and dangerous. Harus glowered at the water even though Milly couldn’t see him and sharpened his own voice in reply. 

“You heard me. All this over you running off after agreeing to do something and  not doing so. He even said he was willing to trade us things like sources…or  was, until I let you off your leash. So you can understand if I’m a  little bit  unhappy.” He took a breath, trying not to blame Milly too much. It was tempting, but it was not like she’d admit to much of anything. 

“Fortunately all he wants is for you to do him some minor task.” 

“I’m off the coast of Tarnil now,” she said, voice still dark. “I can find you in a few minutes.” 

“And what? Carry the palace back yourself?” 

“…yes,” she sulked, and he could believe she’d very well try. 

But even she wasn’t  that far gone, and she sighed. “I guess not. But are you really going to cave to him just like that?” 

“Every minute we’re away from Ripane is another minute my capital gets to panic without a palace, he could shred our Skills without exerting any effort at all, and all he wants is you to do him a favor that it sounds like you  actually owe.  Considering that we’re talking about a Power we’re getting off  very lightly.” 

“Last time I was here I wasn’t impressed at all! Except by teleports and Sources.” 

“Yeah, well, maybe he was going easy on you. Either way, I want you here,  now, so I can get back to my kingdom and start figuring out what to ransom so we can  buy some of what he’s offering.” 

“Fiiiiine.” She sighed. “I’ll head over by myself and have the ship make port. And I had an entire strategy set up too!” 

“Well, now your strategy is ‘do what Blue tells you so he doesn’t sink the entire kingdom.’” She made a rude noise in reply. “Hopefully Shayma can tell you where to go instead of having you scour the whole of Tarnil looking for us.” He had no sooner said that than Shayma herself appeared in the room, popping into existence across the pool. Taminy twitched, hands going to the string he kept tied around his wrists, but refrained from actually attacking. That wouldn’t end well for anyone. 

“Blue sees her,” she said cheerfully. “If she’ll come down to ground level he’ll make a portal for her to just outside.” 

“Hear that?” He asked, a bit bemused that Blue could just casually make spatial portals wherever he wanted. 

“Yeah, yeah, I’ll be there in a bit.” 

Larram released the spell and all of them trooped back down to the front courtyard. Sometimes Harus wondered how he could manage having such a big palace without having so many levels. Surely tier ones would be exhausted after having to take so many stairs. As promised, Milly was waiting in front of an arch of stone that showed an entirely different landscape for a moment before it sank down into the ground. In the darkening evening Milly’s annoyed, lightning-charged eyes glowed visibly as she scowled at him and, especially, Shayma. 

“Well?” She demanded. Harus shrugged and looked at Shayma. 

“Blue is not well pleased with you,” Shayma said coldly. 

“I’m not pleased with him either,” Milly snapped, and might have gone on but for the fact that the weight of Blue’s presence came down on her like a hammer. He only felt the edges of it, but he still had to brace himself as Milly was knocked off her staff and fell to the ground. 

“You’d do well to keep your mouth in check,” Shayma said. 

“Blue requires only two things of you now, but he can be

convinced otherwise.” Milly glared at Shayma but, after glancing at Harus, did no more than that. 

“What things?” She gritted out. 

“A simple apology, and repayment of your debt.” Shayma’s lips quirked. “The apology need not be heartfelt, because Blue doubts that’s reasonable to ask, but we need one nonetheless.” 

“Fine,” Milly growled. “I apologize. What do you need me to do?” 

“Two things,” Shayma said, the pressure vanishing and letting Milly bounce back to her feet. “First, you may have noticed the weather here doesn’t feel right?” 

“Yeah,” Milly grunted. “It’s all stale.” 

“Blue wants you to fix it. Which, yes, means you can shove around as many storms as you want, it’s fine.” Milly noticeably lit up at that thought. “But first,” Shayma added, 

“Blue needs you to run lightning through some copper for a few minutes. We’ll get started when I get back from replacing the palace.” She vanished, and Milly looked at him. 

“…but why?” 

Harus shrugged. Blue was just beyond him. 

Day 137 - Ansae

Ansae wanted nothing to do with Fate weaponry. 

Her Slate told a story that was enlightening and terrifying both. Depletion was bad enough, but at least now there was a way to deal with it. Blue had some way yet to go before  she could benefit from it, but his growth was impressive enough that she was confident that all she needed to do was wait. Still, he kept particularly strange and dangerous company, even more than she’d expect from a Power. 

She included herself in that, too. He’d arrived almost literally on her doorstop, when she’d put herself in a quiet spot an entire ocean away from the mage-kings. Yes, he had to do a lot of digging to get to her, but it was still strange. Admittedly, it made sense that the mage-kings would come here first if they were to leave their shattered archipelago – it was the closest landmass, and Tarnil was due almost west along the best wind. 

That was why  she was here; it was the closest safe spot after she’d been quite thoroughly thrashed for her hubris. Centuries later, she was only barely recovered. 

But who would have guessed that there was a Fate-fueled weapon in this very country? It wasn’t surprising that a Tier Five would leave behind some Artifact or another, but that particular one was more potent than most. It was a little bit humbling to run into something that a Tier Three could wield and was actually a danger to her. Just a reminder that the world just kept turning up new things to be wary of. 

If the circumstances were less regrettable, she would take the Fortress herself. Not just because it was powerful and an Artifact, and therefore a worthy addition to her hoard, but because it was  far too dangerous for short-sighted mortals to wield. Kingdoms and empires rose and fell all the time, but a weapon that consumed Fate Affinity mana and then wielded it to destruction was something that left permanent scars on the world. In a thousand years it wasn’t likely Tarnil would exist, 

even with Blue helping it along, but the changes wrought by the Fortress would. 

It wouldn’t be the first overly dangerous toy she’d taken away from mortals who posed more of a threat to the integrity of the world than they realized. 

By contrast, the massive effort by Blue to undo the damage done was more impressive than he seemed to think. It was one thing to apply force in a personal manner, to destructive effect. 

True, few individuals could match her in that regard, but almost anyone could manage some degree of carnage if they were properly motivated. Taking personal control of thousands of square miles of mana-wracked and mana-ruined land and forcing it to work again was something else. 

True, he had dungeon biology on his side, and a Bargain that had given him the foundation, but the sheer scale and complexity was breathtaking. It also had rather unsubtly shoved Blue’s pure mana and high density into the land and its people, which would have interesting effects over the next century. Century and a day, to be exact. 

She had to admire the flourish. Even after all this time she wasn’t certain such things made a Bargain work better, but they certainly felt right. Some Powers didn’t bother, of course, but they flamed out and died with alarming regularity. Of course, compared to her,  most things died with alarming regularity. 

She would far rather that Blue  hadn’t dealt in such a Bargain at all. Both because it was a strange one by her standards, becoming a kingdom, and because it bound him in place and behavior. If the mage-kings came by again it’d be impractical to simply take him and go, because who  knew what breaking that Bargain would do to Blue. Not to mention that it kept him from being as aggressive an agent as he really needed to be, now that there was some breathing room. 

For example, if she were in Blue’s place, she would have been far more aggressive with punishing The Hurricane. Maybe the rest of her family, too, considering how complicit they were in moving against him. Blue was rather less wrathful, which

could be a problem but could also pay off. In this case, gaining him a servant to do things he couldn’t, even with all his reach. 

Nor would she have tied herself to Tarnil beyond a single act, just because of the danger of investing in that uncertain a future. 

But any advice would have to be delicately placed. Blue wasn’t about to abandon Iniri, which she applauded in theory though perhaps not in the exact execution. Friends and allies were useful, but should be acquired with understanding and discretion. She didn’t think he was exercising enough of either, but she needed  him as a friend and ally, which meant letting him make decisions she didn’t agree with. That approach was more coldly calculating than most would prefer, but many mortals didn’t apply enough calculation to the warmer emotions that bound fellow creatures together. 

Out of all the various beings and Powers she’d run into, she would have expected an Artifact and a Dungeon to be on the side of ruthlessness and cold logic, rather than being soft-hearted if not actually soft-headed. Of course, if he were then he wouldn’t have chosen the odd and convoluted path that gave him the ability to remove Depletion and gain Companions. Not to mention the special knowledge he had was of the wholly and fully rational variety, making his emotional side even more unusual. Ansae was pretty sure that disconnect was an intrinsic part of the riddle of Blue. 

She mused over her Slate, manipulating it simply by circulating her mana through her claws – no actual expenditure needed. It was one of the most unusual artifacts that she’d acquired over the ages, and considering her collection that was really saying something. It recorded every battle in history, all on its own. There was no divination involved, and she’d checked. Instead it seemed to tap into the nature of mana itself, and its all-pervasive presence. 

There was certainly some aspect of mana that held knowledge. 

Classes and Skills, once created by some enterprising soul, recurred frequently, and any technique could be stumbled onto and refined without any help from the original master. The only ones that were ever truly lost were the ones tied to

bloodlines, such as Lineage Skills, and since those were effectively fifth-tier Skills to begin with it wasn’t like they were in common use. This dimension of knowledge, the Akasha, was almost impossible to tap into aside from Status, but Artifacts were things that tended to bend the rules. 

She’d noticed something fairly odd when she was reviewing the conflict between Iniri and the monster army, something that had gotten her thinking about Blue’s knowledge. It was all stuff that was  not in Classes or Skills or otherwise demonstrated anywhere she’d seen, which meant it was private to just him. For example, when she’d looked at the battle it had said that a dungeon had killed monsters with a trap. Just that.  A trap. She knew for certain he’d used his light-weapons, even if it was not to great effect, and those were not any sort of trap by any sane standards. 

For reference she decided to dig into the past, to see when the Fortress had been used before. Specifically, when its  weapon had been used before. She was half surprised she hadn’t heard of such a weapon being deployed, but Tarnil was in a relatively quiet corner of the world. The devastation in the northern wastes was impressive, but very contained, so perhaps it was little surprise that it hadn’t crossed her attention. 

It took a little bit of effort, but being near where the battle took place helped, as did knowing that the name of the artifact she was looking for was the Adamant Fortress. The Slate had a rather obtuse method to its organization, but by this time she was used to its foibles and it only took her a few hours to coax it into displaying its records of the War Of Nine Kingdoms. 

Of the nine, of course Tarnil and Haerlish and Nivir and Orrelin had all survived. The other five kingdoms had been lost to history, either at the time or later on, weakened by having their Classers decimated by the weapon. She also found the  name of the weapon, which was more than a little ominous. [The Light of Eschaton] had warning signs in the very name, and Skills and Abilities didn’t get terrifically overdone names. She would say they didn’t get ambiguous ones either, except for the fact that some of Blue’s really were. 

Of course, Blue’s Status was aberrant in many respects. 

She wasn’t too interested in the details of the battle itself, since she’d started with the outcome and she didn’t much care about any of the mortal powers, but she did want to check on the types of details it showed. Skills and Abilities used. The names of combatants. Who killed whom, which was quite interesting when it came to [The Light of Eschaton]. They weren’t listed as killed but  ended, which was a nomenclature unusual for the Slate. Like the names of Skills and Classes, the words mattered. 

When she started combing the histories further, she found that by contrast dungeons were  very  poorly represented. She was pretty sure that the monsters inside Great Dungeons  did fight, and that it might rise to the level of a battle. Not to mention the enormous parties of Classers that went forth on occasion to try and tame the various levels of the Dungeons, to mixed success. 

But the Slate recorded none of that. Even the Classer incursions only recorded fight against monsters, with at most only a description by species and level. It was only those with Classes or a very expansive species line that made a habit of learning Skills – like dragons – that merited proper inclusion. 

 She had some very expansive entries, which was actually one reason she’d gone to the lengths of tracking the Slate down. It made it extraordinarily difficult for an immortal like her, one with a proclivity for violence, to move about with any privacy. 

Though she’d put a lot of effort into her research with magic, dungeons hadn’t much figured in her investigations. They certainly produced enormous amounts of mana and had their own mana structures, but had nothing of the scale and complexity of structured casting. They were more like mana springs writ large, and the core of the dungeon was buried deep under miles and miles of hostile, mana-rich territory. 

Dungeon monsters had long been completely unthreatening, but the one time she’d gone digging in a Great Dungeon, just to see what was down there, she’d gotten deep enough that she should have come out the other side of the planet before turning back. Quite aside from possibly pissing off the gods if

she did too much damage to one, even she didn’t want to deal with  that much territory turning hostile on her. 

The holes the Slate left led to a certain conclusion, which was to be Dungeons had some sort of special exemption from the Akasha. Dungeons specifically, since even Artifacts didn’t. 

When she did divinations on her own Artifacts, they accrued their own history as if they were people. Shayma’s ring was already starting the process. Until now, she hadn’t given much thought to the fact that Dungeons were unnaturally resistant to divinations, ascribing it to the natural circumstance of generating so much mana. Now she was suspicious that it was a side effect of whatever special dispensation Dungeons had. 

It might also be why Blue’s Skill and Ability descriptions were so bad. 

But it was ultimately reassuring, because it meant that Blue’s potentially  extremely dangerous knowledge would be relatively contained. She’d already noted [Blue’s Armament of Light], which would either evolve into a more normal Skill or be retained as a Skill to be given at Blue’s leisure, but wouldn’t turn into the scaling destructive technique Blue had demonstrated. Of course, Blue’s technique didn’t carry the weight of light Affinity mana and was susceptible to certain types of defense, but there was no such thing as a perfect attack. 

That said, offensive knowledge wasn’t the only kind he had. 

For example, he was making a brand new lodestone out of nothing as she watched, by employing  storm mana of all things, without any apparent regard for how Storm and Metal usually interacted. The Hurricane seemed to be too absorbed in her pique to notice what a tremendously rulebreaking thing was going on, which was good. Not that Ansae thought the ability to make lodestones at whim was particularly dangerous, but if she didn’t understand how it worked it was hard to make that judgement. 

“I shouldn’t be surprised you can just  make lodestones. How does that even work?” The question came out unbidden. 

 “That’s more of that knowledge you told me not to tell you.” 

That was obvious, and she had to suppress the urge to roll her eyes at his reply.  “I’m probably going to be doing more of it in the future, too. Not like I can do Spells, and since it seems like I can give things I make to Companions in some ways, best to make as much as I can.” 

“Mmm. You’re right, but it’s a little disconcerting.” 

Disconcerting, but exciting. Especially since it was so  simple. 

She could probably reproduce the process, just from watching. 

Unlike his anvil, which was very firmly and clearly in the realm of his Power and nothing else. She didn’t understand how it worked, she’d never seen the stuff it made, and if it were anyone else it would be an Artifact itself. But he could make as many as he wanted. It was like he’d reached into something fundamental and pulled it out to play with. 

It reminded her of her own, Primal mana that way. 

“I can casually do magic that most mortals can’t dream of, yet you casually do things I didn’t know were possible.” It was such a strange reversal that she had to wonder if Blue had been something like her, before. “It’s wonderful. Clearly there’s an entire world of knowledge I hadn’t stumbled across yet, and I do want to sink my teeth into it.” 

 “Well, at some point I do have some advice on that,”  Blue said, which pricked her instincts. Knowledge about knowledge was the most valuable thing of all.  “It’s going to have to wait until I get a few things done though,”  he continued.   “Maybe a lot of things done.”  Which was fair enough. He had a country to deal with, and to judge by his efforts with the Hurricane, he was giving more thought about how to bend his unique knowledge to his advantage. 

In the meantime, she was going to start exploring the direction that Blue’s very oddities suggested. Whether it was him in particular or dungeons in general, she’d stumbled on something she needed to chew over. The only problem was, she had to be very cautious. Blue’s fruits did restore a few points per day, but it would be easy to sink several thousand points of mana into such a project and there was nothing worse than wanting to do something and being completely unable to. 

That sort of annoyance was why she usually napped, instead. 

But a few points per day was more than the fractional regeneration she had before. She accessed her hoard, the runes writ into her very bones and needing barely more than a thought to activate. By now it actually had more spoils than would fit into a small city, with precious metals in both bar and coin form, entire libraries of books, weapons, armor, artifacts, and curios that most collectors wouldn’t even recognize. 

The extensive runework let her mind flit through her hoard with little enough effort. There was one divination set that wouldn’t even fit into the current lair, massive columns meant to be laid out in precise patterns and empowered over time. 

She’d used them once, to track down every last member of a particularly rotten family where they’d fled and hid like cockroaches from their proper judgement. It was tempting to try and use them, especially since Blue’s ridiculous mana density meant they could probably charge up on their own, but if her suspicions were correct it’d just be a waste of time. 

She didn’t need power, she needed subtlety. If Blue and the other Dungeons had some special exemption, they’d be visible as holes in the records of history. It would also explain why she hadn’t noticed a new Power wakening right on top of her, not until he’d literally shoved his way into her lair. Even if she hadn’t been awake at the time, she had all sorts of senses that ought to have warned her about something like that coming so close. The mage-kings too, though to a lesser extent. 

She pulled magic tools out of the hoard, most of them frustratingly sized for humans or demihumans. A few of them were from the Deep kingdoms, and even harder to handle. It was only the Dragon- and Leviathan-made ones that she could easily use without shifting. Fortunately, it was one of the Leviathan ones she needed first. 

The Great Dungeons were not unknown in the sea, of course. 

The Leviathans were not very forthcoming about how they got in and out, or what they found, but they didn’t tackle the Dungeons without tools. No matter how mighty a species might be, proper equipment always made things better. She

still had her old barding, from before she’d learned to scribe effects into her bones and her scales grew tougher than any magical material. 

Until Firmament, anyway. She really wanted to get her claws on some of that. Now, she would probably have to learn to craft it with her own mana for her to be able to work it, but it would be well worth the investment.  Indestructible was not a description that she saw very often. 

The Leviathan tool was straightforward, but quite complex. It simply recorded everything, a complex construct of divination and mind magic, searching for the Status of anything nearby and, if one wasn’t found, constructing its own by observation and inference. The observation and inference of the mind using the tool, of course, as it wasn’t actually intelligent itself. 

But it did a lot of boring and annoying detail work, which was something Ansae was definitely a fan of. 

The tool itself was a blue and pink disk the size of her paw, whirled and mottled and floating free to eagerly take up station between her wings. It was made by the Leviathan’s own strange processes, using corals grown together in strange and mana-rich waters at the bottom of the sea. Powerful and ancient minds had infused their intent into living matter at every step of the process, which had been reproduced faithfully by the corals and incorporated into the fundamental nature of the material. Compared to shaping and rune-stamping it was a slow and tedious process, but the quality of the result was beyond question. 

The thing clicked into activity as she touched it with her own magic, feeding her its own observations of their surroundings. 

Ansae had most of the senses it mimicked already, and more powerful versions, but not all of them and especially not the cataloguing and comparison. She would need to keep it active and compare it to what she found out through some of the other tools she’d gotten for her experiment. 

There was a mirror, meant to bring up visions of the past, but only the past where the mirror was. It would be interesting to see if it could track down Blue’s origins. Then there was a pointing bone, modeled after [Seeker] and designed to point to

hidden things. She’d have to test how well it worked with Blue, though she doubted it’d get far. The real [Seeker] used Fate Affinity mana, and even if dungeons were hidden from that, Blue certainly wasn’t as a Power. 

Actually Ansae was a little bit jealous of that [Skill]. Fate was one of the Affinities that Ansae had very little ability to use herself really only being able to access it through Bargains. 

Mostly because her experiments with it had wound up showing her that it wasn’t a good idea to cast freely. Having it rebound and take out all her bone-inscribed protections had not been a pleasant experience. 

She flipped the bone, asking for Blue’s core, and got nothing. 

Asking for the greatest mana density still worked, so long as she blocked her own presence, which was an interesting loophole. The compass she’d seen the adventuring idiots use worked on the same principle, pointing to mana gradients that usually denoted the next level down in a dungeon. With Blue’s lack of levels, that gradient still went directly to his core. It also amused her to know she still had a greater density, even with all the excess mana Blue was spilling out into the world. 

Of course, if Blue  did start having a higher density than her, it’d be simplicity itself for her to match it, since she could just eat the excess. Being a thaumovore came with a great number of benefits. 

While she was at it, she decided to check on what could be divined of the mage-kings. Though she knew roughly what they were and what they were capable of, it was always better to know more about an enemy, and it would be instructive to see what their dungeon connection blocked. While she could have performed the divination with her own magic, she wasn’t completely certain that it would be safe so she picked up the next tool. 

The rune-scribed circle of stone was carved out of some dungeon rock, which was an amusing bit of irony. But the Great Dungeons  were the best source of mana-transmuted material, capable of holding and channeling all kind of Affinities. She energized it with a tiny trickle of mana, a silver film snapping into existence within the circle. It was one of

her favorites, actually, since unlike a lot of divination it simply showed what was going on where she pointed it. No further connection, no messing around with the past or trying to puzzle probabilities from the future. 

She started with Tor Kot, since it was far simpler to know the name of her target. Not to mention that she’d actually caught a glimpse of him when he’d arrived in Blue’s audience chamber, though she hadn’t wanted to draw attention to herself. She’d always made certain she never caught herself thinking she was invulnerable, because that was a sure way to wind up dead, but actually being afraid of someone was depressing. Hopefully she’d be rid of that weakness soon. 

The silver circle fuzzed, rippling waves bouncing from one end to the other as it tried to find the subject of her interest. 

For someone as powerful as Tor Kot, she would expect both blocks on scrying and for his natural mana density to offset those blocks. If nothing else she ought to be able to feel out the edges of whatever warding field he was using. 

Nothing crystallized for a while. That wasn’t entirely unexpected, but it was still impressive that he had good enough wards to lock her out for so long, even if she was using a tool and was thus maybe less of a deft touch than she could be. From what little she’d seen of Tor Kot, he was the intelligent sort of madman, so it was conceivable that he used strong anti-scry protections all the time. 

Even if his wards were strong or clever, she had a few thousand years on him so it didn’t take all that long before the silver calmed and she had a view of Tor Kot. It seemed he was over the ocean, standing at the helm of a flying ship. Those things had always amused her. There were a number of ways to fly magically, but any time it was done without proper wings it always struck her as a little pathetic. Still, it was an extraordinarily large vessel, packed with his mantis monsters and, she was sure, bearing his extra dungeon cores. 

As she had suspected, it was impossible to locate the cores themselves by simply designating them as a target. It took shifting the scry through the actual vessel to locate them, packed up in a cargo hold and glowing a soft red. They

weren’t completely exposed, each one having a plug of stone at the top and the bottom, anchoring each of them into the ship. For all she knew, the dungeon cores were helping power it, since it seemed the entire ship was a magical item and was simply being operated by Tor Kot’s monsters. 

Unfortunately he wasn’t doing anything interesting, simply steering the ship as he headed back toward the Shattered Archipelago. It was tempting to keep an eye on him just to make sure he wasn’t trying anything duplicitous, or to see what he told the others, but it was far too boring to hold her attention. Besides, Blue clearly had  some divinatory abilities and likely could keep an eye on Tor Kot on his own. 

She put away the disc and combed through her hoard for another tool, one she actually knew how to make because of how valuable it was. Called a libram, it was simply a slab of metal that held dozens of surfaces within it, ready for inscription with writing or low-powered runes. Anything too potent would break the intricate spatial constructs, but she mostly used it in lieu of anything so flimsy and volatile as paper. 

Ansae pulled the libram from storage and started scribing it with a clawtip. It was nice to have a project again, though there was every possibility she wouldn’t have time to follow through. Once Blue started getting known, it was inevitable that her presence would be revealed as well. She didn’t have much to fear from anyone that was not a mage-king wielding depletion – or at least, wouldn’t normally. If she had to deal with problems continuously, though, it could wear her down. 

To say nothing of the collateral damage to Blue. 

While she was thinking about it, she pulled out another libram. 

It had been a very long time since she’d worried about setting up serious defenses. When she was hiding, what she’d inscribed on the interior of her cave was meant for just that, hiding her presence. Anything powerful enough to slow down the type of adversary who worried her would have been a glaring great beacon for anyone who knew how to look. 

For now Blue was helping mask her aura, mostly because he had so much mana himself, but as he drew more attention it

would probably swing back the other way. Not being able to scry or find Blue directly, they’d focus on his location and find her instead. Not to mention the bits and pieces of unresolved business that were still around all these centuries later, which would be inevitably drawn to her once she became known once more. She had to be ready for them. 

The libram listed runes, magical items, and Artifacts, though a good number of those were obsolete, taken over by what she’d graven on her own body. She’d learned things since the last time she’d gone through the process too, both subtle and overt changes to her approach and structure. Pragmatically, the most important part would be Blue, since he would provide the initial foundation for every other layer of defense. It was the normal effect of a Power to draw in events around them, and one she could use to her advantage if she were careful. 

Especially once she became known as well. She’d have to sift opportunities from threats and spot the enemies that would surely swarm in, but there’d certainly be things in the inevitable chaos worth keeping. 

Ansae stretched out on the grass and started to work, looking forward to the day when she could actually step back outside. 

Day 137 – Blue

I had no intentions of trying to set up an electrical infrastructure. There was just too much stuff I either didn’t know, didn’t remember, or took enormous amounts of effort to duplicate. Besides, I was managing to do a lot of the things I wanted with just mana and dungeon abilities. But there  were things that I didn’t know how to do with mana or that would be a lot easier if I had access to some electrical current as well as magic. 

That was why a grumpy The Hurricane was energizing an electromagnet with magical lightning while Shayma pounded on a red-hot piece of steel to make me a permanent magnet that I could use to repeat the process. It wasn’t like I couldn’t make turbines and didn’t have enormous amounts of steam and flowing water to fuel a generator. I was actually a bit low on copper, but I was hoping if I got into it I might find some magical alternative. The best thing would be if I could use myself as a conduction and capacitance medium, rather like how I could pipe around liquids and such. 

Shayma’s forging caught Ansae’s attention, which made me think she had magnetoception senses in addition to everything else. She perked up, watching it through the rock walls, and shook her head slowly. 

“I probably shouldn’t be surprised that you can just…” 

Ansae’s tail lashed once. “Just  make lodestones. How does that even work?” 

 “That’s more of that knowledge you told me not to tell you.”  I didn’t think she was  wrong, entirely, about some of the more esoteric knowledge and how it might end up being a bad thing if just thrown out there for people to pick up and play with. 

But it was pretty amusing that she was about the only person who saw it aside from Shayma and kept asking even though she’d already told me to not to answer.  “I’m probably going to be doing more of it in the future, too. Not like I can do spells, 

 and since it seems like I can give things I make to Companions in some ways, best to make as much as I can.” 

“Mmm. You’re right, but it’s a little disconcerting. I can casually do magic that most mortals can’t dream of, yet you casually do things I didn’t know were possible.” Ansae chuckled, showing her teeth. “It’s wonderful. Clearly there’s an entire world of knowledge I hadn’t stumbled across yet, and I do want to sink my teeth into it.” 

 “Well, at some point I do have some advice on that.”  Although I wasn’t sure what effect the scientific method would have in a realm where intent affected reality by way of mana. Especially since Ansae had  so much mana. Someone like Taelah would have a better chance of managing to keep everything stable than a powerhouse like Ansae.  “It’s going to have to wait until I get a few things done though. Maybe a lot of things done.” 

Magic seemed to make physics squishy. Or rather, there was normal physics at the bottom of things, but then magic built up overtop of it and obscured it. It was there when magic failed, but outside of that it was difficult to see. 

Shayma quenched my new steel magnet and The Hurricane scowled at her until she gave the fourth-tier permission to go deal with the weather. She had been completely uninterested in the forging process and immediately darted outside to zip up into the sky and start pushing around air currents. I’d found out that even after restarting Tarnil’s mana the weather was completely messed up. I couldn’t actually reach up that high except on the mountains and my storm Affinity needed something to anchor to, so I couldn’t get at the layers I needed to. Fortunately I had a temporarily tame Storm mage that could hopefully fix that up. If not I’d need to do some deep thinking, but with the rest of the land moving and working like it was supposed to, more or less, I figured getting the atmosphere moving properly wouldn’t be too bad. 

As ridiculous as it sounded, if it was a serious,  permanent issue with the local weather, I could relocate  Tarnil itself. It wouldn’t be a fast process, but it’d be more than possible. In fact, the stone that I’d been skimming off the top of my mountain gave me an idea for one of the things I knew I

needed to do for Anton’s Village. It was a pretty heroic mountain, even if it wasn’t the largest around, so there was enough room for me to clear out a circular caldera at the top about twenty kilometers across and a kilometer deep. Sure, I had to chop off the peak to do so, but I’d been eating that up anyway. The end result was a truly ridiculous amount of stone, hundreds of thousands of tons and more units than I cared to count, packed partly into various storage areas and mostly in the caldera itself. It took all of my newly-leveled [Mana Finesse] to push my mana frameworks to snap between the walls rather than following them down, but once they did I had full perception and reign over the place, filling the full volume of the caldera. It was a nice sheltered location to start feeding all my plundered stone into for Expansion. 

A one-hundred-magnitude expansion. 

That would end up being three-and-a-bit million square kilometers, somewhere around ten times the size of Tarnil when it was done, and one-hundred-kilometer tall walls meant I could do basically anything and it’d still be hidden from any perspective but directly overhead. Despite whatever atmospheric silliness went on with spatial workings, it’d also give me enough sky to generate my own storm systems and the like, which I assumed I would be able to do once I put in a bunch of Climates. 

It’d also take absolute ages. This wasn’t going to be an instant expansion like with my dynamos, since even I couldn’t generate mana fast enough to push out that level of expansion and that size field at any real speed, not to mention all the stone it was eating already, slow as I was going. Slow as I’d have to go. This was  monumentally  large, but probably worth it because it’d hopefully bring me level ten and I wanted the area to play around in. 

That was where Anton’s village would go, and that’s where I’d put Ansae’s new lair. I bet she’d  love having millions of kilometers of airspace, and a hundred kilometers up, at that. I could also shove together Climates in various ways and, since I was going to have to start getting into politics, I could think about official buildings aside from my audience chamber. 

Some part of my dungeon instincts were itching to get this

“floor” solidified, which I agreed with, but it wasn’t going to be anything like what the Great Dungeons did and my dungeon-self was just going to have to deal with that. 

Shayma missed most of the early work since she was asleep, and Ansae didn’t seem to be that interested in it, instead messing with some of her artifacts. It actually reminded me of me, a little bit. She was immortal and more or less stuck for the moment, so she had her toys to play with. Though I was sure she had better toys than I did, all in all. My Overlay just said she was messing with something called [The Great Slate Of Battles] which didn’t mean much to me but she was engrossed. 

So I worked in peace through the night and watched The Hurricane fly about hither and yon, piling up clouds behind her. I was a little surprised she wasn’t creating her namesake to just slam into the country, but she probably had a better idea of what was necessary than me. Or maybe she was just playing around. This time she wasn’t going to run away though, so I let her do whatever while I went about my own business. 

In spite of spending a bunch of time working at it, apparently making my own magnets didn’t unlock anything, nor did putting together a small turbine generator. Possibly because there was no magic or special dungeon stuff involved in them, even though lightning seemed to be in the portfolio of Storm. 

Of course, I hadn’t gotten anything special with gears either which made me think there was something I was missing to get purely physical unlocks. Or maybe there wasn’t; 

[Customization] covered a lot of ground and physically complex machinery might not be part of a dungeon’s métier. 

So far, my really complicated things didn’t have any actual moving parts, just lots and lots of magic. 

By the time Shayma was up I was ready to start asking Taelah some questions. The series of emergencies had sort of kicked the Bargain with Anton’s Village down the road and considering the one I’d made with Iniri I wasn’t sure they still wanted one of their own. I really hoped they did; it wasn’t like I was going to share my special stuff with the public at large. 

Besides I was rather starting to like Taelah so it’d be pretty disappointing if they up and left. 

I needn’t have worried. 

“Of course we still want to,” Taelah said. “I suppose Blue taking care of Tarnil is better than leaving Queen Iniri to fend for herself, but it’s still just going to be Tarnil. It’s not going to be getting the sort of things I’ve seen here, is it?” 

“Not at all,” Shayma agreed. I  had put out quite a lot of flowers, but they were widely scattered despite the sheer amount I’d placed and didn’t have nearly the mana throughput to start forming Sources. I figured I’d either remove them or put them underground eventually, depending on how Tarnil’s new mana flow developed. “Blue said that he doesn’t want to displace the native ecology, but there’s also the issue that a lot of this stuff is  very powerful,  and he can’t expect every single citizen of Tarnil to treat it appropriately. Plus, he wants your input on some things he’s been thinking about.” 

“Oh? I thought he’d be too busy.” Taelah wasn’t being nasty, seeming genuinely surprised, but I still felt a little bad. 

 “I’m busy, sure, but that doesn’t mean I can’t make time for her.”  For some reason when Shayma relayed that Taelah was immensely gratified, smiling broadly. 

“Well, what does he need to know? And if there’s time, I’d like to stop by and pass on that Blue is taking care of Tarnil, just so people don’t worry.” 

“Plenty of time,” Shayma assured her. “They’re long term plans.” 

The two of them strolled around Anton’s Village, which was pretty quiet in the wake of everything that had happened. 

There was no actual threat to them, but after recent events people just didn’t feel very boisterous. Taelah didn’t go to everyone’s house, but she did visit the Elders and a few of the family matriarchs, leaving it to them to spread the story around. I wondered idly how much it’d mutate in the telling, but I wasn’t all that worried. Anton’s Village already more or less liked me. 

I was going to have to go forward with that Bargain as soon as I carved out some extra time. While theirs was rather smaller than Iniri’s, I was sure there’d be  some unforeseen side effects that I’d have to deal with. Not to mention Taelah deserved to have my undivided attention for a while, when the time came. 

Soon enough their circuit came back to Taelah’s house and she poured Shayma a glass of something that  wasn’t tayantan juice. Some sort of beer that probably came from Meil. 

Although I definitely had seen some local stills, and with magic and Skills it might not take much time to make the stuff. 

Though it wasn’t like I could appreciate alcohol, I did make a mental note to see what came out of fermenting not only the tayantan fruits and berries, but whatever else might come out of my Climates. Booze tended to be an  excellent export. 

“So, what did Blue want to ask me?” 

“Well, he’s making a new, more permanent area.” Shayma called on [Liminality] to display an illusion of the mountaintop caldera from what I was feeding her, with the current farming chamber overlaid on it. “He’s making a sheltered spot for you and maybe others who might come along, as well as his experiments. It’s going to be…” she waggled her fingers demonstratively, and the caldera expanded while the farming chamber shrunk, representing the two proportions. “Rather large,” she finished. 

“That’s  way too big,” Taelah said, her eyes wide. 

“It’s bigger than Tarnil,” Shayma agreed. “Anton’s Village isn’t going to need more than a small pocket, but he’s going to have all this area to play with his Climates, so he was curious if you had any suggestions. Which is kind of unfair to ask without knowing what his Climates are like, so he wants me to take you on a tour of them.” 

 “I also have the Coastal Climate, which I haven’t actually used yet,”  I told Shayma, both for her information and to pass on to Taelah.  “Plus the Conservatory Climate, which is what I’ll put putting over Anton’s Village since it seems to be the one that’s good for crops and such.”  I had to wonder if the Climate would stack with Fields. [Verdant Light] and

[Growth] could result in some truly ridiculous effects. Or even

[Verdant Growth], since if I had someone to actually curate the plant life, like, say, a village of farmers, mutated stuff might be useful. It had taken  forever to domesticate wheat manually when I last did it and I didn’t want to wait around that long. 

For all that I continually marveled at what magic-enhanced humans could manage, I’d completely forgotten that Taelah wasn’t so magically enhanced. She couldn’t handle going off the road in either the Volcano or the Glacier Climates, and even the roads wouldn’t be safe if I hadn’t wrapped them in field barriers, keeping them from roasting or freezing people alive. Which was a shame, because those were probably the most exotic Climates I had. That still left big, big chunks of other Climates for her to inspect, in one of my new-model dynamos under Duenn. 

I’d arranged them as a sort of diamond-pyramid using normal sphere packing, with the volcano and the glacier on top of the other four, but that didn’t actually matter since they were just linked magically rather than physically. The hundredfold expansion did a wonder for the overall mana density too, as an enormous amount of various affinities were actually very close together in real terms, but in spite of all that I didn’t get any evolutions for my chrystheniums. 

The Forest Climate didn’t have anything truly massive, even if some of the trees promised to get that way eventually, but the Climate grew two-story trees pretty quickly. Like with Fields, I had some control over things. I could exercise some control over how it populated itself, like pushing it into massive old growth forest or crowded new growth, but for the purposes of the mana dynamo I’d left it neutral. Taelah wandered through it, paying close attention to everything and collecting bits and pieces here and there. According to her, there was nothing particularly mana-rich aside from the tayantan berries, which she and Shayma practically shoveled into their mouths, but she noted that one of the tree species would make for excellent building material so I made a big stand of them. I’d need it for rebuilding Anton’s Village. 

She took one look at the swamp and declined. Apparently, it smelled  really bad, an opinion seconded by Shayma. I should have realized that due to the whole Rot Affinity thing. 

Grassland had only the most common weeds, but the desert had lots of interesting small things. Taelah’s [Plant Identification] Skill was  really useful for all these new entries. 

Apparently the desert had some really  spicy plants: peppers and leaves and some hallucinogenic cacti, though apparently it would need a lot of distillation to affect higher-tier Classers. 

The thought of The Hurricane tripping on anything was more than a little horrifying. Maybe it was better to leave the intoxicants unrefined. 

“I think that the forest is the best basis for a new village,” 

Taelah said after returning to her house with pouches full of reagents. “Grasslands does have very good soil, but we’d be dependent on Blue’s generosity or trading or a very long trek for basic necessities. We’d rather be able to cut what we wanted for timer or to make new fields of our own accord.” 

She wrinkled her nose. “Plus it smells the best of all of them. 

That swamp was  horrendous.” 

 “Sounds good to me.”  I actually had been thinking of setting up some sort of clearing with custom planted stuff for them, but in the long term that’d require me constantly tweaking things. Using a Climate was better – though I’d have to see if I could double up on Climates so I could still use Conservatory. 

It turned out that Climates worked a lot like Fields, which was pretty unsurprising in hindsight since I deployed them like Fields and they had a lot of the same nature from a mana point of view. When I overlaid one on the other they started to fight a bit, but I linked them with my brand-new [Mana Geometry]

boosted [Mana Logic] and got combination Climates out of them. 

The interesting thing is that unlike Fields these weren’t  new Climates. They were just two Climates linked together in complicated ways. Just like I had some mental dials to customize how Climates manifested, I had a bunch of control over how the linking happened. It was a little bit of by-guess-and-by-god, but [Blue’s Sagacity] actually gave me quite a bit

of insight as I explored the options of connecting different climates. 

Volcano and glacier, for example, could mix together to create pools of boiling water that dug tunnels through the ice, or a cryovolcano that spewed out subfreezing vapor and water to condense on icy slopes. Forest and grassland could end up with fertile meadows surrounded by dense woods, or a grassland populated by oversized flowers and weeds. There were more than just the two options, of course, but those seemed to typify my available range. 

Conservatory didn’t do what I originally thought. Instead of supercharging the growth, it locked in the way the other Climate was. Picked plants would regrow in the exact same place, trees would regrow from stumps, and stone would repopulate from my stocks. Most of this came through mentally feeling through the Climates, though I did use a LAE

to fell a few trees and watch them start to regrow from the stump upward. 

It wasn’t like I was just limited to two, either, but the more the Climates overlaid the harder it was to reconcile them even with my upgraded [Mana Logic]. I could figure out a reasonable expression for glacier-volcano-desert, since frozen deserts absolutely existed, but glacier-volcano-swamp absolutely stymied me. Some of the potential landscapes were incredibly hellish, and it occurred to me that a  normal dungeon would probably have accompanying monsters to go along with them. For me, they just served as mana generation and fodder for crafting or trade. 

I reported some of the results to Taelah and Shayma, and they talked over some other possibilities. Taelah had a few suggestions that helped me reconcile some of the weirder combinations, like volcano-forest and swamp-coast. 

Ultimately the combined forest-grassland was what I planned to use for Anton’s Village, rather than Conservatory. While regrowing trees and plants could be convenient under some circumstances, never being able to actually clear new land would be a problem. 

One of the things I’d decided about the time I realized how much I’d have to sink into the caldera was that there was no reason not to go exponential. Every time my biomass and mana ticked up far enough, I went ahead and built another set of mana dynamos into the mountain range. I spaced them out a little bit, but I had kilometers and kilometers to segment out areas for my stacks of fifty-meter spheres. Ultimately my  caps were what really mattered, but having more iron income was definitely welcome, and the extra mana generation meant I had more margin for any Fields I needed to deploy, aside from the one mega-Field of the caldera. 

Unfortunately I ran into an issue. It wasn’t a hardcap this time, like with my storage crystals, but the beginning of a sort of mental strain once I closed in on a hundred Climates. It was similar to the slowdown I got if I let my attention get split too far, but with a little more dungeon-self feel, which made me rein in my expansionistic tendencies. For the moment I really didn’t want to take any chances, and ten new-style dynamos was a hell of an income. I did wonder about the strain though, whether it was level based or it was just from building too much too fast. 

There were clearly some hardwired limits, like the speech thing or the ANATHEMA and breeding station lust, all of which overrode my better judgement. But aside from that I seemed pretty damn adaptable, taking the fugues in stride, since I could incorporate new senses and enormous amounts of new body with basically no trouble. Maybe given some time I’d be able to keep adding onto the dynamos, or perhaps it’d take more levels. 

That took most of the morning, and it was really nice to have at least a brief period of time just taking it slow and finding out things. I would have liked to have more time to do that in the future but I wasn’t all that hopeful, considering my list of things to take care of was still pretty damn long. Such as the army that was still wandering around in the four hundred square kilometers of Lost Woods, now completely separated and in no way any closer to their goal. Some regiments were still together, but there were at least a hundred individuals who’d gotten peeled off from the main body, and of course the

supply train was in a completely different area than the soldiers. 

I was very seriously considering stealing most of those supplies for myself, or at least, for Tarnil. They were travel rations, true, but considering that some of the containers in the wagons were themselves magic those travel rations included fresh meat, cheese, wine, beer, grain, and all the other trappings to make a long march more bearable. But first I wanted to consult with Iniri and, more urgently, Keri. Iniri would have a better political angle into the process of giving them an ultimatum and putting them back on the border, but considering several of them shared the same name as Keri and she was from Nivir, I hoped she’d have some personal insight. 

This time Keri was run a little less ragged than before, since some other healing types had been swept into the general evacuation into Meil and they were helping with the casualties from the battle. Annit was still playing fetch-and-carry, and if the Depletion was slowing her down she refused to show it. Of course, gaining a few levels helped with that. I wondered if she’d realized that she’d gotten a good four levels just from the battle alone, since there weren’t any handy Status sigils around. 

Of course, Iniri hadn’t shown any sign she realized she had leveled too, and she’d shot up to level  seventy. I was sure whatever benefits the levels came with had been masked by everything else that she was dealing with. She had the thankless task of trying to bring all the occupied cities back to heel, as well as getting in touch with all the scattered settlements that hadn’t been hit by either Vok Nal or Tor Kot. 

Which meant Shayma had to catch her at lunch. 

“Blue mostly wants to know if you want to see whoever’s in charge of the army,” Shayma told her. “He can pack them off to Nivir easily enough, and he will, but there’s some rather high leveled individuals including Tekaomi. Not to mention some people who might be related to Keri.” 

“Cheya?” Iniri glanced at her [Spymistress]. 

“Oh yes, they’re related. Keri Esox is a rather wayward child of the royal family.” Cheya said. “Nowhere near the throne, a distant second cousin, but she  did flee to Tarnil with her partner rather than deal with the court. An arranged marriage, pressure to join this or that faction, the usual.” 

“And Annit?” Shayma asked curiously. 

“Oh, she’s exactly what she appears to be. She was a boat brat, connected to nobody in particular, but I haven’t gone digging further. The south is rather far afield even for me.” 

“Tekaomi is not a surprise,” Iniri added thoughtfully. “When she’s with an army, they don’t get tired and they don’t stay injured. They can fight forever. But she doesn’t have much offensive power, and from what I hear she’s a fairly nice person. It’s just a shame she’s loyal to Nivir. I’ll talk with  her before you send them off, but I rather like the idea of snubbing the general when you send him back. Are you going to, what, teleport the entire army?” 

 “That’s the idea. Though they’re not enjoying themselves at the moment, since they don’t have access to supplies and they’re completely lost.”  [Lost Woods] was  really living up to its name. It was actually rather entertaining to watch from my perspective, since someone not paying attention for a few seconds, or getting caught up in the surprisingly tangled underbrush, could result on them heading off the opposite direction they had been going without them knowing they had moved.  “Okay, Shayma, could you go get Keri and Annit?” 

Day 137 – Keri

It had been a rough week! Between Annie and the monster army and what had happened at the Fortress, it was hard to stay optimistic. But Annie was feeling at least a little better now, the army was gone, and the tremendous sense of looming death that she’d been able to feel all around her had vanished. 

It seemed the worst was over. 

She did feel a little anxious even  thinking that, but that was just Annie’s influence. 

“Keri!” A familiar voice called her name and she blinked as Shayma appeared, for once not literally, coming into their room at the manse set aside for the convalescing. Usually Blue just teleported her everywhere, which was handy but pretty surprising on the other end! 

“Shayma!” Keri replied, and was glad to get a hug. That meant that whatever brought Shayma by wasn’t  too dire. There’d been far too much of that recently! 

“What’s going on?” Annit seemed to have noticed something Keri had missed, her eyes narrowed in suspicion. 

“I’m not sure if you were told, but an army from Nivir has invaded Tarnil.” Shayma answered. Keri winced. She preferred Tarnil now, true, but she still liked her homeland. 

Aside from some of the people there was nothing wrong with it! If there was anything wrong it was the issues Tarnil was having, since that had cut off so much trade. What else was Nivir supposed to do? 

“What is Queen Iniri planning to do about that?” She asked anxiously. 

“She won’t do much of anything. Blue is handling it.” At Keri’s expression, Shayma gave her a reassuring smile. “He’s just going to put them back on the border. There’s no need to kill them since they aren’t really a threat to him. But we do have to talk to them and some of them had your last name and

Cheya said you might be related, so we thought you might want to be present. Or even help convince them to just go home.” 

Keri made a face. She left to get away from family! And probably the exact same kind of family that would come along with the army! But it wasn’t like she hated them to the point that she wanted them to  die,  which they probably would if they didn’t take Blue seriously and accept that they needed to just go home. Especially if it was Uncle Gerum. 

“Tekaomi is with them too,” Shayma added, which perked her right up. She’d have to talk to some of her cousins or something, sure, but Tekaomi had been her hero for forever! 

It’d be so amazing to be able to meet her! 

“Who is it? I mean, who do you want me to talk to? Is Tekaomi going to be there?” 

“She’s probably the one you want to talk to anyway,” Annie muttered. She didn’t have that great a view of Keri’s family, and not entirely without reason, but Keri shook her head at Annie anyway. They weren’t  bad people, really. 

“Mellin and Gerum Esox are the names,” Shayma told her, and she nodded. 

“Cousin Mellin and Uncle Gerum. They’d be King Virn’s brother and nephew. I’m glad Blue isn’t going to kill them! I mean, they’re not the nicest people but they aren’t bad! Not like the mage-kings!” 

“Would you two come so I can talk to them, then?” Shayma invited them. “He’s just going to bring them here. Unless he can’t with Tekaomi, in which case he’ll put us there, but he’s pretty confident.” Keri nodded. Tekaomi was very powerful but she wasn’t a Power, and besides she was mostly a defensive caster. 

“Where are we going?” Annit asked. 

“Oh, Blue set up a more, um,  intimidating version of an audience chamber. Just to drive things home.” Seeing their expressions, Shayma lifted her hand. “And you’ll be my side, 

so it shouldn’t be too intimidating to  you.” Annie looked profoundly skeptical, but glanced at Keri and shrugged. 

“Let’s go then! Are they there waiting?” 

“Not yet,” Shayma said. “He thought it’d be better to give you time to prepare.” 

“Oh, um.” She really didn’t know what she was going to say to them. Other than to listen to Blue because he was pretty scary powerful! At least he wasn’t that scary when it came to other things. “Shouldn’t you be speaking for Blue?” 

“Oh, I will be, but sometimes people are stubborn and more likely to listen to someone they know than someone like me who will be treating them like naughty children.” Keri giggled at that, imagining someone treating  Uncle Gerum like a child. 

“I’ll just tell them to listen to you,” she decided, grabbing Annie by the arm. “It’s been ages since I saw them anyway, they might not even recognize me!” She gestured at her clothing, the adventurers robes and cloak and staff with her Primal Source. 

“Oh, I’m sure they will,” Annie sighed. “I’ll let them know we’re stepping out for a bit.” She ducked out the door and Shayma looked at Keri inquisitively. 

“Some of my family caught up to us at Wildwood after we left Nivir,” Keri explained. “They wanted me to come back, but they couldn’t make me, not in Wildwood. The Grandmaster wouldn’t let them, but that didn’t stop them from being very rude to my Annie! Not these two, but still.” 

“Hold them to being polite this time,” Shayma said, ears flicking as she listened to Blue talk. “You’re with me on this one, so you’re with Blue and he won’t stand for rudeness.” 

“Oh.” That was a little weird to consider. She’d sort-of thought of Blue as not really having much more to do with them ever since Annie turned him down, but it was good to know he still thought well of them! Shayma gave her a look. 

“You’re both still part of the team so long as you want to be, so don’t look so surprised! Maybe once things settle down we can actually go back out to Wildwood.” Shayma offered her a

wry smile. “I’ve gotten a bunch of Skills and levels but I haven’t actually  properly fought with them.” Keri nodded as Annit returned from her errand, and Shayma flipped her hand in a gesture that probably wasn’t magical but worked anyway. 

The room vanished around them and was replaced by a large blue crystal and a void. 

It wasn’t blackness or whiteness, just a sort of vague blurry nothingness, with no particular details. The only visible features were the platform they were on, which surrounded the crystal and had railings and chairs, and three platforms below that seemed to be unsupported. They were smooth black rock with a strange blue patterning, something that looked almost organic in the swirls and loops, not at all like the rock that was in evidence everywhere else. Calling it an intimidating audience chamber was right. 

“Wow.” Annit seemed to appreciate it more than Keri did, studying the lack of anything with interest. “I’m glad we never earned this sort of thing. Even the wind is silent here.” Keri had to agree. Being stuck on one of those platforms would be awful. 

“Blue’s bringing them in now,” Shayma said, and Keri looked to the platforms. It was still very strange to see such casual teleportation, but sure enough two people blipped into view after a moment, followed a second or two later by the third. 

Tekaomi was the last arrival, and she looked only mildly put off, brow wrinkled and eyes narrowed as she looked around. 

By contrast, the first two, her cousin and her uncle, looked haggard to begin with. Gerum’s normally immaculate straight black hair was tousled, the clothes perfectly tailored for his over-tall frame rumpled and stained. Mellin was a shorter, stouter, younger copy of Gerum, the same pinched mouth and broad forehead, which made Keri glad she took after her mother’s side of the family instead. 

Gerum whipped out his sword the moment he appeared, staring around, and Mellin lifted his hands, the gauntlets there shifting into armor in a fraction of a second. She couldn’t remember either of their Classes, if she’d ever known them, but they looked pretty dangerous. At least, to normal

opponents. Shayma lifted her hand, the blue ring on her finger flashed, and a sudden sense of presence rolled outward, like something vast and ancient stirring and opening one curious eye. It shattered the Skills Mellin and Gerum were holding but Tekaomi appeared unruffled, and the presence vanished as quickly as it appeared. 

“No harm will come to you if you remain peaceful,” Shayma announced. “So start as you mean to go on.” Her family members looked uncertain at that, but Tekaomi suddenly lifted her head, staring up at Shayma. 

“It’s you!” She said. “You’re the one that’s confused our men.” 

“Not me,” Shayma told her. “The one I represent. The Power named Blue.” 

“Never heard of him.” Gerum said instantly. Shayma glanced sideways at Keri, and she took it as her cue to speak. 

“Please listen to Shayma, Uncle Gerum!” Keri told him, voice pitched loud since sound seemed subdued in the weird not-place. “You can’t fight Blue! Well, you can, but it’s a really bad idea! And you don’t need to either!” Mellin frowned over at Gerum and prodded the nothingness surrounding his platform with a foot. Gerum frowned at Keri, then gaped. 

“Keri?  What are you doing here?” He didn’t wait for her to answer, switching his stare to Shayma. “If you think that holding my niece hostage is going to–” 

“Oh, shut it.” Annie snapped, and Keri looked over at her, a little shocked by her outburst. But only a little; Annie really didn’t much like the rest of her family. “We’re all up here, that means we’re allies, and you’re down there, which means you’re in big trouble for invading Tarnil and annoying Blue.” 

“And  I’m not hostage!” Keri added, glad that Annie hadn’t talked like that to the  last set of Esox nobles that they’d run into. “I’m actually trying to help you!” 

“What, by telling us to do whatever a hostile force tells us to do?” This time it was Mellin, scowling thunderously. On Gerum that expression was intimidating but on Mellin it just made him look like he was ill. 

“You’re the one who marched an army into Tarnil without even a war declaration!” Annie shot back. 

“Ladies, gentlemen.” Tekaomi spoke for the first time, her voice commanding even without Skills. “I do not believe this is the time to argue.” Keri couldn’t help the big stupid grin on her face as her personal hero took control of the situation. 

Tekaomi looked from one Esox to the other. “It’s clear we are dealing with something that behooves us to tread cautiously. 

Do not trust, but at least listen. I don’t want to tell Virn that you two died because you mouthed off to an ancient dragon or something.” 

“Oh, we have a dragon around here too, but she’s not currently involved.” Shayma said with a grin. Annit grimaced, clearly remembering how overwhelming Ansae was to be around. It was like a more powerful version of whatever Shayma had done to get Gerum and Mellin’s attention. “Blue is something entirely different, and he is protecting Tarnil.” 

“Since when?” Garum growled, and the look Shayma gave him was exactly the sort Keri had imagined when she’d mentioned treating him like a naughty child. But she did answer his question. 

“Recently,” Shayma said. “Not that it matters. You are in Tarnil’s territory, not your own, and that demands a response. 

Fortunately for you, Blue is inclined to merely send you back to the border with Nivir. So long as you give up on your designs on Tarnil.” 

“I don’t believe that for a minute.” Gerum crossed his arms. 

“What are you really up to?” 

“Mostly, Blue doesn’t want to have to deal with a hostile nation on his borders,” Shayma admitted. “He  could destroy the entire army, but why bother when it’s so clear you have no chance against him?” Her ears flicked as Blue whispered something to her. Keri sometimes wondered what he actually sounded like. “You’re assaulting a position far more fortified than you thought. He’s not sure what the rules of warfare are, but he’s giving you a fair warning and a fair chance.” 

“Which we appreciate,” Tekaomi said, leaning on her staff. 

“But why did you bring me here? Oh, I’m important, certainly, but I’m not in charge of the army.” 

“Because you’re reasonable!” Keri couldn’t help herself, and she knew she probably shouldn’t have said it, but Shayma didn’t object. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt even if Nivir made a mistake.” Mellin sneered silently at that, but didn’t have the audacity to actually say anything in reply. Tekaomi sighed. 

“I don’t know about reasonable,” she said reasonably, “but I do think that Blue has very well demonstrated that our army is no use against him. It would be madness to continue without taking that into account.” 

Gerum gritted his teeth. He clearly didn’t want to admit it, and Keri  almost said something. Instead she just willed him to think for once instead of reacting, hoping hard he wouldn’t be an idiot. He was clearly conflicted and, just as he was about to open his mouth, Tekaomi reached out with her staff and bopped him on the back of his head. He scowled at her, sighed, and turned back to Shayma. 

“I suppose we don’t have a choice,” he said, forcing each word out. 

“Then Blue will return you and your men to the Nivir border,” 

Shayma said, and waved a negligent hand. Mellin shouted something just before he disappeared, but the teleport interrupted him mid-syllable. Annie snorted in amusement. 

The nothing faded away once they were gone, leaving just a small chamber with the three platforms barely raised above a bare floor. Tekaomi sighed, relaxing now that it didn’t seem she was suspended over a void, and Keri had to admit it had been wearing on her, too. Blue trying to be intimidating really worked! 

“What about me?” The elderly healer asked wryly, leaning on her staff. 

“Queen Iniri wants to chat with you about what’s been going on in Tarnil,” Shayma said. “I think she trusts you’ll be more

likely to convey things properly when you talk to King Virn.” 

“Mmm.” Tekaomi hummed thoughtfully at that. “I hope she realizes that I’m not exactly on her side here. Nor do I know what she hopes to accomplish.” 

“I can’t speak for her,” Shayma said. “I do suspect that she’ll want to discuss normalizing relations now that the mage-kings are gone. I’m sure you’d like to see trade resume.” 

“Like you, I can’t speak for my liege.” Tekaomi shrugged. 

Shayma shrugged then looked over at Keri. 

“Also, I think Keri wants to talk to you. She’s a healer as well.” 

Tekaomi looked over at her, and Keri just grinned a big, silly grin. 

Day 138 - Blue

I didn’t want to jinx it, but things seemed to be going well. It was a lot easier to convince people they were outclassed when I could simply teleport them into a judgement chamber. Oh sure, some people did have defenses, so maybe that tactic wouldn’t always work. It nearly didn’t with Tekaomi, who’d put some sort of bubble around herself that repelled the teleport Field, but I could dump so much mana into my teleports that those defenses didn’t matter. I hadn’t overpowered the [Purgatory] Field though, and I suspected Tekaomi could see through it, which was more or less what I expected from a fourth tier. 

At any rate, she seemed friendly enough with Keri and wary but polite to Iniri, so I let them talk. It wasn’t like I didn’t have enough to do and really they’d only need me for when I put Tekaomi back. The army itself I set right on the border with maybe a quarter of their supplies, stealing the rest for Iniri to distribute. Amusingly enough most of the Classers and pretty much all the support personnel practically ran across the border, with the road and pair of walls at the mountain pass marking very clearly where that was. The Tarnil side was undefended, which wasn’t much of a surprise. Well, undefended by  soldiers, anyway. Now that I was the wall, I could defend things pretty damn easily. 

 [Merciful] awards 475,331 experience for driving off Nivir 3rd Classer Battalion. 

I really couldn’t track what Iniri was doing with the cities. I could see that she had sent a whole bunch of agents in each, and that they were talking to a whole bunch of people, but it was all people and politics and stuff that I was more than happy not to have to deal with. I kind of understood where Ansae was coming from sometimes, with how much work it was to get people to do stuff of their own accord when I could just  make things happen. Not that I wanted to be a tyrant, but it was tempting sometimes. 

So far, the only request Iniri had made of me, and it was a very polite one and easy besides, was to change the colors. So easy that I just had to think it, more or less, proving that

[Customization] was definitely becoming more powerful even though it didn’t actually have ranks. All the remaining cities were coastal and they’d all been, once upon a time, gaily painted with some local pseudo-stucco to protect them from the salt air. That was easy enough to mimic and was far less eye-searingly annoying than all that white, so I altered the stone’s colors into pale or bright shades. Salmon, orange, lilac, seafoam, those kinds of colors, rather than primaries like red or blue. 

It was actually kind of fun, but eventually the cities would have to be rebuilt entirely. I was partial to having regular layouts rather than the narrow, twisting streets of Meil, but there was no way that any remnant of Tor Kot’s occupation would be allowed to remain. The original cities had been effectively razed and rebuilt, and even if there were records somewhere of what they looked like originally, which I doubted, it was a great opportunity to build fresh. 

That only took part of the morning, so I asked Shayma to talk to Taelah. It looked like I’d actually have some time and I wanted to address her and Anton’s Village before the monsters that the Shadow guy had sicced on me appeared. I could see them dipping in and out of my influence down below, catching hints here and there as they traveled through the tunnels. It was the same scythe-bone-things I had seen before, 

[Scalemind Abominations] every one. 

It was going to take a bit for Anton’s Village to all get together, so I spent that time fixing up my LAEs. With my enhanced spatial abilities I could boost the energy density by four orders of magnitude, meaning just redoing the already-existing LAEs was a significant upgrade in lethality, to the point where I was actually starting to worry about ionizing the atmosphere or something. I’d gone from a ten thousand increase in energy density to a  hundred million increase in energy density. 

I couldn’t even use them full power without issues, because there were pretty sharp limits to how potent in-atmosphere weapons could be without turning into enormous explosions. 

At least, strictly physical weapons. The regular LAEs boosted by Shayma’s magic didn’t seem to run into that issue, nor did Iniri’s version of them. Mana softened the iron rules of physics a bit, but sometimes it was  good to have those rules in place, because I could well imagine nobody here had any experience with flaming gouts of atmospheric plasma. 

Still, without mana of its own it would ultimately be susceptible to mana defenses, like how magical darkness had shut down my LAEs, so when I was thinking of better weapons and defenses I had to try to bring magic into the equation. The electrical generation I was starting was part of that, since I had a couple ideas of mid-to-long-term complexity, but until it got integrated into my Skills and Abilities or at least my Dungeon Categories it was going to be fairly crippled. That didn’t mean I couldn’t use it, though, nor did it mean I didn’t have any idea of how to force my dungeon biology to accept it. I might have to overcharge-explode a bunch of storage crystals, but I’d learned how to manipulate them better . 

Beyond that I had just about enough stuff for a second [Mana Diamond Anvil]. Though no amount of supermaterials would ever be enough, I needed to at least make dozens of Anvils so I could have a reasonable amount. I could think of dozens of uses for a lot of it, and there were bunches more materials to try. Especially heavy exotics, if I ever got access to them. 

Apparently even Ansae didn’t have ready access to osmium, iridium, uranium, plutonium, or tungsten. It would probably take alchemy to extract those, assuming they really even knew about them, and even then it might come out with some mana-altered version of the stuff so I wouldn’t recognize it. 

Kind of like I didn’t recognize the materials used in the weapons Shayma had broken. The hafts of the weapons Tor Kot had left behind were made out of [Isric-Saturated Yelm Wood] while the blades were [Isric-Saturated Mobindum], which meant nothing to me. They were both stronger than steel, maybe about the same level as Cultivated Steel, 

according to Shayma, but whatever special effects the weapons had carried were gone. Though just looking at them I was impressed all over again that Shayma was so superhuman as to shatter them barehanded, even if she had to pull on my mana to do it. 

Then there was the chance to remake the core room. A one meter diameter sphere, appropriately enlarged on the inside, was more than big enough for the cottage, so it was way the hell easier to both hide and to wrap in layers of adamant stone and cultivated steel. Outside that I made a buffer zone a half-meter wide before Expansion and swamped that with

[Purgatory] and [Panopticon]. Then I coated everything inside with Cultivated Steel and Alchemical Diamond so I could dedicate a couple new-model LAEs to filling the area with lasers on demand. Or permanently. Between them, the new Core Defense and LAE creations netted me a nice chunk of experience that I could invest back into Shayma. I was thinking I might well boost [Forging], since that was her hobby of choice. Besides, at some point my Affinity-saturated crystals actually  had finally transmuted their contents and the higher her Skill the more she could do with them. 

The affinity crystals had become full of [Steelwoven Momentum], [Steelwoven Ember], [Steelwoven Marl] and so on. At the very least I could use them in making new stuff for all my Companions and allies. I decanted them to see what the stuff looked like and it didn’t even look like steel anymore. 

Instead of being a nice shiny metal they looked more like crystals with the character of bismuth, rather than quartz or diamond, and they had a slight glow appropriate to their Affinities. Since the setup clearly worked, I stuffed more

[Cultivated Steel] into the crystals and let the next batch cook. 

Then it was back to magnets and electricity and trying to mana them up. I already knew that electricity was within the portfolio of storm Affinity, and my best guess for magnetism was earth or metal Affinity. I hoped it was the former rather than the latter, since the idea was to take stuff that already integrated with my mana and biology and system and just add more forces. So, I took one more storage crystal, shaped it into a cylinder, and wrapped copper coils around it. 

My generator was not enormously powerful or complex, just my previously built magnet hooked up to a water-powered turbine and sheathed in more copper. It wasn’t the most graceful electrical circuit known to man or dungeon, but it did produce enough current to start heating the copper which was all I asked for. Nothing happened at first, which was about what I had expected, so I grabbed some storm Affinity out of the mana flows and lined them up with the cabling. 

I’d been hoping for some mana-fied version of electricity but what I  actually got was something else entirely, despite the name giving me hope for a few seconds. It unlocked a [Storm-Earth Transformer], which sucked up storm Affinity mana when I built it and output earth Affinity instead. It also unlocked the category of conversion crystals, but apparently I had to find them out myself since the Storm-Earth version was the only one that showed up. The idea of converting mana types was intriguing, even if I didn’t strictly need it, but a portable version could be an astounding trade good. 

A similar attempt to try and put mana into the generator only resulted in [Kinetic Stormbuilder], which sucked up kinetic Affinity mana and spewed out lightning-laced mist. Actually, that was really damn cool but not what I was trying for. It seemed I’d be stuck with doing things the hard way for a while. I was going to absolutely subject my Anvils and storage crystals to electricity and magnetism, though with the former I’d want to wait until I had more just in case. By the point that I’d figured that out, Anton’s Village was all gathered up so I put the experiments on hold. 

They weren’t in the audience chamber, though it probably had room for them, because they’d already made their case and really all that was left was to establish the actual agreement. 

They were gathered out in a clearing between the fields and the houses of the farming chamber, which seemed appropriate. 

They were [Farmers] and [Ranchers] and earthy folk, and really that’s all that I wanted or needed them to be. [Blue’s Sagacity] was helping here. I needed to start this Bargain as it was meant to go on, with Anton’s Village being my workers and dwellers, not supplicants and servants. 

They all assembled in groups of families and extended families, with the elders out front, talking with Shayma individually and respectfully. Anton’s Village had been interested in this Bargain before, but Taelah had carried some tales about what she’d seen. Even if the elders were quite firmly fixed on living simple lives, they weren’t so stupid as to reject that sort of potential for their children and grandchildren. They liked their quiet life, but that didn’t mean they’d force it on anyone with different dreams. 

We’d also talked about what sort of ceremony Taelah wanted. 

It surprised me not at all that she preferred something private; the village tradition was for the happy couple to go to an Elder who took their vows and declared them married. Naturally, Ansae had immediately volunteered for the Elder role, and it was hard to argue that anyone had a better claim on being my elder than her. Also, it seemed to touch Ansae’s fancy more deeply than a passing whim, so I’d accepted and it was planned for immediately after the Bargain. 

Shayma got their attention by using my presence. It was turning out to be a versatile thing, at least how Shayma wielded it, able to channel some combination of my and her emotions into something that wasn’t mana and wasn’t a Skill. 

It was something that seemed to glimpse at the true nature of a Power, something that could break the rules of the world. In this case it merely demanded attention, quieted murmurs, and calmed a couple of quarreling children. 

“Today you make a Bargain to bind Anton’s Village to Blue’s service. You have all agreed to it, and you will all be bound by it.” She surveyed the gathered people, and nobody said a word of dissent. The actual nature of the Bargain was something that I’d chewed on for a while, discussing it with Shayma and Taelah and Ansae. 

 “The Bargain is this: I will be your foundation, your world, and your future. I will give you the opportunity to become, and in return you must give me your best.”  It sounded simple, but the profound nature of it all both appealed to me and made me feel it was properly binding. Plus I didn’t promise them an outcome, just an opportunity, and while Ansae was

understandably wary of a Bargain that I couldn’t close out with my own effort, I wasn’t a dragon roaming to and fro. I was the land, so a land’s promise was appropriate. [Blue’s Sagacity] agreed; I could make Bargains Ansae literally couldn’t. Shayma repeated it exactly, and Taelah and the other elders bowed their heads. 

“We agree,” they said, not quite in chorus, a ripple of those words passing through the assembled villagers. They didn’t all need to agree, of course, as the Elders spoke for them. But they were there and might as well, feeding into the kindling of this particular Bargain. After the one I’d made with Iniri I believed I had a better handle on how they felt and, if not how they worked exactly, at least an idea of what was a good idea and what wasn’t. 

Instead of a massive bonfire, the feel of the Bargain taking hold was that of a tree driving roots into the ground, growing downward in order to grow upward. It was a quiet thing, rather than the enormous and obvious consuming of Tarnil, but it had a certain strength to it. The actual sensation of the Bargain didn’t last for very long before it sort of dissolved into me, becoming part of me, but I had a good feeling about it. 

Then it snapped out over Anton’s Village, dropping into each person, old or young, and changing things ever so slightly. The Village  was its people, and it was now just The Village. It had moved past being Anton’s Village, left that as its history as it became something else. It would earn more names in time, I was sure, but for now it was simply  my Village. 

Which meant I needed to get them set up in the caldera quickly, because it would be far better than the hacked-together growing chamber and if nothing else it’d be open air. 

I could probably do that while the expansion was still in progress, as I had some control over how the spatial stuff worked and could keep it from stretching houses over several hundred kilometers, but there was still more preparatory work to do. 

Besides, I had Taelah to attend to. The rest of the Village traipsed back home because while the Bargain had given them opportunity, they were the ones who had to put in the work if

they wanted to seize its benefits. Taelah and Shayma continued on I sprouted a Portal to my new core chamber in front of them, and they stepped through. 

“I still say you should have made it big enough for me,” Ansae said, not actually grumbling about the size of the core room. 

She had to be in her amazon form to fit, since her natural form would have crushed the cottage and only barely fit on the central island to begin with. “Honestly, it’s not my fault everyone else is so small!” 

 “Hush, you. I don’t think Taelah is quite ready for that anyway. For some reason you tend to scare people when you’re a multi-ton dragon.” 

“I don’t see how that’s my fault,” Ansae grinned, then covered most of her teeth as Shayma and Taelah approached the cottage. Though Taelah didn’t seem outwardly nervous, she did have her hands clasped tightly together, and didn’t really seem to see the surroundings. Otherwise I knew she would have stopped to look at the crystal and latticework chrystheniums that framed the entrance. Shayma escorted her into the cottage, where my core was, and Taelah stopped to stare at it, then at the three-meter scaled amazon looming beside it. 

“Um,” she said, leading me to notice that she wasn’t flattened by Ansae’s aura. Which I more or less expected, but I did wonder if it was because she was part of The Village or because Ansae was being considerate. Or both. 

“This is Lady Ziir,” Shayma told her, and Taelah curtseyed deeply. She  had been warned that Ansae would be presiding, but it was difficult to adequately prepare someone for Ansae’s sharp-edged smile. 

“Pleased to meet you, Lady Ziir.” 

“And I, you,” Ansae rumbled, amused at the mortal that didn’t quite blanch before her. “It’s not every day you see someone who decides to marry a Power.” Taelah flushed but lifted her head proudly. 

“I know what I want,” she said, and Ansae nodded approvingly. 

“An excellent virtue. Are you ready?” 

Taelah drew a breath and nodded, stepping forward. Shayma was off to one side, as witness. This was not to be a long ceremony, nor an ornate one, but it was important nonetheless. 

“Taelah Marn, you are here to be joined with the Power Blue for the rest of your mortal life,” Ansae stated, entirely serious now and all playfulness gone. “What vows do you bring?” 

“I vow fidelity to Blue, constancy to my obligations. 

Obedience to Blue, that I follow his rightful wishes. 

Companionship to Blue, that I will be there for him all of my days.” 

“Blue, what vows do you bring?” 

 “I vow to provide a stable house, that Taelah has a foundation, to be a caring partner, that Taelah may rely on me, and to give her children, so that Taelah has a future.”  Obviously Taelah couldn’t hear me, and according to both Shayma and Ansae my voice was so devoid of distinguishing characteristics that it was effectively impossible to reproduce with illusion. So instead Shayma was projecting my responses onto my core, black-stone letters imposed on glowing crystal. 

“Do you each accept each other’s vows?” 

 “Yes.” 

“Yes.” 

“I pronounce you wed.” Ansae grinned widely and toothily. 

“Enjoy yourselves.” Taelah flushed again and glanced back at Shayma, who smiled and gestured toward a far door. 

“Blue has set up something for you there.” 

Taelah nodded and stepped over to the door, opening it to reveal a brightly lit garden and a warm little cabin visible through a portal I’d set into the doorframe. I’d made it up beforehand in a chamber not far from the core room, since Shayma had her cottage and Iniri really liked the hot springs, so I figured Taelah deserved a place of her own. Considering

all my new plants, it’d been no trouble at all to seed the chamber with a bunch of chrystheniums and then link in the appropriate Affinity flora, giving her a rainbow of plants. 

Her face lit up with a smile and she walked onward toward the cabin. 

Day 138 - Taelah (Explicit) Taelah had to admit that not five minutes in she was already enjoying her husband’s attentions. This was clearly a place made just for her, acres and acres of different flowers and plants and trees, ranging from the mundane to the magical, not completely overgrown but not quite tamed either. It was obvious that some care had gone into it, which was nice to see especially on the heels of their vows. Part of her wanted to detour from the stone-brick path out into the grass and flowers, but she reminded herself there would be time for that later. 

It still felt very strange, not quite real, to be  married to Blue. 

That Ansae character was exceedingly odd, but she had to admit the dragon – a dragon! – had the gravitas to make it feel like it was a binding thing, rather than an indulgence by Blue. 

Some part of her felt entirely off-balance walking into the house by herself, when she should have had a husband by her side, or more traditionally carrying her across the threshold. At the same time, she could actually feel Blue’s presence there. 

Ever since the Bargain she could feel his attention, subtly for the most part but far more intensely once she’d walked into his core room. It was just a vague sense of being watched and something a little more, but somehow it was reassuring rather than disconcerting. 

She stepped inside, the cabin light and airy and open, with tables and chairs and an open door through which she could see a very large bed. It was nice to see this was meant as an actual dwelling place, and she took a moment to run her fingers across the smooth wood of the table and the cool, polished granite of the counters. Then she stopped, clasping her hands together. 

“I’m actually kind of nervous,” she admitted to Blue’s presence. “It’s not like I don’t know how things go, but I never really thought about it applying to  me.” She took a deep breath and turned to the bedroom. “I’d rather consummate this now before I have any more time for nerves.” She stepped into the

bedroom, closing the door behind her. Then she stopped, feeling a little bit awkward, because she wasn’t exactly sure how to proceed. Even if Blue was all around her, and she could sense his attention, it wasn’t like he had a body for her to touch. 

She almost jumped as she was proven wrong, a black tendril as thick as her wrist rising from the floor and wrapping about her waist, then sliding up higher and splitting off. One segment went along her arm, smaller tendrils tangling with her fingers, while the other one cupped her cheek, surprisingly soft and warm against her skin. The very sight was quite strange, but he felt soothing against her skin, and the physical warmth came with something else. 

The vague presence and attention that she’d been feeling on the edge of her perceptions snapped into clarity, not nearly as vast and unknowable as it had first seemed. Instead the feelings coming through were surprisingly personal and personable, a sense of warmth and amusement and desire, her actual  husband suddenly made real. It made her more and less nervous at the same time, the actual concept of Blue less overwhelming but far more personal. 

The brush along her cheek lingered on her freckles there and she got the distinct impression that Blue very specifically liked those, which for some reason made her blush. She’d been expecting far more salacious thoughts, so the very frank and innocent ones slipped right past her defenses. Not that she should have defenses with her husband, but she couldn’t change her habits right away. To deflect from that she put her other hand on the tendril cupping her cheek, running her fingers along it while the other one twined about her fingers. It wasn’t  exactly like holding hands, and actually was very far different, but it had some of the same intent. 

Blue tickled the inside of her wrist, his warmth working up her arm bit by bit, while the one she was playing with pressed closer, fitting into the curve of her neck. The coil looped around her waist tightened ever so slightly, and she couldn’t help but jump despite the feelings she was getting from Blue. 

Sensing her mood he stopped instantly, letting her get used to

the idea of the black tendrils as  him, and not some strange and terrible thing. For a moment he didn’t do more than hold her and she let out a breath, appreciating that Blue was willing to take it slow, let her ease into things. Especially since he could probably make as many of those tendrils as he wanted. 

He let her pull on the tendril that was stroking her cheek, lifting it to her lips and kissing it gently. At first, she worried that would be awkward, but she could tell that Blue enjoyed it even if he didn’t have a mouth himself. Daringly, she even started to nibble and lick at the soft, warm tip, which he  really liked, and he reciprocated by splitting smaller tendrils off the one pressed against her neck to slide under the collar of her dress, sending them along her shoulders and her collarbone in a sort of all-encompassing embrace. Then one slid down between her breasts, sliding all the way down to her belly, and she giggled and put her hand over it, feeling its softness between her dress and her skin. 

“Impatient, are we?” She smiled, then gasped as Blue replied with a flash of thought, some vague impressions of everything he could do to her without even taking off her dress. That was the sort of lascivious thought she’d had in mind before, and even half-expecting it, the idea kindled a heat deep inside her. 

“Oh. Maybe, maybe take it a little slow. We have time.” 

The tendrils shifted slightly, letting her lean into them, immensely strong despite how soft they were and how small most of them had become. The one cupping her face tickled her lips again and she smiled, kissing it once more as Blue held her, his warmth pressed against her bare skin. He stroked at her belly for a while, helping stoke the heat there, then additional tendrils slid out to cup her breasts, like fingers sliding under her clothes. They caressed her bare flesh, making her shiver from the feel of him teasing her, the touches soft and slow. 

She relaxed into her husband’s embrace, inhaling the slight scent of vanilla as she pressed kisses along the tendril at her lips. The feel of his emotions made things less strange than they might have been. Instead of some creepy and unknowable thing groping her, she could directly experience that he was an

actual person, and one that was enjoying her reactions as he teased her. 

Taelah moaned quietly as he squeezed her breasts, finding them unexpectedly sensitive, Blue’s skin silken smooth against hers. He caressed her until her nipples were perked and hard, then began to squeeze and tug them, gently but hard enough to send jolts of pleasure through her. She squeezed the tendrils tangled with her fingers, gripping him as he played with her, slowly making her more needy. In fact, she was starting to wiggle in his grip, feeling the wetness between her legs. 

Her eyes flew open in surprise as she felt Blue slide up her thighs, under her dress, and peel away her underclothes to expose her. A reminder that he had as many appendages as he wanted. Then he slid upward to touch her directly and she whimpered at the feel of his smooth, hot flesh against her sensitive lips. Softly, smoothly, he caressed her folds, spreading her sex to tease her more thoroughly, and she slumped against his hold. 

“Ohh, mmm…” She made incoherent noises, dazed as much by the feel of his touch as the enjoyment that he had from playing with her, feeling his pleasure at stroking her sex. He didn’t even slide into her yet, just playing with her breasts while rubbing her pussy, taking special care to wrap a few thin tendrils around her swelling clit and giving her an even more intimate massage. With all that she didn’t last long, her hands gripping his tendrils and squeezing as she arched under his care, trembling as she came from his attentions. 

He wanted to give her even more, ready to continue on and really make her moan, and she wanted it too. But where the spirit was willing, the flesh was far too sensitive, and his stroking came to a stop as his touch became so intense it was painful. Puffing and panting as she recovered from her orgasm, she patted the tendril that still rubbed against her lips. 

“Just…” Taelah took a breath. “Need a little bit to recover.” 

She felt his disappointment, but it was just a flash and then he released her, the tendrils sliding away. It made her totter slightly, as she went shaky-legged to the bed, leaning on the bedpost to catch her breath. If that was what he could do while

she had clothes on, what could he do if she took them off? 

Feeling a little daring as well as for the more mundane reason that she didn’t want to get her clothes dirty, she finished stripping, folding her clothes and placing them on the bureau to stand in her bare skin. Even if it wasn’t as sharp as when he was touching her, she could feel his appreciation as she walked around naked, stepping back into the kitchen for some water. Instead she found there was a pitcher of juice waiting for her, perfectly chilled and wrought of solid glass, straight out of a noble’s palace. The surroundings changed temperature even as she walked, becoming perfectly comfortable before she could even start to think about being cold. 

“Thank you,” she said, and poured juice into the accompanying extravagant glass tumbler, sitting down on a smooth, comfortable wooden seat and kicking her legs as she drank. Then she winced and stopped. She was definitely still in the mood,  that wasn’t going anywhere, but she needed to give herself a bit of time before she could indulge in any more marital exertion. 

Her eyes roamed over the kitchen as she drank, enjoying the warm colors of the wood and the bright light and brilliant flowers visible through enormous panes of glass, things that under other circumstances would cost a ransom. Slipping off of the chair, she made her way, somewhat gingerly, to the windows to look out at the garden. Now that some of her anxiety was out of the way, she had more time to appreciate the sheer scope of what he’d made for her. It was still inside one of his chambers, but there were just acres of rolling, sun-kissed field. An actual sun, though clearly a fake one, more pleasing than the flat light of the farming chambers. 

Taelah finished the glass and set it on the counter, feeling that she was maybe up to a little more adventure. This time when she entered the bedroom she stretched out on the bed, looking up and around as if she could locate where he was watching her from. 

“Don’t just tease me this time, Blue,” she said with a smile, and the black tendrils slid out from around the bed to wrap over her. His presence clarified once again as he wrapped

around her breasts, and she put her hands over the warm black flesh covering her nipples. He was already playing with her, despite her warning, and she spread her legs invitingly as another tendril coiled up her thigh. 

He pressed against her sex again, this time parting the lips of her folds, and she could feel his satisfaction as he slid into her. 

There was a brief needle of pain, which she had expected, and Blue stopped suddenly, his concern coming through clearly. 

But she just urged him onward, knowing this was just something every woman had to deal with once, and he continued into her ever so slowly. It was an intensely odd feeling at first, then as Blue’s own enjoyment of feeling her around him fed into her, she began to enjoy it too. 

Soon enough she began to moan and arch up at the feel of him inside her, stretching and rubbing deliciously as he filled her to perfection. Every stroke sent blazing sparks of pleasure through her, toes curling as his shaft flexed inside her and rubbed against sensitive spots that hadn’t even imagined existed. Nor did he languish in his attentions to her breasts, keeping up a slow rub and pinch that had her gasping in the space between thrusts. 

This time he wasn’t as intense about stimulating her, keeping himself to merely plunging into her. But that alone was enough to make her moan, her pussy squeezing around him each time he filled her and stoked the heat within her. She didn’t need anything more than the feel of him driving into her, hot and thick inside her, and the delicious friction of his flesh against hers. Each thrust was controlled, exactly enough force to make it exciting but no more, and the very feel of how much he was holding back made her shiver and want maybe just a little bit more. 

She shrieked, half-laughter and half-moan, as he read her desires and picked up the pace, driving her against the bed as he took her. With just him plunging into her and his grip about her breasts, she could feel her peak approaching. Her fingers squeezed tighter around his black flesh, the tendrils sliding between her fingers and squeezing her back as she finally came. The shuddering of her orgasm was matched by his, and

she could feel him throbbing within her as hot flooded into her, surprising her and fulfilling desires she hadn’t even realized she possessed. Taelah flopped back onto the bed, sticky and sweaty and glad that Blue had stopped moving because while he felt so good inside her, just the tiny twitches from the aftershocks of her pleasure were almost too much. 

“I think,” she said, stroking her fingers along one of the tendrils that had become wrapped around her waist, “we’ll just have to take it slowly. I want more of this, I really do, but I can’t do it all at once.” A sense of agreement and anticipation came back from Blue, and she smiled. 

It turned out her honeymoon getaway was extremely well stocked, with hot showers, and additional clothing including a tough work dress and apron that she could tell was actually magical. She didn’t use the clothes all that much though, preferring to wander through the cottage and the fields of flowers in the nude for the most part. One reason for that was because, when else would she be able to do that? Another was that she could tell Blue enjoyed it, but the main reason was because that meant he could take her wherever and whenever the mood struck. 

Sometimes he’d catch her reclining in a chair, holding her in place as he drove them both to a messy climax. Once he grabbed her while she was leaning over to pick a flower, and she’d found herself on her hands and knees, lips clamped around one shaft while another other one thoroughly ravaged her pussy. Or there’d be a more languid, gentle lovemaking as she woke in the morning, stretching out to over an hour before he’d bring her over the edge. Only once did something obviously magical happen, at the end of the first day when he’d started glowing blue inside her. 

She’d never really thought about what her honeymoon might be like before, and even if she had she probably wouldn’t have come up with something quite so carnal. That didn’t mean she wasn’t enjoying herself though, especially since she was hidden away from all the worries of the world. It was just her and Blue and she liked that. Unfortunately, she knew it couldn’t last. 

“I suppose I should be getting back, before you spoil me so much I don’t want to ever leave.” She smiled, patting the bedpost. Despite everything she still found it odd sometimes that Blue didn’t have a physical body outside of sex. Or rather, that  everything was his physical body, though it wasn’t the same. 

Taelah got a sense of amused, resigned agreement, and she patted the bed again. She showered and dressed, deliberately selecting her new dress to wear before she headed for the front door. Part of her regretted leaving the garden and the cabin, but she could come back whenever she liked, so she straightened her spine as she opened the door that stood outside, not really certain what to expect. But it just led to the cottage, and Shayma was waiting for her. 

“Have a good time?” Shayma asked with a knowing smile, and Taelah blushed. 

“I did,” she admitted. 

“Blue actually has some things he wants to consult you about,” 

Shayma said. “Plus, it’s time to get your Companion upgrades.” The fox-girl shot her a curious look. “Did you know your Companion rank is higher than Iniri’s, even though you just became one?” 

“No…but I  am his wife. It makes sense.” Shayma laughed at that. 

“I suppose it does.” 

Day 141 - Blue

 50,000 experience gained for Purifying Taelah Marn. 

 Companion Taelah Marn advances to Rank 7. 

 280,000 experience gained for advancing a Companion from Rank 1 to Rank 7. 

I had to say I wasn’t expecting Taelah to immediately jump to rank seven, when even Shayma had only reached five with her Bargain, but it did confirm the idea that the rank was about how dedicated they were to the role. Maybe that wasn’t exactly it, but the truth was somewhere in that area. I also wasn’t expecting it to take so long to get to that point, but poor Taelah just wasn’t cut out for marathon sessions. Fortunately, the alternative we worked out was just as fun and worked after a fashion, though I held off on any additional  permanent breeding options until I had the chance to talk to her through Shayma. 

Though, she reacted a lot more to my thoughts than anyone else aside from Shayma, even if she couldn’t hear me directly. 

I wasn’t sure if it was part of the Bargain with The Village, the better link through the breeding station, or just Taelah’s natural inclination. Or maybe my attempts at trying to direct my presence the way Shayma could were bearing fruit. 

While I certainly enjoyed entertaining Taelah through the honeymoon, that wasn’t all I had been doing. Iniri spent a good deal of time discussing things with Tekaomi, to the point where the fourth-tier healer stayed several extra days. Mostly I didn’t get involved with that, since it was all queenly political stuff that I didn’t much care about aside from making sure Nivir didn’t continue to bother us, but sometimes Iniri needed my opinion on things. Mostly, if Tarnil was exercising my will, did I want to be aggressive or defensive and so on. 

Mostly I didn’t want to generate trouble. I wasn’t much worried about Nivir’s army, not after I had dealt with it before, but it could get irritating to deal with if it kept happening and I

had no idea what other people might think if I stirred up the hornet’s nest too much. Everyone seemed scared spitless of Ir and I had no doubt there were other forces that might take an interest and would be more difficult to address. So my policy with Nivir had to be a balancing act. I wanted Nivir to be too wary to try again, but I couldn’t demand or threaten so much that they’d panic and go crying to some ally or another for help. Plus, now that Nivir knew that Tarnil was operating in my name, I was sure I’d get a lot more insight into what they were saying about me. 

Iniri demanded one specific thing on my behalf, which was nice because I hadn’t even considered it. That Nivir recognize me as a sovereign entity and acknowledge I was an exception to the agreement about Dungeons and Mana Springs. I was sure that even with that recognition there’d still be idiots who had the same idea as The Hurricane, but making it actually illegal under their own laws to provoke me gave me far more options. Plus, hopefully, there’d be fewer people who had such ideas once their own king told them not to. 

Tekaomi wasn’t the only one Iniri was talking to. Some official from Haerlish showed up, and there was even someone from Ir that stopped by. She gave them all the same line, though in Haerlish’s case he already had some documents. I left all those details to her. That’s absolutely what I wanted her to do anyway, so I wasn’t worried about the specifics. If there was something really important she’d just ask me. 

Her other main concern was getting the cities weaned off of dungeon-created food and drink, which meant that Iniri was spending a lot of time getting in contact with isolated farming villages. Her bird-light constructs were incredibly useful, flitting over the length and breadth of Tarnil, and farmers went to stake out fields for me to put [Verdant Light] and

[Abundance] on. With all the [Grassland] climate I had now, plus running the output of several cities into Composting Chambers, providing the Fertilizer for that was no problem and I didn’t have to micromanage things. The farmers themselves probably weren’t sleeping too well with giant swaths of lit cropland growing at a visible rate, but there were

already some harvests happening. It was just too bad I couldn’t accelerate food animals the way I could plants. 

Even though it hadn’t suffered the depredations of the rest of Tarnil, Wildwood’s resources were surprisingly scarce. They were basically an economy unto themselves, geared to put out smaller amounts of highly enchanted equipment and consumables. Even if they wanted to export, for example, the meat from some of the truly titanic beasts that lurked in the Wood itself, it was so mana-dense that it was actually inedible to anyone in the first or second tier, or even higher if they had the wrong Affinities. At least that explained why there weren’t huge swaths of crops in high-mana areas. Unfortunately, it did mean that the one properly functioning area of Tarnil wasn’t capable of much helping the rest of it. 

Through it all, The Hurricane was zipping here and there and getting increasingly annoyed as her storms didn’t do what she wanted them to. I was perfectly content because she actually was making progress, and if it made her so mad she had to vent her spleen at innocent clouds, that was just a bonus. A little hardship would be good for her soul. 

From what I could see the wind and storm mana kept shifting and the patterns of weather probably weren’t going to be the same as before either, but I’d hardly expect that. Especially from such a brute-force method as The Hurricane was applying. Watching the halting and uncertain movements of the mana flowing through the atmosphere, I had to wonder if anything approaching normal weather patterns actually applied in the first place. A mountain-girdled coast like this one ought to be either desert or rainforest, but Tarnil seemed temperate and maybe only moderately dry. Judging by the new patterns it was going to be pretty damn wet for a while though. 

From north to south clouds were gathering. The Hurricane, for all her flaws, had an enormous amount of power, and she really was whipping together a country-sized weather system. 

Violently. There were already places where it was pouring down rain, and here and there gusts lashed at trees where the mana tangled into a knot and birthed a sudden squall. All along the mountain range, fronts hit stone and howled into

narrow slot passes, and lightning playing along the gravel and rock picked up by the intense wind. Mana had a tendency to meld together rather than cancel out, void mana aside, so it didn’t really surprise me to find there were places along the mountains that were far more extreme and wind-blasted than they had any right to be. 

I did have the chance to grab some of the wind mana as The Hurricane pushed it down, tying it into the kites of wind-affinity chrystheniums so my mana would start to filter in. I still didn’t have a good handle on the storm Affinity, aside from some flowers I’d rooted in those aforesaid canyons, but it was better than nothing. Still, unlike with the way I’d restarted everything else, Tarnil’s wind and storm would probably take weeks to fully recover. Good thing I had a fourth-tier to deal with it. 

The major development was that the monsters that the Shadow guy had been talking to, and that Iniri sensed, finally arrived. I found it a little odd that I sensed them  after Iniri, but apparently her [Queen’s Intuition] extended out further in space or time than what I’d taken over. The [Scalemind Abominations] came into the edge of my perceptions from where I’d spread downward into the tunnels below the mountain, and I finally saw what was taking them so long. For one, there were an awful lot of them, and it definitely wasn’t an army. 

Some of them had weapons, but they were all knapped flint rather than anything metal. Poorly knapped too, which offended my sensibilities. I’d learned to knap damn well, and you needed a good point to penetrate something like mammoth hide, though I’d always found it easier to run the things off a cliff. Most of them though, were unarmed which made sense because a good chunk of them didn’t have any hands. 

While every single individual was a [Scalemind Abomination], and there were probably nigh-on a thousand of them, they didn’t look like a single species. Rather there seemed like three, though there was plenty of variation between even those three types. Some of them had massive scythes for arms, serpentine bodies, and numerous boney, 

spike-tipped legs. Some were quadrupedal, or rather, hexapedal, lumbering along with packs and supplies. Others still were covered in spikes and quills, jutting out between their scales. Only a few of them had what I’d consider a normal form, looking rather like miniature versions of Ansae. 

Not as striking, but scaled and roughly humanoid, though clearly not even marginally human - digitigrade, scaled muzzles, cruciform pupils. 

 “Hey, Ansae? I’ve got several hundred Scalemind Abominations coming up from the tunnels below and uh, they look like refugees.”  They had that tattered and forlorn air about them, along with what I presumed were children protected in the middle of the group, with the scythe types at the outer edges. Some of whom were sporting fresh-looking wounds. Apparently the lowroads weren’t all that safe. 

 “Anything you can tell me?” 

“Oh, that’s quite odd.” Ansae looked up from her Slate. 

“They’ve yet to manage an actual civilization, but they’re tough enough that they’ve fairly well established themselves in the Beneath. There’s not many things that would drive them out without killing them.” 

 “I should add that I caught one of the mage-king’s monsters talking to them. They were going to try and pitch something to Tor Kot but the monster sent them to me instead, so they definitely want something from me in particular. They seemed to pay him back by severing his connection to the dungeon.” 

“Well.  Now you have my attention.” Ansae’s eyes sparkled. “I admit I’m not current with the situation in the Beneath either, but  that sort of collaboration is not usual. This must be connected with the invasion in some way, else how would the mage-king’s monster know about them?” 

 “I mean, I guess it is a little too coincidental but they’re pretty obviously not with the mage-kings. Does that mean there’s something funky going on over there?”  It was obvious that there was, but I’d had the impression that it was centuries old. 

“Certainly something to ask them.” Ansae’s smile grew. 

“Though that might be an issue for you, given your unique

communication problems. They all have an extremely strong mind magic Affinity, and use [Telepathy] almost exclusively. 

They may not have anyone who can speak aloud. You, of course, don’t seem to have a mind by anything magic can register.” 

 “Of course.”  Because nothing was ever simple.  “I guess it was about time the shoe was on the other foot. As it were.” 

Shayma would have to translate  both ways. 

“You’ll want to be careful,” Ansae warned. “I very much doubt Shayma has any real defenses against mind magic. She might inherit something from you but, if not, she’ll be quite vulnerable.” 

 “Oh. Um.”  That would be a problem, especially since that was one of the Affinities I didn’t have. I wasn’t sure how to get it either, aside from the Core Specialization I couldn’t yet afford. 

 “I don’t suppose you’ve got anything that would help with that?”  Ansae’s eyes flickered, concentrating on something I couldn’t see. I assumed it was her own inventory system, because she clearly had one and it was probably better than mine. 

“I do indeed. It’s not like this is a new problem,” Ansae said conversationally, accessing her hoard with the runes that, so far as I could see, were branded onto her claws. “Even I like to have extra insurance when dealing with telepaths. Here we go.” One of her runes flashed and deposited a thin, plain silver circlet on one of the workbenches she was using. It was human-sized, which made it incredibly tiny compared to her. 

“I think this one is, hmm, twelve hundred years old? Ought to protect her from anything invasive but still let her communicate.” 

 “Fantastic. I guess the question is, what is it going to cost me?” 

“You know, we never did cover what I wanted for my audience hall…” She  said that, but [Blue’s Sagacity] told me that wasn’t the whole story. I waited a moment for her to add something, but she left it hanging so I could only guess she was still chewing over what she  actually wanted. 

 “Oh, about that actually. You may have noticed the caldera up top? I’m going to be turning that into a big private area. 

 Really, really big. I figure I can make you your own mountain. 

 Or whatever it is that you want.”  Ansae tilted her head at that, the corners of her muzzle curling upward. 

“My own mountain, is it? Exactly how big are you imagining?” 

 “Uh, well, about two thousand kilometers in diameter and a hundred kilometers high when it’s done.”  Ansae just lifted her eyeridges at that, so I translated to the units they used instead. 

 “A circle twelve hundred miles across with walls sixty miles high.”  Ansae was silent for a moment, considering. 

“Even by my standards that’s big.” 

 “I wanted to have plenty of room. I can’t exactly experiment with Tarnil, even if that is a huge chunk of land.” 

“That is true enough.” I got the feeling Ansae wasn’t exactly a fan of my Bargain with Tarnil, but she’d at least not argued against it. Whether that was out of pragmatism or a belief I should make my own mistakes, I wasn’t certain. “I would enjoy having that much room,” she said, stretching her wings. 

“It’s easy enough to spend centuries when you’re mostly asleep but now that I’m awake I’m getting a little bored. And there’s nothing more dangerous than a bored dragon.” 

 “I can see how that might be the case.”  Actually, it sounded like she was working herself up to asking  me a favor.  “I guess after all that time it’s a bit late to pick up any of your old projects.” 

“Mmm. I’m sure there are several of those ‘projects’ still around, but I don’t think either of us are in the right state to deal with them. I’m not ready to reveal that I’m still alive, and you’re not powerful enough to contend with some of the things that would come to find me.” 

 “That sounds ominous. More powerful than the mage-kings?” 

“Power has many dimensions. Even though Tor Kot clearly was not trying his utmost to destroy you, you are immune to his greatest weapon and threat.” That was true. Depletion

didn’t mean anything to me, but still I’d mostly bluffed Tor Kot out. “There are more insidious, more profound, and more destructive things out there. Or more helpful; not  everything is out to destroy you.” She waggled an equivocal paw. “But you’re already working on shoring up your weaknesses.” 

 “I’m trying, anyway.”  Her comment suddenly reminded me of the hole I’d plugged up with gold, and a brief test showed it’d finally been plugged or neutralized or whatever to the extent that I could finally pull myself out of the area. Which I promptly did, because I didn’t want to deal with that nonsense anymore. The gold plug had transmuted into [Phantasmal Gold], which as far as I could tell was completely non-magical. Which was rather cool, but it wasn’t like it was immune to magic, since I could grab it just fine, but it didn’t hold any itself. I’d have to show it off to Ansae at some point. 

So that was one weakness shored up, one that nobody actually knew about, and while it wasn’t gone a few tiny cracks were a lot different from a giant hole. For addressing the rest of my myriad weaknesses, my Bargain with Tarnil was a big step. 

Iniri was in the process of sending out messages and whatnot, but my becoming an explicitly political entity meant there’s be no more nonsense about simply being a dungeon. I was even working on an actual chunk of territory. 

I didn’t have an army though, and even with a political presence, at some point I’d need to resort to force. Shayma was amazing, but I knew I really needed some extra tricks. 

Which was why I was up to two [Mana Diamond Anvils] and I was producing supermaterials as fast as I could. Firmament was obviously the most useful for defense, but a Firmament wire was probably a pretty deadly weapon. I could only make the stuff so thin, maybe about half a millimeter, which was dangerous enough but made me wish I could take it further. If it was completely indestructible then I could make atomic monofilament out of the stuff. 

Then there was the electricity and magnetism stuff, but that was slow going as I had to grope my way through how even the crudest bits worked. Turned out it was way too easy to melt copper wire, though at least I could safe my conduits by

wrapping them in Adamant Stone. Though considering I had molten lava in various places, hot wire was hardly a safety issue and I could always keep it cold with [Temperature Finesse]. 

“With that sort of space, I could start erecting proper defenses,” she mused. “But it’d run my mana and stamina reserves down quite a lot. You wouldn’t have much control though, and they’d shine like a beacon to anyone looking. Not useful for your mountain, but one of my own?” She waved a claw around at her current lair. “And I do need to stay inside your mana authority. It’s the only stuff that I am absolutely certain is clean of Depletion.” 

 “It’s not going to be done right away but you’re absolutely welcome to set yourself up.”  Actually, I was pretty curious as to what she classed as  proper defenses. Having magework of her level available for me to study might well give me ideas for things I could do. Or it might just be incomprehensible. 

Jumping straight to whatever ridiculous level Ansae was might be a bit of an ask. 

“Then go ahead and take it.” Ansae flicked a claw at the circlet. “We can settle accounts more closely when you’ve finished your project, since as useful as that is, I don’t need it and it’s not really worth an entire mountain.” 

 “Great!”  I grabbed the circlet and stuck it in the treasury I’d finally remembered to make, underneath the cottage. It wasn’t necessary to hand it off to Shayma right away, since the Abominations seemed to be grouping up and settling in for the day, or night, or whatever. I wasn’t sure how cycles worked in the Beneath. Either way, they weren’t going to get close enough to the surface for me to worry about just yet. I wanted to watch them for a while anyway, since I couldn’t eavesdrop as usual, and it was a little harder for me to figure out who the leader was. Besides, Shayma had other things to work on. 

Specifically, working on the [Steelwoven Momentum] for her dad’s new weapon. 

I’d had just enough experience to boost Shayma’s [Smithing]

to ten, which had given her an unusual Skill evolution:

[Dungeon Smithing]. The description read,  uses dungeon

 stations to craft metal,  and gave me a new option on my overlay once I Transcribed it. It was called a [Companion Smithery] and as I had figured by the name, there wasn’t any way for me to interact with it myself. I had to link it to Shayma so  she could use it, just like how I gave her access to my LAE or teleports. 

It wasn’t a buildable station, either, but rather a sort of room effect like a Field or a Climate. When I put it overtop an empty area, because I was curious if it’d grow the facilities like a Climate did, absolutely nothing happened. It wasn’t until I asked Shayma to take a look that we started to get anywhere. 

“I need an anvil. And a forge,” she said frankly. “And a lot of other stuff as well. I can feel empty slots where stuff is supposed to be, but that’s it.” 

I was glad Shayma had some idea of what went in a Smithery because aside from anvil and forge I didn’t. Heck, I hadn’t even noticed that real forges had different levels of heat, so we spent time filling up her Smithery with useful bits. I had to hook my mana flows into it, but that was fine. If I had excess of anything, it was mana. The anvil was composed of Adamant Stone, as were the forges, which heated up of their own accord. Didn’t need fuel with [Temperature Finesse], which hooked into her control once I’d set it up in the room. 

One barrel of water and another barrel with [Temperature Finesse] freezing temperatures, which I wasn’t sure would work but was worth a try. 

I dropped in one each of my metalworking crystals, so she could melt, alloy, crystallize, and cast on her own. Not to mention overhauling my [Hydraulic Press] to make a drop hammer for her. I was sure there were things I was forgetting, but the nice part about it being a room effect was that I could add more things and she’d have access. I loaded up the shelves with ingots of all the specialty metals and a bunch of steel and Cultivated Steel, and let her have at it. 

“Wait, what is  this?”  Shayma took the [Ingot of Promise] off the shelf with some effort, grunting as she hefted it. “Is this the stuff you made my ring from?” 

 “Oh, hey, yes. Kind of forgot about that.” 

“It says it’s the crystallized blood of an ancient Power!” 

 “Uh. That certainly explains a lot.”  I’m not sure I would have actually made Shayma’s ring out of it if I knew that was the case, but it would be nice if my overlay gave me more information than the bare minimum. Though maybe I should have figured that Ansae had that kind of thing lying around. 

Shayma just shook her head and put it back on the shelf, browsing through the materials before starting to take stuff over to her forge. 

She was happily making tools, and I was entertaining Taelah, and Iniri was doing complicated ruler stuff, so everything seemed to be going fairly well for the moment, except for the fact that there were things coming out of the depths where the Scalemind Abominations had made camp. I wasn’t sure if the lizard-people presaged some great exodus from down below or if their passage had drawn scavengers of some sort, but either way there were creepy crawlies coming from below. 

I actually missed the first incursion because the Scalemind handled it completely silently, but I caught the second one. A few hexapedal things looking like iguanas made out of cracked lava appeared from one of the tunnels, all basalt and glowing red lines, drooling lava and baring obsidian teeth. Once they were near the encampment, they seemed to relax and the scythe types just let them pass. Mind Affinity magic, naturally. 

What bothered me was I didn’t know  why the monsters or magic beasts or whatever were attacking. Wild animals didn’t tend to assault encampments because it was just too much of a threat, too scary or whatever. It was basic evolution that predators picked off strays, because going after entire herds would get them dead. Unless they vastly out-massed their prey, anyhow. So I asked Shayma. 

“Magic beasts start needing more and more mana as they age and get more powerful, so Classers start looking really,  really tasty to them.” She shrugged, using one hammer to shape another, holding the red-glowing ingot with her bare hands. 

“On the other hand, that means that they usually don’t wander out into low-mana areas and attack people.” 

That maybe  kind of explained it, though I still wasn’t completely satisfied. Although considering that explanation, I’d start attracting beasts on my own, as my mana density increased over my whole territory. And whatever the full picture was it still meant that there were things popping up that needed killing. The [Flamescale Scramblers] the Scaleminds had hijacked were put out to fend off their brethren, which worked pretty well until some hulking [Crystaltip Scorpions]

came out to munch on the carnage. 

The Scaleminds hijacked them in turn, and I was starting to see why they didn’t really need better weaponry than stone, not when their magic was good enough to stop single creatures cold and subvert swarms. Of course, such magic couldn’t and didn’t come free, so they couldn’t keep it up forever, and by the time the fourth wave of critters came from the depths to munch on either the corpses of prior predators or the Scalemind themselves, the scythe types had to wade in themselves. 

They were the highest leveled of the bunch, mostly upper thirties and lower forties, though one seemed to be around the third tier at level fifty-two, even if it didn’t look any different. 

They did pretty well with their scythes, though I wouldn’t consider them a match for Classers of the same level from a strictly melee standpoint. Still, as some larger stuff started to haul itself through the tunnels, actually widening them as some enormous earth-type monstrosities worked themselves up from wherever, I decided enough was enough. 

First, it’d be churlish for me to just watch the Scalemind Abominations fight and die when they were inside my domain. 

Second, there were just too many things getting stirred up and I didn’t want to deal with some endless cycle of hyperviolence as things rose out of the deep below. Third, just on general principle I wanted to keep my main territory peaceful. I couldn’t do that for all of Tarnil, and it wasn’t like I was going to be enforcing the law or anything, but for my mountain I was in charge. 

First I spun up the LAEs. The beams were now millimeter width, and I couldn’t turn it on full blast, but that was fine. 

They were still powerful enough to make explosive cuts through a bunch of earth-plant-things and big balls of rock with teeth, flash-vaporizing whatever passed for flesh. Though I made the lines of fire over the heads of the Scaleminds, they backed up  quick once things started exploding from millimeter-thick invisible weapons. Once I cleared out the immediate problems, I flushed the tunnels with a lake’s worth of water and then froze it with [Temperature Finesse]. Unless something started burrowing through solid rock, I figured that ought to hold things. Which wasn’t impossible, but [Amplified Presence] was making it harder for things to just dig through my stone. 

The Scaleminds all skittered well away from the giant plugs of supercold ice now blocking the tunnels branching out from the sole passage up, and I realized it probably looked to them like I’d cut off any escape routes. That was unfortunate, but under the circumstances I figured I had the right and responsibility. 

My territory, my rules. I hadn’t yet figured out how I wanted to contact them, since I didn’t like the idea of just dropping Shayma on them. They were a bunch of freaky weird silent monsters and they could keep anyway. I was busy with my honeymoon and didn’t want to be distracted from Taelah. 

It was a rather laid back and pleasant few days, but eventually I had to get back to work. Taelah either had the same sensibilities or picked up on my attitude, because she suggested it herself before I could work up to sending Shayma to say something. Of course, I still had to interrupt Shayma to go meet her, because now that Taelah was a Companion it was time to see what Transcription yielded. 

 “Shayma, could you go meet Taelah in the core room? We need to do Transcription because she’s already rank seven! 


 She started out that high, even. Plus, I have to ask her opinion on some options she’s got.” 

“Of course,” Shayma said, breaking away from her breakfast with Keri and Annit. “I’ll see you two later!” Annit nodded

and Keri waved, the two of them on a minor break as well, since they’d worked through all the wounded from the battle. 

“Rank seven? I’m a little jealous, I only started at five!” 

Shayma confessed as she triggered the teleport down to the core room. 

 “Yeah, I think it’s probably because we just sort of felt our way toward what we are now. She started out as wife, which is a different foundation.” 

“I guess that makes sense,” she agreed, crossing over the lake and heading inside her cottage. The portal to Taelah’s garden room was still there, though I’d have to move it elsewhere soon enough. Probably into Taelah’s house in The Village. 

“Have a good time?” Shayma asked with a knowing smile, and Taelah blushed. 

“I did,” she admitted. 

“Blue actually has some things he wants to consult with you about,” Shayma said. “Plus, it’s time to get your Companion upgrades.” She shot Taelah a curious look. “Did you know your Companion rank is higher than Iniri’s, even though you just became one?” 

“No…but I  am his wife. It makes sense.” Shayma laughed at that, since we’d just been talking about it. “I suppose it does.” 

She said, and beckoned Taelah to follow her to my core crystal. I’d taken to just having my Companion-specialized one out while I left my other one hidden, since my Companions were drawn to that one anyway, and for all I knew it made things like Transcription and skill boosting easier. I didn’t see any difference on my end, but it couldn’t be easy to assimilate all the new stuff for them. 

“All you need to do is put your hands on the core crystal,” 

Shayma told her. “But just to warn you it might be overwhelming. You’ll probably get a bunch of Skills at once and some of them might give you a lot of knowledge or something. I’ll be right here in case you need to lie down or something.” 

“I’ll hope it’s not too bad,” Taelah said, looking maybe a touch nervous as she lifted her hands and pressed them against my crystal. 

 Skill and Ability Transcription beginning. 

 Transcribing Companion abilities:

 Transcribing [Plant Identification]…skill merge with [Genius Loci]. Improves descriptions of Flora. 

 Transcribing [Herbal Medicine]…medicinal herbs unlocked. 

 Transcribing [Alchemical Insight]…skill merge with [Genius Loci]. Improves descriptions of alchemical ingredients. 

 Transcribing [Novice Alchemy]…upgrades [Mixing Bath] to

 [Alchemy Station]. [Companion Alchemistry] unlocked. 

 Transcribing [Green Touch]…growth and maturation rate of dungeon flora improved. 

 Transcribing [Deft Fingers]…skill merge with

 [Customization]. Improves fidelity of changes. 

 Transcribing [Strength of the Earth]…skill merge with

 [Amplified Presence]. Rate of reinforcement improved. 

Really, most of her abilities weren’t  that  exciting, though I was looking forward to maybe having some non-terrible descriptions for things. Insight, Intuition, and Foresight didn’t transcribe from her Ability list, but considering I had [Blue’s Sagacity] they were probably just completely inferior to it and couldn’t contribute at all. The nicest thing was that it gave me a second room like the Smithery, which considering that both Shayma and Taelah had alchemy skills, would be  really useful. 

This time I could see more about how the transcription process worked as it settled into Taelah’s soul. I still didn’t really understand everything I was seeing, but I could see that the new additions were more like natural growth from the existing patterns, rather than new things dropped in whole cloth. That made sense; the Transcribed Skills weren’t identical to the dungeon ones, only related in effect. It was like building a protein chain, some complicated geometries that spiraled off in unpredictable but constrained directions. 

 [Soul Perception] advances to 10. 

 [Soul Perception] evolves into [Soul Sight]. Rank set to 5. 

For a second I was worried I’d be hit by fugue again, suddenly being able to see everyone’s souls all at once, but that didn’t happen. Mostly because I  couldn’t see everyone’s souls all at once. Just a few people’s. My Companions, of course, but also Keri and Annit, and the members of Piping Hot Pies. The ones who had a Primal Source. 

That sort of made sense. The Sources were mine and probably linked them into my mana somehow. It gave me enough of a connection that I could see the soul frameworks without needing to interact with them. I could even see Ansae’s, though  her soul structures were so absurdly complex it was like comparing the blueprint for a house to the blueprint for an arcology. I wasn’t completely certain yet what being able to study souls all the time would net me, but I was sure it’d be useful to figure out Depletion. For the moment, though, I had to look over Taelah’s new Skills. 

 Transcribing Dungeon abilities:

 Transcribing [Assimilation]…skill becomes [Plant Control]: Trees bend to your whim. You may manipulate any plants you are in physical contact with. Rank set to 1. 

 Transcribing [Superior Purification Breeding Station]…skill becomes [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. 

 Transcribing [Dungeon Ecology]…skill becomes [Ecological Integration]. You are able to integrate plants and animals into dungeon environments. Rank set to 1. 

 Transcribing [Climates]…skill becomes [Plant Adaptation]. 

 Desert or Tundra. Aids in altering plants to live in different environments. Rank set to 1. 

 Transcribing [Alchemist’s Station]…skill merge with [Novice Alchemy] and [Alchemical Insight]. Skill becomes [Dungeon Alchemy]. You are better able to use dungeon products and stations to perform alchemical work. Rank set to 8. 

 Transcribing [Field: Growth]…skill becomes [Instant Growth]. Years pass in a moment. Grow a plant into maturity extremely rapidly. Rank set to 1. 

 Transcribing [Field: Phantasmal Realm]…skill merge with

 [Plant Identification] and [Herbal Medicine]. Skill becomes

 [Phantasmal Gardener]. You are a conduit for the realm of the phantasmal. You know how to touch a plant in the phantasmal realm, allowing you to permanently extract and transfer its magical properties without affecting its physical ones. Rank set to 6. 

 Transcribing [Field: Panopticon]…skill becomes

 [Truthsense]. You always know a truth from a lie. Rank set to 1. 

 Transcribing [Customization]…skill becomes [Plant Customization]. You can change a plant’s physical form. Rank set to 1. 

 Transcribing [Mana Finesse]…skill becomes [Mana Manipulation]. What you can see, you can touch. Mana Manipulation allows for the basic handling of mana outside of specific Skills and improves facility with all mana-using Skills. 

 Rank set to 1. 

 Transcribing [Blue’s Sagacity]…skill merge with [Insight], 

 [Intuition], [Foresight]. Skill becomes [Nature’s Wisdom]. You have inherited the profound wisdom of the land. Unlocks spellcasting and provides an improvement to all mana-based skills, as well as providing a deeper understanding of the land you call home. Rank set to 3. 

 Transcribing [Mana Reinforcement]…skill becomes [Body Reinforcement]. Mana is energy. Energy is life. You have the ability to reinforce yourself with your mana, improving health and stamina regeneration as well as physical robustness. Rank set to 1. 

 Transcribing [Amplified Presence]…skill becomes

 [Alchemical Potency]. 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. Rank set to 1. 

 Lineage Seed: One With Nature obtained. 

At first, I was a little disappointed by the results of the Transcription. Compared to some of the stuff Iniri and Shayma got, Taelah’s new Skills were rather underwhelming. But then I remembered she was a tier one and not a combat Class at all. 

Or even an adventuring Class. She was an Herbalist and a farmer, and she’d be  thrilled by the new Skills. Especially if they carried on to new generations of plants. [Phantasmal Gardener] sounded utterly bonkers, actually, the more I thought about it. Better than being able to gene-splice barehanded. And who knew what these Skills would grow into as she leveled? 

Not to mention, [Ecological Integration] implied that I might have fauna to go with my flora at some point, though I was pretty sure that it would be more farm animals than all the random bugs and vermin that formed the base of a food chain. 

Clearly they weren’t  necessary, all my Climates functioned perfectly fine, but there were probably benefits. Maybe something to do with my mana. 

“Oh my.” Taelah wobbled as she took her hands off the crystal, and Shayma steadied her. 

“Nothing too overwhelming, I hope?” She asked, helping Taelah to a chair. 

“I just feel…” Taelah shook her head. “I don’t really know how to put it. Like I’m more, now?” 

“I imagine you are.” Shayma smiled. “Blue?” 

 “Yeah, her Skills are pretty interesting. I think she’ll like what she got.”  Shayma had by now learned to manifest the runes to show off Status, and I let her deal with that while I linked Taelah into my mana pool. I was also going to have to make her an Alchemistry room pretty soon, though maybe that Alchemy Station would take care of most of it. That said, she already had her own tiny laboratory, so all that stuff ought to hook right in. Though I wasn’t certain what the benefits would be. 

Taelah studied her new Skills with wide eyes, the runic lines rotating about her as she read things over several times. 

Several times her lips parted as if she was about to say something, but then they closed again. Finally, she looked over at Shayma, wide-eyed. 

“I have a Lineage skill? I’m not royalty!” 

“You’re one of Blue’s Companions,” Shayma grinned. “Close enough.” 

“I’m not sure I’m ready for that sort of status.” Taelah said doubtfully. 

 “You don’t have to worry about that. Shayma is my voice to the outside world, you can just focus on what you want to do. 

 Considering all the plant-based Skills you got, it looks like you’ve got a lot more options there.” 

“I’ve never heard of most of these Skills.” Shayma added to my words, and Taelah nodded agreement. 

“Especially [Phantasmal Gardener]. That seems like…” Taelah considered. “Third or maybe even fourth tier skill? It feels weird.” 

“Phantasmal is something that’s special to Blue,” Shayma explained. “I have a Phantasmal Skill and so does Iniri.” 

 “Yeah I’m not surprised that one breaks the tier structure. 

 Phantasmal stuff is Power stuff apparently.” 

“It’s a Power type skill?” Taelah blinked at Shayma. “I suppose that makes sense. Is that why it feels like I have so much mana?” 

“No, that’s one of Blue’s other gifts. You can draw on  his mana pool now, if you ever get low on yours.” 

 “I also have the ability to set up an alchemy shop for her like your Smithery. Drawing on my mana and such. I don’t know how that’s going to work but it should be a vast improvement over the clumsiness with the mixing bath before.” 

“Oh!” Taelah lit up when Shayma explained that, along with how her Smithery was set up. “This is amazing.” She laughed

softly. “And strange! It doesn’t feel like I’ve worked for any of this.” 

 “They’re just tools to make your work more effective! Believe me, there’s going to be no shortage of things for you to do.” 

Including finishing off Giorn’s weapon. I’d had both forges working constantly to make Argentum, and I was just waiting for the last of the Source gems to make a third. If it weren’t for those I could build Anvils  really fast, but the gems did take a day or two to fruit again once I’d harvested them. At least with the additional levels I had more potential gems at any one time. 

None of the chrystheniums I’d planted outside of my high-powered dynamos seemed to have fruited, which made things easier. I knew that I’d lose track if I had to skim over thousands and thousands of the things scattered over thousands of square kilometers. Though it wasn’t like I didn’t have a huge area to cover with my dynamos. At least I had some sort of intuition where they were, rather than having to manually find them with [Genius Loci]. 

 “Anyway, the questions. The first is, does Taelah want a second Affinity? And if so, which one? Also, [Genesis] lets me determine things about her kids, which clearly she should decide and not me.”  Shayma explained that to Taelah, who looked a little uncomfortable. 

“Things? What kind of things?” 

 “I’m not sure, I’ve never done this before. But probably stuff like boy or girl.” 

“I know I want them to be healthy, and I’d never much thought about whether I wanted a son or a daughter first…” She nibbled her lower lip uncertainly. “Having the choice makes it different. Can I have both? Twins?” 

 “I think I can handle that.”  It seemed a little adventurous to start with two, but I was pretty confident that sort of specification was within my abilities. 

“Twins, then.” Taelah nodded firmly. “Aside from that, just make them as healthy as you can. I guess they’ll look like

me?” She cast a questioning glance at my crystal. 

 “I’ve never done this before, but I assume so.” 

“That will be fine, then.” 

“So far as the extra Affinity goes, Iniri liked kinetic, because it gives you extra energy,” Shayma explained. “But since you’re nature, light or water or earth would probably all be useful.” 

Taelah pursed her lips. 

“I don’t even know what having a second Affinity means. 

New Skills?” 

“Maybe.” Shayma made an equivocal waggle of her hand. 

“It’s more like an extra flavor that slowly filters into your Skills and Abilities. That’s what I’ve gotten from talking to third-tiers, anyway. Iniri didn’t get much of anything but she’s already third-tier. You still have several class evolutions to go through where it might have an effect.” 

“Hmm…” Taelah considered it. “Can I have them all? If Blue can give them to me, I don’t see why I shouldn’t.” Shayma blinked. 

“I don’t know. Blue?” 

 “I’m game for it if she is. It’s just that will have to be done before the kids.” 

“He says yes, it just has to be done before children,” she reported. “He can’t alter anything while you’re pregnant.” 

“That makes sense,” Taelah nodded. “He wouldn’t be dealing with just one person, then.” 

 “I swear Taelah takes my Skills more in stride than I do.” 

Shayma giggled, and waved away Taelah’s curious look. 

“Blue’s just impressed at how well you’re taking things.” 

“Well, I’m married to him, so I trust him.” Taelah was so matter-of-fact about it that I had no idea what to say. 

“I think I understand why you started out at rank seven,” said Shayma. Taelah chuckled. 

“I can’t hear him like you can,” she said. “But I think I understand him.” 

Day 142 - One-Eye-Green One-Eye-Green was excited. 

They’d spent so much time trudging through the Lowroads, the  worst Lowroads, all dingy and dusty and cracked. Nobody much used them anymore, not so close to the Blight. At least the ones they’d been using more recently were nicer. And all the things kept attacking them! They should know better. But they’d never been there before so maybe the things didn’t know! At least it wasn’t Blight-things. Blight-things were the worst. 

But they were done with the Lowroads! They were here! One-Eye-Green was not certain where  here was. It was closer to the Surface than One-Eye-Green had ever been. Than any of them had ever been. It was  so strange heading Upward. The mana was stranger and weaker and had Affinities One-Eye-Green had never felt before and there were odd tastes in the air and Big Brother kept complaining it was making his scars ache. 

And Upward was where bad things came from, and the Surface. 

The Surface didn’t have green and orange glimstone! It had one giant glimstone, it was bright  all the time and the ceiling threw things! One-Eye-Green wouldn’t believe it without the memories from the strange Gossamer that Big Sister talked to. 

One-Eye-Green was not supposed to be sampling the Gossamer’s mind but it had so many strange things in it! 

Strange,  unpleasant things. Green plants? Why green? Purple and red were way better colors. 

It’d been pretty scary getting here. Not just Blight-things but stuff coming up from the Depths, or maybe even the Deepest Depths. Some of the stranger and most dangerous stuff was nothing anyone had seen, the images of twisted black fire and teeth and claws shared among them and stored away for future generations. Plus how to fight them! Though One-Eye-Green wasn’t much of a fighter. Big Sister and the other scythe-sisters were! One-Eye-Green might have to change into one

eventually, but she didn’t want to, so she didn’t think about it much. 

Then Something Had Happened. Even Big Brother didn’t know what it was! The skittering things and lumpy things and leggy things that had clogged up the tunnels just started going away. That was good! It was a little bit of fire and noise but who was afraid of that? Then there was the water and  that was a little bit scary because of how bad water could be if it was let loose in tunnels but then it was ice which was just strange, but at least that meant there was something to drink. Even if Big Sister had to cut off chunks of ice to let melt. 

So things weren’t scary anymore! Big Brother was sure that the Something That Had Happened was The Thing helping them. Nobody was certain what The Thing was, only that It was named Blue. It was probably The Thing that was keeping the mana density so high, too. It’d become really sparse for a while and made it hard to breathe or think but now it was nice and soothing again and it was just the best! 

「Come, Little Sister.」 Big Brother called her from where she was scampering about with her clutch-siblings, and she pranced up to the front. Most of the People couldn’t say or hear mouth-words very well so she was the one who got to say them for the People! One-Eye-Green thought Sharing was better, and it’d been so  boring to learn mouth-words, but she did it for the People. 

「What is it, Big Brother?」 For some reason Gossamers didn’t like Sharing! Most of them couldn’t even use it! It was so very strange. Sharing was much easier than mouth-words! 

「New passages have opened. Leading to the Up.」 Big Brother took a big-huge breath and One-Eye-Green leaned against his side, peering at the opening. There was strange light coming from it, not at all like normal glimstone. One-Eye-Green didn’t like it. 

「That is too bad.」 Big Brother told her, and she realized she was Sharing somewhat too loudly. 「We cannot sense any Gossamers or Things above us, but there may be some that

require mouth-words.」 Big Brother Shared what he was worried about, like Gossamers attacking Big Sister or accidentally touching Big Brother and dying from the venom coating his quills. 

One-Eye-Green was less excited now but maybe it wouldn’t be too bad. Big Brother and Big Sister were coming along anyway. That way One-Eye-Green would still have someone to Share with. Maybe they’d even stay within range of everyone else? It was hard to tell how much of the Up there was to go with the strange mana all around. It was like the Up was Down, which was completely wrong. 

The new passages were like very small Lowroads, instead of rough-cut or following the trails of the great earth-boring wyrms. They were  square, well, almost, and all the straight lines made her scales prickle. Where there were straight lines there were Gossamers who didn’t like the People. Usually really didn’t like them. One-Eye-Green didn’t enjoy feeling the minds of the Gossamers when they spotted the People. 

The passage went Up, but it didn’t go Up far before it opened out. Big Brother stopped and grunted, sniffing at the threshold. 

「Portal magic.」 He sent, sharing the feel of the shifting mana, the breath of somewhere else on the other side. Big Sister poked it with her scythe, though she didn’t Cut it. One-Eye-Green wasn’t sure whether Cutting would work but who knew how far they’d have to walk without a portal! One-Eye-Green had never even seen one and was disappointed it just looked like a normal hallway. What was the point of spending all the mana on a portal if it didn’t look amazing? 

「Safe.」Big Sister sent back, scuttling inside first as a scythe-sister should, then Big Brother next, lumbering through on six legs. She was careful not to Send how grumpy she was at having to go last and having an ordinary portal and everything being so  normal other than the weird, eye-hurting light. It was just so bright! And so…white. 

On the other side there was some more familiar illumination. 

Lava! Lavafalls even, which reminded One-Eye-Green of being a hatchling and playing with the lava casts. Before the

Blight. That wasn’t the most cheerful memory, but there were glowing flowers too! That was better, because  those were like some of the nice caverns they’d gone through on their way through the Lowroads. And water! So much water and it smelled fresh and that was nice too. 

And then there were green plants! It was very strange green stuff, springy and soft under her feet, and One-Eye-Green dropped down to snuffle it and sneeze because it  smelled green and that was strange! She plucked a strand and chewed it, but it wasn’t tasty. Which was disappointing because preserved meat was getting really boring. A breeze ruffled the green stuff which made them all freeze, because wind Affinity always meant big caverns which meant scary stuff! And there was a passageway over there that was really really big and could have something very nasty, but nothing came out. 

Big Sister Shared her perspective, taller than the rest of them, highlighting a small rise of stone and a platform around a glowing blue crystal above it, marking it as the center of the weird chamber they were in. One-Eye-Green eyed it suspiciously. Blue glimstone was unusual and such a big one was rare, and she didn’t trust it at all! But then, the whole reason they were here was for someone like the type who would have such a big glimstone so maybe it was a good thing. 

It was a really big cavern for no nasties to be living in! It was also weird to have so much empty space in the Down. One-Eye-Green peered over the edge, expecting to see water and lava piling up somewhere but it just seemed to vanish away! 

Which was clear invitation to climb down and find out why, but unfortunately other things came first. Like the platform and the crystal that were surprisingly far away. The ground didn’t go straight, it wended this way and that and it seemed uncomfortably like a place for an ambush except they could see every way and why would anyone build it like that? 

One-Eye-Green bounced between grumpy and excited fast enough that even she was starting to feel a little dizzy, or maybe it was just that only Big Brother and Big Sister were close enough to Share and they both had very Deep minds so

there was always some vertigo there. Either way they all got to the stone place without anything happening and she prodded the stone with her claws, but it just seemed like stone. 

The raised platform and crystal would be next but before One-Eye-Green could try to start climbing Something Happened. 

There was a flash and then the feeling of something very very large, even bigger than Big Brother or Big Sister! They all pulled back when they felt it, but One-Eye-Green spotted it up by the crystal and it was tiny! It was tiny and fuzzy and cute, and One-Eye-Green wanted one. 

It was also a Gossamer but at the same time it was Hard, which was very strange! One-Eye-Green could sense the mind but couldn’t Share with it because there was something in the way. But maybe that was for the best because sometimes Sharing with Gossamers was bad which is why they were called Gossamers since sometimes they just broke. But with such a small thing why did it feel so big? 

Noises came and One-Eye-Green realized they were mouth-words. This was what all that study was for! It was hard to concentrate on them since it wasn’t Sharing and was just so weird and flat, but it was important so One-Eye-Green focused really hard! 

“This is the realm of the dungeon Power known as Blue. He knows you have not come here by accident, but were sent by one of Tor Kot’s monsters. State your intentions.” 

That didn’t seem polite at all! One-Eye-Green wasn’t sure if being tiny and fuzzy and cute was enough to make the thing likeable, now. Especially since it had a completely Hard mind and was barely readable! But One-Eye-Green Shared with Big Brother and Big Sister anyway. 

「Refuge.」 Big Sister’s Sharing carried images of reinforced walls, sturdy doors, clean water and polished stone. 

「Status.」 Big Brother’s opinion carried with it all the impossible things the Gossamers could do, reaching out to reality and making it bend to their whim. It would have been sooo much easier to Share that with the Hard Gossamer directly, but One-Eye-Green had to use mouth-words instead. 

“Hwe ahre lookhing fohr refughe.” One-Eye-Green had to concentrate very hard on both how words fit together and how to get them out around her fangs. Sharing was just so much easier and more convenient! Then again, most Gossamers didn’t have big fangy mouths so maybe it was easier? “Ahnd fohr the ssstatusss.” 

The tiny cute thing didn’t reply immediately but One-Eye-Green could tell it was Sharing with something else! Even if being so Hard meant that One-Eye-Green couldn’t read the Share, it was definitely Sharing with something Big. Which was probably what they were feeling. One-Eye-Green was a little miffed that it was willing to Share with something Big but not with them! But maybe also glad the Big thing wasn’t Sharing with them directly because Big things could be kind of scary! 

“Blue is capable of providing refuge,” the tiny cute thing said, though it took One-Eye-Green a little bit to take apart the sounds into meaning. That was a good thing! “But you will have to offer value in exchange for it.” That was less good. 

One-Eye-Green didn’t know what the tiny cute thing wanted! 

The People didn’t trade much anyway, so it was difficult to tell what shiny stuff they’d want. 

“What sort of status are you looking for?” It added, and One-Eye-Green Shared the question with Big Brother. His reply was a six-hundred-year old memory of a displayed Class, with Skills and Abilities, seen by some sharp-eyed Scythe Sister peering in at an encampment of Gossamers. It made One-Eye-Green wonder if there were other kinds of status, because it was hard to describe that one! 

“The ssstatusss whithh Classsesss ahnd Ssskillsss.” One-Eye-Green waved to frame the Status display that was in the memory, trying to convey the way the lines of text were. It was so very difficult to do that without being able to Share it directly. How did Gossamers do it? 

There was more Sharing with the Big thing. Clearly if it was easy to do with mouth-words it wouldn’t be using Sharing with the Big thing so One-Eye-Green felt justified in thinking it was hard. 

“You don’t have any Classes or Skills?” It finally asked. 

“Jussst raccce.” Even One-Eye-Green knew that one! Once they’d stolen one of the status thingies but it was disappointing that all they got was a race and a level. Why even bother? 

The tiny cute thing blinked at them. One-Eye-Green blinked back. It only had one eye color and One-Eye-Green had two so One-Eye-Green won. Definitely. 

“Blue wants to know why you think he can help you with this.” 

It took a while to figure that one out too, but once it was, One-Eye-Green Shared it with Big Brother and Big Sister. They had a brief Gestalt, communing together and making One-Eye-Green wait and grump. But then Big Brother shared some more stuff and she had to figure out how to say it. 

“It isss a Duhngeon thing. Ssstatusss isss them.” The tiny thing flicked its ears and swished its tail and made One-Eye-Green want to pet it, but it was up there and out of reach. Which wasn’t fair at all. 

“I’m still not sure what you mean. Most people who have a proper Status never go anywhere near a dungeon.” 

Big Brother shared more memories, older and deeper ones, from longer ago than One-Eye-Green could even count and farther away than she could imagine. Of Gossamers much like the tiny cute thing only they were also monsters and living inside a Dungeon. Then of them showing the ability to do things that only Status provided. Then they were not in a Dungeon. 

“Hhhyour type hhwere like usss. Before ssstatusss. In Duhngeon.” The tiny thing blinked again and there was more Sharing. It would be so much easier if they could Share directly with the Big thing! Even if it was kinda scary! Mouth-words were hard and explaining what the memories were was even harder! 

“Wait, you’re saying fox-kin were monsters?” 

“Hyesss!” At least the tiny cute thing seemed to be smart! 

One-Eye-Green knew that mouth-words were hard so it was

good that it understood everything. 

“And you want to become not-monsters, and get access to Classes?” 

“Hyesss.” 

“And that Dungeons are responsible for this?” 

“Hyesss.” One-Eye-Green nodded energetically. Maybe mouth-words were not as bad as they had first seemed. The tiny thing didn’t talk for a while though, instead Sharing a lot with the Big thing. Maybe it was confused? 

“We’ll have to come back to that,” the thing said. “Why do you need refuge?” She knew the answer to that one too! 

“Hneed mahna. And the Blihhght.” 

“The Blight?” The tiny thing seemed more interested in that, but how could it not know about the Blight? Well, they were kind of far away from it, so maybe it wasn’t a big deal. “What is this blight, and where?” 

“Is the Blihhght.” One-Eye-Green wasn’t sure that there were mouth-words to describe the hostile desolation that was slowly expanding and chewing through their former home. Big Brother and Big Sister at least could provide a direction, so One-Eye-Green pointed. “Isss that wahy.” 

The tiny thing looked in that direction even though there was lots of rock in the way, so it wasn’t possible to see anything. 

Or so One-Eye-Green thought. But maybe it was possible! 

Status abilities were very weird so who could know? 

“I’m going to try telepathy now. Just show me what you mean by the Blight.” The little thing had a weird name for Sharing but she opened a little hole so One-Eye-Green could Share with her even with a Hard mind! Though the hole was so little it was hard to Share properly but One-Eye-Green pushed all the Blight memories that would fit! The transmuting stone and the weird monster things and the sickly feel of the mana and the running away and maybe also that it wanted to pet the tiny cute thing because it was tiny and cute. Then the hole closed which was rude because One-Eye-Green wasn’t finished yet but hopefully the tiny thing knew what it meant anyway. Then

there was more Sharing with the Big thing and One-Eye-Green had to wonder what the Big thing had to Share that was taking so long but eventually the tiny cute thing nodded and looked down at them. 

“Blue will have to consider this more closely. For the moment, he will grant your request for refuge, though he does not have the resources to provide you with food. He will leave an entrance to the tunnels open for hunting however, and only intervene if there is another swarm.” Big Brother thought this was fine. So did Big Sister. Everyone had to learn to hunt anyway and they could do everything else themselves. And with the mana density so high and tasty no one would get sick and die! 

“Isss Ghood.” 

Day 142 - Blue

I was absolutely staggered by what the Scaleminds had to say. 

Actually, I wasn’t sure I even believed it. The revelation blew away all the other considerations I had, pushed them right out of my mind. The fox-kin had been monsters once? And dungeons regulated Status somehow? The latter seemed  really absurd considering how terrible mine was, and the fact that I couldn’t change it. Besides, I wasn’t exactly a normal dungeon so coming to me about it was probably not the best decision. 

On the other hand, fox-kin having once been monsters was a little more believable. Something I did know from firsthand experience was that dungeons did all sorts of weird magic genetics, meaning pseudo-human races made a  lot more sense. 

It also shortcut all sorts of issues like minimum viable populations and inbreeding, assuming those  were issues in a mana-saturated world. Who even knew what magic genetics could do. Plus it was a claim I might be able to verify. 

 “Ansae? I have a serious question for you.” 

“Hmm?” She looked up from the slab of metal she was perusing, some sort of magical book by the way the words shifted and changed where they were inscribed on the surface. 

I could have read over her shoulder, but that felt like an abuse of my all-pervasive perception. Besides, the glimpse I  had taken showed me it was some dense magical theory that I couldn’t make heads or tails of. 

 “The Scalemind claim that Shayma’s race started out as dungeon monsters, and that dungeons are responsible for giving people access to Classes and Skills. Do you know anything about that?”  Ansae blinked slowly, which I took for surprise. 

“The first one is absolutely true. I’ve seen it happen once myself, but I doubt it has happened in a very long time.” I was flabbergasted. That seemed like something Ansae ought to have mentioned earlier. Then again, it wasn’t like the topic had

been raised and she may have assumed I knew it already. After all, I  was a dungeon. “As to the second, I have my doubts. It’s true that the Class system is what separates the more civilized races from monsters, but they also live outside Dungeons so I suspect they’re reversing cause and effect. That said…” 

 “That said?”  I prompted, as the pause stretched on. 

“There’s definitely something odd going on with dungeons and Status. I never noticed before because, well, I never really dealt with Dungeons as closely before. I’m still trying to figure it out, but it may be more related to why  your Status is so bad.” 

 “Oh? Any way to fix it?”  I would be ecstatic if I could make my Status somewhat less grotesque. Or even better, figured out a way to customize my overlay. 

“I’m afraid not. It seems more like you’re not part of the normal akasha that records and refines Status, though to what extent I haven’t determined. Clearly you’re not  wholly separate, else you’d have no Status yourself. I haven’t gotten far enough to even have any good speculation.” 

 “That is really weird, but okay.”  Dungeons were Artifacts, and if they were supposed to be god-created Artifacts, I could see why maybe they were left out of the loop. Hard to hide secrets or brain-twisting knowledge if it was part of the same system everyone used. Ansae calling it an akasha caught my interest, because it very readily explained where the descriptions came from in the first place and why [Promise] kept updating its own. Not that I was more than vaguely familiar with the metaphysical theory of the akasha but considering that magic seemed to work off intent it fit. It wasn’t very scientific, but since it was magic that seemed appropriate.  “Any idea how they’d get to normal Status though?” 

“Not a one. I wasn’t interested enough to research it when I was younger, and now there’s nobody to ask.” She sighed, then smiled. “I suppose we’ll have to figure it out ourselves.” 

Easy enough to say, but I certainly had no thoughts, and neither did Ansae for the moment. It did seem like something people would make Bargains for, but I wasn’t sure monsters

 could make Bargains, not to mention having no idea how to fulfill my end of it. Making a Bargain I couldn’t fulfill seemed a  really bad idea. 

Until I figured that out, I couldn’t address their major request one way or the other but I could at least figure out something for room and board. I was sure there was something I could get out of monstrous telepaths with memories from thousands of years ago to make it worthwhile. If I couldn’t, they probably deserved the housing just for stumping me that way. 

“It thought I was cute,” Shayma muttered. 

 “Hate to break it to you, but you are cute.” 

“It wanted to pet me!” 

 “I’m still not seeing where I should disagree.”  Shayma snorted and rolled her eyes in my general direction. Which was any direction, really. 

“Mind magic is  very weird. There’s a little bit that’s like Illusion, but most of it…” She shook her head. “Anyway. I don’t think it’s coincidence the Blight is due east.” 

 “No. I guess it would have been too much to ask that whatever is rotten over by the mage-kings would be restricted to the surface.” 

“I wonder if  they know.” 

 “I really don’t care. So far as I’m concerned, they’re all pretty evil and I doubt they’d change behavior if they did know.” 

They’d clearly been at it for years and years. If something was happening underground it wasn’t likely to impact the way a bunch of power-mad – or just plain mad – people ran their civilization.  “Makes me worry that we’ll see more refugees or whatever coming this way though.” 

“They won’t all go to Tarnil even if so,” Shayma pointed out. 

“The Scaleminds probably wouldn’t have come if the shadow guy hadn’t sent them.” 

 “True. Not to mention the underground types will want to stay underground. I don’t go all that deep.” 

“That wasn’t true last night.” Shayma smirked. I had to laugh. 

 “Score one for you.”  She grinned in response and waved it all aside. 

“Are you ready to finish dad’s weapon? We keep getting sidetracked and I want to give it to him when he comes back tonight.” 

One of the advantages of having portals to all the various cities was that Iniri’s peacekeeping teams and whatever else they were – political arm, troubleshooters, all around observers –

could come and go from Meil as they pleased. I hadn’t yet moved Meil back, mostly because I hadn’t fixed the crater and wasn’t sure I wanted to. It was going to be a nice lake very soon and I was having some ideas. Before that, though, Shayma had a point. Even though most of the delay was getting enough Argentum produced. 

 “Yes, just need you to grab Taelah for the finishing touches.” 

I’d linked her cottage at The Village with the secret garden I’d made for her, but she actually hadn’t had much time to go back and practice her new Skills. She’d mostly been closeted with the other Elders, figuring out what they wanted the new Village to look like once the caldera was ready. 

Shayma popped over, following my directions to the appropriate house. I would swear that Taelah could pick up on my thoughts even if she couldn’t hear me, because she was the one who went to answer the door and didn’t seem surprised at all to find Shayma there. In fact, she gave my fox-girl a brilliant smile. 

“I was just wrapping up here,” she said, which I was fairly certain wasn’t accurate. But from what I’d overheard before Shayma arrived it was just the two oldest wrangling over the relative positions of two established families, so it was nothing that Taelah had any stake in. “What does Blue need?” 

“He was hoping you’d have time to finish constructing my dad’s new weapon. Everything’s ready for us to complete it.” 

“I always have time for Blue,” Taelah said with a smile, then turned back to the other Elders. “My husband needs me,” she told them. “I trust you don’t, for the rest of this?” Glenn shot a look at where Elder James was still arguing with his

companions and waved her off. Taelah nodded back and stepped outside, closing the door behind her. “I get along with them most of the time but when James and Cerese get into it nobody can get anything done.” 

“I know the sort,” Shayma said sympathetically. “How’s it going otherwise?” 

“Some people are looking forward to moving, some aren’t. 

The usual. But everyone wants to be out under a real sky again.” 

“I don’t blame them. I love my cottage but if I couldn’t go outside once in a while I’d go crazy,” Shayma confessed, the two women strolling toward the teleport point. I could admit the farming chamber didn’t look very lifelike anymore, with the flat blue ceiling and sourceless light, but it was never meant to be permanent. Though Shayma’s comment made me think I really needed to spruce up the interior of the core chamber. Something to add to my list. 

Shayma activated the teleporter into the [Companion Alchemistry], which had the new [Alchemy Station] as well as a bunch of Taelah’s original equipment linked into the room. 

I’d gone ahead and put it in her secret garden, a separate building over a hill from her own cottage. It had nice wooden paneling, and Adamant Stone floors and counters just in case of spills. The [Alchemy Station] itself looked much more impressive than the [Mixing Bath] did, with the arbitrarily-large tank of the Bath a mere attachment onto an array of much smaller tanks and vials that could be connected or pumped from one partition to another. Not to mention each of them having a connection Taelah could use to pump or siphon materials into or out of the containers. 

The alchemized tree trunk was floating in the largest chamber, awaiting the final binding of the Argentum. The two women got to preparing it, Shayma’s own Alchemy skill meaning she could assist Taelah with the work. I didn’t fully understand it, but apparently the Alchemy skill itself was required to actually meld the disparate properties and magics within the ingredients, so any non-Alchemist wouldn’t get the same result even if they followed the same steps. At higher levels, 

all crafters, and not just alchemists, imbued magic into their craft, meaning that no two people turned out exactly the same set of products. Which was why Shayma was merely assisting, and not performing any of the major work herself. 

This time it was far less of an improvised thing to add the prepared [Hyperthaumic Phase-Condensed Argentum] and then the [Buffered Tesseracted Catalyst] to bind it. The flash was just as bright, though. Taelah didn’t quite gain a level from it, but I was sure it was close. I could definitely see the Argentum distributed throughout the wood, which was perfect and what I had been expecting to happen, but it wasn’t done yet. 

Shayma was in charge of the next step, as I pulled the trunk out of the tank and pushed it over to Shayma’s Smithery, which was nowhere near the secret garden but with portals and teleports that hardly mattered. For this part Taelah sat well back from the heat of the forge as Shayma tightened bands at intervals down the trunk of the tree, seven of them all told, then fastened caps in place. The caps and bands were made from [Steelwoven Momentum] and had been beaten into their initial shape, turning a lustrous honey-golden color with geometric patterning inside it. It seemed almost translucent, giving it a sense of depth where the light glinted off it. I could have put them together with the assembler but that would have missed out on the forging benefits that Shayma’s skill could provide. 

It looked good already, but it wasn’t anywhere near done. 

First, I did have something to do with the Assembler, and that was to provide the weapon’s heart. If the imbued tayantan wood wasn’t enough strength, I had a core of cultivated steel that went inside it, stretching the entire length of the trunk and matching the cavity precisely. I wasn’t completely certain how tough it was, but I doubted anyone lower than third-tier could put a scratch on it. 

Inside the steel core there was a thin void that I filled with

[Core Lattice Anecrux], which ought to give the weapon a pretty massive reservoir of mana. Specifically, my mana, and given that everything else was made out of my materials I was

pretty sure it’d be able to convert ambient mana for that reservoir when it got low. If not, it’d be unfortunate, but I had a good enough feeling through [Blue’s Sagacity] that I wasn’t worried about trying to finesse it any further. 

Then came the detailing. I’d decided on a fractal pattern for the inlay, which was composed of two gemstones: Linked Core Lattice gems, for my signature blue, and kinetic Primal Source gems, because of course it needed those. Instead of putting them on the caps, which would have to deal with impacts and might end up with something broken, they went around each of the bands. The blue and yellow swirled and interlocked in organic self-similarity, the gems perfectly matched to each other to provide a detailed pattern spreading a short distance through the wood on each side of the golden bands. 

It came out of the Assembler quite pretty, in my opinion, and both Shayma and Taelah looked at it appreciatively. 

“Why, Blue, I didn’t know you had such a flair,” Shayma said, reaching out toward the gem inlays but stopping short of touching them. 

 “I don’t, I’m just reusing the one neat visual thing I know how to do.” 

“What  is this? It reminds me of leaves and ferns.” 

 “It should! It’s called a fractal, and it uses certain principles that apply to things like leaves and ferns and the like. I don’t remember everything about how they work but I know what they look like. Anyway, I’ve got one more thing to do to finish this.” 

“Where did you even see something like that before?” Taelah asked, almost before Shayma had finished relaying my reply. 

“It seems almost otherworldly.” 

 “Yeah, it’s Power stuff.”  That seemed the best way to gloss over the surprisingly accurate characterization of otherworldliness. At some point I’d have to figure out a way to couch and explain everything, but since it didn’t really matter I

was willing to put that off. For the moment, “Power stuff” 

sufficed as an explanation. 

The  one more thing was the entire reason I’d had Taelah add the Argentum. I wanted this huge tree trunk to be a little bit easier to tote around than Giorn’s usual improvised weapon. 

To that end, I was going to try and use the supermaterial’s special property for the first time and imprint a Spatial field onto it. This was absolutely something I needed [Mana Geometry] for; [Mana Logic] didn’t cut it even slightly. 

Especially since I didn’t want to expand the physical structure of the weapon and tear it apart, rather, I wanted to expand the infinitesimal layer of space on the skin of the trunk, and change how it appeared to the world without changing the physical structure. 

After a few false starts I wrapped a Spatial field around the weapon and then link by link, strand by strand, bound it into the Argentum that had suffused the wood. I wasn’t using the Spatial Field to shrink or expand any part of it, all that was simply waiting in potential from the initial state of the Field. It took a lot longer than I’d thought initially, over an hour, which was long enough that Shayma and Taelah went off to get drinks and then came back, talking and occasionally glancing at where the trunk stood upright in the floor. 

Finally, the last piece clicked in and the weapon was done. 

 Companion Shayma Ell has assisted in creating an Artifact. 

 Companion Taelah Marn, has assisted in creating an Artifact. 

 Companion Extraordinary Feats have slightly reduced size requirements to level. 

 [You have created an Artifact!]

 [Acts as a Primal Source for Kinetic Affinity]

 [Vastly increases reservoir size for kinetic Skills]

 [Artifact toughness significantly improved]

 [Grants Skill: Momentum Shift: Instantaneously change direction of motion while retaining the speed of that motion]

 [Artifact size may be adjusted at will up to a factor of one hundred in any aspect. Mass will only marginally change]

 [When planted in the earth, Artifact will repair itself]

 [Cannot be lost or stolen]

 [Bearer cannot be disarmed]

 [This Artifact grows with Bearer and Authority]

 [<Trait attuned to Bearer>]

 [<Trait attuned to Bearer>]

 [<Trait attuned to Bearer>]

 [Please name your Artifact.]

 […]

 [You have obtained The Ell Family Tree!]

If it weren’t meant for Giorn, I probably would have thought of some other name, but considering his sense of humor it seemed entirely appropriate. Maybe I should have asked him directly, but I didn’t actually know whether or not it was going to be an Artifact when it was created. I was hoping for it, with all that work and the layering of materials and methods, but since I wasn’t in control of whether something was an Artifact or not I couldn’t guarantee it. 

Taelah made a sort of a strangled noise and swayed, Shayma moving to catch her. I started to ask what was wrong, but I figured it out pretty quickly by her Status. 

 Taelah Marn

 Level 27 [Phantasmal Druid]

Completing the artifact had given her a  major boost, and let her [Dungeon Alchemy] evolve to [Journeyman Dungeon Alchemy]. It had  also given her a Title, which was the first time I’d seen one on anyone other than myself. 

 Artificer: You’ve created an Artifact. Ordinary crafting is easier for you, and in the right circumstances you are more capable of reaching beyond the pinnacle of your skill. 

When I checked, Shayma had the title too, which meant it was at least equal opportunity, but it made me wonder why Iniri hadn’t gotten any title for her defense with the Fortress. It was pretty epic, in my opinion. More epic than any effort I’d put into [The Ell Family Tree]. But I guess it wasn’t enough. 

 “Taelah’s catching up to you, she just hit level twenty-seven and second tier,”  I informed Shayma, who smiled broadly. 

“Congratulations,” she said to a still-dazed Taelah. “You’re officially a Classer!” 

“That’s quite a rush,” Taelah remarked, blinking. “I feel…” 

She paused, then smiled. “I feel really good, actually.” 

“Plus you both got Artificer titles, since it did turn out to be an Artifact.” 

“Hah! I knew it would!” Shayma grinned. Taelah looked a little daunted for a few seconds, before she regained her composure and turned to look at the staff, still stuck in the stone. 

“So it’s an – wait, why did it turn black?” Taelah asked, which I hadn’t even noticed, being too preoccupied with the overlay scroll I was getting. I supposed it happened when the artifact completed, but the wood had gone from the light, metallic grey of imbued tayantan to an untextured, matte black. The gold-ish metal and the yellow-and-blue inlays stood out even more, and I actually liked the new look better, but it was kind of odd. 

 “I guess it’s because it’s my Artifact. Blue and black are my signature colors so it looks like I’ve got something of a theme here.” 

“It’s still odd to see,” Shayma said, after relaying my answer to Taelah. “It’s not like you can’t make other colors.” 

 “Yeah, and maybe if I’d purposely made it a specific color it wouldn’t have happened, but who knows? Artifacts work in mysterious ways.” 

“It does look nice though,” Taelah opined. “One of the few things I’ve worked on that  isn’t a tincture or a potion or an ointment.” 

“Basically my first real smithing project,” Shayma agreed. 

“And it’s amazing.” 

“And ridiculous.” Taelah shared a smile with Shayma. “So, basically Blue.” 

I let my girls go back to what they were doing since Giorn wasn’t going to be coming by until later, and turned my attention to The Hurricane. Despite her best efforts, and I really did think she was putting effort into it, the storm and wind mana that mediated Tarnil’s weather continued to decay. 

The first day or so of work had given her a massive, several-hundred-mile-long storm front darkening Tarnil’s skies and soaking everything. That was shrinking, and now it was more of a gentle rain than a proper storm. Not to mention that The Hurricane had run down her initial reserves of mana and had to keep to a more sustainable pace. 

It meant I had to rethink that part of the project. I had hoped that the atmosphere would sort of replenish of its own accord once I had The Hurricane stir things up, the actual substance of the storm and wind and water Affinities represented being more fluid and replaceable. That didn’t seem to be the case. It wasn’t just the actual mana itself as  stuff that was the problem, it was the underlying hooks, whatever made it belong to the land. That implied that fate mana was special in that it was actually responsible for binding every other sort of mana into the world. Or maybe it actively erased that binding. I wasn’t about to try and experiment to find out. 

I felt that there had to be some graceful, clever solution staring me in the face, but nothing came to mind. Since I couldn’t sit and think forever, I had to go with a less graceful and clever solution by putting up thousand-meter-high pylons all over Tarnil. They looked pretty damn ominous, and sucked up a lot of stone when I was already using as much as I could generate, but they were necessary. 

At the top of each of the pylons I put a small garden of wind and storm chrystheniums, stringing mana from one to another and using them as anchor points to shove mana into the atmosphere. I didn’t need to sprinkle them everywhere like I had with the initial fix to Tarnil’s mana, since the Hurricane’s

efforts meant that there was plenty of motion to stretch out each anchor, but ultimately I needed more than one hundred of the things. They were scattered over the whole country but a lot of them went near the coast, to balance the access I got from the mountains. Some of them even went offshore, where the sea winds swept in and some mystical transference happened that turned  ocean weather into  Tarnil weather. I could see the incoming fronts simply start to die there, stalling out and losing energy. 

The giant stone pillars would be an eyesore if I just left them as unadorned towers of rock, so I wanted to do  something useful with them. To start, I put Iniri’s crest on them, facing north and south, and since the pillars were a hundred meters across, putting it a hundred meters up made it quite visible. 

Since they  were highly visible landmarks, I figured I might as well make them useful by making each of them unique. I didn’t want them to be garishly colored – bright pastels for a city’s buildings was one thing, but light green on a huge tower like that would be absolutely dreadful – so color-coding wasn’t an option. 

Since writing was out, thanks to my communication issues, I compromised by giving each of them a unique, abstract glyph, far smaller than the crest and repeated around the base of each pillar. Then, to mark these as very much my work and nobody else’s, I patterned the top hundred meters or so with fractal whorls in black. The rest was simple blue-gray, which meant it shouldn’t loom  too badly over the local landscape, blending into the colors of the sky somewhat. 

I didn’t want to just make them giant hunks of stone, so I put a spiral staircase in the interior. Now, a thousand meters up would be a heck of a climb, especially with a winding spiral staircase, so I used a Compression Field to change it into a moderate climb to a roomy chamber just below the garden level. Given the altitude, I didn’t want to have any open windows so I faced everything off with big panes of reinforced glass, turning it into a pretty amazing vantage. 

Of course, it was impossible that all this work went unnoticed. 

“Blue, could you have Shayma drop by to tell me what the giant towers are? I can tell they’re a good thing, but some people are getting a bit alarmed.” That was a reasonable enough request, and I wanted to tell her anyway. Besides, Shayma had to drop by Meil to get Giorn and Sienne when they returned, so it was effectively on the way. 

 “Hey Shayma, since The Hurricane wasn’t completely able to do what I wanted I had to take some pretty drastic steps to fix Tarnil’s weather. There’s a bunch of mile-high pillars scattered around the country now and Iniri wants to know what’s up.” 

She was hanging out with Keri and Annit, since Taelah wanted to head back to her secret garden and do some experimentation. Though she’d taken to [Dungeon Alchemist]

right away, [Phantasmal Gardener] was still taking some practice. Apparently the [Plant Identification] ability had been upgraded enough that it was almost overwhelming to deal with, though considering the phantasmal Skill sounded like freehand magical genetic splicing I wasn’t surprised. 

“That does sound drastic.” Shayma said, holding up a hand to let the other two know I was talking to her. “Give me a minute to wrap up here and I’ll be on my way.” 

 “I think that the immediate issues here are settling out anyway, so you can tell Annit and Keri that I’ll open a portal to Wildwood so you all can actually go out and do some real leveling.”  Annit was still fairly well crippled from Depletion, though considering I could actually see her soul structure I had begun playing around with ideas of how to address that. 

Nothing would happen soon, but my success with pushing Dungeon Fields into an Artifact gave me hope that I could export other things. 

“It’ll be nice to actually go  out somewhere again,” Annit admitted. “It’s nice here but I’m getting  really tired of these stone walls.” 

“Me too,” Keri said. “I guess it’s not  too different from working in Wildwood, but I could always go look out over the woods and see everything that was out there.” 

 “Yeah, I’m working on alternatives, but I think everyone is getting fed up with being underground.”  Except for the Scalemind, for whom it was entirely natural. Of course, I hadn’t actually seen what the Underneath entailed, since I was pretty sure it wasn’t all bare rock tunnels. There had to be a lot more down there in order to support the sheer number of creatures I’d ended up killing. 

“I’ll be back later,” Shayma told them, and I had her swing by one of the towers before going to see Iniri. Iniri was busy in Meil, holding court and dealing with all the minutiae of getting a country back together. One of the major issues that was still pending was Duke Sarthi, who’d been rather unceremoniously locked into his manor. There weren’t any proper jails, though I could have made one, but she hadn’t asked and I was happy to leave everything to Iniri. How she handled it was going to set the tone and policy for the future, and while I didn’t much care if some people disliked me, any actual treason or insubordination was not going to be tolerated. 

“Shayma,” she greeted my fox-kin. By now we’d settled on Shayma appearing just outside the door of a private setting or just inside the door of a public one, and either way getting escorted up immediately. Iniri gestured for her to take a place by the sort-of throne, a tall gilt-and-blue thing that had to have been turned up from storage somewhere. It might have been something salvaged from Invin, now that the former capital was accessible, or it could have been something made new just so Iniri would have some proper trappings. “I take it Blue sent you?” 

“Yes, since he’s having to take rather more drastic measures to repair Tarnil’s weather,” Shayma said, conscious of their audience. Which, considering the relatively close confines of the manor house, was crowded fairly close. Classers, guild representatives, and nobles were all in attendance, hovering around Iniri as if they could get power from mere proximity. 

Which might not be totally untrue; the Ells had fairly catapulted themselves up the social ranking even if they weren’t trying. “Those large pillars are there to stabilize things,” she continued. “He’s aware that they could be eyesores, so he’s decorated them a bit, as well as added

waystation areas inside them. There’s nothing to worry about, and they’re hardly going to topple onto anyone.” 

“Quite reasonable,” Iniri said. “I think we can all appreciate having weather and new national landmarks. Thank Blue for us.” The formality felt a little strange, but it was all a play for people who were watching. Her eyes tracked to a [Merchant], who was impeccably dressed and fairly oozed wealth. “I trust this will put any potential worries about Blue’s intentions to rest. I’m certain there will be more changes in the future, but he has made a  Bargain regarding Tarnil’s safety and its future. 

If there is any such massive shift in the future, simply wait. 

Either Blue will fix it, or he is the cause of it and using it to fix something else.” By her voice she was clearly irritated, and the merchant bowed but didn’t seem  actually cowed. Still, he probably fairly well represented a number of ordinary people who had reasonable worries about things. Unless he decided to do more than complain I wasn’t going to worry about him. 

Shayma left the audience chamber, such as it was when they were still using a manor instead of a palace, strolling around Meil until it was time for Sienne and Giorn to head back. Sure, they could have stayed in Invin, but considering their shop and home was completely gone it was a little depressing. Besides, they weren’t  governing the cities. Iniri had found actual governors, somewhere. I really didn’t know where she was getting her people. 

It was stretching on toward evening when the two fox-kin stepped through the portal and were surprised by Shayma’s hugs. Giorn laughed and swept her up in a big engulfing hug, while Sienne was slightly more demure but equally enthusiastic with her own embrace. Greetings exchanged, Sienne cast a curious eye over Shayma, canting her head and swishing her tail. 

“I think you came here for more reason than just to say hi to your mom and dad. You look pretty excited to see us.” 

“We finished dad’s new weapon!” Shayma grinned. “Yours is going to be a little harder mom, Void mana and all, but Blue and Taelah and I got dad’s done this morning.” 

“Oh, I like the sound of that.” Giorn smiled broadly. “Though I hope it won’t offend him if I don’t tote it around everywhere, assuming it’s the size I tend to prefer.” 

“Blue said that he figured out a way around that. I haven’t seen the Status of the thing myself, but I can make some guesses.” She shook her head. “But I won’t spoil it. Come on, I’ll take you there.” 

Shayma’s ability to access most of the teleport points herself made things much easier. She pulled on the one set in the Meil city center and shifted the three of them to the forge area. 

Giorn and Sienne blinked around at the equipment, especially the crystalline dungeon stations, but most of their attention was reserved for the Artifact standing in the middle of the room. Giorn whistled, taking a couple steps toward it before stopping. 

“Go ahead,” Shayma said. “It’s for you.” I wasn’t sure if this broke my policy on gifts, but considering this was for my Companion’s father, I was hoping there wouldn’t be any issues. Giorn took another few steps and reached out to lay hands on the weapon. Then he laughed, long and loud. 

 “[The Ell Family Tree]?”  He grinned hugely. “That is the best Artifact name ever.” 

“That’s an  Artifact?”  Sienne said, eyes wide. 

“Yes! And it’s amazing. It says I can do…” He picked up the massive trunk and spun it lightly, then let it shrink down to the size of an ordinary staff. Then the size of a pencil, which he tried to pocket. He staggered, laughing, and caught it as it tore right through the cloth and fell. “No, too heavy to do  that much.” 

Now that Giorn had the weapon, I took another peek at it, to see what those three remaining traits were. 

 [Bearer can bestow a kinetic charge on an individual launched using the Artifact, which will empower one strike or absorb one impact.]

 [Bestows insight from the life of Verun Kalebaugh upon the Bearer. Verun-inspired Skills are easier to advance]

 [Acts as a divination rod when flung into the air]

Those were pretty unusual Traits, and were  definitely Giorn specific. I wasn’t sure about the divination rod part, but that felt like it came from Shayma. Given that I’d seen Giorn launch Sienne with a tree trunk before, that part was hers, and of course Giorn had the Verun branch of Skills. I should have realized calling it  The Ell Family Tree was more than just an amusing name. Names had power, and Artifacts had power, so of course the Artifact name determined the way the traits manifested. Not that I thought a different name would have ended up with a better set of traits – the Tree was amazing. 

“This is amazing,” Giorn said, the Tree expanding back to staff size, though it was a  Giorn-sized staff and still quite large, even if it wasn’t a full tree trunk. “You said you worked on it too?” 

“Yes, Blue and Taelah and I all worked on it together. Oh, you haven’t met Taelah, but she’s an alchemist and Blue’s wife now, too.” Her voice trailed off on the last bit, realizing how it sounded. 

“My daughter the homewrecker,” Sienne shook her head in mock disapproval. “Dallying around with a married man. 

Dungeon.” 

“Oh, gods.” Shayma put her hand over her face. “I shouldn’t have said anything.” 

“How come we haven’t met her yet? Wouldn’t she be our half-daughter-in-law? Or something?” She glanced at Giorn, who was still spinning the Tree this way and that. “How does that even work?” 

“Daughter in law, once removed, if you’re going by Aschitani rules,” he said absently. “Which we wouldn’t anyway, because Blue doesn’t have Aschitan blood.” He thudded the staff down on the ground, hard enough to actually crack the Adamant Stone. It wasn’t a big crack, but being able to do it at all was impressive. “Teasing aside, this is just beyond fantastic. I never thought I’d touch an Artifact, let alone have one. Let alone have one made  specifically for me. Tell Blue I’m in his debt.” 

 “Oof, that may have been the wrong thing to say to a Power. 

 But mostly I want him doing what he’s doing. Keeping Tarnil together, however he can.” 

Day 143 - Iniri

Tarnil was still far from healthy. The cities were in dire shape, the economy was in shambles, and most of the treasures and money the crown had accrued were simply gone. Yet there was no longer the feel of slow death and hopelessness now that Blue was taking care of Tarnil, and [Queen’s Insight] was a lot easier to live with. Trade was starting to flow, farms were growing, the cities were no longer black and white prisons. 

While the country was still ailing, it was definitely on the mend. 

The odd thing was that she could swear that at times she wasn’t just feeling the country through her Ability. Most of the time it was just trouble spots flaring up, or the various types of slow malaise, but now and again it seemed like she could sense something more like thought or intent moving behind the changes. Like with the enormous pillars Blue had raised, not only had she felt them rising out of the land, but she’d also caught some of the  intent behind them. Nothing complex or revelatory, but simply the impression that they were part of fixing things. 

So far Iniri had nothing to complain about, considering the miracles Blue had already worked, which was why she was not comfortable with asking him for more. She knew that he wouldn’t mind, and that she actually had to do it, considering they were jointly involved in the well-being of Tarnil, but going hat in hand to Blue yet again grated. It wasn’t like she was a complete freeloader, though. Shayma had passed along Blue’s thanks for handling the political side of things, though she wasn’t entirely clear if that thanks was vague or about something specific. 

One thing he  had made clear was that he was entirely happy to leave the disposition of Duke Sarthi up to her, and unfortunately there was only one punishment for treason. The man had gone completely over the edge with the death of his son, and though he had been a staunch supporter of the crown

before, he had been actively undermining her now. Most of it was subtle and might even have been forgivable, but he’d convinced one of his men to try and sabotage the defense. 

Apparently he’d somehow persuaded the Classer that it was Blue who was the real threat to Tarnil, which was a mental stretch that she found hard to understand. 

“Blue,” she said to the air, trusting that he would hear her. 

“Could you send Shayma by? I think we need to get Meil put back and…” she sighed. “I need a new palace. Proper rulership requires the trappings of rule, and with my last palace gone I need a replacement. One that represents  you too, even if you’re not going to be having Shayma sit in court with me, so I think we need to have a sit-down about it.” 

There was an odd sort of twist to [Queen’s Insight] that made her think that she’d been heard and acknowledged, but nothing she could articulate. It clearly wasn’t Guidance, either, since that came in a quite different form and sensation, one she didn’t much appreciate. She was glad Blue didn’t use it on her, even if it was part of what she’d agreed on when she became a Companion. Considering everything she’d gotten out of the deal, it was unbecoming to object to anything that came along with it. Fortunately, Blue didn’t much like it either, so her objections were effectively moot. 

Less than twenty minutes passed before she felt that Shayma had arrived and her guards let the fox-girl into her chambers. 

She wasn’t sure if it was the benefit of sensitivity from additional Skills and Abilities, or some connection through being a Companion, but she could tell instantly that Shayma was nearby. At some point she’d have to ask if Shayma could sense the same thing. 

“So I hear we get to design a palace,” Shayma said with a grin, breezing into the room. At this point she’d entirely lost any respect for status, but it was just as well. Considering that Shayma was almost a co-ruler in many respects it was better that they have an informal relationship. Besides, there weren’t many people with whom she could simply be friends. 

“That’s one way to put it,” Iniri admitted. “I’m still trying to reconstruct my government – not just the pieces, but the

 legitimacy of it – and I need somewhere to rule from.” 

“Oh, it makes perfect sense,” Shayma agreed cheerfully. 

“Actually, Blue wanted me to bring up something about Meil while we were at it. Since there’s a giant crater lake where it used to be.” Iniri grimaced. That was her fault, but certainly not something beyond Blue’s ability to fix, so she was a little curious as to what Blue had in mind. 

“Yes? I do want to get Meil back aboveground as soon as is reasonable. Considering the state of the other cities, I think I may have to officially move the capital here. It’s closer to Blue anyway.” Then she made a face. Blue  was Tarnil, so that didn’t make any sense. “You know what I mean.” 

“I do.” Shayma grinned. “For what it’s worth, Blue still thinks of himself as mostly located here, too. Anyway, Blue was wondering what you thought of putting Meil on an island in the lake? He was thinking, widen and deepen Eastrill, and maybe run a canal right to the sea.” She paused a moment, ears flicking. “He could compress the distance for the canal, too. So instead of being eighty miles inland it’d be…” Shayma frowned. “Less than a mile? That can’t be right.” Another pause, then she shrugged. “No, he says it’s right, but it’d just be along the canal.” 

“That would be…” She considered it. Meil would effectively be seaside, even if it was still landlocked. The island idea would clearly give it plenty of room for boat traffic, at the expense of having little room to grow. Though with Blue that would hardly be a problem. He could simply widen everything, shift it about, or use his Spatial Fields on the city itself if it became an issue. The idea of the last one boggled the mind, if he could expand Meil to be vastly larger than it was. 

How would it even be possible to feed everyone? “That would be astounding. It’s going to take a while until I can trust any of our other cities, and even when I do, having a sea lane for Meil would be incredible. I like it.” 

“Great!” Shayma beamed. “Now, what did you have in mind for the palace? Blue never saw the old one.” 

“Considering that Tarnil’s gone through a rebirth of sorts, I don’t think it should look like the old one anyway.” Iniri sighed. Though she knew what she said was true, she would rather miss the bright, airy seaside palace she’d once had. 

True, it wasn’t made of Leviathan-sourced corals like Haerlish’s was, but at least it was less gloomy than the looming stone fortress of Nivir. “The new one should have plenty of black and blue, of course, though probably kept to accents. An all-black palace would look like a mausoleum.” 

“Oh, Blue understands that quite well,” Shayma reassured her. 

“I was thinking, considering Blue’s tendency toward flowers and such, that it should have a lot of greenery too. Some of Blue’s special stuff.” 

Iniri was glad that she’d cleared out a good amount of time for this discussion, though she had expected to spend more on the why of it rather than the how. It had come as a surprise that Blue had agreed so readily, after she’d spent a bit of thought on how to convince him it was necessary. Now free of any constraints like budget or time or material, it was remarkably easy to make more and more whimsical suggestions, especially once Shayma conjured a model of what they were talking about. 

It was Blue who suggested building major parts of it out of glass, which in any other circumstance would be a horrendous expense even with dedicated magical equipment, and things just went from there. The end result was an immense, airy building, four stories high with gardens and fountains spilling out through giant swaths of glass. It was composed of a circle around a huge courtyard filled with trees, anchored by a ballroom cutting out a portion on one side and the throne room on the other. If those were the front and back, the sides were marked by two residence towers, one of silver and blue for Iniri and the other with black and blue accents for Shayma. 

Not that Shayma was likely to use hers, but the symbology was important. 

There’d be smitheries, alchemistries to pair with the gardens, rune and enchanting areas, stables, and considering the lake, a private marina. Of course, every single one of these things

came with an attendant need for living areas, transport, storage, plumbing, and all the other minutiae that were required to support people. Blue could put a large chunk of the necessary support staff underground and shrink the footprint and number of outbuildings a little bit, but it was still an immense endeavor. If it were anyone but Blue putting it together, it’d be years in the building. 

The throne room itself took a lot of attention. Blue wasn’t going to have any say or even interest in the day-to-day affairs of Tarnil, but he still had to be represented in some way. To an extent it was actually a blessing that all of the decorations and trappings of her old throne room had vanished, even if Giorn and Sienne had been turning up some of the smaller bits and pieces as they worked their way through Invin. It was an excuse to start from scratch and tailor it to her tastes, which would run to the more austere than the opulence the old one had acquired over the years. 

She decided on massive glass columns that would be filled with greenery and flowers and trickling streams, rising up to connect with a private garden above which would look out over the courtyard. The floor would be off-white marble, as would the non-glass portions of the walls, with the Tarnil crest inlaid behind the throne. To show Blue’s influence, the odd, near-organic designs he favored were picked out in a silver tracery, radiating out from the throne, and Shayma would have a small balcony off to one side in case she ever wanted to attend. It would signify that she was there, and had power, but was not part of the official proceedings. 

For the throne itself, Blue suggested using some of his Core Lattice crystals to decorate the top, and inlay it with light-Affinity Source gems. She was going to construct it herself out of her permanent light, which, when combined with the Source gems, would actually make it a fairly magical object in and of itself. Blue amplified that idea by suggesting making most of the bones of the palace out of her permanent light. Not walls, but beams and the outlines for glass and windows, threaded through the whole palace. It was more than a little daunting. 

“That sounds like it’d take ages,” Iniri objected. “Even with the Skills you gave me, that sounds like a Fourth or Fifth tier undertaking.” Shayma’s ears flicked, and her eyes widened. 

“Have you checked your level lately? Blue says you’re level seventy – almost fourth tier! I bet you could break through if you tried!” 

 “What?”  Iniri stared at her, then summoned a divination rune with her light magic and checked her status for herself. Not only was her level fifteen above where she’d been before, a good chunk of her Skills had advanced leaps and bounds. 

[Shield of Tarnil] was still at nine, but others that had been below five were pushing seven or eight. Shayma was right, she had suddenly gotten within striking distance of the fourth tier. 

“Blue says his mana regeneration is even better now, so you should have plenty of mana to draw on to make the light constructs.” 

“That’s true…” Iniri said, considering. It was one thing to know intellectually that she had something approaching infinite mana, and it was another thing entirely to try and make use of mana like that. Certainly, she pulled on Blue quite often whenever she did make a permanent construct, but that was infrequent and as needed. Her gut still thought of it as something like a potion or an emergency Skill, to be used sparingly. “I suppose it’s quite possible.” 

The more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea. 

Not only did it give her palace a more mysterious air, but if she connected all the light constructs she could use [Swiftray]

and teleport freely throughout her palace. It may not be something she  needed to do, but just having the option available would be a fantastic benefit. 

“I’ll do it,” she decided, and that was that. Considering how much Blue and Shayma enjoyed the discussion and the design process, Iniri felt far less worried about asking that favor. With the prior conversation in mind, she pulled on Blue’s mana to make a permanent light-construct model of the palace, both for future reference and to keep track of what she was responsible for. It was an enormous edifice and, even knowing how Blue

was, she wasn’t ready for the reply she got once she broached the subject of time. 

“Blue says that it should be usable by tomorrow. He’ll move Meil today and start on the palace,” she explained, ears flicking. “The throne room is easy enough, but getting it all furnished and plumbed and so on will take a while.” 

“Well, thank him for me,” she said, slightly dazed. She’d been expecting something like a few weeks, even knowing how fast Blue could work. The  next day was a little faster than she’d expected. Maybe even too fast, considering all the logistics that were necessary to move operations somewhere else. But her staff would appreciate having more room and Cheya would like somewhere more defensible and secure. 

“Blue will be moving Meil back out soon if you want to make an announcement,” Shayma offered. “The girls and I were planning to head out to Wildwood, but I’ll be available to figure out any details. Blue can just pop me back and forth and I won’t mind.” 

“People are going to be  very happy to get back out into the sun. Such as it is.” She’d seen for herself the near-permanent rainstorm that Blue had requested from The Hurricane, so it wasn’t like the skies above Tarnil were clear and blue, but it was still better than the cavern Meil was in. Especially if she had any foreign diplomats to receive. 

The news about Blue’s backing of Tarnil and the expulsion of the mage-kings was still percolating through the continent, but soon enough there’d be ambassadors and other types lining up to find out more and take advantage however they could. 

Tekaomi had said that she’d have Nivir send an actual diplomatic envoy soon enough, and once Haerlish put out the fires from having the entire palace vanish for half a day they would be too. So far she hadn’t heard anything from Orrelin or, for that matter, Ir, let alone any of the smaller kingdoms who may not have even considered Tarnil’s plight their business. 

There was no reason to give a speech this time, instead simply having the word passed out through criers to the populace of

Meil. Though it really shouldn’t affect them  too much – if anything, it’d be a welcome surprise, and let them get back to their usual business since they were no longer restricted to the city and the portals. Admittedly, being atop a lake would involve some adjustments, but she’d already sent out woodcrafter Classers overland to start making barges. With the mana density Blue provided, other options would be possible in the future too, since there would be plenty of mana to run more magically-intensive transports. 

The indoor sky was blocked out by the black dome of Blue’s Relocate, and while she could feel the swirling currents of Blue’s mana, she was glad she couldn’t see it considering the sheer amount involved. It would blind her, even with all her levels. 

The relocation didn’t stop any of the normal business that had to go on in order to keep Meil and Tarnil functioning. For the most part that business was conducted through messenger or divination, the castings using runes constructed from her permanent light. Combined with [Queen’s Insight], her divination Skill was a lot easier to handle than before and allowed her some extra flexibility in how she used it. For example, besides sending messages to her loyal Classers, she’d ended up spotting and stopping three different acts of banditry. 

It might be a rather mundane thing for a ruler to take part in, but she was hardly about to let such depredations pass unanswered. It was astoundingly easy, too. [Queen’s Intuition]

gave her the hunch something was about to happen, then she simply scryed out the area and dropped light constructs around the would-be bandits until one of her higher-level Classers could get to the area. The whole thing was absolutely ludicrous, since she was dealing with problems hundreds of miles away, but it was her duty and obligation to use the Skills Blue had given her. Plus, there was the look on the faces of the erstwhile lawbreakers. 

Though she couldn’t be certain, it seemed like it took far less time for Blue to put Meil back than it had to move it in the first place, even accounting for raising an island in the crater, 

as it was around midday when the black dome vanished and rain began to patter on the window of the dining room. She exchanged glances with Cheya and then fairly rushed to the window to see what she could from the vantage point of the manor. 

A vast swath of rippling water was visible beyond the bounds of the city, with the smudge of the far shore on the other side, the distance great enough that she suspected he’d widened the initial crater. There were some specks that resolved themselves into barges after an application of [Mana Reinforcement], and even in the narrow slice of waterfront she could see there were piers extending outward from the island Blue had made for Meil. 

“Where is your palace going to be?” Cheya asked reasonably, and Iniri glanced around to get her bearings. Blue could fairly easily move buildings around within Meil, but after considering everything they’d settled on giving it a separate little island with a bridge, broad enough for traffic but still setting it apart. It was also far higher than Meil, whose walls only sat a few feet above the water. On the western side of Meil the foundation for the palace rose from the water, an island with thirty-foot sheer cliffs. She had to cross into the next room to see it, finding the beginnings of the palace were already starting to rise from the land. 

“We don’t have anywhere near the staff to secure something that large anymore, Your Majesty,” Cheya sighed. “I suppose that’s a good problem to have, considering. I’ll have everything packed for transport over there in a few hours.” 

“Thank you, Cheya,” Iniri told her, glad that she had Cheya to manage so many affairs, even if there was still a lingering awkwardness from the hole Keel had torn. But Cheya  really needed more help. If nothing else, a proper First Councilor to take over domestic political affairs and let Cheya get back to her real job. “I swear, once this palace gets built and we get settled in, I will have you take a break.” 

“Perhaps so, Your Majesty.” Cheya smiled wanly, and Iniri narrowed her eyes. Unlike her, Cheya did  not have kinetic Affinity and for the first time in her life she actually outleveled

Cheya, so if her [Spymistress] was trying to stay ahead of her as always, then she was going to run herself ragged. 

“Am I going to have to make that an order?” She asked Cheya. 

“I’m level seventy and I’ve got a Power backing me.” She didn’t mention how much younger she was, too. “Don’t worry about trying to do everything anymore! We’re no longer in an immediate crisis, just a long and slow one.” Cheya gave her a long look, then ducked her head. 

“Yes, Your Majesty,” she said. 

“Good!” She said. “I’m going to take some guards and head out to the palace site. I have to invest a good amount of my own magic into it, after all.” Cheya nodded and Iniri collected Joce and Tulk, the latter of whom she’d finally and officially raised into the Queensguard, to head over to the new island. 

Iniri didn’t say anything aloud, but she’d have to see about buying a shadow Primal Source from Blue for Cheya or even something more valuable and useful. At the very least the woman needed her own private estate, above and beyond the rooms she was getting at the palace. 

There was already stone and glass towering above them at the end of the broad stone bridge, which was more than wide enough to accommodate three carriages abreast, and was starting to show the barest outline of what the palace would be. It was growing even as they watched, like some strange plant, and she could see the places where Blue had left gaps for her permanent light beams. 

Mostly they’d frame arching glass panes, providing a soft silver glow day and night for the gardens and courtyards, but strips ran along the ceilings and framed intersections, providing a simple counterpoint to whatever flourishes Blue would provide. Eventually there’d be rugs and artwork as well, she didn’t want her palace to be completely bare, but for now at least they’d have to make do with inlay and colored stone. 

It was a little odd for her to pull so heavily on both her

[Protector’s Light] Skill and Blue’s mana pool for so long, but he really did seem to have an inexhaustible supply for her and over the next couple hours she poured  tens of thousands of

mana into hardened silver light. She could feel at least one of her Skills reach its cap, and with Shayma’s revelation still fresh in her mind, made a quick divination. [Protector’s Light]

had reached 10, and she found that [Lumenshape] had not only capped out, it had evolved into [Lumensculpt]. It kept the finesse of [Lumenshape] while adding support for larger workings, which was useful for what she was already doing as well as being standard for that sort of Skill line. She had no objections. 

She wound her way through the bones of the palace, conjuring enormous beams of silver light and setting them in place. Blue could manipulate them himself once they were placed into the stone and glass, so every place she left her creations started to sprout and twine into pillars and walls and spreading sheets of glass. Eventually she had to stop, not because she ran out of mana or was physically exhausted, but because she simply couldn’t concentrate anymore. Mental fatigue made her lean against one of the walls, ignoring the water running down the walls and pooling on the stone foundation. 

By the time she returned to the carriage, the exterior of the palace was almost done, huge walls of solid glass and pillars of stone and silver rising above a manicured lawn. The sky hadn’t yet begun to darken but the glow of silver was already visible in the rain, limning the windows that would eventually hold gardens and greenery. Even without Shayma there she’d gotten the impression that the amount of solidified light was sufficient, just as she’d known more or less where to put her conjurings, through impressions from [Queen’s Insight]. It made her wonder how the skill would change as Blue truly settled into his role as the country of Tarnil. It was something to raise with Shayma if things changed any more. 

When morning came, she went back out to the site of the palace with a number of other carriages and carts in tow, all of them tightly covered to protect them from the rain, and hauling her staff and records and furniture to the now-complete building. Oh, it wasn’t going to be furnished yet and half of the cargo was food to feed her staff, but it looked fantastic and the sheer amount of  room was difficult to fathom. The courtyard was already full of growing things, including some

of Blue’s special trees and flowers, though there were plenty of more well-known rarities in evidence, and a broad path ran straight through to the throne room. 

The room itself was missing only the throne, the glass columns already glowing softly and filling the room with the quiet sound of flowing water. Her feet sounded against the stone as she crossed over the patterning around the dais, mounting the stairs to where the space for the throne was outlined. She pulled on Blue’s mana once again as she spun a high-backed throne out of silver light, connecting it to the silver light laid into the stone. A moment later, Blue’s gems appeared at the top, adding their glitter to the soft radiance and she brushed her fingers over them, the yellow of the Primals shifting to blue and silver as the throne was bound to her. Finally, some of the servants came forward with navy blue cushions for the seat, and she settled into her throne, looking out over the vast, high-ceilinged room. 

“Time to get to work,” she said, once everything was in and settled and her servants and Classers had taken their positions. 

The guards started to let people in, the newcomers staring around at the décor. There were petitioners of all kinds, some of which had been waiting for some time, but there was one thing that needed attending before any others. 

“Bring in Lehrem Sarthi.” Iniri wasn’t looking forward to this, but with the throne room complete she could at least perform the function of a ruler without seeming like some jumped-up warlord dispensing justice without legitimacy. It also meant she could finally see all her petitioners together, rather than strung out around the mansion and its surroundings, and there were more than she had anticipated. 

She actually stared briefly as the Theurge of the Purifying Flames himself strolled through, and wondered why she hadn’t heard  he had come by. He was here to collect on the deal, she imagined, which was fine because she rather doubted he’d get much from the Adamant Fortress. Not after dealing with it herself. 

His presence, even as a fourth-tier, didn’t take precedence over the business of her own country. Besides, she’d been putting it

off long enough. In deference to his former rank, Sarthi was not clapped in chains or clad in a prisoner’s rag, even if he was escorted by Slicer Joe and Maiyim of the  Piping Hot Pies. 

Other than the Ells, that particular adventuring group had proven themselves the most competent and judicious of her Classers, and she wouldn’t be surprised if Joe broke through into fourth tier in the next year or so himself. Maybe earlier, with Blue’s dense mana now swirling through Tarnil. 

Even though he hadn’t been mistreated, Sarthi looked worn and haggard. As well he might; there was only one punishment for treason and, whatever his reasons, that was what he had done. He hadn’t even had the decency to perform the act himself, instead simply filling one of his men’s head full of lies about Blue and his designs for Tarnil. Iniri didn’t know if Sarthi believed those lies himself and frankly she didn’t care. 

She’d given him one chance and he’d thrown that away. 

The small procession stopped at the base of the dais her throne was raised upon, and there was a moment where it wasn’t clear whether Sarthi was going to kneel. He wasn’t given a choice as Slicer Joe put a meaty hand on his shoulder, pushing the smaller man down, but remained standing himself as the actual guard. Sarthi scowled, but held his head up defiantly, looking up at Iniri. 

“Lehrem Sarthi,” she said, the lack of title announcing his status. “You are accused of treason against the throne of Tarnil. The evidence against you is incontrovertible. Do you have any reason for clemency?” It wasn’t just the testimony of the one man who had acted. There were dozens of his Classers who had reported the same exhortations when visited by a Crown representative. Mostly Cheya or the Ells. Of course, it wasn’t like Sarthi’s opinions were in any way secret. 

“You’re the traitor!” he retorted. “Selling out Tarnil to that dungeon thing!” Iniri ignored the outburst. She wasn’t there to argue necessity and morality or even Blue’s ultimately good intentions with Sarthi. This was not even a trial, since that had been rather summarily dealt with some time ago. 

“Hearing no pleas for clemency, you are judged guilty of treason. The sentence is death.” Sarthi finally blanched, 

perhaps still not believing at this late date that he’d be held accountable. “As you have no surviving heirs of your body, the Dukedom escheats to the Crown. I understand the highest level relative is a nephew, once removed, and I do intend to bestow it to him. Let us hope he demonstrates more wisdom than you have.” 

“You can’t do this, Your Majesty!” Sarthi blurted out, struggling against Slicer Joe’s hand. “I’m not – you can’t…” 

Iniri had very little sympathy for him. Certainly the man had been staunchly in support of the Crown before, but he had become deranged after the death of his son. 

“You have an hour to make your peace, after which the sentence will be carried out.” 

Slicer Joe pulled Sarthi to his feet, spun the stunned man about, and marched him out of the throne room. Iniri didn’t actually know who would be carrying out the sentence, but she hoped it actually wasn’t one of her more trusted Classers. 

Even when it was necessary, it wasn’t good for anyone to get used to killing humans. Better it be someone who wasn’t going to be trusted with making important decisions for the Crown. 

Once business had started, it had to go on. She beckoned Liril forth, and was actually somewhat surprised that he made the proper obeisance. They hadn’t exactly parted on the best terms, the [Theurge of Purifying Flames] being justifiably unhappy about the fairly disastrous elimination of Vok Nal. 

“Your Majesty,” Liril said, “I have come to inquire about the agreement we made regarding my assistance in retaking Meil.” 

“Yes, I was actually expecting you earlier,” Iniri admitted. 

Then again, he probably  had been around earlier, and was waiting for a good opportunity. It wasn’t like the Fortress was going anywhere. “Celana will escort you to where the Fortress Artifacts are being held.” She nodded to the Queensguard in question, one of the more recent appointees to that position, and had to refrain from adding that it was damaged and repairing itself. Not a thing to announce to the slowly swelling crowd of petitioners and nobles. 

Liril simply nodded and strode off with Celana, the harmless fires at the base of his robes leaving a short trail behind him, and Iniri turned her attention to the next petitioner. She had a vague idea of who was supposed to show up, but she surely didn’t remember any representatives from  Ir on the agenda. 

Two men in Ir’s livery were there, one of them wearing a bright gold and green tabard with Ir’s hammer and looking not at all impressed by the surroundings. 

“The representative from Ir approaches the throne,” her steward said, and a pair of men came forward to offer a bow to Iniri. 

“Ir once again sends its congratulations on your victory and its well-wishes for your rebuilding,” one said, which immediately set Iniri’s teeth on edge. She was half convinced the mage-kings had already made some sort of deal with Ir to ignore a potential foothold on their continent, and given the complete silence for the years of the occupation any sort of compliment was backhanded at best. 

“We wish to re-open diplomatic and trade ties with the resurgent nation of Tarnil,” he said, which was exactly what the first representative had wanted. “In the interests of this, I bear a gift and message from Prince Andis in hopes it will persuade you to a favorable view.” The second man stepped forward and handed a box to the steward, who opened it and showed it to Iniri. She nearly laughed. It was a seizen flower, something normally rare and valuable for its mana density and healing capabilities, but compared to what Blue could produce it was absolutely nothing. 

Then he started reciting a poem extolling the virtues of this Prince Andis, whom Iniri had never heard of. How handsome he was, how rich he was, how connected to Emperor Wright he was. It took her almost a full minute for her to wrap her head around what was going on. This random Ir noble was trying to  court her. And bribe her to open relationships with Tarnil,  without ceding the points about Blue. If Tarnil had been truly destitute, she might well have seized on the chance – Ir had a number of wealthy and well-connected royal families

who weren’t part of the Imperial line – but now? Now it was actually insulting. 

But even if she didn’t like Ir or its representative, there was no point and no purpose in rejecting as firmly as she would like. 

Not only did she need to represent Blue’s goals to Ir, she would need immense economic resources in the coming years, and Ir was a nation founded on and by craftsmen. She inclined her head and lifted one finger, letting him rise. 

“Tarnil appreciates Ir’s compliments, as well as that of Prince Andis.” She left it there, not seeing any benefit to being firmer about her rejection of his attentions and not interested in acceptance. “We would certainly appreciate the renormalizing of relations, but as I told the prior messenger, that does come with certain caveats.” The representative’s smile became slightly strained at the last part. Sadly, she knew  why he thought the gift and the overtures might make her willing to soften on concessions. It was the usual sort of dynastic wrangling that any unmarried ruler had to engage in, even her, but some things had to come first. 

“It’s quite simple,” she told him. “Tarnil is under the protection of the Dungeon Power known as Blue, and it is only right and meet that we ask any nation that treats with us to recognize him. It should be no great thing to treat him as a sovereign entity and recognize he is exempt from the Common Hunting Treaty, and that’s the grounds upon which we will meet.” 

“I of course do not have the authority to negotiate, Your Majesty, but I will relay your requests.” 

“They are not requests. They are requirements.” The strained smile returned. 

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Iniri suppressed a frown. 

Hopefully whoever Ir sent after this particular courtier reported in would be reasonable, but she wasn’t about to bet. 

Day 144 - Blue

 Eight people sat around a table, each of them with a pair of monsters behind them, four on one side and four on the other. 

 Armored wolf-warriors, many-eyed spiders, white mantises, and slender tree-people on one side faced lumpen humanoids, motile oozes, flame-bodied elementals, and slit-eyed gillmen on the other. The ones at the table were all strictly human, though they varied in size from the extremely petite, in the case of the hard-eyed woman with the spider guards, to the absolutely heroic, in the case of the ogre-backed man with a permanent sneer. 

 “Of course you think that pathetic fodder across the ocean is dangerous,” the sneering man said. Vok Lim. “They sent you running with your tail between your legs.” 

 “Fate-based weaponry is nothing to laugh about,” Tor Kot said, undaunted. “Nor is what the controller of my experiment has been able to accomplish. I believe his name is Blue, though that is surely an alias, and in less than four months his dungeon has advanced to the level of mana storage. By contrast, my dungeons there only achieved eighteen level reductions, so even if I tried for it, it’d take me two years.” 

 “For what purpose has this Blue been raising this dungeon?” 

 The mage-king backed by the oozes spoke, the overlay offering his name as Tem Irn. “Simply to seize control of Tarnil from you and Vok Nal? Some outcast from the Council jealous of your opportunities?” 

 “I have no idea,” Tor Kot readily admitted. “But I doubt Blue is associated with us at all, given how far different his dungeon is from any of ours. As to purpose, I expect it is experimentation. His representative employed various weapons, and I recovered this from Miriam.” He took a vial from an inside pocket of its suit, inside of which was suspended a tiny silver speck. “You can run the divinations on it yourself, but it’s called [Firmament]. It has only one attribute – it is indestructible.” 

 “Not very indestructible if it’s just a tiny piece,” Vok Lim dismissed it. 

 “I believe Blue was making this. It’s not an artifact, simply a material, so Blue may be able to produce it in any size he wishes. More importantly, his agent was resistant or even immune to depletion. Between the two, he may well be able to completely ignore any force we bring to bear.” 

 “Excuses,” Vok Lim said. “We can’t allow any Controller to defy the authority of the council, nor can we ignore the death of a Vok!” Vok Lim didn’t appear to be much grieving over his son, his eyes cold and calculating. 

 “We can’t run the risk of destroying a potential source of Depletion immunity either,” said Yit Niv, the woman backed by the spider monsters and sitting at Vok Lim’s side. “Whether this Blue stumbled upon it by pure happenstance or he actually understands secrets we do not, it would be far better to open relations with him before taking any precipitous action.” 

 “Ah yes, because he was so talkative before.” Tem Irn snorted. 

 “I know the type. He won’t listen until we’ve got our boot on his neck. That will be easier than trying to figure out what some strange rogue actually wants. Let alone giving it to him.” 

 “I can’t stop you,” Tor Kot said. “But if you go after him, don’t spare anything. There’s no telling what he’s capable of.” 

 “Giving us combat advice?” Bel Aci, the one with the blazing flame spirits, seemed nearly as contemptuous as Vok Lim. 

 “You lost your whole army to a siege! I hardly think we have much to worry about in terms of combat from some brand-new dungeon. Even with extra mana.” 

 “Do you have anything useful to tell us?” Sen Rii, the one with the gill-necked humanoids asked. “Did you ever meet Blue? 

 See his monsters? What level his cores are, how many reductions he’s gotten?” 

 “I never saw a single monster, which is suspicious in and of itself. The only person I met was Blue’s representative, whom I

 suspect had some incredibly powerful divination ward. Her capabilities did not match her Class and Level.” 

 “But she wasn’t a monster, or a mage-king?” 

 “Not a Controller, no.” 

 “Just one pseudo-monster isn’t much of a worry. Neither is a single fortress, when we’re bringing four.” Sen Rii crossed his arms, satisfied. Tor Kot shrugged. 

 “You know what you’re about.” He told them. Vok Lim’s side of the table exchanged glances and left, their contempt clear. 

 Yit Niv immediately turned to Tor Kot. 

 “Do you think they’ll be able to subdue Blue?” 

 “I have no idea. They’re probably dealing with a fifth-tier or something like that, but four war-cores? I would hate to have to lay odds either way.” Tor Kot shook his head. “If we’re lucky, Blue will win. The Voks have endless people to put into their council slot, but Bel Aci? We can probably secure that one ourselves.” 

I’d finally gotten a look at Vok Lim. He wasn’t quite as huge as Vok Nal had been, nor as big as his ogre guards, but still entirely oversized. The rest of the group was fascinating too, even if it wasn’t, by inference, the Council I’d heard about. It was unfortunate that I hadn’t gotten a good read on Tor Kot’s other two allies, Arn Tur with the wolves and Yun Sli with the barktearers, but their expressions of pained forbearance whenever Vok’s side spoke was probably good enough. 

Plus, the conversation had given me a big hint that the level reduction stuff was really what I ought to be pursuing, though I still wasn’t fully certain what the best way was. Eating red cores, certainly, and I might be getting more of those, but it wasn’t a supply I could count on. I’d gotten a bit of credit from Companion Extraordinary Feats, however those were determined, but it seemed odd to me that I hadn’t gotten any feedback like that earlier. Considering I’d only gotten them from Taelah and Shayma I would bet only rank seven and over companions counted, which would explain why Iniri wiping out a whole army didn’t get me anything. Seven was when I

started getting their experience, so that was when I probably got other benefits too. Maybe once Shayma hit Companion ten I’d have a better idea. 

I didn’t much like the idea of having four “war cores” coming my way, but at least I could keep an eye out for where they were if they kept discussing me. I hoped they would, anyway, since I could now keep track of how close Vok Lim was whenever they invoked me. With any luck we’d have a decent warning before they turned up on my shores. I passed on all the information to my Companions and Ansae, though there wasn’t much to be done with it yet, other than make what preparations we could. 

The knowledge that I’d have to deal with yet more mage-kings sooner rather than later drove me to consider my weaponry more closely. I didn’t know if I had days or weeks or months before they came, but I’d rather err on the side of caution and be prepared to stand off an invasion. I was far better prepared for that than before, since it wasn’t like they could cut me off or target vulnerable bits of me, but I had entire  fortresses to deal with. 

Electricity and magnetism opened up some useful things. 

Railguns might well be a possibility, if I built them point blank so aiming wasn’t a bother, just to breach whatever fortress walls I ended up facing, but something like Giorn’s ability on siege scales made that questionable. I definitely wanted something to stand them off from actually landing, since I didn’t want to tempt fate by coming into direct contact with a Red Core again. Even though I was a lot larger and older than before, that didn’t guarantee I would still retain my mind and I didn’t like my chances against a specialized war core. 

One possibility was to make magnetrons, but I didn’t know if I could make them into actual siege weaponry, assuming I actually remembered how to do it right. The spatial collimating method would  probably work, and it would be interesting to see if magic-darkness affected microwaves. A more ridiculous possibility, one that would absolutely need portals, would be a particle beam. I had lasers, I had electromagnetics, I was pretty sure I remembered how to

cludge together a linear accelerator, and I had the room for it. 

What was even better was I could probably make it mana-rich by ionizing mana-heavy material, which would then actually punch through mana defenses. Maybe. Probably. Getting the frequencies right probably took more electrical theory than I remembered, but I might be able to finagle it. 

A different approach entirely was metallic hydrogen. I could get the gas with electrolysis, and since I had high-powered magnets I could make the metastable stuff. Long enough to put into the Anvil and make  actually stable, I hoped, and that would make me a  very potent explosive since bulk chemical synthesis was not in my bag of tricks. I’d have to put it to Taelah; if anyone knew how to make explosives it’d be an alchemist. 

If they actually deployed an army, electricity in and of itself would be useful. I had no doubt they had monsters that could shrug off a lightning bolt or two. Constant electrocution was another thing entirely, and I doubt they’d even mark wire as a threat at first. It was a brute-force sort of solution but, with what my industrial base was composed of, that was about what I could do. 

On the topic of brute force, the mana waves from my Anvils might well be the kind of magic brute force I could use to stymie the mage-kings themselves, if I could figure out how to shape it. The gold cage didn’t actually resonate or reflect it, just sort of soaked up the initial blast of mana density shock. 

I’d have to ask Ansae for ideas on shaping it, but I was already thinking it’d have to be some sort of active mana to reflect anything. Maybe something to do with mana storage crystals. 

More tinkering to do, and probably explode a bunch while I was at it. 

When I was discussing all this with Shayma, or more accurately complaining, she reminded me I didn’t have to do everything myself, and that she had a Companion Smithery and could very well tinker with things in ways I couldn’t. I promptly felt like an idiot and dropped all the [Reified Manastone] and [Firmament] that I’d made so far – including what I’d retrieved from the impromptu grenade – into her

Smithery and let her go at it. The Smithery seemed to let Shayma actually work the [Firmament], even if she had only the tiniest amount, and with her Skill level and tools she could actually craft it more finely than I could. 

That made me remember wire-drawing equipment and Shayma whipped some together herself after I mentioned it. 

True, there was far too little [Firmament] to do much with so far, but Shayma’s wire-drawing got the threads down to spider-silk thinness. She had to use [Legerdemain] to handle the stuff, especially after a mishap that sliced off the tip of one finger, but considering her regeneration that wasn’t a huge deal. As razor candyfloss, it was flexible if she manipulated it with her own mana, but was otherwise completely rigid even thin as it was. One strand took up half my total reserves, so she stowed that in her [Phantom Pocket] and left the other half in nugget form for my own dealings. 

When I moved on to messing with infrastructure, Shayma and Annit and Keri went off adventuring beyond the walls of Wildwood. All of them needed experience and levels and practice with their Skills, even if Annit was fairly well crippled. So long as they kept close to the walls and didn’t go too deep, they weren’t in all that much danger. They weren’t anywhere near powerful enough to think about going to the Wildwood Tree itself, which I understood to be the domain of upper third-tier Classers at minimum. That said, Shayma was a right terror, teleporting at will around the battlefield, wielding claws or blades or whatever she liked. Her material of choice for shapeshifting was Cultivated Steel, and that level of armor and weaponry combined with her illusions meant she was almost impossible to hit, nearly impervious when she was, and truly lethal when she struck. The Firmament stayed hidden away, since nothing they were dealing with had need of  that level of cutting power. Annit sniped and Keri healed and debuffed, meaning they punched well above their weight class even with Annit’s issues. 

I still wasn’t fully certain how to do it, but since I could actually see their soul structures I kept an eye on Keri and Annit and puzzled at the problem of fixing Annit’s depletion between other things. Now that I had this sort of view I could

actually see experience trickling in, not as  new mana exactly but as a densification of the mana already inside which seemed to strengthen the connection between the soul framework and the body-mana. It wasn’t an exact art by any means, but it was visible growth that made me understand what the Status might actually reflect. 

With The Hurricane and Liril around, I had people in tier two, three, and four to reference and get some idea of what the tiers did and were. If I had to call it anything, I’d call it somewhat of a phase transition, though mana didn’t actually have states like matter did. There were clear, non-incremental differences both between the mana itself and the integration of body and soul mana. When it came to Ansae, of course, there was no comparison. Her mana was probably the supermaterial version of the stuff, and I would bet that more of her being was magic than matter. 

Shayma did have to return a couple times during all this, taking a break from ambushing unsuspecting wild beasts and taking their pelts and bones and meat, partly to let The Hurricane know she’d finished her task. The pylons had done their work and helped capture The Hurricane’s shoving of mana around and tied it in with the surface-bound mana types. 

The Hurricane actually seemed surprised when Shayma flagged her down. I think she had forgotten exactly what she was supposed to be doing and had just gotten involved in flinging storms about. That was fine, it had worked for me. 

While it had worked in the end, I was pretty sure I’d screwed up a bit and Tarnil was going to be wetter than it was in years past, though I didn’t think Tarnil was known for dry-weather crops anyway. With food being an issue now, I probably wouldn’t get much in the way of complaints. The weather patterns had settled around my giant pylons, each one supporting a vague disk of semi-permanent cloud and storm. 

They seemed to wax and wane together, flaring into life to dump water onto pretty much the whole country and going quiescent again, leaving smears of cirrostratus. The flux wasn’t arbitrary, as it seemed some of the usual suspects fed into storm mana – heat, wind, fronts coming in from the ocean

– but the synchronization and the way it expanded outward from the pylons was a little surreal. 

It wasn’t exactly  natural but that was from my perspective as someone who didn’t see mana as natural to begin with. I could peer over at Nivir from the Tarnil side of the mountain range that served as the border and its constant mist and cloud cover wasn’t natural either. They weren’t nearly warm enough or sunny enough to actually generate that much moisture in the air, and from the map they were a mountainous country so really any major weather patterns ought to have issues forming. So maybe the pylons weren’t too unusual or, if they were, they were something I could remove eventually. 

Throughout all this I wasn’t the only one busy testing stuff. 

Taelah spent a good chunk of time fiddling with plants of various stripes in her Alchemistry, happily experimenting away with all the new stuff I had in my various Climates as well as the Chrystheniums. I was also spending that time giving her additional Affinities, but that was more in the nature of diversion than work. It did turn out that I needed to let the Affinities integrate for a while, a few days at least, but there wasn’t a need to rush that. I was worried there’d be a hard limit to the number of Affinities, but I hadn’t run into one yet. 

One thing Taelah couldn’t do, at least not yet, was make me new Affinity flowers. One of the big ones I was missing was Metal Affinity, ignoring the exotics like Divination or, of course, Fate or Void. But she could cut-and-paste some of the exotic properties from one into the other, which was all kinds of broken considering a lot of alchemical fiddling was making different substances play nicely together. Half of that was magical integration and half was physical and saying Taelah could strictly cut-and-paste was oversimplifying it. 

[Phantasmal Gardener] was an incredibly difficult Skill to use and the way Taelah described it made me think about how I got different Climates to play well together, but it still meant that she could combine a frost-protection plant with a fire-protection plant and mix a treatment with protection from both temperature extremes. 

She  could combine more normal plants with my chrystheniums, but the results were underwhelming. They didn’t generate the amount of mana my chrystheniums did, even plugged into the dynamo, and what they did generate was the “dirty” sort, not my sort, so it didn’t really contribute back into the whole. 

“I think when I get better at this I’ll be able to make plants that benefit more directly from the enormous mana flows you have,” Taelah told me as she examined two potted plants, one with enormous thorns and the other with seashell-curved leaves. “Though they might be  too powerful. Your pure mana is amazing, but these regular plants can get overbearing rather quickly.” 

 “I’ll leave it to your expertise. I don’t exactly have the best reference for what might work.”  Taelah couldn’t actually hear me, of course, but she did talk at me while she worked and I talked back, and she seemed to at least understand that I was paying attention. It wasn’t quite to the point of having actual conversations, but it was better than nothing. Especially when it came to her insights on some of my already-existing plants. 

“These are attuned to really deep water, like the bottom of the ocean,” Taelah said of my Deepwater Chrysthenium. “If you make something like that, it should actually be able to do what it’s supposed to and improve your materials. Maybe set up a lot and see what happens?” 

I hadn’t much thought about it since I had it, but it was easy enough to set up the experiment she suggested. A one-kilometer deep hole a meter across, Expanded to a hundred kilometers tall, was my start. I had to set it off to one side of my caldera, and make it out of Stonesteel to keep it stable, but it wasn’t too bad. I lined the bottom with Deepwater Chrystheniums and some storage crystals, as well as loose metal and stone, and started filling it with water. Plus, for the heck of it, some tantayantan wood and alchemical coal, which didn’t take well to the Anvil, plus a bunch of Iniri’s light ingots. It’d take a while to really get going but it might be a good alternative to the Anvil. For things that didn’t rust, anyway. 

One of the useful things she found from the desert Climate was a root that she could use to make more quick-aging stuff for wood, which was great because I was about ready to start moving The Village up to the caldera and they’d need aged wood for building. Not that the caldera was anywhere near done, but I now had a spot a few hundred kilometers from the center where I could tinker with the Forest and Grassland Climates and turn it into the sort of thing we had discussed. I gave them a nice deep quarry of high-quality stone nearby too, basically blue-ish marble but less fragile. I assumed they knew how to cut rock, anyway. 

I wasn’t just making stuff for The Village, either. Iniri’s palace had been a lot of fun to put together, but I was glad that I wasn’t doing architecture all the time. It got very fiddly very quickly, and I was still tweaking it here and there while they carted in furniture and rugs and other such things to turn an empty building into a place to live. Honestly, I’d thought that the thing would be huge and empty but even with an extremely diminished staff Iniri was populating some parts of it pretty well. 

She was also taking a pretty hardline stance where diplomacy was concerned, making my prerogatives as an independent entity the entry point to any negotiations. That might have been a non-starter, considering that Tarnil wasn’t that big or important a kingdom, were it not for the hints she dropped about the things Tarnil could provide – or I could provide, if they were allowed access to me. She didn’t exactly  ask before telling people they had to treat me as a Power or a kingdom before she’d refer them to me, but I didn’t have any objections and it was probably a good idea. I was sure the palace helped sell the idea, too. It might help sell the idea that Tarnil fended off the mage-kings because of might, not because the mage-king reputation was overblown. 

The problem was at some point I  would have to start trading out Primal Sources and supermaterials, and while they weren’t a problem for me to make I knew I was completely ignorant of their actual worth and the ramifications of having them out there and available to the world. Some of the supermaterials were of kingdom-killing value, so I’d want to be a little more

assured before I allowed those to leak out, but I couldn’t exercise soft power if I never demonstrated I could make useful things. I’d have to trust Iniri had a better sense of such things, or knew someone who did, and could help Shayma with negotiations. Or maybe Taelah would be a better option? 

I could well imagine trying to haggle with her would be an ordeal. 

In between all these things was setting up Fields for the farmers out in Tarnil proper and expanding my dynamos. It turned out I didn’t exactly have a soft cap on how many I could have, it was just that expanding too quickly was a strain. 

Which was fair enough, even ignoring Bargain-eating Tarnil I hadn’t ever added as many things as quickly as I had in the recent days, and needing some time for my biology to adjust was reasonable. It was easy to forget I was still a four-month-old dungeon and, for that matter, a low-level one. There was still a lot I didn’t know. Strike that, there was very little I  did know and finding a few clever things did very little to offset that. 

On the topic of things I didn’t know, I was still puzzling over the Scaleminds. They’d spread out and set up camp in the lower chamber I’d set up for them. I glanced their way every once in a while, and took note of the hunting parties they’d send out every so often. Hunts which were for obvious reasons pretty damn successful. Mind magic was  terrifying,  and I was glad I was immune. Or at least, cut off. Even if it would have been very useful, it’d probably both violate the ban on communication I seemed to have and give me vulnerabilities I had no idea how to patch. 

I had two puzzles; how to fulfill their request to get a proper Status, and what to do with them now that they were here. 

Despite their monstrous forms they didn’t seem particularly unpleasant as a people, the younger ones even cute from a certain perspective. It was more like watching apex predators gambol and play – adorable, but you didn’t want to get too close. The lack of verbal communication beyond a few involuntary noises made it hard to think of them as people, that and the scanty use of clothing. 

The most useful thing about them, from my perspective, was their knowledge of the Depths. The one sort-of-child could communicate a little, and Shayma’s circlet meant she  could talk mind-to-mind even if she wasn’t a big fan of it, but it was going to be a tedious process to get anything useful from them. 

I’d have to send them out to scout out the local Depths before I expanded there, too. I didn’t want to run into the Nivir Great Dungeon by accident, and if by some chance there was an actual civilization, I didn’t want to eat them without permission. Chances were they wouldn’t be too much of a threat but I should probably treat them with as much respect as my neighbors on the surface. 

If I was going to start using them to do stuff for me though, I wanted to civilize them a bit. Partly because primitivism was way overrated and it was going to irritate me whenever I checked in on them, but partly because I didn’t want to be represented by a bunch of savages if I sent them down into the Deeps. The mental image of dressing one of those three-meter scythe types in a suit helped, too. 

The question was, if I was going to use them, how I was going to control them. I felt rather iffy about the notion of yet another Bargain, especially one that would be nearly identical to the one for the Village considering I’d made two in close succession. I didn’t know how to actually give them what they’d want to Bargain for, either. Besides, I wasn’t even sure monsters  could do Bargains; they didn’t seem to quite register as people in the first place. They didn’t have a Depletion statistic on their Status, but they definitely weren’t Purified either. Maybe I didn’t need a Bargain though. It wasn’t like they had anywhere else to go and normal people could rely on normal oaths instead of magically binding ones. 

Any decision at all depended on me being able to communicate with them better, and since there were difficulties on  both sides it was probably going to be a pain. It was also unlikely this was a topic I’d get any insight on by being able to eavesdrop on Tor Kot. I couldn’t imagine he’d conveniently raise the issue in a discussion about me, though I had to imagine he knew  something. The Shadow monster had clearly sent the Scalemind in this direction at some point, 

walking around under the ocean and away from mage-king territory. 

Still and all, it was nice to have a solid week where there were no crises or terrible threats. I’d nearly forgotten what that was like, since it felt like I’d been in a state of one emergency or another since I’d taken in Iniri. Calling the imminent threat of a mage-king invasion relaxing was a sorry reflection on the state of things, but I’d take what I could get. 

With things being peaceful and calm, I knew eventually something would come up but I was expecting some sort of horrible monster incursion from below or one of the nearby countries forming up another army. For some reason I had completely discounted the idea of a political threat even when I was trying to establish myself as a polity. But when I saw the extremely fancy ship sailing up the coast, I knew there was trouble. 

Not only was the ship ornately carved, clad in gold and silver and bedecked with gems, but it was no simple sailing ship. In fact, it lacked masts entirely. Instead there were four flat panels that projected out of the bottom of the ship, like sideways rudders, rune-stamped and thick with water magic. It seemed to control the water around it rather than depending on wind, creating its own current and riding it rather than properly sailing. All that bespoke wealth and access to high level magical crafting, which was only to be expected because it flew the flag of Ir. 

Day 155 - Shayma

Shayma was having no problems at all in the Wildwood. Her personal combat ability now was a far cry from where it had been when she first came through and saw the Retreat, and there was nothing within the first few miles of forest that posed even the slightest danger to her or her companions. 

Compared to how, back then, a few beasts barely more magical than regular wolves were a threat, it was night and day. Of course, it wasn’t a good idea to get careless. Not only would Annit have torn a strip off her hide if she did, but some of the more powerful things from far above would come down on occasion, and they all had to keep an eye on the sky to know when to retreat. Even if she could cut down stuff twice her size, with hide like stone and four-inch claws, it didn’t mean she could compete with birds the size of houses. 

She stuck mostly to shapeshifting for fighting, rather than

[Dungeon Weaponry] or the more classic armaments. Blue’s weapon tended to start fires, or failing that, do quite a lot of damage to the surrounding foliage. Admittedly, higher level Skills tended to do that too, but she didn’t want to accidentally fell a tree on top of them in the middle of a battle. The whisper-thin Firmament wire, which Blue called monofilament, was terribly dangerous to the point that Shayma wasn’t sure it was a good weapon at all. It certainly cut through anything, and it really did seem like  anything, but she could only hold it with [Legerdemain] and it was nearly impossible to track it. If she dropped it, it’d simply be gone forever. Finally, ordinary swords or daggers just didn’t have the degree of precision and flexibility her shapeshifting offered. 

Not that she was out hunting by herself. Working together with Keri and Annit really drove home how much a team made a difference, even with Annit’s issues. Having range and sustainability, as well as extra pairs of eyes, made everything easier. The [Shambling Vinebear] she was engaged with had steel-hard vines whipping around to snare and crush, keeping

her busy slicing them with her harder-than-steel shape-shifted arms. But that meant that Annit was free to punch darts into its hide, boosted by Keri’s advancing Skills. 

The thing roared, and immediately one of Annit’s darts flew into its toothy maw, causing it to choke as Keri’s [Weaponized Healing] suddenly necrotized its throat. With the higher mana density of the creatures they were fighting, directly applying the Skill to them at range was becoming more difficult, but packing an excess of mana into Annit’s darts and letting them carry the Skill along helped overcome that issue. That sort of Skill sharing wasn’t particularly common, but not unheard of either and if anyone was going to have the ability, it was going to be a healer. They acted on other people’s mana quite a lot anyway. 

From there it was just a few minutes before the beast collapsed into lifelessness while still mostly intact. Then it was time to butcher and dress the enormous animal. Not everything that attacked them was useful to take apart, but they acted like good adventurers and scrutinized and salvaged what they could. It wasn’t that they needed the money, but it offended all their sensibilities to just leave corpses rotting — and with Keri’s magic, sometimes they rotted quite fast. 

It was wasteful to  not properly dismantle magical beasts, even if none of them actually needed the money. Besides, leather and bone were things Blue couldn’t make and Taelah absolutely could use the components. They were in the middle of slicing bits up when the liquid rush of Blue’s attention sounded in her mind, just a moment before his voice did. 

 “Shayma? I think Iniri may need you back at the palace.”  The words were accompanied by flashes of imagery, something different from the intense sensation of Blue sharing his full and absurd perception. It was closer to the telepathy she’d felt through the circlet, something buffered and sustained by a Skill rather than raw senses piped into her mind. Blue’s practice was paying off. 

In this case the imagery was that of a proud magical vessel, ornate and expensive, with the flag of Ir flying from a single pole. There were flashes of it nosing about one of the massive

pillars Blue had raised, then following the brand-new canal inward toward Meil. A glimpse of an ornately dressed man with golden, curly hair followed, proceeding in a carriage that rolled off the deck and proceeding with great pomp toward the Glass Palace. 

“Is that man making trouble?” Shayma asked, holding up a hand to let Annit and Keri know that she was talking to Blue. 

Though they’d mostly figured the signs of that out by now. 

 “I think he’s going to. I’m not liking the vibes he’s throwing off and Ir’s this big scary thing to everyone so maybe being around to emphasize my part in things is a good idea.”  The phrasing was typically Blue, but she got the point. Anyone Ir might send would be no slouch in terms of level or clout and even if he professed quite often that he had no idea when it came to politics, he at least recognized when important things happened. 

“I think that’s a good idea,” she agreed. She hadn’t spent much time with Iniri of late anyway, busy as everyone had been. Not that this would be a casual affair, but at least she’d have enough time to say hello. “Hey, so, Blue needs me back at the palace. Did you want to return there or just go back to the Retreat?” 

“We’ll stay at the Retreat,” Annit said, gesturing to the sled with some of the fruits of their prior successes, floating casually above the ground. Blue never had found a use for it himself, other than giving it to them. “Sell off some of this.” 

Shayma nodded and stretched her hand into a narrow frame. 

Blue had linked a portal in the Retreat for her, which made it much easier to return from a day adventuring outside its walls. 

Of course, she still had to be recalled through Blue’s ability, but that didn’t take much time at all. Keri and Annit hauled the sled through the portal, and Shayma reformed her hand, shaking it slightly. It always felt really strange to stretch herself so thin. 

“I’m ready, Blue,” she said, and felt the familiar tug of Blue’s summons before she appeared in the core room. “Is he already at the Palace?” 

 “Yes, but Iniri isn’t in session just yet. She’s holding off for some reason. Let me just put you over there.” 

The feel of magic came and went yet again, and she found herself in Iniri’s tower. There was actually a dedicated spatial room, with a circle for teleports and an arch for portals, so she could stop alarming the Queensguard by popping into existence in the middle of things. Even without Blue’s directions she had an idea where Iniri was, and strolled out into the front room to wait for her. She was expecting to see Iniri come down the stairs but instead she appeared out of nowhere, hand touching one of the luminous silver threads that wound through the walls. 

“Oh? I could tell Blue wanted to say something.” 

“He just thinks I should be around for the guy from Ir. He’s coming in super official and given that it’s Ir, Blue figured it would be better for me to be here in case he starts using threats or something.” Iniri made a face at that. 

“Yes, I’m not very impressed with him so far. He sent a flower and a poet!” She rolled her eyes to show what she thought of that. “It’s not an actual marriage proposal yet, but I feel vaguely insulted. There’s no effort in it.” She sighed. “But I might have to think about it, if he’s willing to get Ir to recognize and negotiate with Blue. Oblige them to send us aid and defend us when the mage-kings return.  If  he’s willing . ” 

“Ick.” Shayma shook her head. Her immediate reaction was to protest, but Iniri had a point and she had duties and responsibilities. She’d never been to Ir herself, but she knew they had a number of fourth-tiers, and their fifth tier in Emperor Wright, so they had plenty of force to bring. Whether it was more than the mage-kings was another question. 

“If he does press too much about Blue, I will appreciate having you there to refer matters to immediately. Though I’ll ask you not to get involved unless I request it.” 

“I’ll just watch,” Shayma agreed. “I’ve never really seen what goes on at a palace before.” 

“Tedium,” Iniri assured her. “But necessary tedium. We’re still putting Tarnil back together and getting back in touch with our old allies. People need assurances, ideas…” She waved a dismissive hand. “I won’t go into it.” She glanced at the grandfather clock placed against the wall, a purely mechanical thing, and ran her hands over the court dress she was wearing. 

“Time to start things, I suppose. You’ll be on the balcony?” 

Shayma nodded, and Iniri stepped over to give her a brief hug before touching one of the silver threads again and vanishing. 

Shayma followed suit with [Phantasmal Path], bounding through palace walls and popping out on her balcony. Since it wasn’t like anyone else was going to use it, there were no entrances or exits other than teleports, and that was easy enough for her, between Blue and her own skills. The moment she arrived there was a little bit of a stir even if she wasn’t actively channeling Blue’s presence, because there was always a touch of it about her. It was more than a little flattering that no matter where she went people instantly noticed her, though occasionally she wished she weren’t quite so obvious. 

She had a good view of the court from there and was surprised by how many people were already in the throne room, albeit closer toward the entrance. The front half was reserved for actual petitioners, and she spotted the Ir representative among the others who were waiting to see Iniri. 

Other than the curly golden hair and beard, she didn’t see much remarkable about him. Square jaw, broad shoulders, dressed in fanciful silks that were probably popular in Ir but looked overdone to her. Too many frills and ruffles. He wasn’t quite looking down his nose at people, but he definitely acted as if he owned the place. The one odd thing she did notice was that it seemed like he had a sunbeam shining on him, even though that was clearly not the case. His features were supernaturally clear and well-lit. 

“Who is he?” She muttered to Blue. Though she could have been louder, having gotten in the habit of using illusion to shroud her voice when she was in public and needed to talk to him. 

 “Derin Andis, level 58 [Charming Prince].”  Blue told her, sounding amused. Her ears perked, but he didn’t explain what about that tickled his fancy, so she’d have to wrestle it out of him later.  “I snooped on his ship a little bit but all I can see is he’s really rich. He hasn’t said anything bad about Iniri, but neither has he been extraordinarily overjoyed to visit her. 

 Before he got off the ship he said ‘Why couldn’t Jorn convince her to visit me in Ir, instead of having to travel all the way to this backwater?’ So I doubt he has Tarnil’s best interests in mind.” 

“It’s not a promising start,” Shayma agreed, frowning at Andis until he looked her way, at which point she smoothed her face back to neutral. She could have put an illusion over herself, even to the point of being invisible, but that got tedious quite quickly. Still, she at least obscured her Status just in case he had some form of divination. “Strange sounding Class, too. 

Can you tell what his Affinity is?” 

 “Um, looks like light, maybe? Hard to tell, I can’t see most of his Skills.”  She nodded. Blue’s ability to appraise people was a bit hit or miss, with higher level people being more opaque. 

That seemed strange, considering all his power, but there didn’t seem to be any way to block or even notice the scry, so it was probably fair. 

“Queen Iniri of Tarnil!” The steward announced. He was kirin-kin like Iniri was, apparently a many-times-removed cousin or something who’d been in Khiral Town. So far as she could tell he was doing a good job, but she honestly didn’t know what a steward  did other than announce people. Iniri simply appeared on her throne after the announcement, manifesting through

[Swiftray]. Shayma could only tell it was the Skill rather than Blue’s teleports because she knew from her own experience Blue wouldn’t be able to get Iniri seated properly and elegantly on the first try. 

Some of the regular attendees were already used to the display, so the newcomers were easy enough to pick out by the wide eyes and murmurs. Even Andis needed a doubletake to recognize what had just happened. Everyone turned to the throne and knelt, except for the visiting prince who merely

proffered a shallow bow. Of course, Shayma didn’t bow either and, while she wasn’t completely familiar with the protocol for meetings between royalty, she was pretty sure they weren’t supposed to kneel to each other. It still seemed a little strange to her, though. Iniri made a small gesture with one hand, not keeping them waiting. 

“You may rise,” she announced, and the rustle of fabric followed as everyone followed her instruction. “I see we have some visitors from out of the kingdom,” she added, giving Derin a nod. “Steward?” 

“Announcing Prince Derin Andis of the Princedom of Kelors, Empire of Ir.” 

Andis swept forward, offering Iniri a brilliant smile. Literally brilliant, as light that didn’t come from anywhere in the room glinted off his teeth and made his eyes sparkle. It was so far different from Iniri’s light magic that it was hard to believe it was the same Affinity, and Shayma had to grudgingly admit it was effective. Not that she had eyes for anyone but Blue, but he was managing to strike a fairly good figure. 

“Thank you for receiving me, Queen Iniri.” He gestured to one of his retinue, who came forward with a gold-leafed box. “I am here to see about strengthening the ties between Ir and Tarnil. As a token of my regard, I have brought a gift from the many riches of Kelors.” The box-carrier opened the lid, revealing a clear glass bottle with a lustrous golden glow inside. “This distilled Elixir of Gleampetal will  permanently increase the quality of your Affinity. It may grant you additional mana, health, or even make your next breakthrough easier.” 

The lid was closed and handed to the Steward. Even a prince’s gift wouldn’t be directly received by a Queen. Shayma was finding the formality of the court somewhat alien after so much informality on her own part, and Blue’s. But it was a good reminder, far better than the few lessons on statecraft Iniri had managed to give her between one crisis and another. 

“I am also here in order to negotiate certain matters directly on behalf of Emperor Wright. I’m sure you can understand that

His Imperial Majesty would prefer not to take certain things on faith.” 

“The gift is a princely one indeed,” Iniri said, somehow straight-faced despite the fact that the Primal gems and Blue’s other gifts had made Andis’ superfluous or at the very least far less enticing. “Tarnil would welcome closer relations with our neighbors to the south.” Shayma wasn’t sure exactly where Kelors was, but it wasn’t anywhere close enough to be called a neighbor. 

“Insofar as the other matters go, I can well understand that the Empire of Ir may be dubious toward any claims of a Power rising here, let alone one that has political intentions. But certainly you noticed the immense weather pillars, the extravagant spatial working over the canal, and the unusual density of mana when you entered Tarnil.” 

“These things are quite impressive,” Andis admitted. “I will be interested in knowing more about the provenance of these changes, if you could perhaps grant me a private audience later on.” 

“I will be happy to grant you a more private audience, but I will be busy for some time,” Iniri told him. “Fortunately, Blue’s representative is here today, and she is the more appropriate person to petition if you wish to discuss Blue’s business.” This with a gesture to the balcony, and Andis looked at Shayma again. 

 “Hah, she’s going to pawn him off on us.” 

“Blue leaves Tarnil to me, and I leave the issues of Powers to him.” A smile played about Iniri’s lips. “I would warn you not to waste his time, however. Since Ir has yet to recognize Blue as a polity, he has no need to recognize your status in return.” 

“I see,” Andis said, glancing between Iniri and Shayma. “I look forward to that private audience, and I will seek further clarification from Blue.” He offered Iniri another bow and she nodded back, letting him withdraw. The steward waited until he was at a reasonable distance and then called the next petitioner. Andis himself approached the balcony, clearly not certain how to proceed. 

 “Sounds to me like Iniri just said we don’t have to be diplomatic and she’ll take care of things if he gets annoyed.” 

“That’s what I heard too,” Shayma said, more than a little amused by how relieved Blue sounded. “Do you just want to teleport him to the audience chamber?” 

 “Works for me!”  Blue said, and Andis vanished mid-step, along with his retainers. A moment later the surroundings changed as Blue moved her from the balcony in the palace to the overlook by the faux core. 

Unsurprisingly, Andis and his two companions were not particularly happy. The prince had golden light gathered into his hands, while one of his men had conjured a flaming spear and the other was clad in some green shadow, the three of them in defensive positions as they surveyed the audience chamber. Shayma called on [Promise] by reflex, tapping into the ring to channel some of Blue’s authority. That immediately got their attention, though it certainly didn’t reassure them any. 

They stared up at her for a long moment, and she simply raised her eyebrows. She wasn’t as nonchalant as she looked; even with [Body Reinforcement] and Blue’s mana pool she didn’t want to try and block an attack from a third tier whose Skills she didn’t know. Let alone three of them. She  still found it hard to believe she’d managed to fend off an elite monster. 

Finally, Andis lowered his hands, the glow going out as he relaxed. His companions didn’t follow suit, maintaining vigilance as if expecting attack at any moment. She didn’t entirely blame them, since getting teleported without warning was a disorienting experience, but she did have to admit that it was a little fun to watch other people deal with it. 

“You brought us here?” He asked, calling from where he stood, not yet coming closer or mounting the dais meant for petitioners. In response she simply glanced down at the dais and back up at him, calling on some of the expressions she’d seen Iniri wear when dealing with people she really didn’t want to. Blue laughed quietly in the back of her mind, obviously enjoying the show but not having any further direction for her. 

Andis almost frowned, but caught himself and stepped forward slowly, flanked by his retainers. After that first mistake, he hid whatever he was feeling fairly well, betraying nothing other than calm as he climbed up the steps and looked at her. 

“Blue brought you here,” she told him, answering his earlier question. “You wanted to talk to him. This is his audience chamber and I speak for him.” The prince hesitated briefly. 

“He won’t see us himself?” 

“He already sees you.” Shayma smiled. Apparently he hadn’t much thought about what Blue was. “He saw you when you sailed his shores, when you were at the palace. Blue is a dungeon, and he is Tarnil. He’s the stone under your feet and the air you breathe. When he speaks, he speaks through me.” 

 “Laying it on a little thick there, Shayma,”  Blue said with amusement.  “Making it sound like I’m some kind of god. It is pretty awesome though. Keep doing it.”  Sometimes she wondered whether he’d ever start acting with the dignity his power implied, but most of the time she was glad he didn’t. 

Being the silly, goofy, generally pleasant person he was made some of the absurd and terrifying things he could do less disturbing. Knowing he had terrible weaponry and ideas for more was less of an issue when he could hardly be less interested in conquest. 

Her words had the desired effect, as Andis’ eyes widened and he glanced around reflexively. His retainers looked even more uncomfortable, likely realizing the threat they were looking for was so large it was entirely invisible. Even she had trouble really getting a handle on it at times, realizing that for Blue there wasn’t a  here or a  there when it came to Tarnil. It was all just him. 

“We are grateful that Blue would see us,” Andis said at length, recovering his diplomacy and waving for his retainers to stand down. “Though I admit I am rather surprised about his methods.” 

“Blue is a Power, not a king.” She debated adding more to that, but left the statement there. It was hard to couch the

sentiment that Blue didn’t care too much about diplomacy, diplomatically. 

“Forgive me, but it is difficult to believe in a Dungeon Power, let alone one arising here in Tarnil, so far from the densest mana and so near a Great Dungeon.” 

“Yet you see it with your own eyes.” 

 “You could probably go round and round on this,”  Blue added.  “We don’t need to deal with the whole dancing around the point. I’m not going to go out of my way to prove anything to him, but at this point he ought to be convinced of something. 

 I’d think anyway.” 

“Blue wishes for you to get to the point,” she translated. “If you had any doubts as to his veracity, surely they’ve been satisfied by now.” Andis didn’t reply right away, so she pressed on with an idea that had suddenly occurred to her. “Or have you come for a Bargain?” She asked and watched him twitch. 

“No, I have not come for that,” he said. 

“Then?” 

“Emperor Wright would not wish to make deals with an entity he has never met and isn’t certain exists. Now that I  have met you – as it were – I can certainly report your qualities to him.” 

“Not mine. I am  not Blue, no matter that it is easy to think of it that way.” 

“Yes, certainly,” Andis said, and with all apparent honesty. 

“Then, may I ask, on behalf of Ir, what Blue intends?” 

 “Ummm. At the moment I’m trying to put out all the fires that are cropping up but he doesn’t need to know that. If he means expanding beyond Tarnil, no. I’m perfectly happy to sit here and do trades and figure things out and fulfill my Bargain by keeping Tarnil safe. Do have to deal with the mage-kings though, both them attacking and the whole Blight thing. Which maybe Wright doesn’t know about? Should probably inform him.”  It took her a moment to condense Blue’s rambling and rephrase it, but she was used to that by now. 

“Blue intends to maintain Tarnil’s safety. As I’m sure you’re aware, the mage-kings were driven from our shores not long ago, and they will be returning in force. There is also a crisis in the Underneath that may require his attention – an expanding blight – that we suspect is linked with the mage-kings. If your Emperor does not know of this, he should make inquiries.” 

The glowing spotlight that picked out Andis’ features had gone, replaced by a more hard-eyed and hard-edged individual. Someone more dangerous than the kind of dandy he’d made himself out to be. Which wasn’t much of a surprise, since it wasn’t likely the Emperor of Ir would send an idiot to investigate a Power. 

“To be clear, Blue does not have further designs on nearby countries or resources?” 

 “I didn’t even really want Tarnil, but it worked out that way. 

 Anyway, no, though I guess if people…eh, that’d worry him more. Just say no.” 

“He does not.” 

“Even to prosecute your war with the mage-kings?” Andis pressed. 

 “Hmkay, serious-face time for that one. I will not bind myself by oaths or agreements or even speculation when it comes to my safety or that of Tarnil. I intend to be reasonable when possible.”  She repeated that part word for word, but what followed took more thinking.  “Also, if Ir is allied with them I advise them to rethink things. Some of them might be marginally reasonable but a lot of them look like they’re completely power-mad.” 

“Of course, I cannot comment on my liege’s alliances,” Andis answered warily. “But I will relay your responses to him. All your responses.” 

 “I would have liked something more definite but I guess the guy’s only got so much authority. Then again, why would you send someone who couldn’t close a deal? I dunno, maybe he needs to call home with divinations or something. Oh! I’m not

 sure what his intentions are about Iniri but maybe warn him I’m not going to take too kindly to him harassing her.”  That was a suggestion she had absolutely no trouble putting into practice. 

“Now that we have addressed your concerns, Blue has a message specifically for you. He is rather fond of Queen Iniri. 

She can certainly make her own decisions, but you should be quite careful that you don’t upset her with whatever sort of interactions you have planned.” 

“I shall keep that in mind,” Andis replied, not having much choice but to acquiesce. Ir’s representatives at least seemed more mindful than Nivir’s, lacking the bluster of the Esox men. 

 “Hmm, can you think of anything else before I send them back?”  Blue pondered to her. 

“I think he’s gotten the point,” she murmured back, masking her voice from Andis and his companions. 

 “Okay, I’ll send them off.” 

“Then Blue will return you to the Glass Palace.” Shayma told them, and a moment later they blinked out of sight. 

 “So, I think that went as well as could be expected. Do you think he’ll actually listen to anything we said?”  Shayma considered it, but ultimately she only had one conclusion. 

“I think that depends on Emperor Wright.” 

Day 156 - Blue

I took a peek at Andis’ meeting with Iniri and he seemed a little bit more reserved than he had been in the throne room. 

So at least I’d made an impression on him. He also had called home, in the form of a divination-magic laden book that, at a guess, was paired with another one. It had words appearing in a different handwriting telling him to continue as he thought best, at any rate. 

Now I didn’t just have the mage-kings to worry about, it was possible I’d find an annoyed fifth-tier at my door and have to deal with this Emperor Wright as well. With my luck, at the same time. I made some mental notes to keep an eye on the situation just in case I needed to step in, but the lid seemed to be on the pot, for now. With Ir suitably chastened I went back to working on my various projects, focusing on the ones that would bear fruit soonest. 

Metallic hydrogen actually gave me a dungeon version of things. I had to perform the initial electrolysis manually, but the final steps were performed in a [Hydraulic Press] wrapped in magnets and charged with electricity, and then further charged with mana and cooled down with [Temperature Finesse]. Something in all that crossed a line and the moment the liquid hydrogen realigned I got a ping on my overlay. 

 Fabricator: [Celestial Metal Forge] discovered. 

 [Celestial Metal Forge]: Creates [Celestial Metal] from water. 

Sure enough, it labeled the hydrogen as [Celestial Metal], which was accurate so far as it went. Given that it was pretty damn unlikely the magic system had seen metallic hydrogen before, it had to be using my understanding of what it was. 

Nobody else would know that stars ran off hydrogen, and probably thought of it as fire or light rather than the nuclear furnace it actually was. 

The [Celestial Metal Forge] itself cost more or less what I expected for what I put into it. Copper, iron, storm Primals, 

earth Primals, Adamant Stone, Cultivated Steel, all the usual ingredients. I built one right away, considering I had plenty of spare earth and storm Primals in stock, and it ended up being a ten-meter cylinder with a pinched waist, metal for the top half and stone for the bottom half, both halves encircled by alternating storm and earth Source rings. Obviously it took a hell of a lot in terms of raw materials to make the metal, but I had infinite water and mana to spare so it wasn’t like I cared much. 

“Again?” Ansae asked rhetorically. She had been busying herself with inscribing runes on metal plates, taken from her hoard of course, but whenever I was deep in experimentation she liked to watch. I didn’t really mind, because it wasn’t like she could duplicate what I was doing, and it would be awful hard to hide anyway. Besides, she often had some insight that I lacked. “It’s not as intense as that other one, but why does it make metal from lightning-treated water? What  is Celestial Metal anyway?” 

 “It’s pretty exotic stuff. Hard to explain the process, honestly, but just think of it as a really advanced form of alchemy. It’s also kind of unstable – it tends to catch on fire and explode. 

 Actually a good thing, I can use it to explode people I don’t like.”  Most of the other uses required more infrastructure than I had access to, unless I could figure out [Mana Geometry]

enough to replace computing. Predictably, Ansae’s eyes lit up. 

“I’d like to see that,” she said with a toothy grin. 

 “Don’t get your hopes up,”  I warned her.  “It’s not impressive unless there’s a lot of it, and it’s well-contained. But since I have this forge, I’ll send some your way.”  I lifted a glass bubble up near her and filled it with about a deciliter of the stuff. Still liquid, of course, looking almost, but not quite, like flowing mercury. As a superfluid it would never quite still, which made it look actually more magical than most of the magical materials I had access to. 

This time I actually caught her using a spell. Usually I couldn’t tell how she managed her senses, which seemed to be better than anything you’d find on a military-grade vessel, but this time I saw an exquisitely shaped wisp of mana fly from

her into the metal. It was one unit of mana at most; maybe less, if Ansae was capable of sub-unit precision. Which she well might be, the same way I had finer control over amounts of substance after getting [Material Precision]. 

I couldn’t tell what it actually  did, but now I understood better why she thought my mana control was sloppy. I was at an infant-with-fingerpaints stage, aside from the dungeon-specific mechanisms, and she was past the realm of grandmastery and out the other side. Being able to build complicated structures at mana-atomic scale really emphasized her power in a way the simple numbers did not. I bet  Ansae could figure out mana programming, if I introduced her to the concept. Terrifying thought. 

Of course, after a couple of moments Ansae twisted her mana construct and the damn thing exploded as the stuff destabilized and cracked the glass, got exposed to ambient oxygen and went up in a rapidly-expanding ball of fire. Glass shards went everywhere, but Ansae didn’t even blink and of course the debris merely bounced off her scales. 

“Not bad,” she said judiciously. “It has potential, but needs more mana if you want it to affect someone with significant Skills and levels.” 

 “Yeah my next step is to put it through the Anvil.”  Which I hoped I could do without ruining the Anvil in question. But it’d be only a tiny amount and I had ten of them by this point and more on the way, which massively helped with the supermaterial output. Sure, I’d need several hundred to have reasonable amounts to play with, but I was able to at least start thinking about doing real things with them. 

Fortunately for me, the tiny increment of metallic hydrogen didn’t spontaneously combust in the slightest. What it gave me instead was a [Stellar Fragment], which was fine so far as it went. But the stuff came with a separate counter, showing that each [Stellar Fragment] was one one-thousandth of, well, I couldn’t tell yet. Something. It wasn’t a material as such, it was an item. Or part of an item. 

Naturally I couldn’t resist. It might take something like four days of anvil time, but I  really wanted to see what the full thousand would net me. The curiosity was a terrible thing, and besides, it wasn’t like I didn’t have other stuff to do in the meantime. 

Taelah’s idea about the deep-water crystallizers was already starting to bear fruit, as various storage crystals were slowly transmuting themselves. I could tell the mana involved was getting stronger the higher the water pressure got, so I’d have a good crop of higher-tier materials without any actual effort on my end. Not that I was hurting for mana or anything, but actually having a passive, pseudo-automated way to do it was nice. Plus, considering it was a far different process with far different mana, I was likely to end up with different results. 

I also finished giving Affinities to Taelah after adding light, water, and earth to her nature Affinity, because those four were all her soul structure could support. Maybe in the future she could handle more, or the Affinities would merge together into something higher-order and I could add new ones, but for the moment that was her limit. That done, the next evening of Taelah and I spent together ended with giving her the twins she asked for. 

It was the first time I’d selected the [Genesis] option, and I was half-expecting to get some sort of character creation interface or the like. Instead, I got a massive webwork of abstract patterns, all linked together to describe the nascent life Taelah would bring forth. Harmony represented valid genetic possibilities or the mana equivalent, while fragmentation and discord indicated problems or defects. I didn’t completely understand it, but I had enough feedback to figure out male or female, singlet or twins, and some of the genetic randomization needed to keep them from being clones. 

I smoothed out all the spots of discord that represented potential issues, though there were damn few of them. So few, in fact, that I had to wonder if the humans had genetic tinkering in their past. Sure, I wasn’t viewing the chromosomes directly and I wouldn’t know what I was looking at if I did, but the interpretation I got suggested that

genetic illnesses or significant mutations were far rarer than they ought to be. Given that dungeons could do some form of genetic engineering and supposedly all these various races came out of dungeons, maybe that wasn’t surprising. 

I didn’t even have to send Shayma to tell Taelah what I’d done. She just lay there with a big smile on her face and put her hands over her belly, basking in the afterglow. I really didn’t know whether she could tell by her insight into me, by something to do with magic, or just sheer instinct. 

“Mmm,” she murmured. “Thank you, husband.” 

 “You’re welcome, wife, ” I replied, though she couldn’t hear me, and the response seemed inadequate anyway. Still, Taelah was happy. 

With her asleep I turned my attentions to a far less enjoyable thing, namely my attempts to get a linear accelerator working. 

No matter how I approached it, I was finding it was fairly fruitless. I just didn’t have the finesse I needed, nor the instrumentation to make sure that all the bits were doing what I thought they were doing. Hell, I didn’t even have a good way to test for ions other than watching smoke curl off a hunk of Cultivated Steel when I lasered it. Even [Blue’s Sagacity] was no help, giving me not even the slightest hint how to get the thing functional. It drove home that making complicated things was extraordinarily hard without dungeon biology and mana shortcutting most of the steps. 

By contrast, basic concepts were easy, as were certain types of technologies that required more knowledge than tooling. The magnetron was an example of that, since it had no moving parts and I wasn’t worried about anything but the crudest version. So I got one working, but wasn’t sure what to  do with it. It’d be a decent defensive weapon, probably, but I couldn’t focus it like I could the lasers. Or could I? At the very least I could collimate it the same way, and feed it through portals. 

Unfortunately, since there was no mana or basic dungeon equipment involved anywhere in the construction, I didn’t get it as a mana-fueled, ready-to-build setup. It’d be something Shayma could use via [Dungeon Weaponry], but I didn’t have high hopes. 

Throughout all this, the rebuilding of Tarnil went on. 

Hopefully soon the cities would be able to switch away from eating dungeon bait for food because it still weirded me out, but even with my Fields it took time to get stuff grown. Not to mention transported. While I could theoretically do all the transportation myself, not that I wanted to, that would kill all of Iniri’s attempts to get the economy running again. 

Which would rather be the opposite of my Bargain. 

Several days passed of balancing and building all my various things before one very early morning the number of [Stellar Fragments] ticked over to one thousand and formed a brand-new item. [Star Heart]. Now  that was a really fantastic name, and it looked pretty spooky as well. It was a sphere of perfect black, not like my dungeon biology but like the depths of space. As usual, I didn’t get a description of what it was  for, but the name gave me an idea. A terrible, wonderful, awful idea. 

Since my idea was rather more dangerous than most of my stupid ideas, it did take a bit of preparation before I was satisfied enough to proceed. I chose a mountaintop way far from anything else, because I wasn’t  completely stupid and wasn’t going to do this bit of experimentation anywhere near something or someone important. The seed of the thing was a

[Star Heart] coated in [Firmament]. Considering the size of the

[Star Heart] was about double the size of a clenched fist, that sucked up all my Firmament. Firmament might be indestructible, if things worked as I hoped I’d need something to keep the temperature contained too, so I added a layer of

[Adamant Stone] on top. 

It was also finally a use for the [Spatial Overlay], the weird Field that let me make two spaces a single one, since I wanted to affect the inside of the container and skip the outside completely. I had a little better handle on it now compared to when I’d first discovered it, so I could finesse it to do what I wanted, but I still was afraid I’d end up shredding everything in the end. I Relocated all the equipment to the same mountain, because I wasn’t a complete idiot even if I knew this experiment was probably an unwise idea. 

The LAE portals went in a circle, aiming upward at the same point because there really wasn’t a better backstop for high-powered lasers than a couple dozen kilometers of atmosphere. 

The [Star Heart] with its container went nearby, on an Adamant Stone pedestal to make sure it stayed put. Then I just started up the Field and adjusted it so there was just the tiniest bit of overlap. I kept the Field relatively weak, too, hoping that if it was barely able to handle the lasers it’d simply disperse for anything more energetic. Through it all I was aware of Ansae watching with interest, and I thought about getting Shayma too, but if I was right there wouldn’t be anything for her to see. If I was wrong, I didn’t know what the minimum safe distance would be. 

I activated the lasers and ignited the [Star Heart]. 

It wasn’t that anything happened in slow motion, but with

[Genius Loci] I could see the bloom of heat and magic with unnatural clarity. A white-hot spark appeared, blasting outward and consuming the [Star Heart] in a nuclear furnace, the shockwave hitting the [Firmament] and rebounding, compressing the plasma for a second wave of fusion, the temperature shooting up to hundreds of thousands or millions of kelvin. I’d never seen a fusion explosion like this before, implacably contained by the Firmament and Adamant Stone. 

The mana was boiling too, supercharged by the violence contained within the Firmament and wildly unstable. It was like a gravitational pull, wanting to collapse into something, anything that wasn’t completely unknown. The frantic motion seemed to match the hellish boil of the trapped plasma, looking like convection patterns more than anything else. The whole thing seemed like a contained star. 

The world twisted. It was a strange lurching, falling sort of feeling, even though nothing physical moved, making my mind reel in a way that it hadn’t since the very first day. It was a massive cognitive load, though I didn’t know exactly  how, as the mana inside the ultra-hot plasma shifted and realigned, reaching out to link in the [Firmament] and [Adamant Stone]. 

Though it happened quickly, there was such an enormous, unstoppable momentum to it that everything seemed to move

quite slowly, grinding forward until it all clicked into place and dawn came to the mountains of Tarnil. 

 Calculating…

 New Affinity Created: Stellar Affinity. 

 Origin Relic Created: [Contained Star]

A miniature sun floated inside a transparent bubble atop the pedestal I’d made for it, blue-white and blazing, complete with tiny sunspots and prominences and visible rotation. I boggled at it, partly because it was an  actual star, and partly because it was giving off more than just light. An immense outpouring of a new Affinity, the stellar Affinity, saturated the air and the ground and cascaded down the sides of the mountain. It plunged into the mana of both Tarnil and Nivir, sending ripples that I couldn’t keep track of even though I  was Tarnil. I could feel it too, a sort of warmth that I didn’t quite get from any other sort of mana. 

Several hundred kilometers away, Iniri sat bolt upright in her bed. 

Several hundred meters below my core, Ansae stood slack-jawed and staring. 

Both Shayma and Taelah stirred and blinked awake, though their reactions weren’t nearly as extreme. In fact, all across Tarnil people woke and made muzzy noises of confusion as a veritable tsunami of new Affinity mana swept over them. In their disparate places everyone spoke at once, different words but the same intention. 

 What the abyss did you just do? 

The problem was, I didn’t really know. I hadn’t seen that

 “Calculating…”  message since the very first Bargain, and to see it now made me think I’d done something that my overlay was having a really hard time with. I would have thought it was Power level stuff if not for [Blue’s Sagacity] disagreeing, because a  new Affinity could not be something that was common. Unheard of, maybe. 

Then there was the [Contained Star]. It wasn’t just a bauble or a passive item or even an Artifact.  Origin Relic was a unique

term that I’d never seen before, and besides that it radiated power and potential, mana-mediated fusion churning out energy both physical and magical. This was a  star, however small, one of those mind-bogglingly vast and energetic objects that gave life to entire worlds. I had no idea what I could do with it, I was still too stunned to consider that, but I could feel its power even as the light’s brilliance dimmed toward a level that wouldn’t instantly blind any flesh-and-blood that got near it. Or rather, it wasn’t so much that it dimmed as the container solidified, settling into place. I could tell I was still able to pull back on that protection, giving it back its former scorching brilliance, or maybe even unleash it entirely. Not that I was about to do that, as the surrounding stone was still half-slagged, leaving only the Adamant Stone unmarked. 

 “Okay, I think I’ll want to gather everyone up so they can see this,”  I decided.  “Shayma, if you could go pick up Iniri and Taelah, and I’ll make us a conference room.”  Maybe I could have used the Palace, and there were certainly enough meeting places there, but this was not exactly a Tarnil thing. This was mine.  “Ansae, you’re invited too. Amazon form, I think. I’ll put a portal in.” 

It turned out I still had the room from when I discussed my Status with Iniri and Ansae, pretty much forgotten and abandoned, but it was the work of a moment to enlarge it, spruce it up, and add a bit of greenery. The [Contained Star]

went in the middle of the table, maybe fifteen centimeters across and floating easily above the tabletop pedestal I made for it. I tried putting glasses down by it, but the thing had a gravitational pull to it that made the cup topple over and pulled some of the water into a rough ring about it. The gravity diminished severely outside the surface of the containment, falling to nothing after maybe a meter, but it was still an impressive effect. 

Ansae fairly  ran to the portal, shifting down to her amazon form and bursting into the conference room to stare greedily at the glowing star. She reached out to touch it and then stopped, probably seeing the same thing I was. Though the exterior surface was only hot enough to scorch flesh and the heat dropped off with unnatural speed, the actual star inside was

hundreds of thousands of kelvin, well into exotic star territory. 

Even she had to be leery of putting her flesh near something that hot. 

She compromised by opening her muzzle and sucking down great quantities of the stellar mana pouring out of the star, like chugging a keg of ale. I didn’t have any reasonable way to measure mana amounts outside of my own storage, but I had to guess she drank down several thousand points of the stuff. I kept an eye on her stats and they didn’t budge, so she clearly wasn’t putting them toward that. It seemed to be going right into her body-mana, and even with the amount she was drinking down I didn’t see it make any appreciable difference. 

“That is delicious,” she stated, dropping down into the oversized chair I’d made for her. “Marvelously complex. 

Notes of fire, gravity, light, and kinetic, a whisper of wind, overtones of pressure, and other things I’ve never tasted before.” I knew she was a thaumovore, that she could taste mana, and I’d even see her do so before, but hearing Ansae critique it like fine wine was a still incredibly weird. 

 “I’ll fill you in on everything once everyone else gets here,”  I said, partly because I didn’t want to repeat myself and partly because I figured my Companions had the right to hear it first. 

The ring of water that was slowly circling the star de-orbited from air resistance, nearing the surface and then boiling into vapor. It dispersed into the air, leaving the star bare once again.  “But first could you check that it’s safe for more mortal people to be near it? Stars can emit some nasty stuff and I suspect it’s blocked or attenuated by the containment, but I’d like to doublecheck.” 

Ansae cocked her head, focusing on the star before nodding. 

“Shayma could probably hold it, but I wouldn’t suggest it for anyone else. So long as they don’t get that close, there’s nothing particularly dangerous aside from the sheer amount of mana.” 

 “Great! Thank you.” 

Taelah arrived a few moments after Ansae reassured me, heading through her own portal to join Ansae in the

conference room. Her reaction was gratifying as she gawked and stared, then quickly recovered and made for one of the chairs. She even gave Ansae a wave as she sat. 

“Lady Ansae,” she said politely. 

“Companion Taelah,” Ansae returned with a toothy grin. 

Shayma and Iniri weren’t far behind, and Taelah automatically got to her feet again as Iniri entered the room. I’d have to have Shayma remind her that she didn’t need to do that anymore, but that could wait until later. Both of my companions had more or less the same response, blinking and staring at the floating star and its prodigious outpouring of mana. 

 “So!”  I said, once everyone was seated.  “I made a new Affinity. Stellar Affinity, and this is a [Contained Star], which as you can tell generates the stuff. I wasn’t actually trying to do anything that dramatic but apparently I just can’t help myself. Now, I have no idea what the ramifications of any of this will be, but stellar Affinity is already mingling into Tarnil’s mana.” 

“Blue, you’re just…” Shayma just shook her head before filling in Iniri and Taelah. 

“I’ve never heard of a new Affinity being created,” Iniri said. 

“I didn’t even know that was possible. Which is something I say a lot when it comes to Blue, but I can’t even imagine what this could mean.” 

“New Affinities  are  found sometimes,” Ansae rumbled. “But I haven’t heard of one for thousands of years, and it’s always been merely someone  discovering  it, not creating it. Even with my Primal Affinity, I wasn’t credited with creating it. Not that Primal is exactly a new Affinity…” She waved her claws dismissively. “Regardless, even I couldn’t tell you what the consequences may be. I can tell you that this is an incredibly potent Affinity, a much higher order than most.” 

“Is that  really what stars look like?” Taelah asked, still marveling at the roiling surface. 

 “Yes. Also what the sun looks like, for that matter. It’s a different color, admittedly.” 

Taelah looked surprised, but Ansae nodded confirmation. Of course. I hadn’t thought about it but with her senses she absolutely could see the local primary as something other than a big disc of light. 

“You’ve brought the heavens down to earth,” Taelah said, reaching out a hand toward the star and stopping far enough away that she could feel its heat without getting scorched. 

“That feels like it’s beyond important.” 

“I’m surprised this isn’t an Artifact,” Ansae agreed. “It’s something that probably shouldn’t exist to begin with, just by the sheer energy I can feel inside it.” 

“Oh, come on, Ansae,” Shayma said with a grin. “You should be used to Blue doing stuff like this by now. Impossible this, impossible that, it doesn’t seem to make a difference for him.” 

Both Iniri and Taelah looked almost shocked by Shayma being daring enough to needle Ansae, but the dragon just laughed toothily. 

“A good point,” she noted. 

 “Speaking of it not being an Artifact, it does say it’s an Origin Relic. Any idea what that is?” 

“Actually, I do. You usually find them at the heart of Mana Springs, where the sheer amount of mana has accumulated enough to tip something over into producing mana spontaneously. My dagger is made from one, and that one came from the heart of an ocean. That you can just make yours means that if nothing else this place is going to end up with a lot of Stellar mana.” 

“I can’t imagine this would be  bad for Tarnil,” Iniri said as she stared at the tiny sun. “It doesn’t feel like void mana or anything. So long as it doesn’t have any effects like that, I think we can only benefit. Already I can sense that Tarnil seems to have…” She pursed her lips for a moment. “More energy, I think. 

 “As amazing as this is, I’m not fully certain what to do with it. 

 Though I guess I could link it into my mana dynamos?” 

“You absolutely should,” Ansae agreed. “But it’s impossible to tell what this Affinity can do without seeing people start to use it. Though since you made it you ought to have some inkling of the ideas and intents behind it. You must know more about stars than any of us.” 

 “Oh, yikes. Wielding the power of stars.”  I considered it, knowing what a fully harnessed star could do. Though there wasn’t  just the physical aspect of the star, even if that was a big one. Ansae had already named many of the physical properties that someone who could channel stellar Affinity could handle. Heat and light – in abundance – the stellar wind, crushing gravity, extreme pressures. But there were also the connotations of distance, aloofness, of the cosmically unknowable. The night sky, and the heavens. I was sure it’d end up touching any of the world’s beliefs about stars, astrology, maybe even meteorites, confused with stars as they might be.  “Yeah, it could be very powerful. Destructive, but then considering it’s also like the sun, lifegiving.” 

“It’s a shame you can’t cast spells,” Ansae said. “This

[Contained Star] is a tremendously powerful energy source.” 

 “I mean, it’s not like I’m lacking in mana anyway.” 

“I’m feeling more awake just being near it.” Taelah said. “And I can’t wait to see how this affects all my plants.” 

“I kind of want one,” Shayma admitted. “It’s gorgeous. Fun to watch, too.” 

 “It ate up all my [Firmament] and all my [Stellar Fragments],”  I complained.  “It’s ridiculously expensive. It’ll take me at least a week to make another one and that’s not using my Anvils for anything else. I’ve got to figure out what I want to spend my Anvil time on.”  One argument for making another [Contained Star] was that it was a really, hilariously potent weapon if I let it loose. Maybe  too potent; I wouldn’t want to try unleashing the thing anywhere near anything I wanted to keep. 

Unlike the laser, this  definitely had its own mana. I’d dumped over a million of my own into the ingredients for it and it was producing more every second, so it wasn’t like it’d be shut

down by simple magical darkness. That didn’t mean I could necessarily aim it, though, or that it’d do anything but devastate everything nearby. Plus, if I plugged one into my mana dynamos, or at least some of my mana dynamos, I wasn’t sure what would happen if I ripped it out to use as a weapon. Still, it was as close to a superweapon as I had so I was at the very least going to make a second one. 

“A week, he says,” Ansae snorted. “To make something of that magnitude.” 

 “…yeah okay maybe that’s silly to complain about.”  I’d have to at the very least make one for each of my Companions, plus one to trade to Ansae. Maybe one for each dynamo, when I saw what effect it had on my mana and my materials. One for Shayma’s Smithery, because a stellar forge sounded awesome, and the same for the Alchemistry. I was already seeing months of production slip away as I speculated on it. 

“There may be those who have noticed this new outpouring of unique mana, too,” Ansae noted. “It’s not as dramatic as it might be, but as it goes out into the world, someone will eventually realize what it means.” 

 “Great, because I need more trouble.”  Though, I felt a little more certain about my ability to  deal with trouble now that I had mana-mediated fusion on my side.  “Anyway, I figured you should all know what I just did since I seem to have woken up basically everyone. Besides, I figured making a new Affinity might have consequences we all have to deal with, and I didn’t want to spring it on anyone as a surprise.” 

“I appreciate that,” Iniri said, rubbing her temples. “In fact, I hope that it helps. We’re going to start distributing the food from Nivir and Haerlish tomorrow, and packed salted fish is not quite as tasty as dungeon food, apparently. This new Affinity does make Tarnil feel a little bit livelier, so I hope it’ll offset the grumbling.” 

 “Well that’s all I have. Sorry to wake you all up but I really wasn’t anticipating such a significant result from what I was doing.” 

“You probably should,” said Taelah with a slight smile. 

“Nothing you do is insignificant, husband.” 

 “That’s fair.” 

The meeting broke up after that, everyone returning to their beds – all but for Ansae, who stayed and focused on the Star. 

Fortunately for her I didn’t need to move it anywhere to link it into my local dynamos, given how much mana was pouring out of it. It did take me a few moments to figure out how to get it integrated properly, since it wasn’t like my normal mana flows. Instead of it snapping into place like my personal mana, generated by the Chrystheniums, I had to make a sort of collector or bridge, moving it from ambient and splashing everywhere into the rapids of the dynamo flow. 

When it hit the Climates, night fell. The ceilings of each environment shifted, becoming spattered with stars and lit by moons. A meteorite streaked through the desert Climate’s sky and I gawked as it proved itself  real, smashing down into a crater a few meters in diameter with a frost-steaming hunk of space rock at the center of a stretch of mana-laden rainbowed glass. 

The normal plants and flowers closed up, chrystheniums included, but some of them spread different, previously unseen, leaves and blossoms to catch the moonlight and starlight. The night plants were dark and delicate, the Climates quiet. Even the volcano seemed to dim, the languid lines of lava drawing highlights on the cone. Conversely, the glacier almost glowed under a dancing blue-green aurora, dyeing the ice in soft, shimmering shades. 

It added to my mana dynamo, of course, but more important than the quantity of mana it was generating was the quality of mana saturating myself and all my environments. It was still the pure stuff, my no-intent Affinities, but it was more robust. 

Rather like upgrading the number of colors in my palette, it was no less crisp for having more tones. Of course, all this metaphor couldn’t properly convey what it was like; mana sense was its own unique experience with dimensions that I had no names for. 

I really didn’t do much beyond necessary maintenance, just watching my newly changed Climates until the sun came up, admiring the skies and the celestial lightshow, as well as the night skins of my chrystheniums and other plants. When day dawned outside, so too did it dawn inside, and with the blue-white of the star I’d linked in rather than the yellow primary of the world’s sun. If nothing else, my [Contained Star] had given me a real sky. 

Day 161 - Iniri

Iniri was glad that her kinetic Affinity made it easier to work with little sleep. If things weren’t stressful enough, being woken up in the middle of the night for yet another one of Blue’s surprises shaved precious hours out of her time. At least it was a good surprise, and not some terrible revelation like the mage-kings were just offshore. 

She got the impression through [Queen’s Insight] that the

[Contained Star] was something that he could use to defend against the mage-kings, and probably everyone else as well. 

She couldn’t see the mana, but she could feel it pushing against her like a current or a strong wind. Even without her Skill she probably could have sensed it trickling into Tarnil, merging into the natural flows and providing a unique flavor to the land. 

She wasn’t sure if the impression she had of Blue through

[Queen’s Insight] was getting clearer or she was just getting better at interpreting it, but it seemed to be getting easier to catch the subtleties of his attention. It wasn’t there all the time though, it seemed to only be there when he was focused on Tarnil. There certainly hadn’t been any warning of the

[Contained Star] and he’d been working on that for quite a while. 

Even in the early hours, Meil was busy with activity. Her silver lights kept the streets illuminated for the endless amount of cargo coming in from the brand-new canal. Crafters were still expanding the new blue-water port that was growing outward from Meil, with cargo ships starting to come in from surrounding countries. The immense channel where Eastrill had once cut through the city had become thick with piers and marinas, providing places for barges to tie up, and their matching companions sprouted here and there on the outer edges of the massive lake. There was a long way to go still, but Meil was starting to see real traffic, with giant pylons

marking the compressed canal that made Meil’s new status as a seaport possible. 

Haerlish, of note, had sent a significant amount of its sea harvest to sell, their ships laden with ocean-cultivated plants as well as fish. It hadn’t come with any particular message, and the food was for sale rather than gifted, but it was clearly a peace offering considering the prices. Aside from thanking her for handling things, Blue hadn’t made any mention of any of the deals or demands she was making with other countries. 

She was glad he wasn’t trying to jog her elbow when it came to diplomacy, since it was difficult enough when she had a free hand. Admittedly, it was easier to be confident in those negotiations knowing that Blue was on her side. 

Prince Andis was one of those points of negotiation. They both knew that his interest in her was political rather than personal, though he had demonstrated he could be quite personable if he wanted. It would be incredibly valuable to get Ir on the side of Tarnil, especially since the empire was too far away to really think about annexing her country, but Andis had been fairly coy about committing to anything in particular. That was hardly surprising though; these sorts of negotiations could take months or even years. 

Iniri looked out over Meil from her tower, staring through rain-streaked glass at the sodden city below. She wasn’t really seeing it, instead looking at the other cities through [Queen’s Insight]. They were cut off from Blue’s dungeon-food now, and while she didn’t know why Blue was convinced it was a bad idea to eat the stuff, she trusted there was a reason. She was still having to distribute rather than sell a lot of the food, as people were having a hard time getting out of the habits instilled by Tor Kot, but with the trade they were finally on their way to self-sufficiency. 

From the perspective of her tower a blue-water ship sailing in from the canal caught her eye, given its unusual dusky-orange color scheme and lack of sails. In the dim light of the rainy pre-dawn she couldn’t tell what magic it did use, but Tarnil’s own vessels were wind-powered so it was from some foreign concern. For good and ill both, foreign ships outnumbered

Tarnil’s own in Meil’s new port, but she had high hopes for the future. Monat had already reported an increase in both quality and quantity of materials coming out of Wildwood, not to mention Classers from other countries coming in. It was nice to see some confidence in Tarnil, especially from people who took risks for a living. 

She crossed to her desk, deciding that she might as well get some work done if she was up so early, and there was no such thing as being ahead on paperwork. A salvaged grandfather clock ticked away beside the door, the stacks of paper illuminated by her own magic. Amusingly, paper was one of the first things she’d purchased from Nivir, one of their fast-growing plants making them an exporter of the stuff. It was amazing how crippling a lack of records could be when trying to reconstruct a government. 

Her maids came to dress her shortly after dawn, getting her ready for the day. Her mind was already ahead to the petitions she’d received, the matters of diplomacy and economy she needed to resolve, and the personal meetings she needed to have with her various nobles still straggling in to reaffirm their loyalty. She gave them her start time to pass to the seneschal, so he’d announce her before she arrived. 

At the appointed time she transferred herself into the throne room with [Swiftray], starting the morning session. She thought that by now the initial press of petitioners needing to address the throne would have waned, but there always seemed to be someone. It was a better problem than the ones she had been dealing with, so she had no complaints save that a great number of people either were idiots or thought she was. 

Lunch was a buffet-style working break with some of her candidates for more permanent posts in her government. As much as she owed many of the people who had stuck with her through the whole ordeal, they didn’t necessarily have the experience to manage an entire country’s diplomatic or economic or industrial policy. Those that did, though, were definitely getting posts as barons or maybe even earls, and those without it were going to be given titles that came with

somewhat less responsibility. Even her lowliest servants that had stood by her would no longer want for anything. 

The sun peeked through the clouds around noon, as Blue’s weather-pillars let the rain fade to mere streaks of white in the sky. Unfortunately it was quite chill out, with fall threatening to arrive at any time, so she couldn’t take the opportunity to move the work to any of the outdoor gardens of her palace. 

She just shook her head at the thought; she was still getting used to the fact that she had a palace at all. It was silly to mourn the fact that she’d have to wait months to use parts of it. 

As it wore on toward the afternoon session [Queen’s Insight]

started to tug at the back of her mind. There was a rising swell of discord from her other cities, and all of them at once. Even if she didn’t know what it was, she knew it was some final gift from Tor Kot, something so slow and subtle even Blue hadn’t noticed it. Iniri dismissed the meeting she was in and then pulled up her divination runes to see what was happening. 

Her first impression was confusion. There were people sitting crying in corners, others running around and yelling at anyone they could see. She quickly cycled through the different cities, finding similar scenes in each one. Here and there she saw her Classers stopping people from burning some buildings to the ground, to varying degrees of success. It was a strange sort of riot, especially since nearly the whole population was affected and only a relative few were trying to be violent. 

She took one of her rune-marked, lightshaped birds and dropped it into Duenn, where the Ells had corralled the most vociferous of the rioters in a cul-de-sac by the simple expedient of Giorn enlarging his weapon to the point of completely blocking the street. It flitted down to where Giorn and Sienne were standing, yelling over the Artifact at the trapped rioters, her words sounding from the bird as it drew within range of the two. 

“What happened? All the cities are like this.” 

Sienne left the yelling to her husband for a moment, turning to locate the bird. To her credit she didn’t seem even slightly

surprised by its presence. 

“It’s the food, Your Majesty,” Sienne reported. “It has to be. 

Some of the more lucid people said they just suddenly realized what’s been going on the past few years. It started creeping in sometime after lunch. The food’s the only thing we’ve changed.” 

“Oh, hornrot,” Iniri cursed. Blue hadn’t been – couldn’t be –

more specific about why he didn’t want to feed people dungeon food, only that it wasn’t a good idea. Now she knew why his instincts had been so insistent. Whether it was mind magic or something more insidious was impossible to tell, but the effects were clear and profound. 

It also didn’t take too long to wear off, but considering they’d changed to Blue’s food a while back the overall effect may have been weakened. Or maybe it did stop that fast; the cities had been subject to fairly strict traffic restrictions for a while, and few people had been given the opportunity to spend a full day off the food Tor Kot provided. Ultimately the reason didn’t matter so much as the result, which was that she had tens of thousands of people all in a simultaneous panic. 

“I need to go there,” she decided aloud, standing up and beckoning to her nearest Queensguard. “Get a group for a crowd and meet me at the base of my tower.” Blue’s decision to add teleport capability to her tower, and his ability and willingness to let her control it, was something she absolutely appreciated. She just wished it wasn’t necessary to use that ability to put out fires, metaphorical or otherwise. 

When she teleported into Duenn, her Queensguard spread out around her, though the streets were empty. At least the streets nearby; the Ells and other Classers had corralled the most violent elsewhere, and through [Queen’s Insight] she could feel most hiding away in their homes, in various degrees of distress. It wasn’t something that would be easy to correct, but she at least had a tool to start. 

She opened the gates to [Phantasmal Beacon], and let its magic flow through her. The light bounced through windows and open doors, capturing the attention of people as she

walked along. The inevitable pull of the Skill brought people out, sweeping them into her wake as she moved through the streets to where she’d seen Giorn and Sienne. It wasn’t the entire population of Duenn, but it might be enough. Once she reached the rioters, trapped by Giorn’s weapon and the surrounding walls, she conjured a platform to lift her up above the crowd. 


“My people,” she said, pulling on [Inspired Speech] to add to

[Phantasmal Beacon], looking about at all the faces peering up at her. Even the angry yells quieted as the light of the Beacon touched them. “I know you’ve just woken from a long nightmare. One we have all been struggling through and are trying to put behind us. Some of us have done terrible things, willingly or not, and these are things that must be addressed. 

There will be resolution, restitution, and absolution, but first we must have peace. Justice will be administered by the Crown, not by a mob. Go home. Pick up your lives as best you can.” 

It was a harsher speech than she’d intended, but these weren’t people who would have their problems assuaged by simple platitudes. Oh, some might, but not the ones with the strongest emotions, the deepest scars. They  needed to know a judgement would come, so they would stop judging themselves. Of course, there were just those who wanted trouble for the sake of it, but there were always those kinds. The combination of the two Skills was enough to send most of the crowd back home, yells and shouts dying down to a quiet murmur. After a few minutes Giorn shrunk his weapon back down to a reasonable size and let everyone disperse, and she gave him a thankful nod. Now she just had to repeat the performance at the other trouble spots in Duenn, then move on to the other cities. 

Iniri was just glad it didn’t take anything more than a Power-given Skill to quell a crowd. 

She sent a bird-messenger back to the palace, to let them know that the afternoon sessions and meetings were canceled. The teleports meant that she could simply return to the palace to trade off shifts for the Queensguard and get dinner, though that

was a long way off. Iniri only hoped the rest of the afternoon went so smoothly. 

It didn’t, of course. The Skill combination worked small miracles, and Blue’s mana link meant she could actually hold

[Phantasmal Beacon] for longer than a minute or so at a time, but not everyone was amenable to her words. The Queensguard had to fend off some people who were genuinely disturbed, and in some places her Classers had to actively use Skills against an enraged populace to keep from being overwhelmed. 

It was a nasty mess, and she’d been waiting for the other shoe to drop for a while, but this one at least she could handle. She could feel Blue following up behind her, doing something to the cities that seemed to help cement the results of her speech and [Phantasmal Beacon]. Shayma didn’t show up, though, so presumably there was nothing extra Blue needed her to do to coordinate with his own efforts. 

By the time she was done and she was satisfied her cities weren’t about to collapse in fire, it was nearly night and she was exhausted from both the stress of dealing with so many angry people and the strain of pulling on her Skills so much. 

Kinetic Affinity and infinite mana went only so far. Not to mention levels. Before she’d met Blue the idea of continuous channeling of a demanding and high-mana skill for hours on end would have been something left to fourth-tiers, but now she was doing such things with disturbing regularity. 

At least when she finally slid into her bed Tarnil was fairly quiet. There was still some level of unrest, something slightly queasy in the back of her head, but she’d gotten accustomed to that level of trouble. Someday, she hoped, it’d be quiet enough that she could get some completely guilt-free sleep. Someday, but not today. 

When she woke the unrest was not any better, but neither was it any worse, making her confident enough to schedule the morning’s court session. Her Classers would have to do the heavy lifting of interviewing people, recording statements, and hopefully she’d be able to find some people who were trained enough to be judges. As much as she’d like to grant a general

amnesty, that would be an excellent way to cause more riots. 

That said, she certainly wasn’t planning to prosecute most people to what the law would normally require. Most of her attention would be reserved for the real collaborators and enforcers, those who  wanted to cooperate with Tor Kot. 

Sorting through the day’s schedule made her scowl. If there weren’t enough issues, she was going to have to address the problem of foreign interests trying to buy up huge chunks of Tarnil’s industry under the guise of “investment” or

“recovery.” Under other circumstances that would have been welcome, but now, if she wasn’t careful, other countries would own most of Tarnil’s companies and that would become its own problem. 

Elevating some Classers to now-empty baronies or viscount seats would help with that, assuming she found enough of them willing to take a break from their life of adventuring. Not to mention Classers with Skills that would help them administer their lands, such as crafting or discovery. Most wouldn’t have the Skills an actual noble Class did, the ones that helped them administer the land or lead the people, but noble lines had to start somewhere. 

There was just no end to the number of problems, but Iniri reminded herself that was a good thing. The alternative to having no problems was having no kingdom, and already she was seeing how the new Tarnil would be stronger and better than the old one. Blue’s gifts would only grow in value, and he was still coming up with new and incredible things, such as that [Contained Star]. There was no telling what he’d have to share over the next five or ten years, let alone the next century that the Bargain provided for. 

As usual her personal maids came to dress her, ensuring her regalia was proper before she appeared in the throne room. 

She had to admit being able to flash in through [Swiftray] was a treat, appearing directly rather than having to sweep in through some convoluted side path. So long as she coordinated with her Queensguard it was also far more secure, since it wasn’t like anyone could intercept her going directly from her quarters to the throne. 

There was even more of a crowd than usual, and quite a number of them were from outside Tarnil. She spotted various kinds of human-kin, and a tiny delegation of some non-human races who had to be far from home, indeed. She hadn’t seen any of the non-human races since Ir’s Great Dungeon, and had to wonder why they’d come by. Unless word of Blue’s Primal Sources had gotten out, there wasn’t anything interesting enough to draw people from the other side of the world. They hadn’t added themselves to the agenda yet, else someone would have briefed her, so they were probably watching to see how Tarnil’s ruler handled herself. 

Prince Andis was among the attendees, as he had been quite often of late. Whatever his ultimate intentions, he was at least serious about them. She gave him a brief nod as her steward began the day’s affairs, and settled into her throne. Even if it wasn’t an Artifact, it was definitely a magical item and she could feel its power as soon as she sat upon it. 

Oddly, Andis seemed to be distracted, since he kept glancing out at the throne room, away from the petitioners and from Iniri. Maybe there was someone he knew; it wouldn’t be too unreasonable for some foreign diplomat that Andis had encountered before, and might not be on good terms with, to show up in Iniri’s court. She couldn’t pay him too much attention though, she had to focus on her actual petitioners. 

The half an eye she kept on Andis was what saved her. 

He twitched ever so slightly, and she followed the direction of his gaze to a fox-kin in dark clothing. A spark of absolute blackness appeared just in front of the fox-kin, and she reflexively threw up [Shield of Tarnil]. The lance of void smashed into it and pierced right through, taking only a moment to cut apart the weave of the Skill, but the delay was just enough for old adventuring instincts to throw her to the side. 

The void user seemed to cut the air as he stepped forward, moving impossibly fast by erasing the space between, and Iniri rolled to her feet as she summoned another instance of [Shield of Tarnil]. She was dimly aware of the commotion as the audience in the throne room surged into motion, defensive

Skills being activated while her Queensguard moved forward. 

Andis leaped forward as well, light burning forth as he conjured an illuminated blade. 

“I’ll—” He only got the one word out before a casual backhand from the Void user sent him reeling backward without a nose, blood gushing from his face. Filaments of absolute black waved from the fox-kin’s fingers, snapping and dissipating at the edges as whatever he was using to hold his void Skill was continually eaten away. 

The assassin’s eyes were cold and blank, the gaze of someone who killed people rather than monsters. This wasn’t someone like Keel, an agent who took an opportunity, but a dedicated murderer. A void Affinity user too, making him even more terrifying, and meaning that when Tulk rushed forward with his mace, her Queensguard was quite literally disarmed, limb and weapon clattering to the ground. Tulk didn’t even slow the void user down, another pointed lance of darkness driving at Iniri while all this was happening. But she had just enough time to get her brain going again, and this time she used

[Swiftray] to not only dodge but teleport to the other side of the throne. 

She pulled on her mana, [Body Reinforcement] sharpening her reflexes and her mind as she exercised more Skills. 

[Protector’s Light] capped the blood-spurting stump of Tulk’s arm and fastened over Andis’ face, bare flickers of thought as she focused on the assassin. His filaments of void were already curving back around, seeking her out as she flung [Shield of Tarnil] around them, not so much to protect herself as to protect everyone else. It wasn’t like [Blue’s Armament of Light] would stop nicely if she missed. 

That was the only concession she made before she attacked herself. She was damned if she was going to let someone get away with trying to kill her, no matter what Affinity they were. 

The silver stars of Blue’s Skill opened up behind her and drove lances of light out to meet the void. Where the two touched, they vanished in soundless annihilation, but where they scored on the assassin they cut right through as if he had no defenses at all. 

He cut space again, trying to close the distance between them, and [Swiftray] carried her away. The void filaments cut at her spells, trying to reach for her as he followed her teleports in a high-speed dance, always moving through less space than he should have to and ignoring the bleeding holes in his body. 

The rays from [Blue’s Armament of Light] bounced off her

[Shield of Tarnil], caging the area but where they might have hit her, they bent around her instead, keeping her safe from her own deadly Skill. 

Every time a piece of void flashed out, it destroyed a piece of her magic, but she had Blue on her side and mana to burn. She didn’t care about being careful now, she just wanted him dead. 

Stray rays from the Armament gouged pieces out of the floor, melted holes in glass, and closed inexorably in on the assassin. 

He channeled more void to keep it away, but his ability to wield the Affinity was fraying as the void destroyed his tools and his very flesh. Even though he pushed right past [Shield of Tarnil], she danced around the enclosed area with [Swiftray], constantly on the move, never letting him touch her. 

Suddenly all his magic failed at once, and a dozen rays or more punched into him before she could suppress the Skill. 

The end result was rather gruesome, even for Classers, the fox-kin in a number of bloody and seared pieces, lying on the stone next to her throne. The entire fight had taken maybe ten seconds, not even long enough for her to start panicking or think of doing anything but throw Skills at him. The sounds of the room filtered back to her as she dropped [Shield of Tarnil], shouts and screams but remarkably little panic overall, despite three bodies on the floor and one of them clearly a corpse. 

“The crown will take a short recess,” she said after a moment. 

To his credit, her steward only needed a few seconds of staring before he bestirred himself to repeat it, though she was sure most of them had heard her the first time. The rest of her Queensguard piled in, screening her from the crowd now that they weren’t blocked by [Shield of Tarnil]. Before she could really wonder where Blue was, Shayma popped into existence not far away, looking far more upset than Iniri felt. 

“Iniri, what—” She began, but Iniri held up a hand to forestall her questions. 

“Get your healer friend, Keri,” she ordered, not particularly caring about relative rank and propriety. “Find Sienne too.” It couldn’t be coincidence that  another void-using fox-kin had come around, though why this one had wanted to kill her was a mystery. Shayma glanced around, nodded, and vanished again. At the same time, all the damage that had been done to the throne area simply vanished, wiped away by Blue like it had never been. For all those watching from a distance, that was a strong enough message that even the most politically deaf could understand it. 

A few words had both Andis and Tulk carried away to another room, though Andis wasn’t actually  that badly hurt. He was lucky the void Skill hadn’t cut a few inches deeper, or else he’d be missing a lot more than a nose and some layers of skin. Tulk was pale and shocked, as well he might be after seeing his own arm lying on the floor. Void Affinity was nasty stuff, and if she had to guess the assassin was well into the third tier. 

She was feeling somewhat buzzed herself still, fingers tingling as her mind caught up to what had just happened. Not just that someone had tried to kill her, but that she’d absolutely destroyed a third-tier void user who had come out of nowhere. 

Destroyed him, and protected everyone in the audience hall from someone who could have wreaked unimaginable harm while not taking a single injury herself. It was amazing, but Iniri was actually glad Cheya wasn’t around at the moment. 

She was off at Wildwood and  could return at a moment’s notice, but if she were at the Palace she’d blame herself even though it wasn’t like her guards could take away people’s Skills. Nor were assassinations  that common, despite her own experiences. Cheya would be upset no matter what, but she hoped that a little bit of distance would help. 

Blue’s attention was on her now, palpable through [Queen’s Insight] and maybe without it. Concern, anger, and pride were all identifiable, but there were more complex notes that she couldn’t sort out. She’d need a more direct connection for that, 

and it certainly wasn’t the time to be thinking in  that direction. 

Instead she simply took comfort that he cared, the presence helping stabilize her thinking. 

“My Queen,” Tulk started, but Iniri held up her hand. 

“You did just fine,” she told him. “Few people can deal with a void user, and you slowed him down enough for me to take care of him.” 

He nodded convulsively, and she turned her regard to Andis, who was gingerly feeling the solidified-light bandage wrapped over his face. Despite the fact that he’d leapt to her defense too, she held him in rather less regard. His earlier behavior gave her the suspicion he knew something about the assassin, though it seemed unlikely either he or Ir was behind the attempt. 

“I have a healer coming,” she told the prince. “It will take a bit of time, but she has regrown limbs before. A nose shouldn’t be too much of an issue.” 

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Andis said. “Can you send someone to inform my companions of my condition?” 

She nodded at Joce, who went to find a page. Shayma popped in with Keri and Annit a few moments later. Without a word from Iniri, Keri immediately went to the two men, the healing magic potent enough for Iniri to feel at range. Iniri stepped away, beckoning to Shayma. 

“I need to ask Andis a few questions,” Iniri said, lowering her voice, “and I’ll get Cheya if I need to, but do you or Blue have any way of making sure he tells me the truth?” Shayma’s ears flicked at the question and she smiled. 

“Taelah has exactly a Skill for that,” she said. “I think it’d amuse her to sit in when you’re questioning a prince. I’ll ask before I go get mom.” 

It wasn’t long before Taelah appeared, popping into existence with Blue’s teleports. Iniri wasn’t as familiar with her as she was with Shayma, having mostly met her only in passing. She gave Iniri a brief curtsey, not as much as a commoner might

give a queen but considering that she was one of Blue’s Companions, Iniri was not at all put out by that. 

“Shayma said you need me to use my mom-senses on someone?” She asked with a smile, and Iniri barked a laugh. 

“Yes, once Keri finishes with him.” Not that Keri could regrow the nose immediately, but she could at least stop the bleeding and start the process. They had Tulk’s arm if Keri could put it back, but Iniri didn’t know how that would work with void mana. Healing was not her specialty, so she left it all to Keri. 

Annit spoke with Tulk while Keri took a break from his arm to patch over Andis’ nose, and Iniri released the solid light bandage. The [Charming Prince] looked a little less charming like that, but he was bearing up well enough and Iniri waved him over. After leaving the throne room, they’d all ended up in one of the closest meeting rooms, and it was voluminous enough that they had some semblance of privacy, give or take her other Queensguard. 

“I can’t believe someone would try to kill you, Queen Iniri,” 

Andis said immediately. “I only wish I could have been able to do more!” 

“I’m sure,” Iniri said politely, considering how to approach the topic. She cared little for diplomatic niceties just then, but there was no need to invite trouble by accusing him directly. “I noticed you were very quick to leap to my defense.” 

“Of course! It would be rather ungallant to leave the lady I’m courting to fend for herself.” The words might have rung more true if Iniri hadn’t noticed his distraction before the assassin struck. As it was, she glanced at Taelah, who made an equivocal gesture with one hand. 

“Yes, but I noticed you were on alert earlier than that. Did you know the assassin?” 

“Of course not!” Andis said immediately, looking insulted. 

Again the equivocal hand motion. He wasn’t lying, but not being completely truthful either. 

“But you have some idea of who he is,” she guessed. “You recognized him in the crowd.” 

“I just saw someone acting strangely,” Andis said, but Taelah shook her head. 

“When did you know?” Iniri pressed on, and Andis frowned, glancing at Taelah himself. 

“Who is this woman?” He asked, tone pointed. 

“I’m Blue’s wife,” Taelah said blandly, earning a startled stare from Andis. She smiled at him and Iniri had to suppress a smile of her own. 

“To be clear, I don’t believe you were involved in this assassination. But you did see it coming, didn’t you?” 

“Of course not, how could I?” 

“Lie,” said Taelah. Andis glared at her. 

“My forbearance has some limits,” Iniri said. “I suggest you begin telling the truth before I begin to think you  were involved.” Andis scowled, but in the end it wasn’t like he had much of a choice. 

“I suspected he was one of House Anell’s pets, and since you decided to make an Ell a Crown Marshall, and probably a noble soon enough, it was no great leap of logic to expect he was there to register their displeasure.” 

Clearly Andis had a better idea of what to expect from House Anell than she did. Iniri knew it was a massive trading concern, but it wasn’t one that operated near Tarnil. In fact, it barely operated in Orn at all, though if anyone would have dealings it would be Ir. If she’d known Anell would be so upset, she might not have given Sienne the recognition — or maybe she would have. Tarnil shouldn’t bow to a foreign influence, especially one that wasn’t even a proper country. 

She kept her expression neutral, but it seemed that was still enough to prompt Andis to try and explain himself. 

“They have total control over a  viable set of void Classes.” 

Andis shrugged. “I guess they don’t want anyone slipping the leash.” 

That still wasn’t quite enough for Iniri’s tastes, but Shayma appeared with Sienne and Giorn in tow, so Iniri was done with Andis. Entirely. 

“I advise you to go back to Ir, Prince Andis. Leaping in to heroically save me is far less impressive than actually trying to help and giving me information that I need. I am in fact singularly unimpressed with your decision to risk my life, but I will credit it to overconfidence rather than ill intent. Once your healing is completed I hope to see you on a boat out of here.” 

His face took on a rather pinched expression, which was made even more grotesque by the current lack of nose, but to his credit he simply gave her a vague nod and headed back to where Keri was fussing over Tulk. Taelah looked at Iniri sympathetically. 

“You can do better than that, I’m sure,” Taelah told her. 

“I hope so,” Iniri sighed, before the Ells came closer and Iniri waved them to sit in a few the chairs that littered the room. 

“A void Affinity assassin?” Sienne asked, half-rhetorically. “I guess I’m surprised they didn’t come after me. Though it does make sense.” 

“Why is that?” Iniri asked. Clearly she ought to have taken Sienne’s remarks about House Anell more seriously. 

“They probably want me back.” She shrugged. “I don’t know if they just couldn’t find me before, or didn’t even know I still existed, but I’m certainly more visible than I was before. It’s been a long, long time but I don’t recall House Anell being the type who’d flinch from messing with a small, out-of-the-way kingdom just to drive home that they have reach and power.” 

“Your Skills are impressive, but I don’t see why someone would go to that much trouble for them,” Iniri said doubtfully. 

“There’s a political angle I’m missing.” 

“Anyone with void Affinity will have nearly insatiable hungers,” Sienne told her, with a glance at Giorn that made it clear what  hers was. “House Anell controls the Ell family, and others, with those hungers and as a result they have a relatively large number of void Classers they can deploy to

protect their shipping. Or take others. They wouldn’t want any of their incredibly dangerous agents getting the idea that they don’t need to work for Anell.” 

“So, assassinating me was actually aimed at  you? ” 

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” Sienne sighed. “I thought maybe I’d get someone threatening me, but nothing like this.” 

“I suppose we didn’t have enemies enough,” Iniri said, and gave the Ells a tight smile. “At any other time this might be difficult to deal with, but all our business interests are already dislocated. Banning House Anell from doing business here will hardly hurt us, and while they might not think much of me, I expect they’ll not like it when Blue registers his displeasure.” 

“Which he will,” Shayma said. “Not right now, not with everything going on, but they’ll hear from him sooner or later.” 

After a few more words, Iniri dismissed the Ells, letting Shayma talk to them in private and take them back to where they had been. Taelah looked like she was about to head off as well, but Iniri waved her over, out of personal curiosity and not for anything official. 

“You mentioned mom-senses before,” Iniri said. “So, are you…?” 

“Twins, just like Blue promised,” Taelah said, putting one hand over her belly. 

“Congratulations,” Iniri told her, and tried to ignore the little spark of envy that wormed its way into her gut. 

Day 162 - Blue

 “Ansae, I have a trade I want to make.” 

“Oh?” Ansae was carving sigils into mana-dense metal plates, which was exactly what gave me the idea. While I could make a lot with my dungeon tools, I wasn’t actually that skilled at it and didn’t know what was possible with enchanting. Even if Ansae claimed not to be much of an artificer, she still knew a hell of a lot and adding her knowledge and experience to what Shayma and I could do probably would give me the sort of product I wanted. 

 “I know you want a Star. Considering that someone else just tried to assassinate Iniri I’m thinking I need to make her some defensive gear. Taelah needs something more suited for her work and I don’t even know where to begin with that, so basically I’ll trade a Star for your help on creating some magic items – probably Artifacts – for Iniri and Taelah.”  I didn’t define what I meant by “help,” but I doubted Ansae would try and haggle. A Star was incredibly valuable, but so was the applied knowledge of a however-many-years-old dragon Power and I definitely didn’t want to leave my Companions without extra insurance. 

“I like it,” Ansae agreed. “It ought to be fun. I’ve been looking forward to working with your more unusual materials. I don’t have the mana I’d like to invest in things, but for a Star it would be worth it.” 

 “Unfortunately, it looks like you’d have to be a Companion to manipulate Firmament. The only way Taelah and Shayma have been able to deal with the stuff has been through my Alchemistry and Smithery pseudo-Fields.” 

“Ah, too bad.” She looked disappointed, as well she might. 

[Firmament] was far and away the most ridiculous stuff I could make, [Contained Star] aside. Inscribing runes into Firmament might well create something of truly terrifying potential. Not that I needed any more of that. “I suppose I’ll

just have to be satisfied with all the other insane things you can make.” Ansae grinned, showing off sharp teeth. “Or maybe find other things for you to put through that anvil or infuse with stellar mana. I’m sure if I dig through my hoard, I can find something appropriate.” 

 “I can well believe it.”  I didn’t know how big her hoard was, but considering that I’d seen her pull metal plates five meters on a side from floating runes, my guess was that it put my spatial expansion abilities to shame. It was probably closer to how my core resource inventory worked, where I could somehow pack away literal tons of stone and use it wherever I wanted. 

I had a few ideas for what to make for Iniri but they were only vague and half-formed, especially since I wanted to make her armor, not a weapon. I didn’t actually catch the fight itself, thanks to my relatively limited ability to pay attention to things, but I did see that she was entirely unscathed, and the void assassin was so much seared meat. So she was plenty powerful, but even [Shield of Tarnil] couldn’t be deployed to cover every direction and didn’t do much against alpha strikes. 

Besides, I was pretty sure if I wanted it to function properly I needed to know how I wanted it to work. Just throwing a bunch of expensive and mana-rich materials at something worked for Promise, but I wasn’t confident about that working every time. 

Until then I had to hope that House Anell would be a little more circumspect. It wasn’t the best hope, but I didn’t exactly have the reach to deal with them yet aside from sending Shayma. Considering how dangerous void stuff was, I didn’t want to do that quite yet. From what I’d seen and heard so far, I’d need to come in force, after I was well-established, if I wanted to make headway. I wasn’t about to forget them, though. Not that I wanted to be all fire and brimstone but something like this required a response. If nothing else, I’d be stealing any Anell-flagged ships that I saw. 

 “Maybe you can come up something that’s [Contained Star]-

 powered,”  I suggested.  “It’s going to take a while to make whatever we decide on anyway.” 

“That’s an awful lot of mana to hand to a mortal,” Ansae said. 

“It’s just going to make more people want to get their hands on it.” 

 “Not if I use my primals to bind it to Iniri. Or maybe attune it to [Shield of Tarnil] using the Aurum? I’m sure something like bloodline-only isn’t unheard of and would keep away most of the worst offenders.” 

“That would help,” Ansae admitted. “It would mean people would want to marry into the bloodline, but that will already be true and it’s a much better problem to have.” 

 “I was already going to make a Star for her, setting it into something useful rather than just handing it over is a better idea anyway.” 

“Are you planning the same with Taelah?” 

 “I’m not sure,”  I admitted.  “Taelah is more likely to want it as something that will help The Village, and it’s not like she or The Village are going to be out in public like Iniri is.”  Though Taelah had made a giggling confession that she’d found acting like the mysterious wise woman for Iniri rather fun. Not that I expected such things to come up too often.  “I don’t think a weapon or armor is right for her, either. I think for her we’d need to make a useful tool.” 

“Those are the kinds I enjoy collecting the most.” Ansae rumbled a low laugh. “There’s not as many as you’d think, compared to weapons or armor, but they have the most interesting effects.” 

 “I’ll have to think about what to do. Well, and ask her.” 

“Not going to make it a surprise?” Ansae prodded. 

 “I’d like to, but considering that I want it to be useful to her that doesn’t seem likely.”  At this point I probably had months of my Anvil output spoken for, but what else would I use it for other than empowering my Companions? My personal defenses were mostly taken care of by being an entire country. 

Just having the time and space to address threats with enormous Fields or repeated explosive or energetic bombardment meant I was feeling better about my options. 

Besides, having to declare war on Tarnil to do it made the whole process of getting armed people near my cores a lot more involved. 

Beyond all that I was looking forward to seeing what I could learn from Ansae. Now that I had some understanding about how much of a virtuoso she was when it came to mana manipulation, there might be something I could use even without spellcasting. At the very least maybe I could clean up my own manipulation skills, though maybe having the higher-resolution mana flows were a step in that direction. A lot of the patterns in my dynamos and Fields formed of their own accord, but I still had to link things up and there was no telling what improvements would result if I became somewhat less clumsy about it. 

Until I could get the projects done though, I’d have to keep an extra eye on Iniri just in case. I had to admit I wasn’t sad to see Andis packing up, either. I didn’t much like the guy, I never had, and while it really wasn’t my place to interfere in Iniri’s personal life I was just as glad he hadn’t made much headway with her. Apparently I wasn’t the only one who was thinking about these things, because Iniri called on me at the end of the day. 

“Blue, I have something to ask you. I’m going to be banning House Anell, but I still worry that they or someone else might try and slip someone through,” she said, pacing the floor of her office. “Your gifts are amazing, but after feeling that stellar Affinity you created, I can tell it has so much more potential than my light Affinity by itself. I was wondering if you could give me that Affinity, especially since we have these mage-kings coming.” 

For that I had actually drag Shayma away from her smithing, though she didn’t really mind since she was almost done. I was pretty sure she was on the same page as Iniri and I because she was playing around with one of Iniri’s light ingots, heating it up and working it into various shapes, just to get a handle on how it acted. I wasn’t sure how strong it was, but I knew that Iniri’s solidified light was not quite as strong as steel by itself, as I’d found out while building the Palace. 

Shayma took the teleport to Iniri’s tower, ascending uncontested and waving at the Queensguard as she went before knocking at the door to Iniri’s office. If I were the one doing the transportation I’d probably have dropped Shayma directly into the room, which was rather rude, in hindsight. It was for the best I’d given my Companions control over their teleports, since they had a better sense than I did when it came to these things. 

“So you’ve finally admitted you just can’t resist Blue?” 

Shayma teased Iniri once she was let inside, and Iniri flushed. 

“That’s not what this is about!” 

“I know, I know,” Shayma giggled. “I’m sorry, I just couldn’t resist.” 

 “Her face was pretty amusing.”  I agreed, taking advantage of the fact that Iniri couldn’t hear me. 

“Not you too, Blue,” Iniri complained. 

 “Wait, you can hear me now?” 

“You can hear him now?” Shayma and I spoke at exactly the same time, but Iniri shook her head. 

“I can’t hear words, but sort of his intent when he’s focused on me or Tarnil through [Queen’s Insight]. I was meaning to mention it before, but it’s been so busy.” 

 “Huh. Sounds a little bit like what Taelah’s got going on. It’d be great if I could end up talking to them.”  Not that I had any objections to Shayma and Ansae as conversational partners, but Taelah was my wife and Iniri ran the country I was bound to, so both would be great. I wasn’t entirely certain if I’d get that far, given my communication blocks, but Iniri was using

[Queen’s Insight] and Taelah was getting some feedback from

[Nature’s Wisdom]. Neither Skill had anything to do with  me reaching out, so it might bypass the restrictions. 

“Maybe start practicing aiming at them instead of just me and Ansae?” Shayma suggested. 

 “I really should.” 

“It would be nice if I could talk to him directly,” Iniri agreed. 

“I’ve always been a little curious about what he’s like.” 

“I’ll let him surprise you, then.” Shayma grinned. 

 “Anyway, as to Iniri’s request. I’d be fine with it except I don’t have any stellar Affinity Sources yet, so I can’t give it to her. 

 Plus, I think it has light components so what if it eats her light Affinity? Would she lose access to her [Shield of Tarnil]

 Skill?”  It wasn’t just the political angle I was thinking of, it was the fact that without that Skill we couldn’t use the Adamant Fortress whenever it finally finished repairing itself. 

Shayma relayed that and Iniri nodded thoughtfully. 

“People do occasionally get another Affinity, and that may lock out getting new Skills, it doesn’t affect Skills they already have. Thinking about it I will get someone to verify that, though I suppose it doesn’t matter until he gets those Sources.” 

Iniri frowned for a moment, then rubbed her eyes as she slumped into her chair. “Also, thank you for agreeing. It’s hard to feel I’m really doing my job when I’m not making much headway getting Blue on the world stage. Maybe even going backward, if House Anell is effectively declaring war.” 

 “It’s only been a couple weeks. Politics is a long slog and I figured we’d have people who didn’t like us anyway. Maybe not a trading house, but still people. Speaking of, I’m starting work on a more personal defensive Artifact than the Fortress. 

 Something that will help keep you safe and doesn’t have an option that destroys the country.” 

“What does it say that I’m barely surprised by that?” Iniri smiled wanly after Shayma told her what I said. “I look forward to it, though. Next time I might not spot the void assassin in time.” Shayma gave her a closer look, then crossed over to her and pulled Iniri into a hug. They held that for a while, until Iniri took a deep breath. 

“Thanks,” she said at last. “I needed that.” 

“If it ever slows down you should come visit me and Taelah,” 

Shayma suggested. “It’s nice and safe in Blue’s mountain.” 

“If it ever slows down,” Iniri replied, shaking her head. “I still have to deal with all those people who are only just now being hit by what they did during the occupation. Whatever Blue is doing helps a lot, but some of my administrators are catatonic!” 

 “Oooh. Okay, I’ve just been using [Light of Hope], but for the individual cases…”  I had an idea, but I wasn’t sure how much Shayma would go for it.  “We do have a bunch of mind mages who owe me.”  She groaned and rubbed her face. 

“Do I have to, Blue?” 

 “I mean, not if you really don’t want to, but it’s something they could probably help with.” 

“I know, I’m just complaining,” Shayma said, then turned to Iniri. “There’s some monster people who might be able to help with your problem, but the one that can actually talk thinks I’m cute and wants to pet me!” Shayma said with faux outrage and Iniri burst out laughing. After a moment Shayma joined her. 

“Really though, they’re a little scary. But Blue’s right; they’ve got some really powerful mind magic so it can’t hurt to ask if they know how to deal with it.” 

“Normally I’d object to having some unknown monster telepaths working on people I need to trust, but since it’s Blue, I’m just grateful.” 

Since I’d raised the topic, I left them chatting for a moment while I checked in on the Scalemind. The ambassador kid was easy to spot because of her heterochromia, which was the closest thing to a deformity I’d seen yet. The phenotypes for the Scalemind were pretty wild, overall, so it was tough to say it wasn’t part of their normal package. Still, I doubted that it was coincidence the same kid had weird eyes  and was picked for translating. I did feel a little odd calling her a kid, given that she was a nearly six-foot tall monstrosity of scales and claws and fangs, but compared to the hexapeds and the scythe types she wasn’t that big. 

They had her rotating meat on a spit over a firepit and even with the species differences I could tell she was bored. Kids were kids, apparently, even if they were big and scaly. I did note that the spit was made of some Underneath wood, but since I hadn’t been paying attention I didn’t know whether the wood had come out of one of the packs the hexapeds were carrying, or if they’d scrounged it from wherever the tunnels led. I needed Shayma to talk to them anyway, to find out what was down in the Underneath before I tried expanding in that direction. 

 “I think they’re ready for a visitor whenever you are, Shayma. 

 No rush.”  I put in during a lull in her conversation with Iniri. 

The assassination attempt seemed to have shaken the kirin-kin more than I had initially thought, and with Cheya off at Wildwood there weren’t many people she could confide in. I felt maybe a little guilty about pulling away one of Iniri’s friends, but it wasn’t like there’d been much time for her to do anything other than Queen stuff of late. 

Eventually Shayma left Iniri to try and salvage the rest of the afternoon. Since I’d cleaned up the throne room there weren’t any physical issues with holding court, and I could imagine Iniri would want to go back out there to show that she wasn’t hiding from anything. Or anyone. Considering what had just happened I ran [Structural Mana Reinforcement] throughout the Palace, though eventually [Amplified Presence] would make it tough enough without the help. 

Shayma donned her circlet and teleported down outside of the Scalemind’s chamber, drawing immediate attention from those inside. The way they all snapped to attention at almost the same time was fairly creepy, but after a moment most of them resumed what they were doing save for the biggest of the hexapeds, the biggest of the scythe types, and the interpreter. I assumed it was the same trio that had ventured up to the audience chamber the first time, but unfortunately my read on their Status didn’t give me names. It was quite irritating. 

 “Okay, they’re expecting you.”  I pulled open the door so Shayma could walk in, ring glimmering as she exerted just a little bit of pressure. The trio went forward to meet her while

the others studiously ignored her presence. In fact, they were so collectively good at pretending Shayma wasn’t there that it was genuinely weird. Then I caught little twitches here and there, and I realized that there was probably telepathy stuff going on, both to keep people from staring and probably actually giving them the view from the leader types and their interpreter. 

“Hhhello!” The interpreter waved vigorously at Shayma, as if she were afraid to be overlooked. Or maybe she was just happy to see my fox-girl. Shayma  had mentioned that the Scalemind had thought she was cute. 

“Greetings,” Shayma replied, stopping just out of reach of the three representatives, to the kid’s visible disappointment. 

“Blue has a task, and he wishes to know whether you can do it. 

He would also like to get a report on what you have encountered down in the tunnels.” 

“Hhhhall righhht.” 

 “Also, it’d be great if I could get their names. They don’t have any in their Status.” 

“Blue also requests your names,” Shayma added, barely missing a beat. 

“Ahhm Hhhone-Eyyye-Grrreen.” She pointed at the one with the scythes. “Biggh Sssissster.” Then the hexaped. “Biggh Brothher.” Without even looking, Big Sister lifted one of her scythes and gently bonked One-Eye-Green on the head with the blunt side. One-Eye-Green squeaked and batted it away, while Big Brother heaved what was pretty clearly a deep sigh. 

Despite the mangled speech and monstrous forms, I could see Shayma struggling to hold back a smile at their antics. If they weren’t actually related, they sure acted like it. 

“Cutsss-Liiihke-Cooohhld.” One-Eye-Green tried again, giving Big Sister a proper name. “Drreeamsss-Ahhhead.” 

Dreams-Ahead nodded when he was named, rocking his whole body slightly. I had to feel sorry for the two of them, being deprived of hands as they were, and lacking the facility for proper speech. Then again, maybe the telepathy made up for it. 

“Hhhwhat isss tasssk? Caaahn Share hhwhat ssscoutsss sssaw.” 

Shayma reached up to touch the circlet, though I wasn’t sure if that was necessary. It wasn’t completely clear to me how people interacted with magic items that had active effects, but the process seemed to be an extension of Skills. So far, I hadn’t seen any that were entirely mechanical, or had a physical interface. Though that did make sense, considering there didn’t seem to be any easy mechanical-style mana switches around. I didn’t sense anything, of course, but Shayma nodded at intervals and finally held up a hand. 

“I will report all that to Blue. For the task, we have a number of people who are traumatized after living under the mage-kings to the point of not even functioning. Considering your proficiency for mind magic, Blue believes you might be able to aid in the recovery of these people.” 

One-Eye-Green froze for a moment, looking to Dreams-Ahead and blinking. Cuts-Like-Cold swiveled her own massive head to glance at him as well, and to judge by some of the other Scalemind stopping their tasks, there was a lot of talk going on. Whatever the debate was, it didn’t take very long, because soon enough One-Eye-Green looked back to Shayma. 

“Cahhn try. Mihnds caahhn’t be hhhard.” Even without the context I could well guess that that by “hard” she meant protected, like with Shayma’s circlet. An obvious requirement, but I did want to make sure that they knew how to  fix someone who was damaged like that and weren’t planning on wiping their brains or anything. 

 “Who’s going to be responsible for the procedure? We should probably make sure you can do something before I start shipping people all over the country.”  Shayma started negotiations, mostly aloud but sometimes with the telepathy, and Dreams-Ahead volunteered to be the first one to check if the Scalemind could do anything useful. Which was when One-Eye-Green asked a question

“Hhhwe go Sssurfaccce?” 

“Well, yes,” Shayma replied, and telepathy or no all the Scaleminds turned around to stare. 

“It’s not that bad!” She protested either to their stares or some telepathic conversation I couldn’t listen in on. 

“Sssshare?” One-Eye-Green suggested, and Shayma grimaced, but nodded. Dreams-Ahead and Cuts-Like-Cold shared a look, but One-Eye-Green just sulked. “Not liiihke.” All that got her was another bop on the head from Cuts-Like-Cold. Dreams-Ahead whuffed, and Shayma turned to look at him before addressing me. 

“Blue, he’s worried about the reception they’ll get on the surface more than the surface itself. They’re also used to high mana levels, though I think that won’t be a problem.” 

 “Um. Well, they’re going to be under my protection, and for now you’re going to be escorting them. There’s not much I can do about how people react though. Oh! I guess you can temporarily illusion them up, if we need to go out in public. 

 Won’t have that luxury all the time but we can start out that way. But we’ll be doing things in private so it shouldn’t be an issue.” 

“Why didn’t I think of that?” Shayma shook her head, returning to discussing things with the Scalemind. It seemed pretty well set that Dreams-Ahead and One-Eye-Green were going to head upward, with Cuts-Like-Cold staying behind. 

Which might be just as well, getting any of them through regular size doorways or into regular size rooms was going to be a feat. 

I  could simply teleport the test subject down to where the Scalemind were, since the Earl in question was fairly insensate, but I didn’t think that putting him in a room full of monsters would help. Nor did I really want to just put them all over in Duenn, partly because it wouldn’t be fair to the Scalemind to surround them with all those thinking people and partly because if things  did go poorly, it would be better that it happen somewhere more controlled. I could use the hospital, but I didn’t want to interrupt Keri and Annit and I’d sworn off teleporting stuff directly into their area anyway. 

Ultimately, I decided to set up a temporary building in the Caldera. It was pretty thoroughly under my control, it was on the surface, it was mana rich, and it was far,  far from anyone else. I set up a portal there from the Scalemind compound, letting natural light spill through. I was half expecting the Scalemind to hiss and cringe from the light or something equally theatrical, but they just squinted. I wasn’t sure what those cruciform pupils did that was special, but I needed to consider how to make sunglasses just in case. They may genuinely have issues with the sun, even if they clearly could deal with bright light just fine. 

Shayma led One-Eye-Green and Dreams-Ahead through the portal and into the Caldera, to a portion that I’d landscaped in preparation for The Village. Said portion was still enormously large, so it hardly seemed like some small island of green in the massive sea of stone that covered most of the Caldera. 

There was grass, plants, trees, streams, and chrystheniums seeded throughout, and a simple two-room building I’d made a few moments before the portal itself. Not that the Scalemind even got to the building. One-Eye-Green took one look up at the sky and flopped down on the grass, digging her claws into the dirt, while Dreams-Ahead whuffed uncomfortably and swayed in place. Shayma’s expression softened as she turned back to regard them. 

“It’s all right,” she told them, taking a few steps closer to the Scalemind. “I know it’s a lot of sky, but there’s nothing up there that’s going to come down on you.” She took another couple steps before One-Eye-Green drunkenly flung herself between Shayma and Dreams-Ahead. 

“Nnooo touchhh! Quill poissson.” Shayma stopped short, and One-Eye-Green dropped back to the ground, burying her muzzle in the grass. I hadn’t imagined that they’d need poison or any other sort of defensive adaptations, but they were monsters. They were designed, not evolved, so there was no point in trying to judge them by normal standards. At least now I knew what the fine, fuzzy quills that stuck out between the scales were about. 

 “Huh. Hopefully they recover soon.”  I hadn’t really thought that they might have some severe agoraphobia, though in hindsight it was obvious the sight of the sky would be strange to them. Which reminded me that I had to get Shayma’s impression of what the Underneath was actually  like, since the scout report was telepathic, and I couldn’t see it for myself. 

 “Why don’t you tell me what they saw down there?” 

“An awful lot of big winding tunnels and complicated caverns. 

It reminds me a bit of Wildwood, since it’s all definitely high-mana life there. They didn’t show me anything that looked like a civilization down there, aside from the lowroad. Which you really ought to see, by the way. It’s way, way down there but it’s this huge tunnel bored straight through, with camping areas and everything. The stone looks a lot like your Adamant Stone and I’m sure it’s magic if it’s lasted this long, but it wasn’t in the best repair.” 

“Nicccer than by Blighht.” I was surprised One-Eye-Green was even paying attention, but she seemed to be doing her best, peering over at Shayma with her mismatched eyes. 

“Thisss nicccer.” She rubbed her muzzle against the grass. 

“All nicccer. But that, ssso brighhht.” She tried to peer up at the sky again. 

“Don’t look directly at the sun!” Shayma said, taking another step toward One-Eye-Green to block her view. “Maybe you should just come inside for now.” 

“Hhhalrighhht.” One-Eye-Green levered herself to her feet, wobbling slightly, and Shayma reached out to steady her. After all, she didn’t have quills like Dreams-Ahead, who snorted and stumped forward of his own accord. One-Eye-Green leaned on Shayma’s arm, but seemed to be fixated on her ears, staring at them as they twitched. Finally, she couldn’t stand it any longer, and just after they crossed the threshold to get under an actual roof, she reached out to pet Shayma. I could have warned her, but it was just too strangely adorable. 

“Hey!” Shayma pulled away from One-Eye-Green, who looked downcast. 

“Sssorry.” Apparently Shayma was warming a bit to the Scalemind, because she didn’t scold One-Eye-Green any further. She just shook her head and made way for Dreams-Ahead. 

“Just, if you’re going to be walking around on the surface don’t  pet people. Not without asking, anyway.” 

“Hhhyesss,” One-Eye-Green replied, though I would imagine she was still getting an earful from Dreams-Ahead. Or whatever the proper term was for the telepathic version of the same. 

“I’m going to go fetch the patient, he’ll be in the other room.” 

Shayma vanished, taking [Phantasmal Path] to the nearest teleport and moving herself to Duenn. Again, I could have moved the guy straight there, but the Earl had guards and attendants and one of them would find he was missing at some point so it was easier to just have Shayma tell them what was going on. Not that we were having monsters do the work, but that we were going to see a mind specialist. 

There was some minor fussing from the servants but Shayma skipped their attempts to load her down with instructions by the simple expedient of hauling the Earl, bed and all, into

[Phantasmal Path] and away. Though I saw people do impossible things all the time, the sight of Shayma physically handling a massive four-poster as if it were a plank of wood still struck me as strange. Admittedly, she was using shapeshifting to alter her musculature and probably some form of pseudo-realized illusion to aid in the motion of the thing, but it was still weird. 

During the twenty minutes or so it took for Shayma to fetch Earl Sharpnor, One-Eye-Green grew brave enough to peer out the window, even if Dreams-Ahead did not. Though maybe he didn’t need to. If One-Eye-Green was like human children, she was probably babbling about everything visible through the window whether Dreams-Ahead was interested or not. I, on the other hand, realized that I hadn’t set up the room with them in mind and altered the furniture to account for One-Eye-Green’s stature and tail, and gave Dreams-Ahead a padded nook to recline in. 

When Shayma returned they both twitched noticeably, and Dreams-Ahead turned to fixate on where Sharpnor was lying on the other side of the wall. My fox-girl slipped back into the room with the Scalemind, looking from one to the other. 

“Do you think you can do anything for him?” 

“Pehhhrhaps.” One-Eye-Green blinked, lacing clawed fingers together. “Sssaysss, caahn make forrrget, or caahn help edgesss.” 

 “I’m going to say the second one. Unless we purge everyone’s memory of everything, targeted amnesia isn’t going to help, and besides, he needs to know what’s been going on these past few years.”  I was mostly guessing that “helping edges” meant that Dreams-Ahead would help blunt the actual traumatic thoughts and internal discord from the brainwashing. It would be nice to have more of a guarantee that the Scalemind could actually cure the guy, but telepathy was well out of my experience. That said, nobody had questioned whether it was possible, so I was hopefully on the right track.  “Plus, if he can undo any changes made by the brainwashing, that’d be great. 

 Whatever he can do. The more I know what the limits are the better we can plan.” 

“We don’t want him to lose any memories, if you can manage it,” Shayma told them. “Also, we want him as close as possible to how he was before Tor Kot, though I don’t know if that’s possible. If you are even the slightest bit uncertain about doing something, say so. Blue wants to know what the limits are, so we can plan what to do in the future.” One-Eye-Green and Dreams-Ahead were silent for a minute or so, then One-Eye-Green waved her claws vaguely. 

“Caahn try. Not know uhntil thehn.” I wasn’t completely certain, but it seemed One-Eye-Green was starting to get a handle on speaking a little more clearly. After having seen the other monsters when the mage-kings had met, I knew not every monster was anywhere near humanoid or had the ability to speak normally, so I was glad that at least some of the Scalemind were and could. 

Dreams-Ahead made a chuffing noise and closed his eyes, going to work. The only visible effect was in my mana-sight, nearly invisible fluctuations of mind magic flickering back and forth between him and Sharpnor. The control reminded me of Ansae, though I was sure the content was what was important in this case. The silence stretched out for a while and One-Eye-Green grew increasingly fidgety, until finally she turned to Shayma. 

“Cahn go outssside?” 

“Of course, just so long as you come back when Dreams-Ahead is done.” 

“Hhhyess.” One-Eye-Green scrambled out the door, running out onto the grass and immediately falling over. Not that she seemed to mind, picking herself back up and going to inspect the trees, then splash in the stream. Shayma watched out the window and smiled. 

“I hate to admit it, but she’s actually kind of endearing.” I was pretty sure that she was talking to me, but Dreams-Ahead opened one eye and grunted at her. Shayma glanced at him and reached up to touch the circlet, communicating with him through mind magic. “I don’t know,” she said. “Why? Maybe. 

I’ll think about it.” 

 “Well?” 

“He wants me to take One-Eye-Green out adventuring,” 

Shayma muttered. “He says she actually knows how to fight, even if she’s young.” 

 “Huh. I mean, it’s up to you. I don’t think your group is doing too badly by itself, but their mind magic is pretty impressive. 

 Though I guess dealing with a kid all the time could get old.” 

“I’ll have to consider it,” Shayma said. “It’d depend on what Keri and Annit think, anyway.” 

Time spun onward, Dreams-Ahead’s efforts continuing past afternoon and into night, until finally Earl Sharpnor sat bolt upright in his bed. Dreams-Ahead sagged down and yawned, while Shayma stepped into the other room. One-Eye-Green

had already tired herself out and was stretched out on the grass next to the door outside. 

“Earl Sharpnor? How are you feeling?” The Earl blinked over at Shayma, frowning slightly and drawing wrinkles across his tanned face. 

“Better, I think,” he said. “Clearer. Like I finally woke up from a bad dream.” 

“What’s the last thing you remember?” 

“Being consumed by guilt.” He shuddered. “Everything overwhelmed me all at once.” 

“We had a mind mage help you out,” Shayma explained. “It’s a little late to have Queen Iniri interview you, but I’ll take you home and we can work that out tomorrow.” 

“It’s late?” He glanced out the window. “I don’t feel tired at all.” 

 “Okay, Dreams-Ahead did a really good job. It’ll have to wait until people who know him better talk to him, but he seems in a lot better shape than he should be for someone who’s been conked out for two days.”  Shayma nodded agreement. 

“If you’re ready, I’ll take you back. I’m sure your estate is worried about you.” 

“I’d like to thank the mind mage first!” Earl Sharpnor said. 

“Whoever it is did an amazing job.” 

“I’ll tell him for you,” Shayma said. “He’s rather shy. Maybe you can meet him later.” Sharpnor looked like he was about to insist, but apparently Shayma’s air of authority, or maybe just my borrowed one, stopped him. 

“Very well,” he said. “I’m sure Duenn’s affairs need seeing to. 

But do let me know how I can arrange a gift for your mysterious mage.” 

“I will,” Shayma assured him, taking him by one arm and hefting his bed up in the other to take them home. She saw Sharpnor settled back into his household, and slipped off to return to the Caldera and send the Scaleminds home. But before she stepped inside the house, she paused. 

“I think I will have One-Eye-Green meet Annit and Keri,” she said to me, then continued indoors. It was good that she didn’t need any input on that because someone interesting used my name. 

 Tem Irn walked into Vok Lim’s office, his oozes squelching along behind him, holding a frame set with colored rods. The office was absolutely opulent, inlaid with gold and jewels and full of fine silks and tapestries, with Vok Lim himself lounging in a massive chair and chewing on an enormous spit of meat. 

 His glance at Tem Irn was initially dismissive, but then his eyes fastened on the item in the other mage-king’s hands. 

 “Finally found out Blue’s monsters, then?” 

 “His scry-blocking is even better than ours, but I finally caught some,” Tem Irn confirmed. “Scaleminds.” 

 “Strange choice,” Vok Lim grunted. “But makes me think everything Tor Kot saw was just mind tricks. Odd that he’d fall for them though. He’s a cowardly old fool but that just means he’s even more careful about mind magic.” 

 “The scry-blocking and mana density can’t be mind magic though,” Tem Irn pointed out. “Whatever Blue is doing, it’s got some merit to it. Plus there’s an Affinity I don’t know, which is strange all by itself. The strangest thing, though, is that the size of his dungeon seems to be the entire scope of Tarnil.” 

 “But why?” Vok Lim’s eyes narrowed. “It’s impressive, I’ll grant you, but I can’t think of a single reason to bother. Most of that area would be a complete waste of resources.” 

 “It worries me. Combine that with his secrecy and other unknowns, it seems like he must have a completely different approach than we do.” 

 “Sounds like Blue’s from off-continent, so maybe that’s how we missed them.” Vok Lim chewed thoughtfully. “Tor Kot may not have been a total fool. But we have four war-cores, and Scalemind monsters mean he doesn’t have anything near the range needed to threaten us. Plus your oozes will be completely immune. Hiding’s not going to do him any good.” 

 “Maybe, but with an entire country it could be a chore tracking him down. Either way, we’ll know in a week.” 

Day 163 - Blue

It was one thing to know that the mage-kings were coming eventually, and another thing to know that they’d arrive in a week. That didn’t seem near enough time to prepare, but at the same time there wasn’t much we could do without knowing more about their plans. I could at least tell that they were somewhere out over the ocean to the east, but that was of very limited use. 

“We’ll have to close our ports again,” Iniri sighed, more resigned than actually upset. By this point I imagined she was used to just one thing after another. “As much as it might be useful to have other nations fall victim to the mage-kings, I can’t do that. We’ll have to make the announcement and get all our foreign visitors out.” 

 “I can go ahead and move all the cities to a safe place.”  I wasn’t sure if the mage-kings intended to spread out and do some sort of broad-scale invasion, or if they were going to come directly at Meil and myself, but it was probably best to put all the cities inside the Caldera. They’d be basically just as safe as inside a spatially-expanded chamber, and with the benefit of having real sky and less claustrophobic surroundings. Even if it wasn’t done yet, the Caldera was already bigger than Tarnil proper, so I had plenty of room. 

“Everything but Meil, I think,” Iniri decided. “Even if they’re coming for you, they’re still attacking Tarnil, and either we can defend one city or we can’t.” 

“I’d like to get my lair at least started before they arrive,” 

Ansae added. It was a meeting of Companions, plus the resident dragon, which seemed to be happening more often these days. I figured I might as well call them my council and be done with it. It might not have been appropriate for a Power but I sure didn’t have all the answers. “Having some defenses up would be better than none.” 

 “Right, yeah, let’s go ahead and figure that out after we’re done here.”  I actually felt kind of bad I hadn’t started it for her yet, but even if I were to give her a nice tall mountain, or tower, or whatever, it wouldn’t take me long to set it up. I’d only be doing the rough outline.  “Oh, can you ask Iniri if the Fortress is repaired yet? Not that we can afford to use [The Light of Eschaton] but the rest of it might be helpful.” 

“Not yet,” Iniri said after Shayma asked her my question. 

“Though with Blue’s gifts, I may be nearly its match in being able to use [Shield of Tarnil].” That was probably true, though it was still possible for her to run me out of mana faster than I could regenerate it. Difficult, but quite possible when she was making solidified light. That stuff was expensive. 

“What should I focus on producing?” Taelah asked. “Thanks to Blue’s Alchemistry I can make things in bulk, but I don’t really know what kind of fighting you’re intending.” 

 “I very much doubt there will be any Classers fighting. Aside from Iniri and Shayma anyway.”  We’d already seen that Classers didn’t do too much when it came to the mage-kings themselves, and I was sure these four high-powered ones arriving with war cores were going to be even more potent than Vok Nal. Assuming these cores came with armies like Tor Kot had, there’d be too many enemies for normal Classers to deal with anyway. The defense would fall to me. 

Defenses I was already starting to set up. To some extent I couldn’t do too much, since I had no idea where they were planning to land, but I was setting up some broad-scale, army-destroying traps that I could simply Relocate. Now that I was all of Tarnil it was easier to think about wiping out armies, since I could use hundred-kilometer Lost Woods Fields and teleport chunks of armies into glaciers or lava fields covered in Purgatory. Or I could flood them out with multiple lakes worth of water, which probably wouldn’t hurt them directly, but for any monster not specialized in swimming it would be pretty easy to wash them into a multiple kilometer deep hole in the ground. 

Targeting the mage-kings themselves was of more concern. I knew that my lasers and other things of that nature wouldn’t

do much to them, not if a fourth-tier couldn’t scratch them, but I also knew that if I ate their attendant dungeon they were pretty much harmless. Now that I was the size of a country, dungeon-to-dungeon combat might well be easier for me, and if it wasn’t, the idea was for Shayma to hopefully be able to pop in and steal it right from under Vok Lim’s nose. Or whoever’s. 

Then there was the [Contained Star]. I hadn’t figured out yet how to use it to pump up my existing normal weaponry, but at the very least it was a very mana rich and very energetic bomb. I was going to have a second one ready by the time they arrived, and though I wasn’t really eager to set them off it might be better than the alternatives. That was another reason to evacuate to the Caldera; it was a lot easier to use massive weapons when I didn’t have to worry about collateral damage. 

“I have enough mana from Blue, but if you have anything for alertness or mental fatigue, I’ll take it,” Iniri told Taelah. 

 “Oh, and explosives. Explosives in bulk would be good.”  Even if I couldn’t fling them at the war cores, Shayma could deliver them easily enough. Since Taelah would be making them out of my materials, they ought to hold my mana and thus the

[Bane] effect, making them actually effective. That was my hope, anyway. 

“We’ll have to talk,” Shayma added. “I don’t know what you can make, but if Blue is going to have me jumping into close proximity with the mage-kings I’ll want all the boosts I can get. Besides which, my mom can  definitely take one down if she gets a good shot, so she’ll need anything you can give her. 

She doesn’t have Blue to draw on, so potions will help.” 

Oh, right. I hadn’t even thought about the fact that Sienne’s Void Affinity would be effective against the mage-kings. I was worried that maybe it wouldn’t be quite as effective as they thought, considering the sheer amount of power involved, but if there was any ordinary Classer the mage-kings needed to fear it’d be Sienne. Vok Lim didn’t seem quite as dim as his son, though, so I wouldn’t bet that he’d come out personally like Vok Nal. The sad fact was that none of us knew what to

expect well enough to come up with anything more than the vaguest of defense plans. 

 “So can anyone scry out what these war cores they’re talking about are? Are they coming with a huge army or by themselves or what?”  If it was just the mage-kings and their cores, it’d be a lot easier to deal with than a huge invasion force. Mostly for the fact that it’d be simpler to get the things that could hurt the mage kings near them. 

“One moment,” Ansae said, runes flashing as she pulled a ring of rune-scribed stone, placing it in the center of the table. A silver film snapped into existence, momentarily mirroring the ceiling before it cleared to show ocean and sky and nothing else. Ansae made a negligent gesture with one claw and the view rotated, bringing into view four islands. 

At least I thought they were islands, until I realized the reflection in the water didn’t quite fit. 

Suddenly I realized they weren’t just islands, they were  flying islands. As Ansae manipulated the view, I could see they weren’t just flying islands, they were flying island  fortresses. 

Each one of them had walls and ramparts reinforcing the sheer cliffs on each side, buildings on the interior and a number of towers studding a central crag of a keep. Each one was at least the size of Meil, probably larger, floating along in a broadside formation with pennants snapping from hundreds of flagpoles. 

It was easy enough to tell which island belong to which mage-king. Each of the keeps had a big symbol on it that was a stylized representation of the mage-king’s chosen monster –

ogre, ooze, flame elemental, amphibian – echoed by the pennants that flew from every spire and tower. From the size of the things, there could be thousands of monsters inside. Or more, considering the islands were tall as well as wide. 

“It’s difficult to show a closer perspective,” Ansae told them. 

“They have so much anti-scrying and mana interference.” 

“That’s close enough for me,” Shayma said, staring at the scry-ring with the rest of us. “That’s not what I was expecting.” 

I was intimidated too, if nothing else because I was pretty sure I could spot artillery on the walls, and I would bet my lasers weren’t going to be nearly as useful as whatever those big, blocky pieces of metal did. Plus, I was jealous, because I always wanted a flying island of my very own. Even my

[Reified Manastone] wasn’t going to be any good for that, because it stayed where I put it rather than being actually free of gravity. 

 “Yeah, definitely need to evacuate the cities into the Caldera. 

 Maybe all the coastline settlements, too. Just so they don’t have any targets besides us.”  Though considering that the mage-kings hadn’t shown much interest in anything outside of cities, I doubted they’d actually target any of the small villages or homesteads sprinkled throughout Tarnil. My worry was more in the nature of collateral damage. Tor Kot’s army had been something like forty thousand; four such armies might well scour any land they marched across, even if I was picking them apart at the time. 

“The very fact that moving entire cities is not a problem is quite absurd,” Iniri pointed out. “But being attacked by four giant floating fortresses is absurd too.” She tapped her fingers against the table, staring at the scry-ring. “One week isn’t nearly enough time to call on anyone for help, not that we have any serious allies anyway. Anyway, there isn’t much most people can do against mage-kings. We  should warn our neighbors, though.” 

 “Yeah, well, when we wipe out this invasion we better get some thanks from said neighbors for keeping the mage-kings away from their borders.”  While it wasn’t fair to expect anyone to be able to come to Tarnil’s aid, I did find it annoying that they weren’t upset with someone invading a neighbor unilaterally and without diplomacy. I would have thought that would be the kind of thing they’d want to quash before it became common. 

“Oh, believe me, I’m going to make sure everyone knows how much they owe us,” Iniri said grimly. 

The meeting didn’t last much longer, especially since Iniri had plenty to do in order to get people prepared for yet more

trouble with the mage-kings. Though this time Tarnil ought to be able to weather the attack without much of a hiccup, since everything would go into the Caldera and get put back when we were done. If  I didn’t weather the attack, well, they would be in trouble no matter where they were. 

Taelah and Shayma headed off to the Alchemistry, with Shayma swinging by Duenn to fetch her parents on the way. It was actually a little silly to consider teleporting to an entirely different city being  on the way, but for Shayma it absolutely was. The four of them put their heads together and, now that Taelah had a better idea of what I had available for her to use, she came up with a long list of things she could make. No miracle cures, and apparently it was effectively poisonous to boost too much, but there were enhancers and restoratives that she could make easily enough. 

Iniri returned to the Palace to replace the normal morning session with a more private one, inviting the various foreign representatives as well as the highest-rank nobles still around to tell them what was going on. The audience included the first non-human-kin, non-monster sapients I’d seen around. They had to have been hanging around before, but for some reason I’d completely missed them. Though it wasn’t like I was paying overly close attention to Meil, not with everything else I was doing. 

There were two of them with a human interpreter, which they needed because it was pretty clear they operated a lot differently than any human-kin. They were roughly avian, with four wings folded against their backs and clawed, raptor-talon feet. Their heads were narrow hatchet-edges with no eyes whatsoever, and they had four small arms with delicate, three-fingered hands. 

They clearly weren’t blind, especially since as far as I could tell they communicated at least partly through color. The fuzzy, downy feathers that covered them could flash and strobe in a variety of neon hues, which seemed to be what their interpreter watched when they wanted to speak. Though they could hear well enough, so far as I could tell. The Overlay

marked them as Chiuxalti, and since they had Classes it was clear they weren’t monsters. 

 Huyaceotl Four-Wind

 Level 32 [Slicer-Of-Lies]

 Nixaceti Eight-Flint

 Level 45 [Shield-Of-Innocents]

To be honest they were a little more disturbing than the Scalemind, to my sensibilities, but mostly because they had those narrow, eyeless heads. Iniri, of course, didn’t show any discomfort with them, though maybe some of the others were a little taken aback. I was damn curious now that I’d actually noticed them, but I’d have to wait to grill Iniri about them until she had time. 

While my Companions did their own things, I had business with Ansae. She was actually packing her stuff from her old lair, which showed she had a heck of a lot of faith in my ability to create her a new one. Admittedly, I’d raised a palace from basically nothing in a matter of hours, so it wasn’t like her trust was misplaced. 

 “So, what did you have in mind for your new lair? I’m going to assume big, but beyond that I have no idea what you might like.” 

“Oh, you’d be surprised. I like my comforts as well as the next dragon, but mostly what I want is room. I want enough room to put things, to do experiments, to walk around and lounge, to do magic, to simply sprawl.” 

 “Hmm.”  I played with a few ideas up in the Caldera, sketching out foundations and possibilities. The Palace work had given me some experience, but I didn’t want to do the same thing for Ansae. If nothing else she didn’t need  that kind of room. 

 “Okay, I’m thinking of a big tower, I mean, big even for you, and landscape the surroundings for you. So you’ll have that for your main living space, and maybe when I get time to make

 [Reified Manastone] I can make it float, or make your personal quarters float, or something like that, and the rest of the land can be whatever you like.” 

“Now  that sounds amazing.” Ansae’s eyes glittered. “Do make sure to have some sort of path to an audience chamber. One with that Field that erases everything.” 

 “Oh right, yeah. Purgatory. Certainly, I can do that.”  I liked the idea, though at this point I had already established what my audience chamber was like. The purgatory audience was for people who’d annoyed me. Ansae, though, was sharper to begin with so it seemed to fit her personality well.  “Would you like to come up top so we can collaborate on it?”  Even if the expansion wasn’t finished by now the Caldera was big enough that she could fly a fair distance without bumping into the walls, and a more than fair height without rising out of my influence. 

“Yes, yes I would.” Ansae flicked her claws, turning all her items into runes that subsequently vanished, and paced toward the teleport spot I’d set up. I’d picked out a hundred-kilometer radius area near the center of the Caldera for her, which sounded like a lot but really wasn’t, even with the expansion incomplete, and I teleported her into the middle of it. 

Immediately she spread her wings, launching herself into the air at a speed that was damn impressive even after seeing fourth-tiers fly around. She wasn’t supersonic, but I got the impression she very easily could have gone that fast. While she did a circuit around the Caldera, just for the freedom of flying I assumed, I marked out the area I was thinking of with a low stone wall. Considering it was bare stone to begin with that didn’t stand out too much, so I ended up coloring it white against grey-blue just so it was obvious. While that much didn’t take long, Ansae just zoomed around for a good hour or so before finally returning to the marked plot, casually hovering a few hundred meters in the air. 

“Rather ambitious size for a tower, don’t you think?” She asked with a grin. 

 “Ha. Well I figure that’ll be enough room for both your tower and your environs. I dunno if you want to do gardening or just want a dark and foreboding forest or what, but you’ll have room at least.” 

“I will at that.”    She glanced around, pirouetting in midair even though there wasn’t anything to see other than a giant circle on the ground. “I’d really like to have a bunch of those Climates, all intersecting in different ways. They’re intricate and interesting, enough to keep me busy when I’m not dealing with other crises.” 

 “Huh, sure. I was going to do that anyway so doing it here isn’t an issue.”  I also wanted to see what resulted when I gave Climates more room. Considering that scale made things different, like how a mountain wasn’t just a big hill, I figured that really big Climates might generate some unique stuff. 

Many thousands of square kilometers would be a good start, even divided among almost a dozen Climates. Though I would need to duplicate some of them, as trying to figure out all the combinations of intersections with just one instance apiece would be a boggling exercise in topology. 

Before the Climates, I needed the centerpiece and anchor of the Tower. I started off with a half-kilometer wide foundation and, at Ansae’s urging, expanded that to a full kilometer. She wanted her space and I didn’t blame her, considering that she was something on the order of fifteen to twenty meters in length, so even adequate floor space was going to require heroic proportions, let alone something she’d consider roomy. 

The basic outline was just a circle, lifted up into columns and walls. I gave her windows, of course, and plenty of them, as well as light pipes to keep the interior from being too dark. I kept the ceiling vaulted so I’d have room for utility spaces, such as air or water or light. Though to some extent I imagined my dungeon-ness would keep certain problems from occurring, I was intending to eventually float the whole tower so I couldn’t rely on that for everything. Ansae would probably be able to fix issues like light or airflow herself if they got too off-kilter, but I wanted to do things right. 

I didn’t really know how to furnish the place, but Ansae had a lot of ideas, enough that I figured she’d been considering this for a lot longer than I had. Not to mention she’d had lairs before, so she had actual practical experience with what she

wanted and how she wanted it laid out. To nobody’s surprise, she wanted everything big. 

The first floor had the audience hall at fifty meters wide, running five hundred meters to the midpoint of the tower and completely walled off. Aside from the enormous arch of the entrance, it had a pedestal for Ansae to sit in judgement of whoever came to her, a human-kin-sized opening in the left wall, and a dragon-sized opening in the right. The human-sized opening went to a guest complex, bedrooms and meeting rooms spanning three stories up against the outer wall of the tower, while the dragon-sized one went to a similar, if obviously larger, complex. 

Similar in function, but very different in form. Dragons, or at least Ansae, apparently favored a more vertical approach, with a number of roofed platforms at various heights and anchored to the outer wall. Some of them were connected by ramp, but most were not. Each of them had a mostly-enclosed interior room surrounded by other rooms that were open to the air, but not really each other. It reminded me of an extended, segmented balcony, and it kind of made sense for a winged race. 

Both the guest chambers were walled off from the remainder of the ground floor, which Ansae had me leave blank for now. 

I did add a big ramp leading to the next floor, but considering that said floor was nearly a kilometer in height it was quite a walk. Since it was already inside a spatially expanded area, that meant I couldn’t use spatial shenanigans to keep the tower from collapsing under its own weight and instead I had to reinforce the whole thing with mana. Which I was glad I could do, since otherwise I would have needed to use higher tier resources than hardened stone and cultivated steel. 

The next level up was meant to be a workspace, meaning one enormous floor with a vaulted ceiling. Ansae said she’d arrange things once she got settled in, but did have me add big landing areas with flying buttresses to the outside of the tower, and I added in a bunch of windows because lighting up a huge interior area like that took some doing. Ansae had the ability to do that herself, and probably would at some point since she

could do better than I could. I had a few of the landing platforms dotted about the interior as well, on the columns anchoring enormous glass windows, but overall it was a big empty floor. 

After that, there were no more discrete floors. Ansae was fully in charge of how things looked, aside from what was necessary to keep things from actually collapsing, and what she wanted was far different from conventional construction. I had four enormous arches leading to the top of the tower, some five kilometers above the ground, and ran lesser lattices and buttresses between those to support various platforms, some large and some small but none of them quite the size of a full floor, leaving plenty of room for flight paths. Rather like the guest area, there were enclosed rooms on each of these platforms, but a greater number of open ones, and I used rather less glass there, reserving it for areas on the platforms themselves and leaving the framework open to the elements. 

Not all the platforms were for living. Quite a few of them Ansae had me fill with water, and some of them with fifty meters of it, for bathing or swimming, and I piped the overflow down and out toward where I was going to put the swamp Climate. It wouldn’t be difficult to tweak it to filter a little bit, and I wanted to figure out how to do that anyway. I didn’t want to always rely on composting chambers. 

I’d have to ask Taelah to find me a bunch of creeping vines or convert some of my normal flora to that kind of thing. The white marble looking stone was nice enough but there was a ton of it that could easily be covered with some type of greenery or another, especially in the upper portion where there were relatively open spaces between the four arches. 

Overall the thing was  incredibly huge, much larger than the pillars I’d put up all over Tarnil, but it was still well below the protection of the Caldera walls. There were scores of platforms and hundreds of buildings, which was far,  far more than I could imagine Ansae needing. Considering the size of dragons, I wouldn’t say it was a city, but at least a village. 

 “Lot of room here.”  I observed to her. 

“I need to think about the future,” she replied. “I’m the only dragon here now, but that won’t always be the case. If nothing else, there will be dragons who would  beg you for a

[Contained Star]. One of those would be enough for any of them to become a stellar Affinity Dragon. For entire  families to evolve themselves as much as they wanted – and that’s not counting the effects of all the Climates you have.” 

 “You’re expecting people to immigrate?” 

“Among other things,” Ansae agreed. “There aren’t any dragons with a compatible enough magic for me to have children the usual way. But  you have [Genesis], and if your magic is powerful enough to Purify me, it should be powerful enough to give me children.” 

Wait, what? 

 “Whoa, whoa, wait. That’s a hell of a thing to spring on me.” 

It had made sense when Taelah had wanted children, because she was an ordinary woman, in all the good ways, and wanted to be an ordinary wife even if she had some dungeon abomination for a husband. Ansae, on the other hand, hadn’t really evinced any real desire to be motherly. 

“I’m not exactly springing it on you,” Ansae pointed out, landing on one of the upper platforms. “It’s not something that will be an issue until after I’m Purified, but it’s still something I want.” 

 “Well, okay then. I’ll, uh. I’ll keep that in mind.”  I didn’t know what to say to that. Though once I got past the initial shock it made sense. Ansae was old and pragmatic and if she said that she was too powerful for any dragon men running around, or flying around, I well believed it. 

I chewed over Ansae’s request for a minute or so, but I didn’t really have anything to say. In part because I didn’t have any questions to ask and it was just sort of there, so it wasn’t like I could grapple with it too well. I did notice that she didn’t press me, or demand any answers, or even feel the need to bring it up again. I’d have to talk it over with the others anyway, but she was right about it being far off. I had absolutely no idea

how to get myself up above the seven hundred thousand mana cap I needed to Purify her. 

Eventually I went back to making up the landscape for Ansae’s gigantic tower. I gave it a moat, just because, and set that as the Coastline climate, then started in with mixing and matching. The Swamp-Coast mix was pretty much exactly what I wanted for wastewater, being a dense network of filtering roots. I could make the Coast water salty too, but in this case I didn’t, letting the moat, which itself was a good half-kilometer thick ring, act as a giant lake. Something I had noticed when setting up various water features is that I didn’t actually have to worry about things overflowing, even though they definitely should have, so long as I used Climates. 

While I was working on combinations, Ansae had started unpacking, but soon enough she stopped to come over and watch and comment on what I was doing and I found she had a lot of interest in some combinations I found boring. For example, the Glacier-Grassland mix just gave me a sort of scrubby, icy tundra, but according to her it was really rare to see glacial and nature Affinities coexisting at all. To me, it was the triple or higher ones that got really fascinating. Glacier-Volcano-Forest was really neat, forming pools of boiling water venting steam from an ice sheet, with a black-barked and white-leaved tree growing from each pool. They were called Smoulderroot Ghost-thorns, which I didn’t understand until I took a closer look and saw almost entirely transparent thorns made of what looked like ice growing from the branches. At least the description upgrade I’d gotten from transcribing Taelah worked, since the Smoulderroot Ghost-thorns actually had a description. 

 Smoulderroot Ghost-Thorn: This tree harmonizes glacial and volcanic Affinities into living wood. Properly grown and cut, a plank or weapon may be both cold enough to encase a room in ice and hot enough to melt stone. 

So that sounded like it’d be really useful, if nothing else by making refrigerators and hot plates. Possibly that was too mundane a use for the stuff, but something that was simply

grown that could do that was a lot more scalable than cutting runes. 

I’d have to get Taelah to have a look. Since she had [Body Reinforcement], she could actually travel the more exotic Climates, but it wasn’t comfortable for her. Another thing for me to figure out. It wasn’t fair that everyone else could hike about all these strange and amazing places with impunity, but it was hard for her to deal with. 

“Blue? I think I’m going to go take One-Eye-Green to meet Annit and Keri,” Shayma said, pulling my attention away from what I was tinkering with. I’d been distracted, and not noticed that both she and Iniri had finished up their initial meetings and gotten things straightened out. Taelah was happily working away in her Alchemistry, doing complicated things with a pile of ingredients that she’d probably sent Shayma to get, considering she was using heavy gloves to handle them. 

 “Oh great! I hope that it helps.”  One-Eye-Green wasn’t as adept at mind magic as Dreams-Ahead, but she’d also been warned not to make any real changes. Just maybe nudge Annit a little bit, and hopefully jar her out of the funk she’d been in. 

Besides, the Scalemind was naturally cheerful so she’d probably get along with Keri. That was the hope anyway. 

It was also, vaguely, the first step toward maybe getting the Scalemind Classes. Sure, they went out hunting for food, but that wasn’t the same as adventuring. Not to my mind, and since magic was based on intent there might be something different there. Or not. But it probably wouldn’t hurt, and it’d get One-Eye-Green exposed to the surface for more than a brief jaunt. 

Speaking of Annit and Keri, I had noticed when they were discussing me earlier, and also that there were still some people following them about wildwood. The consequences of celebrity, it seemed, though most people didn’t have anything malevolent in mind. It seemed Monat was doing a good job of keeping them safe, but I still stepped in to block off someone who was lurking suspiciously. It made me annoyed that splitting my attention resulted in serious brain-drain, because I could really have benefitted from keeping an eye on everyone

at once, plus watching out for any foreign power or mage-king talking about me. Alas, I had to focus my attention on one thing or the other and that meant I missed stuff. 

Fortunately, I could trust everyone to fend for themselves for the most part, so after a brief conversation with my fox-girl I went back to wrestling with meshing Climates for Ansae’s territory. Unfortunately, she didn’t have much helpful to contribute, since Climates were very much a purely Dungeon thing, so I was on my own in trying to fit together impossibilities like Rainforest-Desert-Coast. It took me quite a while to work out how to do that one, but eventually I hit upon it. 

Instead of a normal sand desert it was salt instead, pocked with tidal oases. Every few minutes, when the waves hit just right, the cenotes at the center of the oases would turn into geysers, showering saltwater over the surroundings. Instead of just being white, minerals stained the salt in the oases in vibrant greens and oranges and reds, and strange colored grasses and squat fungi and bamboo cacti sprouted up around them. It was especially impressive because I had to make that section of Coast, and only that section, salt sea in order to make it work. 

Even Ansae was impressed by it, but it had taken so long and gotten me so involved that I missed the actual meeting between One-Eye-Green and Annit and Keri. When I glanced over, everyone was hugging. Which was kind of amusing in One-Eye-Green’s case, but it seemed things had worked out well. 

Day 163 - Annit

One comfort was that Wildwood Retreat never changed. Even after the war with the mage-kings, even after Blue’s assimilation of the whole country, even after the flush of extra mana density and the accompanying changes to the Wildwood itself, it was the same city as ever. Classers walked through the streets showing off their equipment or Skills, signs and hawkers advertised magical items or services, and people flew through the sky on mounts or magical items or with their own Skills. She stepped outside the house set aside for them, where Blue had set their portal, glancing around by habit. 

It was difficult to hide that Shayma was Blue’s representative, and one unfortunate aspect of that was a sort of hero-worship or at least fame, which came with attention both good and bad. 

There had been some attempts by the higher-tier Classers to extort them, through intimidation or just basic pleading, but Monat had intercepted most of those before they got close, mostly through his agents but once he’d stepped in himself. 

She wasn’t sure if Shayma had noticed all the individuals or groups that had been stalking them before someone intercepted them but she wouldn’t be surprised. Blue must have, though he seemed content to leave the issue to Monat so long as the city’s leader was making sure no trouble came their way. 

Aside from trouble, there were actually a number of people who simply wanted to meet them for the sake of meeting them.  Annit wasn’t famous, but Keri was on her way there and Shayma was of course very well known. It was quite the odd experience to have people say hello just for the sake of it, or ask her what it was like to keep the company of a Power. The answer to which was ‘humbling,’ even if the question presumed more about Annit and Blue’s relationship than really existed. 

When it came to working with Shayma, it was nearly the same. The girl was an absolute monster for her level, though

that had been true even back at level one. Annit had to admit that, if she wanted to, Shayma could probably start going into the Wildwood Tree itself without issue, though she’d have to leave the two of them behind to do it. Keri was amazing for support, but she didn’t quite have the instincts or the Skills for defending herself properly, and Annit of course was crippled. 

She was feeling a little less crippled of late, having clawed back some Skill and Class levels, but if it weren’t for Shayma she’d be way out of her depth out even in Wildwood Forest. 

Blue’s blowgun was still better than any of her alternatives, but it just didn’t have quite the punch she needed to make up for how much her Skills had been reduced. Admittedly, she’d known ever since she got her Class that she would be less powerful than others at her level. [Wind Hunter] was excellent for the southern coast, but it just didn’t have the Skills or weapon selection to punch the way others did even before her Depletion. 

It left her feeling a little uncertain, wandering through Wildwood Retreat without Shayma, even knowing both Monat and Blue were there to keep anything from happening. Keri, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have any trouble at all. It wasn’t that she didn’t realize the situation, it was just that she was  far better at judging people and wasn’t afraid that every random person that looked their way was going to try something. While Keri kept close to her outside the Retreat, it was the other way around inside. 

She followed Keri down the street, towing the sled behind her. 

Since it actually used wind Affinity to hover, she was the only one of them that could control it and she had to admit it was incredibly useful. It was piled with crates and bins that held only a portion of what they’d brought in over the past week and yet was still more than they would have been able to get by themselves in months. 

Even though Blue claimed that he wasn’t about to forget them, she didn’t want to trust to his largesse, so she was stockpiling the profits from their trips. Some of it was in Source powder, the de facto currency of Wildwood, and some of it was in minted currency, gold and silver with specific ratios of

powdered Source mixed in to prevent counterfeiting. A chunk of it was in actual magic ingredients, the ones that didn’t decay at least. Bone, gems, tanned hide or fur, even some dried roots and mana-saturated jerky. 

Not that it was all in one place. There was some in the bank at Wildwood Retreat, some at a holding house in Meil, and some in their own house inside Blue’s mountain. Annit believed in covering her bases and having contingencies, and while Keri didn’t think they’d need it she was in full support of Annit’s efforts. Besides, while it was Annit’s idea, Keri was the one who actually knew where to look for safehouses in cities, and how to negotiate with a bank or a shopkeep. 

Annit followed Keri through the delivery door for Keri’s favorite scrimshander, maneuvering the air sled around some rotund Classer with a bright purple squirrel on his shoulder. 

The man seemed engrossed in the medallion he’d just purchased but she kept an eye on the squirrel to make sure it didn’t try to pilfer from her sled. Even when the owner had the best of intentions, magical animals could be difficult. But nothing happened, and she guided the sled over to the giant stone slab used for drop-off and appraisal. 

“Keri! Annit! How are my two favorite hunters?” Mihkelian was some indeterminate sort of kin, tiny and cheerful and wizened, bearing more resemblance to the purple squirrel than any human. He called  everyone his favorites and so far as Annit could tell he wasn’t lying. 

“Hello, Mike,” Keri told him cheerfully. “We have some more to sell today. Did you finish Annie’s charms?” 

“I did indeed!” He turned around to sort through his arrangement of work behind the counter, then bustled out with a little tray. Considering the influx of air, nature, and even some water-Affinity bone that they’d come by of late, as well as the extra money, they’d commissioned some extra equipment for Annit. It was still a far cry from what the truly well-off Classers had, but it at least matched her Affinity. 

Aside from going to Blue or going to a different continent entirely, there was nothing like that for Keri. 

Mihkelian offered the tray to Annit, who took it before the scrimshander forgot that he was carrying it, and examined the charms while Mike tried to peek under the canvas on the sled. 

The Status for each was written in neat script below each of the five bone figurines, where they dangled from short but finely-carved ivory chains. 

 [Speed Charm – Darthawk]

 Slightly increases the speed of wind Affinity Skills. 

 [Guardian Charm – Loil Tortoise]

 Creates a deflecting wind barrier, charging as wind Affinity Skills are used. 

 [Accuracy Charm – Eireye Cat]

 Helps guide wind Affinity skills to their targets. 

 [Endurance Charm – Stone Scalehoof]

 Provides an additional reservoir of Stamina to wind Affinity users. 

 [Muffling Charm – Tatzlwing]

 Reduces noise generated by wind Affinity skills. 

Though none of them had immense effects by themselves, and it would take a couple days to properly settle into using them properly, the set all combined together gave her a significant edge. She started to attach the chains of the charms to her armor but found Keri’s fingers there instead. Cheerful blue eyes looked up at her as Keri took over the task of clipping them on one by one. 

“They suit you,” Keri said. “Just a little bit of savage,” she added under her breath, tone of voice teasing enough to make Annit flush. Only Keri could bring up the supposedly uncivilized mannerisms of the southern lobe without it being an insult. 

“Are these all for me?” Mihkelian said, having pulled off the tarp to reveal cedar bins of tusks and teeth and bone, sorted by affinity. Despite his diminutive height he already had the lid

off the topmost in the pile. Keri gave Annit’s hands a squeeze and turned back to Mike. 

“If you think you can afford it all,” Keri said with a grin. She bustled over and tapped the bins with her staff. “Wind Affinity, nature Affinity.” Then she pointed to a much smaller box. 

“Water Affinity, from a Grey Lesktusk lurking in one of the lakes out there.” 

“I’ll give you two drams a pound,” Mikhelian said promptly, reaching for the water Affinity box with greedy hands. Keri slapped them away. 

“Five drams per pound, and ten drams for all the water Affinity material.” 

“Oof, you did warn me about being able to afford it. Three a pound, and six for the water.” 

“There’s sixteen pounds there, how about sixty drams for everything, in air Source? You can keep the bins.” 

“Mighty generous.” Mikhelian grinned. “I’ll take it. Pleasure doing business with you.” He went behind the counter to measure out the powdered Source while Annit unloaded the bins. Mike was harmless but his aggressive cheer grated on her nerves, especially with the mood that had never quite lifted ever since she’d returned from Duenn. She probably would have snapped at the man if she’d had to deal with him directly. 

Thankfully, Keri didn’t prod her to interact, nor did she say anything about Annit’s wariness when they went back outside. 

She just took Annit’s hand, the one that wasn’t guiding the sled, and accompanied her through the streets of the Retreat. 

They took the sled back to the small house set aside for them, where Annit opened the safe in the bedroom that held most of their wealth. 

“Don’t close it yet,” Keri told her, wrapping her arms about Annit’s waist and peering around her at their small pile of money. “You and I need to go shopping. Get some new clothes.” Annit grimaced. She didn’t really  want to go wandering around Wildwood, not more than she had to anyway. 

“You can go,” Annit told her. Keri knew Wildwood better than Annit did, it wasn’t like she’d have any issues out there with everyone watching over them. 

“Aw, come on, Annie. You can’t stay stuck inside all day.” 

“I don’t really need to go shopping,” she told Keri. 

“Are you really turning down a date with me?” Keri asked her, hugging tighter. Annit scowled, but she didn’t really mean it. 

That was just unfair. 

“No, I suppose not,” she said, and took some of the currency out of the safe. In a sense they didn’t  need to go shopping. 

Their clothes were still in reasonable enough shape, and between them they were adequately geared. But if Keri asked, she wasn’t going to say no. 

“Have you figured out any good way to work toward storm Affinity?” Keri asked, hanging on her arm as they made their way down Main Street. 

“It’s been difficult,” she sighed. It galled her especially that Blue  could give her storm Affinity, but the price for that was as always just too high. “We may have to ask Shayma about storm-touched items from Blue. The water Affinity charm doesn’t seem to be really affecting my Skills at all.” She reached down to touch the bit of bone attached to her blowgun. “There’s not really much available in storm Affinity around here either.” 

“We’ll just keep looking. There’s plenty of time until we have to worry about third tier.” 

“I suppose so.” Considering the shortfalls of the [Wind Hunter] Class, Annit was hoping that over time she could move herself toward storm Affinity and evolve her Class into something more potent. She wasn’t quite ready yet to abandon her blowgun, not after however-many years of use, but ultimately there might not be a choice. At least while she was with Shayma there’d be someone to help carry her through the transition. Of course, if she switched to a bow or something she’d probably remain slightly behind for the rest of her life, which would only compound her Depletion issues. 

“Oh, c’mon Annie, we’ll find something. Don’t worry about it right now.” Keri poked her side, right where she was ticklish, and Annit couldn’t help a laugh as she pushed away Keri’s hand. “If nothing else we can ask Shayma. I know that Blue has both water and storm.” 

“I’d rather not,” Annit said with a grimace. She had nothing against Shayma at all, but she didn’t want to get any deeper in hock to Blue than she already was. Keri gave her a knowing look and dropped the subject, steering them toward a clothier’s shop. Even though she wasn’t too interested in new clothing herself, Annit allowed herself to be towed in that direction, glancing around now and then as the wind muttered in her ears. They had a stalker, which was unfortunately not unusual, but so far he’d kept his distance. 

He was still keeping his distance when someone in the dark green livery of Wildwood’s own internal peacekeeping force stepped out of an alley directly in front of him. Annit didn’t recognize the guard in question but she knew there were actually several of them shadowing the two of them, at the edges of perception. Part of her felt guilty about permanently tying up some of Wildwood’s resources, but mostly she was just glad that she didn’t have to deal with it herself. Wildwood had hosted celebrity adventurers before, whether they were foreign nobles or progeny of fifth-tiers, so it wasn’t like this was new to them. 

If Monat and the Wildwood Guard weren’t taking care of it, they’d have to rely on themselves and on Blue. Shayma had told her about how Blue had turned the last person to try and mug her into a smoldering crater, and Annit didn’t want to have to deal with that. The attention was bad enough without that kind of spectacle. 

They left all that behind as they walked into the shop, with cooler air and the scent of clean and laundered cloth. Annit hadn’t really been paying attention to the specific name of the store, but this one clearly catered to women. Her steps faltered for a moment as she took in the sheer  variety of lacy underthings displayed on one wall, but Keri just hauled her onward. 

“I’m not really sure…” Annit began, but Keri just grinned at her. 

“You can at least look. I’m thinking maybe I get something for me to wear for  you.” 

“Oh.” 

“Besides, you might feel a little bit more like yourself if you dressed up a little.” 

“Hmm…” It had been a while, and she’d  never admit to it in public, it was nice on the rare occasion she could make Keri’s jaw drop by wearing something lacy and slinky. Of course, everything on display was just to show what could be done. In Wildwood, whoever actually made the clothes likely had a Class and enough Skills to make ordinary clothing in a matter of minutes, with barely any measurements. Indeed, there was already someone angling their way, though not the owner of the shop since the girl couldn’t be more than fifteen or sixteen years old. Clearly not one of the mystic-kin either, since she was too tall. 

“How can I help you two?” She asked cheerfully, looking from one to the other. 

“We need some casual outfits,” Keri said. “One for each of us, as well as underclothing. Two sets each.” She rattled off extra specifications, and for some reason Annit wasn’t surprised that Keri knew all her sizes and preferences by heart. 

“Of course!” The apprentice, since she had to be such, looked from one of them to the other. “What were you thinking of?” 

“Oh, maybe you could make a suggestion for the outfits? 

You’re the expert, after all!” Keri smiled at the girl. 

“Perhaps I could suggest a narrow-cut white dress with blue trim for you, ma’am?” She said to Keri, taking in her robe and staff. 

“That sounds wonderful.” Keri beamed at her. 

“Perhaps for you, something in bright red, or maybe a yellow?” She said looking at Annit’s darker complexion. 

“No, Casey,” came an older voice with an accent that made Annit stiffen. “First, she’s not quite dark enough for that, and second, she’s from the southern lobe.” Annit slowly turned to see an elderly woman with classical southern features, but to her relief it wasn’t anyone that looked even vaguely familiar. 

“Hello, my dear,” the owner of the shop said, for it was transparently obvious that’s who she was. “I don’t see many people from the old homeland this far north,” she added. 

“Most of them stop in Ir somewhere.” 

“Ma’am,” Annit said cautiously, not sure how to respond to that. 

“I won’t ask,” she said conspiratorially. “My own reasons for being here are not exactly something I’d want to admit. 

Clothing, though! How about a day outfit in the southern style, with surcoat? If you feel like giving me your clan colors, I can even use them.” 

Annit blinked. She hadn’t even thought about her clan in years. Not that she was on bad terms with them or anything, it was just that she’d left them behind when she’d come north and hadn’t been back. The tailor noticed her hesitation and held up her hand. 

“It’s fine, I understand if you’re not—” 

“No, I was just surprised,” Annit cut her off, wanting to move past the awkwardness as quickly as possible. “I can show you.” 

“Ohh, I’ve never seen you in a southern outfit,” Keri said excitedly. 

“They’re not  that exciting,” Annit told her, following the tailor toward the back of the shop where there were rolls and bolts of cloth waiting on racks. Not too exciting, true, but with winter coming on the surcoat would be nice. Most people thought of the southern lands as warm, which they were, but that didn’t mean much out on the ocean. 

She surprised herself by actually remembering the jargon for describing clan colors and patterns. The criss-crossing patterns could be surprisingly elaborate but hers were just greens with

a touch of blue. The tailor demonstrated her Skills in a roll of cloth, first tweaking the base color to the proper green and then drawing the colored lines on with a finger until it looked right. Meanwhile, Casey took Keri over to the lingerie wall to pick styles. Even though she was focused on the patterns, the wind brought her Keri’s words and she was very particular about her choices, indeed. 

“If you’re satisfied, it’ll be seventeen drams for your clothing, and thirteen for yours,” she said, addressing the second figure to Keri. “There’s a slight discount for uncommon Affinity powders. I’ve already got your measurements,” she added, tapping her left temple. It only made sense she had a Skill to help with that sort of thing. “Casey and I will have it ready for you to pick up in three hours.” 

“That sounds wonderful,” Keri said, before Annit could blanch at the price. Not that they couldn’t afford it, it was just that she hadn’t spent any money she hadn’t absolutely needed to for so long it was ingrained habit. Annit nodded, and the tailor offered her hand to shake. 

They left the store rather lighter in the pocket but Annit did feel a little better. It had been good to see someone from her old homeland, especially someone who didn’t ask too many questions. Even if she didn’t have any trouble with her old clan, she wasn’t too interested in discussing it with strangers. 

“Have you ever thought about going back?” Annit glanced down at Keri. It wasn’t the first time that Keri had asked the question, but the recent events made it more meaningful than wistful. 

“Maybe,” she admitted. “Shayma might even be able to take us, with that Skill of hers.” Shayma used [Phantasmal Path]

 constantly, and it was weird every time. “I wouldn’t want to stay; I do like it here better. But it might be nice to get in touch with the old clan again.” It wasn’t particularly unusual for people to head out on boats and not come back for years. 

Sometimes they ended up making a living wherever they ended up, like Annit had, or wound up taking trips to other continents. Since sailing into the deep ocean required

agreements with Leviathans or suicidal confidence, it took quite a bit of time for a round trip. 

“I think it’d be nice. I’ve never been, well, anywhere but Nivir and Tarnil.” 

“You really aren’t missing as much as you think,” Annit said dryly. One port city was much like another, after all. “Have you ever thought about going back? Just to reach some sort of closure with your family.” Keri leaned in closer, not answering for a moment as she looked around at the Classers passing by. 

“Before, I would have said no. We wouldn’t have any way to protect ourselves. I don’t know how hard my family would press at this point, but we’d be relying on them completely and I know they don’t like you. So, no. But…” Keri gestured around vaguely. “Now we’re associated with Blue, and after what he did to their army, I’m pretty sure Nivir isn’t going to do anything to annoy him.” 

“Mmm. True, but I wouldn’t want to go there and hope for Blue’s intercession if something comes up.” 

“I expect Shayma will be going there eventually,” Keri said, reaching up to touch the primal Source hanging around her neck. “When she does, we’ll have to figure out what we want to do.” Annit glanced down at Keri, who looked uncharacteristically worried, and squeezed her hand. 

“That’s not the Keri I know,” Annit chided her. “I would have thought you’d be all for it!” Keri giggled. 

“I just don’t want to deal with people yelling at us! Or worse, not yelling. My aunt can be vicious. But it would be nice to see my little brother and sister…” Keri trailed off, shaking her head. “I haven’t seen them since they were tiny, though. I don’t know what they’re like at all.” 

“I’m sure they turned out fine,” Annit assured her, though it wasn’t like she knew. Keri’s family wasn’t that bad, though, save for where it came to Annit running away with their daughter. 

“I hope so.” Keri’s staff tapped against the stone street as they made their way through the Retreat. “I still feel guilty

sometimes!” 

“Eh, it’s good for them to not get their way on occasion.” She was of the firm opinion that too many of the more noble types didn’t have enough experience with adversity. That was why they got other people into trouble, even and especially as adventurers. 

“I suppose.” Keri nibbled her lower lip, something that always made Annit wince considering Keri’s teeth. She was used to them by now, but her first experience with them was memorable mostly for Annit ending up with a very bloody lip. 

Of course, neither of them had let that stop them. 

They both looked sideways with surprise as an alleyway up ahead suddenly slid shut, stone sealing over the entry. 

“Was that…?” 

“I’m pretty sure that was Blue,” Annit agreed. “It seems particularly bad today. Or maybe everyone’s just paranoid after the assassination attempt.” 

“I don’t blame them! Gods, we have troubles with my family but poor Shayma. Ells and Anells, that sounds like such a mess.” 

“It does.” Annit had only vaguely heard of House Anell, since it wasn’t like the southern lobe of the continent was a major trading concern. At least not the east side; she was pretty sure House Anell mostly only landed on the west side of Orn. What she  did know was that they were big, mean, and rich enough to pay off the Leviathans and actually trade between continents. 

“At least it’s not  our mess.” Keri nodded, then nudged Annit as they approached the vestibule to a training arena, set off from the main thoroughfare. 

“Did you want to go see about learning some other weapon?” 

She asked. Annit started to object, then nodded reluctantly. 

“I should at least see what’s available.” They veered over to climb up the stairs into the first level of the arena, which was sectioned off into different areas with a number of people already training with their instructors. There weren’t any free instructors hanging around, just a man behind a counter with

several bound books open. He smiled at them as they approached, sketching a bow. 

“Welcome to Tiufen Training Arena. How may I help you?” 

“I’m looking to find a weapon type to replace this.” Annit held up her blowgun. “I’m an air Affinity user, but hoping to shift to storm.” 

The man gave her a long look, and she stared back. She knew the blowgun wasn’t the most potent weapon, that moving to a higher Affinity was difficult, and that merely changing weapons wouldn’t help. Maybe the reverse. 

“Storm, ranged weapons.” He said finally, turning to one of his books and flipping through it. “Most common would be the bow, followed by the javelin. Transitioning from air…” He switched pages. “Water movement Skills would be your best approach. But it’s quite difficult if you’re well into your second tier.” 

“I am aware.” It really didn’t sound good. Neither bow nor javelin had much in common with the blowgun, and finding someone to coach her into getting water Affinity into her wind-based movement skills was a lot more difficult than finding someone to teach her a new weapon. 

“Did you want to schedule a session with one of our trainers?” 

“Not at this time, thank you.” Annit said. Keri squeezed her arm but didn’t protest as the two of them turned to leave. 

“You should really ask Shayma and Blue,” Keri said. “I know you don’t want to, but if anyone will have an idea to help you change over it’ll be them. Even if Blue himself doesn’t get involved, you know Shayma would help.” 

“I suppose so,” she said reluctantly. She still didn’t want to get them involved, but it was true enough that Shayma was their friend and that wasn’t the same as appealing to a Power. They were supposed to meet with Shayma later in the day, so maybe that would be a good time. 

They wandered back out, meandering through the streets of the Retreat and occasionally ducking into one store or another. 

There wasn’t much that they actually bought, other than lunch, 

but Annit felt maybe a little bit relaxed as time went by and not only did they have no other stalkers, but some Classer’s child stopped Keri to tell her how much he wanted to be a healer when he grew up. 

Eventually though, the two of them headed back toward the house the Retreat provided, picking up the new clothes en route. The tailor established the final fit with a Skill, tweaking it to make it perfectly suited for them, and then loaded them into a canvas tote. Annit wasn’t interested in wearing casual clothing in Wildwood, but maybe back in Meil or at their home in Blue’s territory she’d have the chance. When they opened the door, neither of them expected to see that Shayma was already there, sitting in the front room and talking with Blue. 

“Yes, I know, but I don’t think — no, that’s what  you’d say.” 

Shayma giggled. “Now, now, it’s not fair to compare tails. 

Some people don’t even have them!” 

She shared a glance with Keri, not wanting to interrupt Shayma, but not really sure they should be eavesdropping. 

Though if it was really an issue, it wasn’t like Blue didn’t know they were there. Even Shayma probably knew, considering her senses. 

“I’ll just save it for later,” Shayma concluded. “Come on in, girls.” 

The two of them went through the door into the front room, Keri claiming the tote from her and bearing it off into their room. Annit was left to greet the fox-girl with a nod, feeling a little awkward. 

“You’re earlier than I expected,” Annit said, hoping there wasn’t any bad news coming with Shayma arriving so quickly. 

“Well, there’s someone that I want you two to consider bringing on the team,” Shayma said, actually looking slightly nervous. Which was in and of itself pretty odd, Shayma seemed confident in almost everything she did. The request wasn’t any less odd, either, since Annit couldn’t think of anyone Shayma had talked about before that would be a good fit for their group. 

“Oh? Who is it?” Keri asked as she crossed back into the front room. 

“Well…” Shayma seemed a little uncertain. “The issue is, she’s technically a monster, so I didn’t want you to be surprised by that.” Annit blinked. She’d thought that Blue didn’t  have any monsters, and besides that, having one on their team was a strange proposition. 

“Can you even  do that?” Keri said. “I mean, are monsters people? Or…” She seemed as confused as Annit was. “How exactly does that even work?” 

“I’m not really certain, but we’re going to try it.” Shayma said, shaking her head. “This one – her name is One-Eye-Green –

she’s very young, basically a kid. But she’s nice enough, once you get used to her, and it’s not like she’s going to attack anyone. We’ll have to keep an eye out while we’re in Wildwood though, just to make sure nobody tries going after her.” 

“Have you talked to Grandmaster Monat about that?” Annit said, defaulting to a more reasonable and practical question. 

Even if this was on Blue’s recognizance, it wouldn’t go well unless the head of the Retreat was willing to support it. 

“I just came from seeing him. He didn’t think an announcement or anything was necessary, considering that she’s going to be with us, and it’s not like people will be able to see her Status easily. They might just think she’s from one of the distant continents.” 

“Where is she from, actually?” Keri asked curiously. 

“Somewhere in the Underneath,” Shayma told them. Annit glanced over to Keri, and found that she had no idea what Shayma was talking about either. 

“Apparently there are entire civilizations deep, deep underground,” Shayma explained, seeing their confusion. 

“They have monsters there too, and these ones came to Blue for help.” 

“So, this is part of that help?” 

“Maybe a bit. I do think she’d make a good addition, though. 

She’s only level fourteen but she’s a powerful mind-mage and is a lot tougher than any of us at that level.” 

“Well I don’t mind meeting her!” Keri said cheerfully. “Where is she?” 

“Not here yet, I did want to give you some warning,” Shayma said. “Go ahead and send her over, Blue.” 

When Shayma had warned them that One-Eye-Green was a monster, Annit wasn’t really certain what to expect. Maybe something like the mantis-things that Tor Kot had, or a big hulking brute of a thing. Still, she was definitely  not expecting what actually appeared — a tall and incredibly gaunt figure covered in greyish scales. It had long, wicked claws and an elongated muzzle full of needle teeth, and as indicated by the name, one green eye and one gold one. 

“Hhhhiii.” It said, and Annit couldn’t help taking a step back. 

There was an odd feeling in the back of her head, difficult to describe as it cocked its head to look at her. 

「Hello cute things!」 What echoed inside of her head wasn’t exactly a voice but it was close enough for her to get the sense of it, along with a good dose of excitement and nervousness. 

The sheer bubbly innocence was so at odds with the way the thing looked that she didn’t know what to think. 

“Um. Hello,” Annit said hesitantly. 

“Hello there,” Keri said, taking a step closer to Annit, clearly just as nervous as she was. One-Eye-Green looked at them for a moment, not saying anything but Annit could feel the brush of the monster’s mind against hers. It brought forth a sudden flood of memories, like walking into an old and familiar house. But it also jarred loose the truth she’d been doing her best to ignore, of how much less she was now and how unlikely it was that anything would really change. Instantly the world seemed to turn grey, her shoulders sagging from the sudden weight. 

「Nooo, cute things can’t be sad.」 Before Annit could really react, she was enfolded in surprisingly strong arms as One-

Eye-Green swept her up. 「Hugs will help!」

“Uh…” 

“Hugs  do help!” Keri, of course, took it in stride as she came closer. “But maybe you shouldn’t just…” She squeaked as One-Eye-Green pulled her in as well, half-squishing the two of them together. Annit was about to object, push back against One-Eye-Green and call on Shayma to get the thing off of them, when that strange tickle in her mind where One-Eye-Green was speaking stirred. 

It wasn’t One-Eye-Green she felt, though. Annit had no idea how she knew exactly what she felt, when it was nothing that she’d ever experienced before, but she knew instantly that somehow One-Eye-Green had connected her to Keri. She could feel the warmth and cheerfulness and good humor and underneath all that the iron will that drove her forward. 

「Keri?」

「Annie!」 The exclamation wasn’t exactly her name. It was Keri’s thoughts about her, the way she viewed Annit, the admiration for her strength and unyielding integrity. It was such a naked and unreserved blast of emotion that it rocked her back on her feet, but that wasn’t all. Behind that initial burst, there was a vast reservoir of soothing warmth that swept over and through her. 

All the doubts and fears she had about her weakness dragging Keri down were washed away, her worries over selfishness and stubbornness drowned forever as she directly felt Keri’s love for her, wrapping about her and holding her close. Annit could barely register anything else as she wrapped her arms about Keri, tears staining her cheeks. The hurt of Depletion hadn’t gone away, and it never would, but somehow knowing, really knowing, that Keri would never abandon her made it seem completely unimportant. 

Interlude - Andis Reports My Emperor, I have met with both Queen Iniri of Tarnil and a representative of the backer that she claims has empowered Tarnil to stand against the mage-kings. This backer is known as Blue and purports to be both a Dungeon and a Power, but is represented solely by a young fox-kin woman. While my instincts insist this girl is no more than second-tier, I do not think the entire situation is a burlesque. Certainly, something teleported me and my guards so casually that I did not even catch the expended mana. 

 What makes me believe that a Power indeed is behind it, though I will reserve judgement on whether this Blue is indeed a Dungeon, is the sheer sense of presence generated by the girl in question. It exceeded even your own, and didn’t seem to represent any effort on her part. Interestingly, she warned me about upsetting Iniri on Blue’s behalf, indicating he has some stake of his own. 

 Other evidence for a Power’s involvement is the sheer mana density of Tarnil. It is higher than other neighboring countries and meets or exceeds that found near Invernir and our Great Dungeon. All this, without any apparent rise in magic beast incidence. Though considering the infrastructure of Tarnil is either very new or destroyed due to the war, it may be that the effects simply have not been seen yet. 

 Unfortunately, my own efforts to persuade Iniri to marry her fortunes to Ir have not met with great success. I suspect this is due to Blue’s own interests. Iniri is seeking to gain recognition of Blue as a polity in his own right, something I cannot commit Ir to. The only ones who may be doing so are Haerlish and Nivir, neither kingdom of which is of great import. This may be a backward way to find a proper husband but it’s impossible to discern what undercurrents may be at play with a Power involved. 

 Of those undercurrents, there are two major political developments you need to be aware of:

 First, House Anell attempted to assassinate Queen Iniri. From what I overheard this was in fact aimed at a subordinate, but no less has made Queen Iniri declare an embargo on House Anell. I do not know what Blue intends to do about the attempt, but there seemed to be an assumption that there will be a response. 

 Second, Queen Iniri revealed that the mage-kings are intending to attack Tarnil once again, only a few days hence, and is sending all foreign nationals away. This includes me, so I will be returning to Ir sooner than anticipated. 

 My own opinion is that Tarnil has either an unreasonable opinion of its own ability to project force, or Blue is in fact a Power with the usual unknowns as to actual abilities. The claim of being a Dungeon remains nonsensical — there are no monsters, he claims to be present throughout all of Tarnil but there is no evidence of floors or any common Great Dungeon trappings, and there is no evidence of depletion like there would be with the mage-king’s dungeons. I can only ascribe using such an obviously fictional conceit to the vagaries of Powers. 

Emperor Adrian Wright growled as he finished reading what Andis had written in the paired book. No doubt Andis was glossing over some of his own faults, but that was expected. 

Andis was a flawed tool, but so were all tools, and knowing those flaws allowed Wright to wield them properly. Even if Andis didn’t carry out his primary purpose, he had certainly reported actionable information. 

Iniri should have preferred the backing of Ir to some out-of-continent fifth tier or puppeteer empire, since by all accounts Iniri wasn’t stupid. Any remote power would only be sponsoring her in a bid to gain a foothold on the continent. 

Now that she’d driven them off once, it would be easy to overrule the political dithering of various kings and princes that had convinced him to leave the mage-king incursion to someone else the first time around. 

He tossed the book aside, crossing from his study to his smithy, a walk of a few short steps, and selected an ingot of steel from the wall. He hefted his own personal hammer and

heated the ingot with a [Skill] before bringing the hammer down. Wright always thought better when he was working, letting his hands decide what was going on while his brain mulled things over. Normally he didn’t worry overmuch about the politics of the countries on the ends of the lobes, both because they weren’t actually part of the Empire and because they were neither restive enough nor valuable enough for more forceful relations. 

The sound of ringing metal filled his smithy as he considered what to do about Tarnil. More precisely, what to do about Blue. Though it was quite tempting to think he could add a resurgent kingdom and a Power to the Empire, it wasn’t particularly likely. To actually try and conquer Tarnil by force of arms would be a poor idea for a large number of reasons, and it wasn’t Tarnil that he wanted anyway, if Andis was seeing the truth. It was Blue. 

Powers were rare and legendarily difficult to deal with. That didn’t mean they were invulnerable, or not susceptible to threats or bribes, but they couldn’t be treated like Classers or kingdoms. The Forest of Silence, for example, valued its privacy enough that it was willing to trade minor favors for the maintenance of the immense scry-ward placed around it. For all that it could drive off the Beast of Tarkelion, it didn’t  want to do anything, and woe to anyone who tried to coerce it. 

“Hanzell,” he said, not bothering to try and shout over the ringing of metal on metal, knowing that his chief intelligence officer would hear him. 

“Sir,” the raven-kin said, the forge-light reflecting off the man’s goggles. All of his advisors had a set, enchanted to help them withstand the heat of the Emperor’s Smithy, but on Hanzell they looked positively diabolical. It really suited the old bastard, to the point where he wore them to official functions. 

“Do we really know  anything about Blue?” 

“Sir,” Hanzell repeated. “We have verified that the disappearance of Haerlish’s Royal Palace for a period of six hours is attributed to Blue.” 

Wright considered that. Destroying a palace was easy. He could do it himself, in the space of a few minutes. But making one vanish – not just in an illusionary sense, but completely transporting it elsewhere and then back – was far more difficult. An odd choice, as well, since the power and finesse it would take implied Blue ought to have had other options. 

“The Source gem the Theurge of Purifying Flames let us study demonstrates unique effects, and its Status clearly states it originates from Blue,” Hanzell continued. “Our attempts to gather information on Blue’s representative Shayma have been suppressed by Grandmaster Monat, but there is no indication that she is a fourth tier or higher. Our agents do indicate she has extensive access to spatial transportation, which is consistent with the palace incident.” 

“So old Monat is running interference for them,” Wright mused, hammer rising and falling as he ran his fingers along glowing steel. “Has he said anything official?” 

“Only that he would deal with anyone who had ill intentions toward her or her companions.” Hanzell said, not needing to consult any notes. “She keeps the company of two other young women, a scion of the Esox family and an émigré of the southern tribal lands.” 

“Suggestions?” 

“We need access to the Sources, if nothing else,” Hanzell said promptly. “According to the Theurge, Blue provided a number of different Affinities, more than would be usual for even a Great Dungeon. Some of Andis’ prior reports implied that Queen Iniri does not have the authority to trade them, which means we would need to deal directly with Blue.” 

“Hmm.” Iniri’s requirement to recognize Blue as a sovereign entity made sense, considering the picture he had. If Blue was indeed local and controlled a dungeon, it would be difficult for anyone to consider what was normally common property as a sovereign entity regardless of their actual abilities. Besides which, this Blue was clearly young and new and likely would have trouble handling the Classers and elites of a dozen kingdoms trying to delve his dungeon. It was an open question

how dangerous said dungeon would be, but a full group of fourth-tiers, such as the ones in Wright’s own personal guard, would have no trouble carrying a great deal out of any dungeon yet seen. 

In any action against Tarnil, his personal feelings didn’t matter, it was the cold calculus of politics. To press the issue with force would make the Empire enemies, and while he didn’t fear Tarnil, which even at its peak hadn’t been as powerful as Ir was now, that was the old Tarnil. The new Tarnil had driven off the mage-kings, who had capabilities similar to a fifth-tier, according to Hanzell, and clearly Blue was part of that effort. The calculus of treating Blue with diplomatic politeness was that he was staking Ir’s reputation that Blue was, in fact, worth that deference. 

Wright plunged whatever he was making into oil, letting it hiss as it was quenched, and pulled it out again to see what he’d made. The Emperor laughed as he saw that he’d made a sundial, because it seemed his hands were smarter than his mind. Of course! There was no benefit to deciding now, not with a  second attack on the horizon. Once might be luck, but twice certainly would not be. 

“If they manage to hold off this mage-king attack, I will go myself,” he decided. “If they don’t, it may be better to seize the area ourselves. I dislike people who don’t follow properly civilized rules.” 

“Sir,” said Hanzell, acknowledging the decision. Wright pulled all the remaining heat from the sundial with a flex of Skill, handing it to Hanzell as he exited the Smithy. The raven-kin ghosted along behind him, completely silent even to Wright’s senses. 

“If this  is a Power, I should be ready,” Wright mused, walking along the heavy staircase that connected his smithy to the rest of the palace. He’d had it reinforced several times so it wouldn’t dent when he stomped off to work out his frustrations. “I’ll be taking Voigtsten to the Forest. I need to know what  it knows about Blue.” 

“Of course, sir,” Hanzell said, and vanished. By the time Wright made it to the stables, two of his Elites were already there and had Voigtsten saddled for him. The big winged lion yawned lazily, giving Wright an annoyed look. He always hated when Wright interrupted his naptime. 

Garus and Leon had their own shedu, though neither of them strictly needed one. Garus was a fourth-tier [Black Beast of Komasu], and his preferred form was quick enough from the ground, while Leon’s [Icerigger of Heaven’s Vault] Class had movement Skills built in. Sometimes Wright wished  his Class had movement Skills, but a blacksmith never really needed to go far from his smithy. 

Wright scratched Voigtsten just behind the ears, getting a purr from the big shedu before he slid into the saddle, toning down the weight of his [Adamant Body] so Voigtsten could actually take flight. He didn’t need any particular mount Skill or skill to control Voigtsten, he just needed to ask. The shedu wasn’t quite as intelligent as a person, but he was pretty close. 

“To the Forest,” he said, and Voigtsten made feline grumbling noises but stretched his wings anyway, launching into the air and heading over Invernir Lake, flanked by Garus and Leon. 

Neither of them looked particularly happy about their destination, but he didn’t know whether it was because they disliked the Forest itself or that they couldn’t defend him from it. Not that he intended to annoy it. 

He always found such flights pleasant. Invernir Lake below was always fascinating to watch with fifth-tier senses; the water-Affinity mana spring at the center meant that tree-sized eels and massive fish swam in even fairly shallow water, to say nothing of the great lurking beasts down near the spring’s center. The air was fresh and crisp, and the stunning green of the Forest of Silence rose from the far shore. 

Even on shedu-back, the flight took nearly an hour. 

Fortunately his staff was excellent, so he could take excursions like these and not worry about the Empire falling apart while he was gone. In fact, the various kings and princes did most of the work, now that they’d been part of the Empire long enough to be loyal to it. The silence crept in even before they reached

the shoreline, Voigtsten’s wingbeats becoming muffled, then fading entirely before the sound of his own breathing and, finally, his own heartbeat vanished. 

He couldn’t hear Voigtsten’s plaintive whuff when they finally set down on the shoreline, but he felt it, and he rubbed the shedu’s nose before hopping off and striding forward. The silence was so complete that it even stilled his wandering thoughts, leaving only the single thread of intent. Garus and Leon fell in behind him as he waded forward through mana nearly thick enough to touch, toward the first of the giant trees. 

A clawed deer, albino-white and twenty feet tall, appeared from the oversized underbrush, eyeing them as it chewed on some leaves before darting away deeper into the Forest. A few paces closer and Wright began to feel the weight of the Forest’s attention, a palpable force pressing down on him. At fifth tier, it no longer drove him to his knees, but it still felt like he was walking against flowing water. That could be more literal, too, he’d seen the Forest push out people who were not well-behaved, and that was when it was feeling generous. His Elites knew how to act, though, and didn’t try to speak, even taking pains to walk in a way that would be quiet, if there were sound to begin with. 

Wright stopped at the closest tree, reaching out to put one hand against the building-sized trunk. The Power’s force of will thundered down on him, painful even though it was doing no more than glancing in his direction. At least, that was the impression that he got. Nobody really knew what the Power was, whether it was the Forest itself or something that dwelt within it, but it certainly had enough magic to make even him wary. A good lesson if he was going to be dealing with another Power. 

It never communicated in words, but it never needed to. The knowledge simply crystallized in his mind. At the moment it was feeling moderately sleepy and wanted him to ask his question so he would go away. It also gave him the tally that this was the last favor he could ask for the year, and could he hurry up. 

Communicating back was less sure, but so far Wright couldn’t really complain. He brought up the knowledge of Blue in his mind, and pushed it at the Forest framed as a question. Wright didn’t know nearly enough about Blue to properly ask for information, so instead it was best to just ask the Forest what it thought. Even if it didn’t like to be disturbed it never shirked on its part of the trade. 

Oddly, what came back was not an appraisal, a bunch of knowledge, or a course of action. Usually the Forest had opinions, often strong ones, for all that it deliberately isolated itself from the world. This time what the Forest showed him was a world-eating flash of light, with emptiness afterward. A rising swell of mana, then a sudden dawn with a blazing blue sun over a mountain peak. With it came an admonition of utmost caution, which was unusual for an entity that had historically slapped away a fifty-mile-long flying snake. In fact, it informed him in no uncertain terms that he was not to make whatever was responsible for that angry and drag it back with him to where the Forest would have to deal with it. 

He let his hand drop, frowning. That was less helpful than usual, but he trusted it was not because the Forest was holding back. The Forest had told him it didn’t actually know anything beyond the alarming and powerful surges of mana and the rise of the blue sun, which obviously had to do with Blue. That itself was strange, and meant that whatever Blue was, it was truly new. 

Wright decided he would absolutely have to see Blue for himself. 

Day 164 - Blue

“We need a new weapon for Annit,” Shayma told me, kicking her feet in the hot spring. It was getting colder outside, and while it wasn’t necessarily cold in the core room, just the knowledge that it was getting to winter made warm things more appealing. “Something that lets her use wind and water at the same time, or even has storm directly.” 

 “Isn’t the blowgun kind of part of her Class? That she has Skills specifically for?”  I had noticed that combat Skills seemed to gravitate toward one weapon or style, and while Annit was still in her second tier, mid-thirties, abandoning a weapon and starting over seemed like it might be a bad idea. I wasn’t incredibly familiar with the process of forming Skills naturally, since most of the Skills I dealt with were created by Transcription, but I had seen it happen. 

“Yes, but it’s got limitations. Not all weapons are created equal,” Shayma pointed out. “If she’s going to change it’s going to have to be now. It’s at least possible for her to take a new weapon to second tier Skill while she’s adventuring with us. She’ll definitely want it before her next tier, so the Class evolution takes it into consideration.” 

 “Man, I still don’t know much about Skills and Classes it feels like.” 

“I did ask mom and dad about it,” Shayma admitted. “They may be just around third-tier, but they’ve been Classers for a long time.” 

 “Hm. So, is she switching to melee or what?” 

“She actually has some melee Skills,” Shayma pointed out. 

“But no, primary ranged. Something close enough to the blowgun that she can use some of the techniques, both physical and Skill related, but as I said, with water or storm. 

She wants to get a higher tier Affinity and I don’t blame her.” 

 “I’d be hesitant to make her a weapon myself,”  I said, partly because she was indebted already and partly because if I didn’t know what I was doing, or it was a temporary weapon, I didn’t want it to be some absurd artifact.  “You can probably do it with your Smithing though. You’ve got enough resources for it.”  After all, Shayma had all the various Affinity type materials I’d ended up with, and the ability to make alloys and all kinds of fancy things in her Smithery. 

“Oh, I plan to, I just don’t know what to make! I was hoping you’d know what to do since you’ve always got such strange and interesting ideas.” 

 “Oh. Hm. Give me a minute to think.”  Under normal circumstances I wouldn’t really have thought much about pneumatic weaponry. Compressed air didn’t exactly have the best energy density, and at the same time normally it took time and tools to compress air to any meaningful extent. Annit clearly didn’t need that, considering the force that her blowgun could achieve, and there was always air, whereas combustibles required a supply in the form of bullets or the like. Maybe not an issue since Annit needed ammunition anyway, but it wouldn’t fit with wind or water or storm. 

So compressed air weaponry seemed to be the ticket, and Shayma splashed about the hot spring while I considered. It took me longer than I would have liked to dredge up something that might be useful, and I really didn’t know how all the mechanics worked, but if I described it to Shayma she might be able to figure it out. She was the one with the actual Smithing Skill so hopefully that would cover valves and triggers and pistons and all the other minutiae. 

 “Okay, so I can think of something that might work. You’ll probably want to make it out of Affinity metals, but I’ll leave the details to you. This isn’t something that I can give you every little detail for, but hopefully enough that you can figure out what I don’t have.”  What I was thinking of was a little bullpup pneumatic bowgun. Since the design used air power rather than tension, it wouldn’t need the crossbars of a standard crossbow and would end up closer to Annit’s blowgun in handling. 

It would need an air tank, with a way for Annit to compress the air, which she might be able to do remotely or have to use lungpower, and I was thinking about adding some hydraulics for the water requirement. Use it to further compress the air chamber, probably with a diaphragm or a piston if Shayma could figure out how to do that. The trigger probably should be mechanical for the sake of simplicity, but maybe tying it in with magic somehow would be better. 

Basically, while I had a good start of an idea, and I knew that a pneumatic bolt-thrower would work, there were a lot of details that would require someone other than me to fiddle with. 

Shayma and Taelah between them ought to be able to work with any needed material, and there were always people at Wildwood they could consult or commission for components. 

It was Shayma who pointed out that she could rework Annit’s current blowgun into part of the barrel for the bowgun, maybe even making it possible to detach it and use it normally. I wasn’t sure about that, and thought the diameter might be a bit small, but Annit’s darts packed a horrifying punch as it was and switching to cultivated steel bolts with alchemically-boosted heads certainly wouldn’t make the impact  less deadly. 

While she was at it, I split off a staff-length limb from the tree I’d left in the healing-mutation Field for however long so I’d have something for Keri. Neither Shayma nor Taelah were woodworkers, but they could at least give it some alchemical treatment and give it some extra metal and a setting for Keri’s Primal. So long as Shayma did all the work I felt sufficiently distanced as to not worry about some debt. 

“This is a really neat idea,” Shayma said, looking over the sketches she’d made while I was describing the bowgun. “It’s going to take a bit of work to get it into an actual weapon, but I think I can do it.” 

 “Yeah I hope it works. Annit needs to catch a break, though it looked like One-Eye-Green helped?” 

“Yes, though not the way Dreams-Ahead did. Apparently, she let Annit and Keri sort of talk mind-to-mind. It seemed to be pretty intense!” Shayma shook her head. “I’d be jealous, but it

sounded kind of like what I feel when I’m with you, so maybe I should just be smug?” 

That made me laugh. Shayma did do a pretty good smug. 

Having a fox tail and ears really helped with smug expressions, or most expressions really. Just one of the many reasons I was lucky that she stumbled into me. 

Shayma happily took her sketches off to go play around with them, while I turned my attention to the evacuation, such as it was. The fact was that while I could move entire cities in one go, it wasn’t as dramatic as it might have been to evacuate most of a country. The black domes of Relocate popped up over each of the cities, save Meil, after which I turned my attention to the coastline. 

Moving bunches of tiny little villages and even the occasional lone homestead was a lot more difficult than just cities. In the cities, at least, people could be told to stay inside the walls, and I could erect portals to make up for any supply chain issues while this was going on. For all the little places, I had to wait for Iniri’s bird to fly by and spout off instructions, which not everyone followed. Some people went out fishing, regardless. Which was fair enough, I did have a Coast for them but it didn’t have fish and it was going to be harder to deal with making sure they were fed and not panicked from having accidentally left behind someone. 

Ultimately it was hit and miss. Some people just refused to listen and went out for the day, so I skipped them, just leaving a portal up for whoever was going to use it. Everyone else I moved, keeping them in relative order and putting them near the cities. The location of each village or homestead got a stone pillar to mark it, since the portals wouldn’t remain open forever, but I wasn’t entirely certain I’d get everyone back where they went originally. Probably a mess, but better than them getting murdered by mage-king monsters. 

I was lucky I was focusing on the coastline as much as I was, because that was the only reason I spotted an Anell-flagged ship offshore, headed up from the south. It wasn’t as mana-dependent as Andis’ ship had been, considering it was using sails instead of the fancy, magic-powered stuff, but it wasn’t

completely devoid of magic. It did have its own wind pushing it along, sending it through the coastal waters north toward Meil. Or any of the coastal cities, really, except for the fact that they were all inside bubbles. Not that anyone on board the ship knew that. 

They were either ignorant or extraordinarily confident to go sailing into the water of a country they’d just made an enemy of, so of course I wasn’t going to let it stand. Trying to teleport it directly from the water didn’t work, since it took time to construct a teleport field from seafloor to ship and even that would teleport all the water with it, so I took the simple step of running the ship aground. 

I shoved some stone pillars up from the seabed, creating a sudden reef that the ship smashed into. That gave everyone on board a good jolt, sending people toppling and rolling across the decks, but I didn’t have much sympathy. With the ship stopped I could push it out of the water and then teleport it into a Purgatory room. While I could have gotten rid of them myself, I was pretty sure they were of more use alive and as information sources. It was the perfect thing to hand off to Iniri. 

That meant I had to interrupt Shayma from where she was fiddling with stuff in her Smithery. Clearly she’d gotten some idea of how to make the bowgun for Annit, since there were a bunch of components laid out on a workbench, and I hated to break her train of thought but I figured Iniri should know. 

Though she was already looking in the direction of the room I’d stashed the ship, so she was obviously already aware something had happened. That [Queen’s Insight] Skill seemed to be working better and better. 

 “Hey Shayma, there was a House Anell flagged boat off the coast, so I grabbed it. I’m not sure what to actually do with it though, so I figure you might go get Iniri and do whatever interrogations or whatever seem appropriate.” 

“Oh wow. I wonder what they were thinking?” Shayma shook her head. “I’ll grab mom, too. Just in case.” 

 “Ah, yeah, since this is all about her.”  I looked over the people on the ship, who were mostly picking themselves up and dealing with injuries from the sudden stop, and some were staring out at the nothingness of Purgatory and panicking. I didn’t see anyone with a suspicious, void assassin type Class, only [Sailors] and [Pursers] and [Ocean Striders]. Even with

[Panopticon] active, there weren’t any hidden agents. It just seemed to be a normal sailing vessel, which was even more suspicious than a follow-up assassination squad would be. 

Slightly over half of the crew were fox-kin and the rest were human save for the [Ocean Striders], who were both cat-kin in what I thought was a fine bit of irony. Or maybe it was appropriate, since ships were supposed to have cats. Either way, they were about as standard as standard could be, so far as I could tell, so I was a bit at a loss for how to read them. 

Shayma went to pick up Sienne and Iniri while I watched the people on board the boat. There was a narrow ring of stone around the ship that I was using for the Panopticon anchor, leaving the rest of the room as Purgatory, and some people went over the side onto it, poking at the nothingness with some sort of hooked pole from the ship’s stores. Actually, they were pretty impressive, since the last time I’d put people in Purgatory none of them wanted to get anywhere near it. 

It took a few minutes to gather up Sienne and for Iniri to break away from her meetings, because of course she was in the middle of meetings. Still, they were both willing to more or less drop everything they were doing and head over. Not that Iniri came alone; she had both Cheya and a number of Queensguard just in case anyone tried anything stupid. 

Probably a good idea, even if I didn’t see anyone particularly suspicious. 

 “I’ll keep an eye out in case they try doing something stupid, but as far as I can tell they don’t have any high-level combat Classes.”  There were a pair of [Sea Guards], presumably the minimal security a trading vessel would need, in their mid-thirties level-wise and probably mid-fifties age-wise. They looked grizzled enough, anyway. 

The room I’d made was roughly a half-sphere, though that wasn’t obvious with Purgatory saturating it, and I opened a portal in the side for Iniri and Shayma and their entourage to go through. To the people on the ship it would look like a door appeared from nowhere, with a marble path appearing in front of it and connecting to the stone island around their boat. It was just a shame I couldn’t add trumpets or anything. 

Iniri wasn’t in full regalia but she had a crown and was glowing with [Blue’s Armament of Light] haloing her head so it was pretty clear she was the authority in the room. The people poking at nothing with their hooks were yelled at by someone who was either the captain or the bo’sun, since I didn’t know what any of their nearly-nonexistent insignia meant, and everyone scurried back while he clambered hastily over the side. 

 Triam Usaer

 Level 39 [Coastal Sailor]

I found it interesting that he  didn’t have a Captain Class, or anything else, but maybe Classes that represented someone’s rank were harder to come by than just being on a sailing vessel. Or maybe he was newly promoted. Surely the Captain Class  existed, somewhere out there. He straightened himself and doffed his cap, trying and failing not to look nervous. I gave Shayma the name, so she could pass it on to Iniri and Cheya, and went back to trying to spot any potential foul play. 

“Pay your respects to Queen Iniri of Tarnil,” ordered one of her Queensguard, and Captain Usaer quickly knelt. 

“Captain Usaer,” Iniri said, crisp and cool. “You should know that House Anell is not welcome in Tarnil.” 

“Um. I did not know that, Your Highness,” Usaer said, after a lengthy pause. 

“I take it you are also unaware of the reason why.” 

“Yes?” Usaer ventured. “I mean no. Your Highness. I don’t know why.” Iniri raised her eyebrows and glanced at Cheya, who nodded ever so slightly. 

“That seems odd,” Iniri said, but didn’t clarify things to Usaer. 

“What exactly brings you to Tarnil?” 

“Trading, Your Highness.” Usaer just looked confused, but he wasn’t that stupid, since he was still on his knees. “House Anell gave me the route here from Ir two weeks ago.” I tried to figure out when about that had been in my head, but it was well before the assassination attempt. Probably after the assassination attempt was planned, though, so I would bet they expected it to be done already. 

“Is there anyone on board your ship who doesn’t belong? Or were you supposed to pick up someone here in Tarnil?” 

“No, Your Highness. I just do trading. Anything beyond that you’d have to ask our House man.” 

“Your House man?” 

“Jord Oranell. He’s, uh…” Charell twisted his head to glance back at the boat. I found the guy easily enough, he was the

[Purser], a neat little man with a greying beard who was watching from the boatrail with sharp dark eyes. I didn’t like him. He reminded me too much of a rat, even if his status said human and not  rat-kin. 

“Inform Mister Oranell I will speak to him.” 

“Um. Yes, Your Highness.” Usaer scrambled to his feet and backed away before turning and yelling at Oranell to come down from the ship. It didn’t look like Oranell was particularly happy about the order, but it wasn’t like he had any option but to obey. The Purgatory room was pretty good at driving home how outclassed they were. Oranell clambered down the rope ladder dropped from the side of the ship, approaching Iniri and kneeling himself. 

“Your Highness,” he said. 

“Mister Oranell,” Iniri looked down at him. “What do you know about why Captain Usaer was sent to Tarnil?” 

“We were merely here to open trade now that Tarnil is open again.” This time Cheya frowned slightly, shaking her head. 

“I suspect if we search the ship, we may find a logbook Mister Oranell here is hiding,” Cheya said. 

While Oranell protested I looked over the ship myself. Mostly, I looked at the little cabin where he’d been before, taking full advantage of [Genius Loci] and the fact that neither wardings nor solid materials stopped my perception. Sure enough, there was a runed compartment at the back of one of the drawers of the bolted-down desk, so I simply grabbed it. The ship wasn’t technically part of me, I hadn’t used [Assimilation] on it, but it wasn’t hard to run a thin thread up and lasso the contents of the runed compartment. 

 “Hey Shayma, I’ve got some stuff for you.”  Shayma grinned and held her hands up as I passed her things from inventory. A little book, also rune-encoded, a House Anell badge showing the logo of the House, a simple sailing ship with  HA embossed on the side, and a flask of some alcohol, the only label being a gold-leafed letter  S. 

“What…?” Oranell boggled as Shayma passed the book and the badge to Cheya, and the drink to Sienne, who took it with an avaricious gleam in her eye. 

“You can’t hide things from Blue,” Shayma told him, quite smug. 

“Interesting,” said Cheya. “I believe mister Oranell has quite a bit to say to us, even if Captain Usaer is woefully ignorant.” 

Usaer looked like he might want to object to that for a moment, then thought better of it and nodded. He clearly recognized that whatever was going on, it was far above his pay grade. 

“House Anell will be quite upset over your high-handed treatment of their vessel, let alone accosting an agent of the House,” Oranell warned. Iniri snorted. 

“House Anell attempted to assassinate Queen Iniri several days ago,” Cheya informed Oranell offhand, examining the runes on the book. “We’re a bit past worrying about what their response may be.” The [Purser]’s eyes widened, and I was pretty sure that was news to him, but considering that he kept his expression under control otherwise I doubted he was

particularly innocent. Usaer, though, was clearly out of his depth. 

“Captain Usaer, you’ve come to Tarnil at an inopportune time,” Iniri told him. “You and your men will be our guests for a time, as we expect the mage-kings to attack in force in a few days. I expect most of you will be returned to Ir, eventually, but I think we’ll be hanging on to mister Oranell, here.” The man licked his lips but bowed his head. 

“Yes, Your Highness.” 

Sienne sauntered over toward Oranell, looking him up and down. He stared back, and his eyes narrowed. Considering that the vessel was full of fox-kin he probably hadn’t thought much of the two with Iniri, but now that Sienne was there he’d realized something was wrong. 

“Do you recognize me?” Sienne said. “I’m Sienne Ell, Void Rapier. I would bet that even if you don’t know anything else, you know the name.” He clearly did. Again, it was a fairly small reaction, but it was definitely there. Considering Oranell’s Class of [Purser] he probably wasn’t so much a spy as just a bureaucrat. Admittedly, a bureaucrat for a big trading company that we were going to be at war with when we weren’t in the middle of trying to defend against the mage-kings. 

“Let us move this discussion somewhere else,” Cheya decided. 

“Blue, could we request your assistance in moving everyone except Mister Oranell to a secure area? I believe you put several in the palace.” I had, in fact, though there were only a couple of jail cells meant for actual Classers, and I was sure a sufficiently determined third- or fourth-tier could break out of cultivated steel and adamant stone boxes anyway. Instead of a jail, I teleported the crew en masse to a suite meant for holding foreign visitors who may have overstepped their bounds. It was nice, but it still locked from the outside. 

 “I put them in the Iron Suite,”  I told Shayma, as people vanished. It was a little crowded for fifteen people, but no more crowded than the ship was.  “I’m going to keep the ship.” 

I wasn’t sure what I’d  do with it, but I knew Annit knew how

to sail things and there’d be plenty of space in the Caldera. 

This was clearly not a blue-water vessel, more meant for going up and down the coast, so it’d do fine on any of my waterways. It wouldn’t be too hard for me to repair and if I ever needed an official Blue ship for whatever reason, I’d have one. 

Obviously I’d have to do a lot of alterations, but I had time. 

With Iniri and Cheya in charge of interrogating Oranell, I turned my attention back to the Caldera anyway since The Village was getting ready to move there. I’d already opened a permanent portal between the farming chamber they’d been in and the Forest-Fields Climate I’d prepared for them, so people could go and survey the land and stake out claims. Taelah was busy seasoning wood in bulk and some people had found the stone quarry – I hadn’t even had to suggest it to them through Taelah – and were busily carving out stone slabs. 

All of that went much faster with magic and Classes on their side. The Village didn’t have any earth mages but they did have a couple people with Stonecarver Classes, and they made very quick work of raw materials. It did explain why I hadn’t seen much in the way of animal-powered or even low industrial processes around. Why bother, when a couple of people with proper Skills could do that. 

Houses were starting to go up, as well as fences marking out pastures and fields. The new home for the Village was coming together with remarkable speed, but that was probably at least in part because they had such easy access to the raw materials. 

Plus Taelah with nearly unlimited alchemical reagents shortcutting a bunch of the necessary seasoning and waiting steps for things. She was actually really busy, producing sealing and caulking compounds, weather treatment, and all kinds of things I’d forgotten were necessary for building good houses. 

Among other things, they were building a water tower so they could have proper indoor plumbing. The heating was taken care of by the simple expedient of a tank inlaid with that Smoulderroot Ghost Thorn wood, which heated water  quickly. 

That was to say, near-instantly. The cooling was just as good, 

and they completed the plumbing by the sewage lines into septic tanks. Which I rerouted into Composting Chambers, but I had to admit I appreciated that they didn’t even think to ask me to solve any of those problems. Of course, that was part of the Bargain. 

At the rate they were going they wouldn’t be able to move in until after the mage-kings attacked, but not long after. Not that the attack seemed to worry them, assuming most of them even knew about it. Taelah knew, of course, so I assumed the Elders did, but considering that nobody was involved or could do anything about it, it made sense to continue on as if it weren’t happening. 

Since they had a nice river flowing right by The Village I went ahead and Assimilated the boat and dropped it into the river. 

Then I realized that was probably a little bit precipitous because I had no way to moor the thing, so I had to raise up some soil to beach it before the current swept it away. It also had a bunch of holes, first from holing it to begin with when I grabbed it, then by my ill-advised launch. At least it had a stock of water-Affinity lumber to use to patch the repairs, which I smoothed over with Customization. 

After that though, it was time to get back to the evacuation. I felt maybe a little bad that I’d been distracted from it as it was, but so far as I knew we had a few days before they reached us. 

Between my ability and Ansae’s scrying we could keep fairly good track of where they were, so it wasn’t like they were going to surprise us, but I preferred to err on the side of caution. I had no idea if they could teleport those massive flying islands, or would send out airborne forces ahead of themselves, or what. 

Part of me wished I had access to void mana myself. The traps I was making were only so effective, and at best they’d only be effective against the monster army on the ground, not the mage-kings themselves. If I could make void projectiles or something though, defending against individuals as powerful as the mage-kings would be easy. Though I could well imagine if I  did have access to void Affinity it’d be horrible to work with, maybe to the point of being  too dangerous. It seemed

pretty ruinous when Sienne used it and she apparently had a safe void Class. Having the ability to dump a hundred thousand mana into a Void construct might well be something that threatened the integrity of the planet. 

I also made a second Star. Casual to say, but the creation process for the second one was just as dramatic as the first, its ignition blazing out from the mountaintop I’d chosen for the process, hints of a night sky hanging in the air as the light faded down to something more reasonable. The Star was more or less identical to the first — they didn’t appear exactly the same, the two stars as different as two stars of the same class would be anyway, but there wasn’t any noticeable variation in color or magnitude, being just as bright and blue-white as the first. Though I would have liked to pass the second one to someone, the only person who  might have been able to make use of it before the mage-kings came was Ansae, and I couldn’t just borrow it back from her if I needed it. 

I knew I wouldn’t be able to make a third star before they showed up, so I switched all my Anvils over to making Firmament rather than Stellar Fragments. In a way that was the most valuable stuff I could make, and it certainly had the most uses. Like, layering my core room eventually, or making an indestructible sword for Sienne. Though I had yet to test whether Firmament beat void, it was merely an assumption on my part. There might be a bit of an unstoppable force —

immovable object issue with bringing the two together, but nothing I’d seen so far made me think that would result in any kind of detonation. Still, better to do in controlled circumstances. 

Meanwhile, Ansae was busy with scribing runes onto her tower, or laying out bits and pieces of things from her hoard. It was hard to tell how much of her limited mana she was putting into it, but it didn’t seem to be all that much since I hadn’t noticed any numbers dropping significantly. I had seen how fine her mana control was, though, so I could well imagine she didn’t need much to do enchanting. Of all of us, she probably had the best grasp of what preparations she  could make to hold off massive flying islands. 

If we were lucky, she wouldn’t need them. 

Day 165 - Iniri

“Oranell didn’t have specific knowledge of the assassination attempt, but according to his codebook, he  was supposed to pick up two passengers. Toron Ell, our assassin, and Sienne.” 

Cheya and Iniri sat in one of the private rooms of her tower, one that she’d already inlaid with extra runes of privacy and protection. “Everyone else was ignorant. According to Captain Usaer, there’s always a House man along on any trading vessel and what they do is their business.” Cheya grimaced. “It’s not a surprise, but it’s a little terrifying to think about how large their agent network is. Not so much on Orn, but on their home continent? They must practically rule Ulael.” 

“Then we’ll send the captain and crew back to Ir once things settle here,” Iniri decided. “Oranell, I’m not sure about. He hasn’t done anything  specifically, but I do need to make a point to House Anell.” 

“I believe a severed head is customary,” Cheya said dryly. 

“If we still have Toron’s body I might well do that,” Iniri said. 

“Oranell himself could deliver it. Directly to House Anell, if Blue or I can swing it.” She found it hard to know how much Blue cared about her, considering that he couldn’t speak to her directly and aside from assuring her that Blue was upset by it, he hadn’t been particularly verbose about his opinions. Part of her had even wondered whether he really cared. But he’d gone out of his way to find the ship and the logbook, being so eager about it that it reassured her that she really did matter to him. 

It was just that he was very bad at expressing it. Unfortunately, House Anell was beyond their reach for the moment. If it were just Tarnil, she would say entirely, but with Blue involved she wasn’t going to bet on House Anell. 

“We do. I had it preserved, just in case,” Cheya said. Iniri didn’t ask exactly  when that had happened, since Cheya had been gone at the time, but it didn’t much surprise her. 

“Did Blue ever tell us what the ship was carrying to trade?” 

Iniri asked. Shayma hadn’t said anything to her, but for unimportant things like that didn’t always come straight from Shayma to her. Sometimes they didn’t come from Shayma at all, with Blue just doing things and trusting that she’d figure it out. It was equally parts infuriating, that he didn’t communicate everything, and reassuring, that he felt he could rely on her. 

“Food,” Cheya told her with a laugh. “Casks and casks of flour from Ir. Blue dumped it right into the quartermaster’s warehouse.” 

“Well, useful anyway. Normally I wouldn’t hold with seizing a ship and cargo, but House Anell doesn’t get any sympathy from me.” It wasn’t just Anell that was affected. The captain and crew didn’t really deserve to be held accountable for what their masters had done. “When we return that crew make sure Anell pays for them. They can have their own ransom, we don’t need it.” Satisfying as it was, it was ultimately a small issue in the face of the oncoming force of mage-kings. 

Something that had taken up most of her attention ever since Blue brought it up. 

She glanced at her schedule, then at the clock. Even if the prior day’s interruption hadn’t taken up much time, it had still discommoded a number of people. One of them was Andis, which she didn’t feel too bad about, but she wasn’t quite sure why he hadn’t left yet. Not to mention the Chiuxatli, who were later in the day. She’d learned about them and seen some of them once, in Ir, but never talked to them herself. Even now she wouldn’t be doing so directly, since they needed an interpreter. Rather like Blue did, when she thought about it. By that point she actually had some idea of what Blue was wanting even without Shayma. 

“I suppose I need to get going,” Iniri sighed. “Thank you so much, Cheya, but believe me that I am not going to try and pit you against the whole of House Anell’s machinery. I think for now we should focus on reconstituting our infrastructure – and your networks – and leave House Anell to Blue. I don’t think they’ll be worrying about subtle for a while.” 

“I expect not,” Cheya agreed. “That doesn’t mean I won’t keep an eye out. Under the circumstances I may be rather more heavy-handed than usual. I expect you won’t mind.” 

“Not for this,” she said grimly. There was no negotiation to be had with House Anell, not until Iniri was sure that she or Blue could force them to terms. There was only eliminating a danger within her country. With all the cities locked up in Blue’s Caldera, it was a perfect time to properly audit things. 

Iniri rose and gave Cheya another nod before touching a strand of silver embedded in the wall, moving herself to her meeting room with [Swiftray]. The page there jumped as she appeared, still not used to Iniri popping in from nowhere, but bowed and hurried out to inform the appropriate people that she had arrived. 

Andis bowed himself into the room, and she waved him to the seat across from her. He’d stopped using whatever Skill it was that made him glow and look almost inhumanely handsome, but there was still a sort of glimmer to his presence. His nose was back to normal, so far as she could tell, with no sign that it had been erased by void magic only a few days ago. His companion in injury, Tulk, still wasn’t back to duty, but reattaching an arm was a little more difficult. 

“Your Highness,” Andis said, in lieu of any actual opening conversation. Since he didn’t seem to want to broach whatever had made him stay, she decided to just proceed with her own agenda. 

“I’m sure you’ve heard it elsewhere in court, but the mage-kings are on their way here.” Iniri told him, not wishing to try any conversational gambits. “They should arrive in four days, give or take, so I’m advising everyone not a resident of Tarnil to leave.” 

“I have heard that,” Andis admitted cautiously. “It is concerning. Ir has asked me to enquire further.” 

“No doubt.” Iniri eyed him. At least that answered why he hadn’t left yet. “I won’t ask Ir to commit to a defense, considering the timing and the lack of any official relations between us, but I do wish to raise the fact that this is being

done without any official declaration of war. At the very least Ir should object to that state of affairs.” 

“It is a violation of the civilized rules of warfare,” Andis admitted. “But I couldn’t possibly say what Ir’s response would be.” 

“I expect the other countries on Orn will be looking to Ir for guidance.” Iniri smiled tightly. If nothing else, that was an angle she could push with no fear of reprisals. “There is also the matter of House Anell’s assassination attempt. Not only did he attack me, he injured you, a prince of the Empire of Ir.” 

Andis glowered at that, and nodded, in agreement there at least. 

“So, I am asking Ir’s support in my pursuit of that matter.” She pushed several rolled missives across the table to Andis. 

“While I must reject your  personal advances, I don’t believe you lack integrity. You need to leave so you aren’t trapped while the mage-kings attack, and I trust you to deliver these to Emperor Wright. When we destroy this  second attack by the mage-kings, we can revisit our diplomatic relations.” 

Andis’ eyes flickered in thought as he regarded the missives. 

Though it wasn’t what he’d come for, changing the reason for leaving from her simply kicking him out to her sending home all the visitors for their own safety at least saved him some face. While playing messenger wasn’t what he came for, it did mean that he had some purpose when he returned to Ir, and wouldn’t be totally empty handed. It was as big a carrot as she could offer that would also get her what she wanted. 

“I’ll bring them to the Emperor myself, Your Highness,” 

Andis said at length. 

“Thank you, Prince Andis,” Iniri said formally. “I suggest you leave at once. While I am confident the mage-kings are headed directly for Meil, it wouldn’t be a good idea to be caught in the open ocean when they arrive.” 

“Then I shall do so,” Andis said, clearly not enjoying the idea of having to face the mage-kings himself. “Until we meet again, Queen Iniri.” 

“Good day, Prince Andis,” Iniri said, and let him bow himself out of the room. She leaned back in her chair, letting out a breath. The meeting, short as it was, had been more stressful than she’d thought, at least by anticipation. But he hadn’t been difficult at all, so maybe the importance of events had impressed themselves on him. Or maybe he just was grateful for having his nose regrown. 

The next meeting was bound to be a little stranger. She wasn’t much familiar with the Chiuxatli and neither was anyone else in her court. It didn’t help that they’d been either reticent or simply obscure about what they wanted to talk about, save that it had something to do with the mage-kings. Iniri had no idea what politics were involved, or if the mage-kings had attacked someone other than Tarnil. She just didn’t have any relations with any kingdoms that far away. In fact, she wasn’t even sure she could pronounce the name of their land properly; Tlaxilchique was a mouthful even on paper. 

She waited for the page to finish pouring her a new glass of tayantan juice before motioning for him to fetch the Chiuxatli and their interpreter. It wasn’t like she needed the extra bit of restoration tayantan juice provided, but it  was delicious and one of the few fruits that they actually had enough of. True, it wasn’t exactly traded publicly, but it was still a luxury she could indulge in and not feel too bad for doing so. 

The door opened again, letting in the two Chiuxatli and their interpreter. The particular meeting room she was using looked out over the courtyard, and was screened by climbing vines and flowers but still brightly lit by the sun. In such bright light the Chiuxatli were almost blindingly brilliant, a riot of colors in reds and greens, shifting to deeper, burnt shades as their interpreter bowed deeply. 

“Huyaceotl Four-Wind and Nixaceti Eight-Flint greet Her Highness, Queen Iniri of Tarnil.” The Chiuxatli genuflected, and she waved for them to rise. “You can ignore me and just speak to them, Your Highness,” the interpreter added parenthetically and in an undertone. “They understand their names may be troublesome, so they may be referred to as Huey and Nixie if you prefer.” 

Iniri gave him a nod. As a rule,  she set protocol, but she was happy enough to not have to even try to get her mouth around those pronunciations in order to be polite. 

“It is rare that Tarnil gets guests from so far away,” Iniri noted. 

“I do look forward to establishing relations with your homeland, but unfortunately you have come at a bad time. The mage kings will be arriving in just a few days, as I’m certain you’ve heard by now, so I am advising everyone to leave for home or for Ir. Though I am confident in our victory, I cannot absolutely guarantee your safety.” 

The colors on their feathers had changed slowly as she spoke, but now they flashed rapidly, rippling in mesmerizing patterns. 

If it weren’t for the fact that she could see they weren’t throwing out extra mana she could have believed it was some sort of mind-affecting Skill. She had to blink a few times at the sheer dazzle of it. Fortunately, it didn’t last long. 

“Huyaceotl is aware of the impending attack, but would prefer to stay here if he could prevail upon Your Highness to do so.” 

Ironically, her experience with Shayma speaking for Blue made focusing on the avian as if he were the one speaking much easier. 

“I am curious as to what reason you have to stay.” Especially one that would keep them there through a war that wasn’t theirs. The most alarming possibility was that they were exiles or political refugees, come to beg asylum, something which could result in even more enemies for Tarnil whether she granted it or not. But these two didn’t have the air of refugees, and such exiles probably wouldn’t have a clearly confident, comfortable, and well-paid translator. 

“We’re interested in how you fare against the mage kings,” 

Huyaceotl said through the interpreter. “Our lands are directly opposite their islands in the other direction, and while our lands are rather more hostile to human-kin than yours, we have worries about their attitudes.” 

“I admit I’ve not been a fan of their attitudes myself,” Iniri said dryly, then shrugged. “It’s not a secret that we are under

the protection of the Power Blue, and that we could not repel the mage-kings with the strength of our Classers alone.” 

“Yes. While we would not presume to claim a Power’s might for our own, we have some hope that by staying and witnessing the battle we may understand more about a potential threat. And potential help.” There was some discussion between Huyaceotl and Nixaceti in brilliant, flashing colors before the interpreter resumed. “We also have come pursuing certain rumors that reached us about a cure or immunity.” 

Iniri let out a breath. She had been wondering when that would come up through diplomatic channels, as it was hardly a secret even if they weren’t advertising it. But she’d always thought that it would start with people closer to home, in neighboring countries or even in Ir. Having it come from such foreign people as the Chiuxatli was a surprise. 

“I can shed light on that rumor,” Iniri told them. “There is a Depletion cure, and it renders one immune to any further depletion. But it is not mine to dispense and it’s not something that is even available to everyone. Blue is the one who has that ability, but there are major caveats that come with it. He can only bestow it by sex, and only to women.” 

Again the colors flashed at the Chiuxatli conversed amongst themselves, or at the very least did the equivalent of sharing a glance. Though she couldn’t completely tell, she thought they were both male which excluded any possibility of dealing with their issue right now. Still, she’d be sending them to Blue soon enough, she was sure. 

“That is unfortunate. We were hoping for some more broadly usable knowledge, but some hope is better than none. Is Blue also the source of the intense wind Affinity magic we have sensed here in Tarnil?” 

“Yes.” Iniri considered what to tell them. “Blue’s protection extends over Tarnil, as does his mana. We naturally have quite a bit of wind and nature mana, thanks to the Wildwood, but Blue has made it far more intense as of late.” 

“Is there any way we can discuss things with Blue? We desire to know if it’s possible for him to do the same with our lands.” 

“I certainly can send you to him,” Iniri told them. “This is certainly his matter. I am surprised, though. I would have thought you would have plenty of wind Affinity mana in your homelands.” Their wings certainly suggested it, at least. 

“There is, but…” More discussion, feathers strobing wildly. 

“Perhaps you have not noticed here, since you have a Mana Spring. But for the past hundred years or more the strength of air Affinity has been declining and the incident rate of Depletion for those with air Affinity increasing.” 

“I did  not  know that,” Iniri said, sitting upright. That was a horrifying notion, to think an entire  Affinity was fading away. 

“Do you know why?” 

“We do not. But it seems to have become worse as the mage-kings grow more powerful.” 

“I think you definitely need to talk to Blue.” 

Day 165 - Blue

“I dunno, I kind of like the cottage where it is. It’s got all kinds of memories.” Shayma kicked her feet idly, leaning back in the chair I’d made for her. She was in the Caldera, in one of the spots where I’d joined Coast and Rainforest to make nice white-sand beach and where I was considering making Shayma a new place now that I had access to more and better ways to make things. 

 “Sure, and I can leave it there too, I’m just thinking it might be nice to have a place with fresh air and sunshine. Plus, I can do more with Climates and lots of space than I could in the core room.” 

“Well, this  is kind of nice,” Shayma admitted. “It feels a little odd for it to be  hot here when it’s winter outside, but I can’t say I disapprove. Plus, this beach! I like Tarnil but the ocean there is a little cold and rough for swimming. This, though…” 

 “I thought you’d like it.”  I still didn’t have anything other than plants, but the Climate had generated plenty of colorful tropical undersea plants. It didn’t make any corals, which made sense, but after having seen the fantastic stuff that Haerlish did with corals I was a little disappointed. Of course, I didn’t have any fish either. So far, the only animals that Taelah had adapted using [Ecological Integration] were some Scalehoofs, and I didn’t even get control over them. 

Apparently all her Skill did was make it so they’d adapt to my mana. 

Which had interesting implications if I stuck them in places with more exotic Affinities than the nature Affinity that saturated the fields. I hadn’t done that yet, mostly because there weren’t very many Scalehoofs to begin with, let alone adapted ones, and it’d be difficult for any of The Village to handle a volcano or a glacier. It could wait. 

 “Besides, it doesn’t seem right that you don’t have a place to invite people to. The core room is way too private and the

 place in the Palace is mostly for when you need to be in residence for political reasons. Since you’re my Companion and my voice and all, I figure you deserve something really nice and fancy that you can actually show off on occasion. 

 Maybe not a palace or even a mansion, but something.” 

“I suppose I wouldn’t mind a beach house,” Shayma said with a grin. “Especially if the weather is like this all the time.” 

 “I can make it be like this all the time, I’m pretty sure.” 

“I love the salt smell; it reminds me a little of Duenn. But it smells better here for some reason,” she said, rising from the chair to walk out into the surf. My Coast generated waves all out of proportion for the size and depth of the actual body of water, meaning Shayma had some nice ones to enjoy. Plus, since she was naked as she ran about the beach I had that to enjoy. 

 “I should certainly hope I smell good. Wouldn’t want to be known as a smelly dungeon.”  Shayma laughed. 

“You smell like vanilla.” She grinned. “That’s going to give you nicknames whether you want them or not.” 

 “Only if you kiss and tell.” 

“Oh, I do a lot more than kiss,” tone dropping into something more sultry. I was about to have her demonstrate what that more was when Iniri got my attention. Normally I didn’t really notice the dull roar of people talking, or even talking about me, but when my people wanted my attention, they got it. 

“Blue, Huey and Nixie need to speak with you about mana and Depletion,” Iniri said from one of her meeting rooms. 

Apparently I was going to get to talk to the weird non-human types. Obviously I’d missed whatever conversation led up to it, since I was spending time with Shayma, but whatever it was made Iniri think it was worth my attention. 

 “Okay, one moment,”  I told her, even though I knew she couldn’t exactly hear me. Whatever she was getting from

[Queen’s Insight] was good enough, hopefully.  “Shayma, I hate to interrupt your beach time, but it looks like Iniri is sending me some petitioners.” 

“Aww.” Shayma faux-pouted for a moment before heading to the shower I’d made her – just to get the salt and sand off –

and dressed herself. She couldn’t quite do the clothes-disappearing thing that I’d seen The Hurricane do, but with

[Phantom Pocket] and [Legerdemain] she could get dressed and undressed pretty darn quickly. “Who is it?” 

 “Huyaceotl and Nixaceti, strange names for strange people. 

 Eyeless bird-things called Chiuxatli. I would have thought they were monsters but nope.” 

“That does sound strange! I’m kind of excited about it! Do you know what they want?” 

 “Iniri just said mana and Depletion, so I’m hoping not another The Hurricane situation, but we’ll see.” 

“You always knew that people would come to you for Depletion immunity, regardless of the cost,” Shayma said. 

 “Yeah, yeah. Well, we’ll see.”  Even if it was in some ways my most rare and valuable skill, I wasn’t really interested in random, casual sex to begin with and The Hurricane had soured me on it even more. 

 “Okay, I’ll go ahead and bring them over,”  I told Iniri. I trusted that she’d understand the intent and I followed that with simply teleporting them to my audience chamber. It was maybe a little rude to do that, but I hadn’t yet put an official portal to my audience chamber inside the Palace. I’d have to do that pretty soon. 

The interpreter said something that was probably a curse, though it was so garbled and cut-off I didn’t know what word he was trying to make, and the two Chiuxatli flashed with ridiculous colors. It was really strange to watch their fluffy down strobe and flicker, like there were chromatophores embedded in every barb and barbule. Though it was probably mana-based biology, the same as all the -kin biology. 

 “All right, Shayma. They’re ready for you.” 

“One moment!” She was still brushing out her tail, and her hair was still wet, but she was otherwise ready to play host. Of

course, she could use illusion to make herself look more kempt, but that didn’t make wet fur any more comfortable. 

The Chiuxatli were still prowling about by the time Shayma appeared on the stand above the dais, though the interpreter hovered in vague indecision near the dais. For the most part I hadn’t let people wait long enough to really take in my audience chamber but the bird-people seemed to appreciate it, examining the water- and lava-falls as well as the various exotic flowers that were just out of reach of the walkways. 

While I couldn’t understand their visual language, I could understand well enough when one of them nudged the other with a wing and pointed his axeblade head in Shayma’s direction. The pair of them hurried back toward the dais, gathering up their interpreter as they mounted it to speak with Shayma. Or rather, to their interpreter, who spoke with Shayma. I was starting to feel more sympathy for the people who were frustrated by not being able to talk directly to me. 

“What business do you have with Blue?” Shayma addressed them, reverting to her imperious mode, cool and distant. 

“Huyaceotl wishes to discuss Depletion and wind Affinity mana.” The interpreter began. “Queen Iniri has informed him of the requirements for purging Depletion, but we still seek any solutions or knowledge Blue can give us about it.” 

 “Huh. I can list a few things I know about Depletion, but I don’t know that any of it would be useful to them. Plus, I’d still need some sort of trade.” 

“Blue cannot give you anything,” Shayma cautioned them. 

“He is, however, willing to make a trade.” While she was speaking I tried to think about what unique insights into Depletion I could have. Mostly that it was a soul-affecting affliction, and whatever the source of it was, the mage-kings were making it worse. 

“Our primary offer of knowledge is that the potency of air Affinity has been slowly weakening worldwide for the past hundred years at the least, possibly longer. Air Affinity also shows a higher incidence of Depletion than other Affinities, by our studies.” 

Okay,  what.  That sounded absolutely catastrophic to me, the kind of thing that ought to have several dozen larger countries in a panic. Air affinity was half of the atmosphere, so far as I could tell. I might have suspected this was the normal cycle of things, like solar radiance and sunspots, if it weren’t for the Depletion link. That made it pretty clear that the mage-kings were screwing things up, and with the Blight and the mage-king assault on Tarnil my guess was that they’d crossed some sort of tipping point fairly recently. 

It occurred to me that I was going to have to do something about it. 

My Companions were immune to Depletion and so was I, by virtue of not having a soul for it to affect if nothing else. From my own observation and Ansae’s comments I had unparalleled mana generation, and I could scale it without any real limit. 

While I had no interest in getting involved in anything world-shaking, the mage-kings were vile enough that I wouldn’t mind taking them out, and I might be uniquely suited to fixing whatever mess they were creating. It wasn’t like I could ignore it, even if I wanted to, because it sounded like it was only going to get worse and it didn’t matter how far away it was. 

I’d have to weather this attack, but if I  could weather it, I’d know how reasonable it was to consider moving on the offensive. Oh, I had things to take care of even before that, like Ir being an irritant and House Anell needing a good scolding, but those would serve as opportunities to figure out how I could project myself outside the borders of Tarnil. The thing was, I didn’t want to commit to it on behalf of anyone, to avoid any Bargain or even normal agreement problems while I figured out what to do and how to do it. For all I knew I might actually end up negotiating with Tor Kot in the end, though I rather doubted it. 

 “Well, that’s important news for certain. Go ahead and tell them what we know about Depletion: That it’s an affliction of the soul, that the source of it is in the mage-king lands and their use of it is only worsening its effect on the world. It seems to be physically spreading underground in what the Scalemind call Blight. I am working on alternate ways of


 dealing with Depletion but considering that it requires soul surgery it’s something to be approached very delicately.” 

Shayma laid out my points of knowledge with little alteration, and the result from the Chiuxatli was absolute silence. They didn’t even flicker their feathers at each other for a bit, standing stock-still and, I supposed, simply thinking about things. Then their axeblade heads moved in little jerky twitches for a moment and they started flashing colors at each other again. 

“Thank you for the knowledge,” Huyaceotl said through the interpreter. “It is disappointing that there is little to be done about Depletion directly, but knowing it is a soul affliction is quite useful.” Considering what Ansae had said about soul magic I didn’t think it was quite as useful as he thought, but if he wanted to delve into it that wasn’t my business. I did find it odd he didn’t say anything about the Underneath, but maybe that was something they didn’t find relevant. They were fliers, after all. “We would also like to inquire about wind Affinity mana. The quality and quantity in Tarnil is quite soothing and we have been told it’s something you have done. We were looking to negotiate for something similar for our country.” 

 “That’s going to be a problem too. The reason why I can do this for Tarnil is because I cover all of Tarnil.”  Which didn’t actually rule out fixing up their home country necessarily. If dungeon seeds worked like I thought I could plant one in their country and use that as a locus to fix things, but I didn’t even have one yet and I sure wasn’t going to commit to more when it was Shayma who had to carry them. 

I might have other options though. One was the Primal Sources. I didn’t know exactly how free-floating Depletion happened out in the world, but considering that my Primals were partly based on my ability to Purify, the Primals themselves might serve as some sort of shield. Clearly they didn’t grant immunity like Purification did, but there might be some buffer mechanism. 

Another option was to try and make some sort of generator, to spit out mana outside of my own body. That’d probably require something like my [Storm-Earth Transformer], only

for wind Affinity. I knew it was possible to make, but I hadn’t figured out how to change anything to wind yet. Besides, I’d need to know what Affinity they wanted to change to wind to begin with. So I didn’t think I was quite ready to solve their wind Affinity problem in a major way, but I was willing to part with a few Primals. 

 “Providing your entire country with fresh wind mana is beyond the scope of any agreements I’m willing to enter in at this time, but I do have some unique Sources that may help. I may be willing to barter a few for select individuals.”  In truth I could provide them with over a hundred wind Primals at the moment, counting ones I’d previously harvested, but I didn’t want to give them out to just anyone.  “I guess go ahead and tell them about Primal Sources.” 

Even though I created the things I couldn’t actually use Primal sources, so I could only listen to what actual Classers had to say about using them. Some people had only been moderately impressed with them, but they were fourth-tiers. The lower tier people seemed to get quite a lot out of them. 

“We would like to negotiate for as many of these Sources as you are willing to sell us,” Huyaceotl said, once Shayma had done her bit of sales pitch about Primal Sources. 

 “I need to approve anyone who receives them. They’re tied to me as well as the wielder and they’re quite potent. I want to ensure they aren’t likely to betray me or Tarnil, or abuse the power the Source gives them. I will release ten to Iniri and you can negotiate the actual price with her. We can go from there.” 

I wasn’t sure what I wanted from them anyway, so letting Iniri work her political magic and secure whatever she could was the best way to go about it.  “Uh, I hope Iniri isn’t too upset with me foisting this off on her.” 

“I suspect she’ll be glad that you trust her with it,” Shayma muttered back to me, masking her reply behind illusion before explaining to the Chiuxatli. I hadn’t thought of it that way at all, but if Shayma said it then I believed it. But like everything else, it’d have to wait until after the attack to really matter. 

Day 167 - Shayma

Shayma stretched luxuriously as sunlight filtered in the window. The soft sounds of surf lapped at the edges of her hearing and the scent of clean salt and warm sand wrapped around her. It was so soothing she didn’t really want to open her eyes or get up. She still adored the lake cottage, of course, but Blue was right that it wasn’t exactly something she could share, not even with Annit and Keri. 

The alternative that Blue had made her was amazing. 

They both agreed that she didn’t need anything to impress foreign visitors, not in any official sense, so it didn’t need to be a sprawling monstrosity like the Palace or Ansae’s tower, the latter of which she’d only seen from a distance. It was huge. 

What she got was a comfortable, sun-washed two-story bungalow with an enormous veranda on every side and plenty of guest rooms, on the shore of a beach somewhere in the Caldera. It wasn’t opulent, not in the sense that the Palace was, but it was impossibly comfortable. She wasn’t sure exactly what magic Blue had worked, but it was warm enough that a swim was refreshing, and cool enough that lying in the sun was relaxing. 

It had only needed one additional touch to reach perfect, and it had been her idea. At her request he’d put one of his cores in her room, which was something he hadn’t considered at all. 

Sometimes he forgot that, while he was technically everywhere, the cores were his real presence. Since he had two cores and the Caldera was both enormous and fully inside his territory, having him put one in her room wasn’t that worrisome, and she really did feel that she slept better when one of them was around. For some reason that both surprised and touched Blue when she asked, to the point where he fussed over getting the placement just right. 

Finally, she opened her eyes, glancing over at the blue pillar next to her bed. Sometimes Blue woke her up himself, or at least greeted her when she opened her eyes, but sometimes he was wrapped up in something and didn’t even notice she was awake. Considering that he had to get ready for the invasion by the mage-kings, she wasn’t much surprised that he seemed busy. The soft, liquid wash of his attention in her head was faint, indicating he wasn’t focused on her or near her. 

She didn’t want to interrupt him, so she just rolled out of bed, starting for the shower before pausing. Adventurers learned to pay close attention to both their bodies and their Skills, to know when something had changed, or something was wrong, and just then something was nagging at her. Multiple somethings, actually. 

She dropped down into a meditative stance, the wood of the floor so smooth it was almost soft, and concentrated on herself. Though she could make the Status runes easily enough, that wouldn’t necessarily reflect more subtle changes. 

Quite a few people who stalled out in the second tier did so because they took their Skill descriptions so literally that they never pushed the boundaries and found all the tricks to what they could do. 

That particular problem was even worse for her because she’d had most of her Skills advanced by Blue. While they were definitely more powerful, the limits further out, there was a hollowness to them, like an empty room. Instead of being shaped by her hand, by her experiences as she used them, they were just made bigger. Given how many Skills Blue had advanced, she didn’t trust the numbers to reflect what was really there. 

There was definitely something new in the conceptual area of her Skills that were tied to Blue, which meant it probably wouldn’t show up on her Status. His mana connection didn’t, nor did any of the ties to Fields or dungeon weaponry. 

Apparently, it was even vague in Blue’s Status, leaving both of them to muddle through with the direct sense and use of the Skills. Which wasn’t terrible, but it was nice to have the sense of certainty a Status provided. 

It took her a while to locate the other change, mostly because it was an absence, and the absence of something that she’d barely noticed to begin with. The faint stir of magic and slight tautness in her belly was gone, which made her blink when she realized it. She counted days, then shook her head. Somehow, three months had passed without her realizing it. 

“Blue?” She said. “Is the Dungeon Seed ready?” 

 “Oh, you’re awake!”  The liquid hiss of Blue’s attention sharpened into words as his attention turned fully on her.  “Yup, I got the notification last night. This morning? Anyway, you were asleep and didn’t think I needed to wake you up, especially since it just popped into inventory. You want to see it?” 

“Of course!” She felt the push of Blue’s inventory in her right hand and turned it palm-upward. With a black flash the Dungeon Seed appeared in her palm, and it was quite obvious why it had never really bothered her much. It was a swirling blue marble the size of her thumb, exactly the same colors and subtle motion as one of Blue’s cores but, obviously, far smaller. She had a sense of mana but like all of Blue’s magic it wasn’t actually visible. “Huh. It doesn’t actually look like much.” 

 “Yeah I noticed that. It’s kind of just a connector to me, though, rather than a special thing itself. I think. Anyway, I figure you ought to hang onto it, since you’re the only one who can really go outside my boundaries.” 

“Yeah,” she agreed absently, rolling the Dungeon Seed around in her palm. It seemed like it should have been warm, but it felt just like any other rock. She was actually a little disappointed it wasn’t more dramatic, or at the very least that she didn’t have some special connection to it considering she’d been carrying it for three months. 

 “Also, you’re Companion rank ten finally!”  Blue sounded more excited by that than he did about the Dungeon Seed, despite having been waiting on the seed for months.  “It says you get additional access to dungeon functions, which I’m not sure what that does, but more importantly that gave me trait

 points! It also says you can generate me trait points, though it’s not clear how.” 

“Oooh.” Now she understood why he was more interested in rank ten than the Seed. Considering how dear trait points were, it was nice to see that they had another way to get them. She didn’t feel too worried about her ability to generate them, because she was advancing pretty quickly. Even if it needed her to do astounding things, Blue gave her tools and power enough that she felt confident she could manage it. After all, it wasn’t long ago that she was involved in making an Artifact, and she very much doubted Blue was going to get any less ridiculous as time went on. “How many?” 

 “Five more. That gives me six, so I think I need to get the council together to decide what to spend them on. Though I’m pretty sure I already know what I want.” 

“I’ll go get everyone then. Do I have time to shower first?” 

 “Yeah, both Iniri and Taelah are in the middle of things already so you’ve got plenty of time.”  That made her feel a little guilty for sleeping in, but gnawing anxiety had kept her up later than she would have liked. The mage-kings were coming closer, and while she had faith in Blue, there was just something ominous about the massive fortress-islands. 

It didn’t help that Blue confessed to her that he was worried, too. She and Ansae were the only ones who he could talk to, and it wasn’t like he could admit he was fallible to anyone outside the council. While most people drew comfort from a massive Power protecting them, sometimes she had to comfort Blue instead. He had just as many doubts as a normal person. 

 “So, do you have any idea what it might mean by dungeon function access?”  Blue asked as she stepped into the shower. 

They’d had proper plumbing in the shop where she grew up, but it had been less easy to come by in the years since, so it still felt like a luxury to wake up with a proper hot shower. 

“Not offhand,” she said. Taelah had provided Shayma with proper fur-friendly shampoo and scented soaps, which made the shower even more indulgent. There didn’t seem to be any limit to what Taelah could make with Alchemy, and

considering the abundance of materials Blue provided her, hardly any limit to how much of it she could make. It actually made Shayma feel a little bad that she couldn’t return the favor by bringing Taelah along to Wildwood, since Blue’s wife had no interest in combat at all. 

 “Mmm, maybe you need to go to a core, like when you level up?” 

“I can try, at least.” 

 “It’s too bad we can’t take our time this morning,”  Blue said wistfully, and she grinned. Between adventuring and gearing up for the invasion they hadn’t had as much time alone as they might have liked, but they still managed to sneak in a quick fling here and there. Still, Blue liked to take his time, which was something she hardly objected to.  “Oh! I can give you Affinities now! You’ll have to think about what you want.” 

“I hadn’t thought of that,” she admitted. “I’m not sure what Affinity I have to begin with.” Going from Seeker to Trickster left her completely blank on what Affinity she might have. 

Really, she didn’t know what Affinity the Seeker class tended toward to begin with. Some Classes and Skills were obvious, but hers weren’t, especially since she had both illusion and shapeshifting. 

“Definitely Kinetic, if I don’t have it already,” she said after a moment. “Stellar, of course. I couldn’t turn down that one, once you have the Sources for it.” 

 “Oh absolutely,”  he assured her.  “I have to admit I can’t tell exactly what Affinity you have either. I have a guess though, based on what I’ve seen so far.” 

“Yes?” One thing she’d gotten used to was Blue knowing things he had absolutely no right to know. Sometimes she wondered how he knew them, but mostly just accepted that Blue was simply Blue. 

 “I think it might be fate.” 

“That’s…wow.” She remembered vaguely that Tor Kot had said something to that effect, but [The Light of Eschaton] had made the incident a touch hazy, and she didn’t really believe

anything he said anyway. “But how could I do illusions and shapeshifting and so on then?” 

 “Well, I have seen it’s possible to convert mana Affinities, and Iniri even has a Skill that lets her use different ones than Light, so it’s clear Affinities aren’t the only way to get an effect. It’s probably harder without, but fate Affinity seems really potent so maybe that makes up for it?” 

“Maybe.” Shayma was still doubtful. It didn’t seem like her illusions were all that difficult and they were certainly powerful, and the same went for her shapeshifting. The only Skills that seemed like they should be Fate affinity were

[Seeker] and [Luck], but considering that her illusions were verging on actual reality, maybe there was a Fate influence there. She was rather hazy on what precisely Fate mana was capable of. She’d have to ask Ansae after the council meeting. 

 “Yeah it’s super weird. When I gave you the [Trickster] Class I kind of broke the way Classes normally do things, so that’s probably what’s involved. Then there’s your race…”  She nodded as she followed his thoughts. 

“Since I’m technically a dungeon spirit I probably inherit some aspects of your mana, and you have plenty of illusion and kinetic mana to go around.” 

 “I guess? I mean, clearly it’s different from linking you to my mana pool directly. Maybe at some point we should have a scholar of some kind look into it. I’m sure there’s Class scholars.” 

“There are some in Wildwood, even,” Shayma agreed. 

“Though if you gave me the Class, it might not fit anything they know. You keep doing impossible things.” 

 “It’s a burden,”  Blue said, and she laughed. Both Ansae and Blue, for all their ridiculous power, had senses of humor. 

Sometimes really  bad senses of humor, but that just made it more relatable. It made it a lot easier to deal with them as people instead of as immortal, unknowable Powers. She stepped out of the shower, toweled herself off, and combed the water out of her fur before heading back toward the core. 

“Before I head off to get everyone, maybe I can figure out what the new options I’m supposed to have are,” she suggested. The itch of the not-quite-known Skill was going to be at the back of her head all day otherwise. 

 “Sure, I’m curious about that too.” 

She took a few more steps to the core and placed her hands on it. It was something she did fairly often, since she needed the contact to gain experience properly, but without having any level in waiting there usually wasn’t much else. This time there was a sensation of some sort of floating link, like with more advanced magical items such as her telepathy circlet. 

[Promise] didn’t count. It was practically a part of her. 

She reached out for it and connected, then blinked when Status appeared in front of her eyes. But not  her Status. 

 Blue Core Dungeon

 Level 9 (63%)

 Cores: 2

 Primary Affinity: None [Set Affinity]

 Secondary Affinity: None [Locked]

 Created Affinities: Stellar

 Governed Affinities: Stellar

 Floors: None [Define Floor]

 107,352,887% Overextension Penalty:

 Level requirements increased

 Base Mana regeneration reduced

 Core Mana Upkeep increased

There was more beyond that, what looked like the Status Blue had shared before, with Resources and Categories and Fields, but she was stuck on the first part, the bit with the enormous number. 

“Um, Blue, dear? I can see your Status now and it says you’re…” She took a moment to count the zeroes. “Ten, 

hundred, thousand…one hundred  million percent overextended.” 

 “What.”  Blue didn’t have eyes, but she could practically feel the blink. “I don’t have anything like that on my Status.” 

“Yes, there’s a lot that’s not on the Status you showed us.” She waved her hand and conjured what she was seeing for Blue, since even though he could see through her eyes they’d already found he didn’t see certain things like her mana sight or Status prompts. 

 “Well, uh. I guess that might explain why getting a new level is so difficult. Is this because I don’t have any floors!?”  Blue sounded halfway between baffled and outraged, and Shayma didn’t blame him.  “Okay all of this is weird. I thought stellar mana would be a Power thing, but it’s a dungeon one instead? 

 And why do you get to see this when I don’t, anyway?” 

“I don’t know!” She understood why he was grumpy, but he’d complained about his terrible Status before, so she wasn’t surprised. Even he didn’t sound surprised. “Do you want me to change anything?” 

 “Not right now. Truthfully, I’ve been doing fine without having a primary or secondary Affinity, whatever that means, and it’s not like I care about base mana regeneration even slightly. Or Core Mana Upkeep, considering how much mana I’m generating. Don’t want to change too much right before we have to deal with the mage-kings in case it throws me for a loop in some way.”  She nodded agreement. Given how much Blue had grown she doubted things would affect him as much as they had early on, but it wasn’t worth the risk. 

 “The only thing is that level requirement which, okay, a hundred million percent higher level requirement is a problem. 

 Actually, maybe you can designate a level and see what happens?”  She rolled her eyes at Blue’s basically instantaneous change of mind but had to agree it wasn’t likely to cause any serious problem. Shayma poked the appropriate part of the Status with her mind and then snorted as it told her that she couldn’t do it. 

“It says that too much of your area is in flux to make changes.” 

 “Oh. Uh, yeah, I guess the total area of the Caldera is more than Tarnil at the moment and it’s still going so that makes sense. Boo.” 

“We can maybe discuss this at the meeting too,” Shayma suggested. 

 “Probably. There’s a lot that I can infer from that Status, including the fact that you can see it, but I can’t. This system seems to have been designed for a Companion and a Dungeon to work together from day one.” 

“It seems like it,” she agreed. It was always odd to think of Blue as separate from a dungeon, because he  was a dungeon, but his mind and mentality were clearly something else. “I feel kind of bad that I didn’t hit ten earlier, now.” 

 “It’s not like either of us knew what we were doing. I bet a normal dungeon would be easier for a Companion to be in tune with anyway. They’d be less eccentric at least.” 

“Far be it from me to disagree you might be difficult sometimes,” Shayma grinned, taking her hands off the core. 

The Status and the connection vanished but she committed it to memory anyway. She’d be bringing it up again soon enough. 

 “Only sometimes? I clearly need to be more whimsical. It’s the only way anyone will take me seriously.” 

Still chatting with Blue, Shayma walked to the teleport pad Blue had put in near the beach house, an open gazebo, and transferred herself to The Village. She nearly collided with a cart as she stepped off the stone circle that marked the teleporter, blurring to one side as the man tending it called apologies. For all that The Village was rather small, it was a large effort to completely rebuild it in the Caldera and move everyone over. 

 “Before Taelah moves I need to find out if she wants to keep her current house or what,”  Blue observed.  “Or if she wants her secret garden there or, well, there’s all kinds of options.” 

“I’ll ask her,” Shayma replied, skipping straight to Taelah’s house with [Phantasmal Path]. She raised her hand to knock at the door, which opened before she could touch it to reveal a smiling Taelah in her casual dress. Usually she had on a heavier alchemist’s apron. 

“I was right!” Taelah said. “I’m getting better at understanding Blue. I thought you were coming.” 

“Soon you won’t need me to relay things at all,” Shayma agreed, glad that maybe Taelah could talk to Blue directly. 

They shared him in some ways, but Blue wasn’t going to ask her to pass along sweet nothings to Taelah’s ears for him. That would just be weird. 

 “I’m glad she can kinda-sorta hear me, but tell her hi for me anyway!”  Shayma laughed. 

“Your husband says hello,” she told Taelah, grinning at the appellation. It always amused her for no reason she could really figure out. 

“Hello, husband,” Taelah smiled back, clearly just as amused by the situation as she was. She stepped away from the door and gestured Shayma inside, turning to choose one of her various straw hats from a stand. “What brings you by this time?” 

“Blue needs the council again,” Shayma said, walking into Taelah’s kitchen and glancing around. It was nice enough, but definitely showed signs of Blue’s early work, everything square and symmetrical. Taelah had been slowly accumulating things to make it look more like a home, but the secret garden cabin was much nicer. “I hit Companion Rank ten, which got Blue some Trait points and some other things. I assume you’ll reach ten soon, too.” 

“I hope so! Though I’m not sure what the ranks mean.” 

“Blue and I think it has to do how close our rapport is? I’m sure you’ll get another rank pretty soon.” 

“That would be pretty nice, but I don’t think I really  need it.” 

Taelah put on one of her hats, then paused and opened a wicker basket on the counter, passing Shayma a muffin. “Miss

Burnhade makes these,” she told Shayma in the tone of someone confessing a great secret. “They’re amazing.” 

Shayma took a bite and had to agree. They were made with fruits that Shayma didn’t recognize but had to be from one of Blue’s new Climates, and Taelah was absolutely right about how delicious they were. 

“If you have extras, maybe bring them?” She suggested. “I know Iniri will want one, and Ansae probably will too.” 

Taelah blinked, then her smile grew wider and mischief lit her eyes. 

“I can’t wait to tell Miss Burnhade I served her muffins to a dragon.” Shayma giggled, and Blue laughed in her head. 

 “Just wait until Ansae shows up at The Village looking for more if she likes them too,”  Blue added. Shayma shared that with Taelah, who was already grinning, and they both spent a moment visualizing that before both dissolving into laughter. 

“I have half a dozen more, I’ll bring them along,” Taelah promised. 

“Great! I’ll go get Iniri and meet you in the conference room.” 

Since Taelah had control over teleports, she didn’t need to escort the other woman around. Shayma headed back to the teleport pad, polishing off the muffin. 

 “It’s really that good?”  Blue asked. 

“You have no idea,” she told him. 

 “Then I guess the Bargain is working!”  Shayma blinked. She hadn’t really thought of it that way, but when Blue mentioned it, that perspective did make a strange sort of sense. It only took her a few moments more to get to Iniri’s tower, and this time Iniri was waiting for her. Just like Taelah, it seemed that she was getting better at hearing Blue and wasn’t surprised when Shayma showed up at her door. 

“Blue needs more advice?” Iniri asked. 

“Yes, and the earlier the better I think.” 

 “I mean, if there’s something absolutely urgent I can wait for Iniri to be done but otherwise yeah, sooner is better.” 

“Certainly, how long will it take do you think?” 

 “Um. Hopefully not long. I just want everyone involved.” 

“I’ll tell everyone it shouldn’t be more than an hour,” Iniri decided after Shayma relayed Blue’s answer. “If it takes longer, they can cope. At the conference room?” 

“That’s right.” 

“I’ll be there,” Iniri told her, and Shayma returned to the teleport pad. By the time she made it to the conference room, Taelah and Ansae were there already, and the dragon was chewing on a muffin. The Contained Star still spun slowly at the center, since apparently Blue didn’t need to actually move it elsewhere to link it into his closest dynamos. Ansae waved cheerfully at Shayma as she arrived; though Shayma hadn’t seen much of the dragon recently, she did seem in a better mood now that she had a lair outside in the sunlight. Iniri showed up only a minute later, exchanging greetings as she took her place. Taelah silently offered her a muffin and Iniri took it with a raised eyebrow. 

 “Might as well start.” 

“There’s two reasons for this meeting. The first is that Blue now has six trait points. He got five since I reached Companion Rank ten this morning.” 

 “Oh, three reasons, I guess. Ideas on what to do with the dungeon seed.”  She nodded to acknowledge Blue and continued on. 

“Three reasons, actually. The second reason is the dungeon seed is ready, so he needs ideas how to use it. Third is this.” 

She gestured and brought up Blue’s Status, or at least the part she uniquely had access to. “I can now see this, and Blue wants input on all the implications.” 

“One  hundred million?”  Ansae snickered, eyes glinting with amusement. “You don’t do anything by halves, do you?” 

 “I kinda wish I could do that one by halves. At least it explains why I’m only level nine.” 

“Is there anything we can do about that now?” Iniri asked. 

“We’re afraid to poke at it too much this close to a battle, and anyway I can’t change anything with the Caldera still under construction.” Shayma replied. Iniri nodded thoughtfully. 

“I think the use for the dungeon seed is obvious, husband,” 

Taelah said suddenly. “Once you win this next battle, you will have four floating islands to take over. Surely one of those would be useful.” 

 “Ooh. Okay, why didn’t I think of that?” 

“I can hardly think of a better use for it,” Ansae agreed. 

“Nothing that would benefit us prior to the battle, at any rate.” 

“That was easy!” Shayma said. “For once.” 

“Onto the trait points, then,” Iniri said. 

“What traits can Blue buy?” Taelah asked, and Shayma conjured a second Status, the one with the listing that she still remembered from the last time Blue discussed Traits. 

Mana Efficiency: Improves flow of mana within the Dungeon. 

Higher flow provides larger benefits. (1 point) Burrowing: Upgrades [Boring Tendril] into [Burrower]. (1) Core Specialization: Ecology: Allows creation of additional resource types with [Dungeon Ecology]. Unlocks the ability to generate abstract Affinities with [Dungeon Ecology]. (4

points)

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

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

Core Specialization: Habitation: Grants Dungeon Skills based on species of Dungeon inhabitants. Improves the species traits of Dungeon inhabitants. (4 points)

Core Specialization: Companions Traits:

Tracking: Your Companions can sense the location of your current ANATHEMA. (1 Point)

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

Companion Concord: Allow Companions to communicate with each other regardless of distance. (2 points) Companion Directives: Grants Companions limited access to dungeon senses and build options. Companions may designate goals. (5 points). 

Designate ANATHEMA: Companions may adjust the dungeon’s ANATHEMA target. (5 points)

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

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

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

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

“I’m more interested in the Affinity listings there,” Ansae said, eyes fixed on Shayma’s Companion portion of the Status. 

“Created and Governed Affinities? Does that mean that the Great Dungeons, maybe even the Red Dungeons, are the ultimate arbiters of Affinities? I always thought the gods governed things as important as Affinities, even if someone else created them, but it says  you govern Stellar Affinity.” 

 “I don’t even know how to govern it! I’m not sure what that even means.”  His voice was a little blurred, obviously directed at Ansae. 

“It’s interesting, but I don’t think it has much bearing on any immediate issues,” Taelah said, undercutting Ansae’s excitement. Ansae’s eyes glinted, but she chuckled. 

“I suppose world-shaking revelations can wait until after we figure out the best way to survive the next few days.” Ansae conceded, but her eyes stayed focused on the Status display. 

“I think there’s only two real choices for traits,” Iniri said, ignoring the byplay. “Combat and Ecology. We know there are

four combat-specialized cores coming, which means combat specialization by Blue might help. But Blue doesn’t know how to engage in dungeon combat, so there’s no telling if it’s useful in practice. We want to drive them off without it coming to that, anyway. Ecology is likely to give Blue more Affinity options, but we don’t know which ones or what their applications might be.” 

“He has six points,” Shayma pointed out. “He could buy Designate ANATHEMA  and we could make sure that Anathema rage doesn’t take him over.” 

 “I’d really like that, actually,”  Blue grumped.  “But then we wouldn’t have anything left over.” 

“If he buys that, he doesn’t get any extra options before the mage-kings come,” Iniri sighed, making the same point that Blue was, even before Shayma could say anything. “If we’re down to dungeon-to-dungeon fighting we’re even worse off than I would like.” 

“You don’t think Defense would help?” Shayma asked. “Since that’s what we’re doing.” 

 “I’m less worried about defense, considering my size, than I am about force projection,”  Blue said.  “Considering the resources they seem to have, simply trying to stand off the mage-kings is a losing proposition. Not because I can’t do it, but because Tarnil won’t survive it.” 

“I did warn you about making Bargains,” Ansae said after Shayma conveyed that, not gloating or admonishing, simply stating a fact. 

“I think Ecology and Companion Concord,” Shayma said slowly, considering the fact that Blue was limited by his Bargain with Tarnil. “Ecology might give Blue access to void Affinity.” She didn’t have to elaborate on how terrifying it would be for someone with Blue’s resources and mana reserves to be able to make void Affinity weaponry. “And the Concord because Blue needs a way to talk directly with you that doesn’t involve me physically being somewhere.” 

“That tether is unacceptable, from a logistics standpoint.” Iniri grimaced. “I definitely agree about Concord.” 

“It means I’d be able to pass messages, too,” Taelah volunteered. “I’m not a fighter but I can at least do that.” 

 “Yeah that makes a lot of sense, I’ll buy that now.”  Shayma started to tell the others that, then something in her head seemed to shift. 

「This is very strange.」 Taelah’s voice sounded, though she didn’t speak or even move her lips. Between Blue, her Skills, One-Eye-Green’s telepathy, and now the Concord, her brain was starting to feel a little bit overstretched. It would pass eventually, and leveling up would help, but for now she felt rather overfull. 

「It is.」 Iniri agreed. 

 “Can you two hear me or does Shayma still have to repeat things?”  Blue asked. The fact that he didn’t get a response spoke for itself.  “Bah.” 

「Blue, can you hear us? 」 As she’d expected, he couldn’t. 

“It seems to  only work between Companions. I’ll still have to relay Blue’s words for now, but at least we can all talk at a distance.” 

 “Because nothing is ever easy.” 

“If it were easy, I think we would have heard of Blue Cores before this,” Ansae said. “Down to four points, it’s just a question of which specialization you should pick.” 

“I’d say Ecology,” Taelah said. “It’s the cornerstone of everything else he’s done. He might be able to figure out something new before the mage-kings arrive.” 

“This is uncomfortably like last time,” Iniri sighed. “How can we help Blue make decisions when we have no idea what is really even being decided?” 

 “That’s how I feel all the time, I swear.”  Shayma snorted, but really it wasn’t that funny. It was a serious handicap that might kill them all. 

“I think Ecology is a good idea too,” Ansae said after a moment. “There are other options for offense and defense, but that is uniquely Blue’s. It might also get him access to stellar Affinity materials, and I don’t need to elaborate on how powerful that is.” She waved a claw at the [Contained Star]

floating above the table. 

 “I’ve been leaning that way myself,”  Blue said.  “Any arguments against it?” 

“I think it’s a foregone conclusion,” Iniri said, not even waiting for Shayma to translate. “Unless we want to gamble that the Combat core will produce something more valuable in the next three days.” 

 “Okay, I’m going to go ahead and buy it.”  Shayma repeated Blue’s pronouncement and waited for something to happen. 

For a moment nothing did, then there came the faint sensation of mana sweeping through them. 

 “Huh. ” Blue said.  “Well. I can give Iniri her stellar Affinity now.”  A strange expression passed over Iniri’s face when Shayma told her that, some combination of embarrassment and eagerness and relief. 

“I suppose this will take longer than an hour, then,” Iniri said. 

Day 167 - Blue (Explicit) Access to abstract Affinities unlocked. 

 Access to additional resource types unlocked. 

 Additional Ecology traits unlocked. 

 Companion Climate unlocked. 

 Stellar Chrysthenium discovered. Provides sky. 

 Metallic Chrysthenium discovered. Provides metal resources when seeded on metal. 

 New Traits:

 Core Specialization: Ecology:

 Climate Biodiversity: Expands simple plant life in Climates. 

 (1)

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

 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)

 Core Specialization: Companion

 Climate Caretaker: Allows linking of Companion to Climates. 

 (1)

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

 Climate Empowering: Allows a Companion to be empowered by the nature of a linked Climate. (10) I had expected the flood of notifications when I purchased the Trait, though maybe not every item from it. The non-Companion core shifted ever so subtly, confirmation, at least to me, that whatever changes were going on were at an atomic level. Or the mana equivalent thereof. I couldn’t see that

finely, or parse things moving that quickly, but it looked too close to a phase transition for me to think of it as anything else. 

The change took maybe half a second, possibly even less, and the moment it was finished a shift rolled outward from where it stood at Shayma’s beach house. It wasn’t something that gave me more mana regeneration, which would have been almost redundant, or amplified the Climates or the plants inside them, since they were already healthy and robust. 

Instead the wave seemed to reach out and smear the mana flows of all my Climates for a moment before they snapped back. 

The change hadn’t messed up the flows and the connections I’d forged between the Climates, it had simply altered them. 

Rather than a static and ordered pattern, it was a more chaotic one and, more importantly, one that changed and shifted. 

Somehow the Core had added feedback into my dynamos, which probably wouldn’t have much effect for me, but it would for anyone living there. Or anything. 

The mana was no longer essentially identical across the scope of each Climate, but whorled and eddied and drifted as plants swayed and grew. It looked a lot more like Tarnil’s natural mana flow, changing from what was essentially a grid into something more like a tapestry. There were aspirations toward larger patterns. Patterns that people and animals used, consciously or not, finding quiet spaces to build dens and houses, and concentrations of power for shrines or meeting-grounds. 

That wasn’t the only change in the Climates. In all the ones I’d linked up to the [Contained Star], where constellations glowed on the ceiling at night and the sun rose in the morning, there were corona-petaled flowers anchored to the stone. Though normally it took several days for my flowers to bear Sources, the sudden specialization seemed to treat the flowers as if they’d existed since I had gotten the Star. They instantly produced tiny, firefly-speck Sources. Small, but there were enough of them. 

I was actually surprised that it gave it to me so easily, but I also remembered what had happened the first time I’d turned my plants into a dynamo. How everything had bloomed all at once, like it was just waiting for an extra push. Considering that I’d been feeding my Climates stellar mana for almost two weeks, there was probably more than enough of the stuff saturating the area for the Sources to form. 

 “Huh. Well, I can give Iniri her stellar Affinity now.” 

“I suppose this will take longer than an hour, then,” Iniri said, which seemed uncharacteristically flippant before I noticed she was nervous. Or maybe just embarrassed, considering the audience. Taelah merely nodded, but Ansae had a knowing grin that was causing rising color in Iniri’s cheeks. “Did purchasing it give you anything else useful, Blue?” Iniri asked, doing her best to ignore Ansae. 

 “Nothing immediately weaponizable, unfortunately,”  I said, feeling out the changes. It seemed to take five units of metal to plant a Metallic Chrysthenium, so I couldn’t yet make a Firmament version I could at least see about getting new sources of gold and silver and the rest, so I started that right away. I was a little disappointed I hadn’t gotten any other types of source flower, but I probably had to do some work to unlock the other types and I had limited time to fiddle. I’d work on it, but after I checked out the other changes. 

While I’d had a lot of control over the climates before, all of them, even the most hostile ones, had been fairly calm and unchanging places. With the new Core Specialization there was an extra dimension to the Climate adjustments, one that I promptly turned all the way up in my experimental area, just to see what would happen. 

The volcano promptly exploded. It didn’t just erupt, it detonated, hurling lava bombs high into the air and splattering lava not only over the ash and rock of the volcano itself, but into nearby forests, grasses, and lakes. Geysers of molten rock shot out of the ground as hot, poisonous gasses billowed outward, crashing into and flattening everything nearby. 

It wasn’t the only Climate that was suddenly going wild. The Glacial climate was smothered in a white-out blizzard, with wind gusting hard enough to peel slivers of ice from the ground and hurl them through the air like daggers. The Desert Climate was absolutely drowned in a thundering sandstorm, while an immense tornado ripped apart the Grasslands. A typhoon lashed the Rainforest, while the sole Coastal climate I had in my experimental area was drowned under a sudden colossal wave. 

“What was that?” Shayma asked, and I realized that the meeting room was close enough to the experimental area that they’d probably felt the volcano explode. Actually, considering how impressive that explosion had been, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the shaking had been noticeable outside the mountain. 

 “Uh. Turns out I was wrong. It is weaponizable.”  Shayma blinked and then threw back her head and laughed. Ansae joined her, their eyes meeting and making her laugh even harder. 

“Gods, I love you Blue,” she grinned. 

 “I love you too. What brought that on?” 

“Just, you being you.” Shayma looked around at the others. 

Only Ansae had heard the exchange word for word, and she was wearing a wide, smokey grin. She wasn’t quite looking at the others, head tilted upward toward where everything was going wild, her eyes sparkling as she watched the devastation. 

“That rumble was Blue figuring out that yes, he  did get something he can use against the mage-kings.” 

“I never had any doubts,” Taelah said serenely. “Husband has a certain imagination.” 

 “I think I’m being teased, here.” 

“Blue thinks we might tease him. I have no idea where he got that idea,” Shayma said, eyes wide in innocence. 

“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the way you all think of him,” Iniri shook her head. “He just shook a  mountain and you’re laughing about it.” 

“Actually, he made one explode,” Ansae said. “Believe me, it was amusing.” She leaned back and eyed Iniri thoughtfully. “I think you’re worrying overmuch about being in control. Not that I can blame you, considering all that’s gone on, but you might consider the merits of letting go a little bit. It’s the eve of a battle where you have to rely on someone else to carry the day. If you stay wound up that tight, you’re going to drive yourself crazy.” Iniri’s lips tightened, but she nodded at Ansae. 

“Besides,” the dragon continued. “If you’re going to be going a couple rounds with Blue, you’re going to hurt yourself being so stiff.” Iniri glared, and Ansae just laughed. Finally, Iniri blew out a breath. 

“You know, you’re probably right. These past few months have just been so stressful.” 

“I can’t even imagine how hard it must have been, Your Highness,” Taelah said. “But even I know you have to have some time to relax after hard work.” 

“I wish I had the time,” Iniri muttered, then smiled wryly. “I guess I’m making the time today, anyway. Was there anything else we needed to worry about, Blue?” 

 “Oh, just an update on the mage-kings.”  I caught glimpses of them now and then, but they never really discussed any in-depth tactics or strategy that I could see. Mostly I saw discussions about my Scaleminds and how to deal with them, and given that I wasn’t going to put any Scaleminds  near the invasion, that was completely moot.  “They’re approaching at a steady pace, I think they’re planning to just roll in and demand I surrender and simply stomp me if I don’t. So same old, same old.” 

“After facing Vok Nal, I really hope that they’re so overconfident you simply swat them out of the sky. I have no desire to go through that again.” Iniri shuddered. 

 “Yeah, me either.”  I’d been insensate throughout that whole fight, but I’d heard about it afterward. 

“Since we’re out of muffins, I have a lair to finish reinforcing,” Ansae said, peering into the empty basket before

rising and stretching languorously. “It now seems like I should make sure it’s tough enough to withstand Blue accidentally blowing it up.” 

 “I wouldn’t do that. Probably. I hope, anyway.”  Ansae just chuckled and padded toward her portal. Taelah got up as well, giving Iniri and Shayma a nod each. 

“I still have alchemy to do, The Village to move…” She smiled at Iniri. “I’ll leave you to your privacy.” Unlike Ansae, she had access to the teleport pads, so she just walked to one side of the room and vanished. 

 “Iniri is welcome to use the hot springs again, of course,”  I said. Shayma nodded and looked at Iniri. 

“Blue wants to know if you’d like to go to the hot springs again.” 

“I suppose so,” Iniri said. “I’m going to need a  lot of relaxing this time.” Then she blushed, as if she only just then realized the double entendre in her words. Shayma chuckled, standing and gesturing toward the teleport. 

“Blue has the hot springs ready for you,” Shayma said, escorting Iniri to the teleport. She didn’t exactly need it, but Shayma had better social sense than me. Iniri nodded, thanked her, and transported them both into my core room. I’d redecorated slightly since the last time she was there, mostly by fitting it into the new defensive structures, so while the cottage was the same, it was larger, better lit, and the hot springs were more ornate. Shayma stopped at the entrance to the springs, giving Iniri a grin. 

“I’ll leave you alone now,” she said. “As always, Blue can send me if there’s something you really need to discuss, but this kind of thing doesn’t need words, usually.” She grinned and Iniri rolled her eyes. 

“I don’t know why you enjoy teasing me about it so much,” 

she said, but she wasn’t actually complaining, doing her best to hide a smile. “In all seriousness though, I want to thank you and Blue for everything.” 

“Oh, you’re quite welcome,” Shayma said breezily, then leaned in so she could murmur in Iniri’s ear. “Consider giving him a little more control this time. He can do all kinds of amazing things if you let him.” 

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Iniri said, and Shayma stepped back, waving as she headed to the teleport pad and shifted herself back to the beach house. While Iniri began disrobing piece by piece, carefully laying her expensive clothing on the rail, Shayma stripped herself by simply stepping out of her clothing with [Phantasmal Path]. She flung herself into one of the chairs out on the veranda facing the coast, lounging naked with her legs spread wide. 

“So Blue, can I get stellar Affinity too?” 

 “Um. I don’t have enough for both of you at the same time.” 

Iniri was level seventy-one, and Shayma was thirty-three, which meant that I’d need to regenerate some stellar Sources before I could fulfill that request.  “Also, at the same time?” 

“I’ll take kinetic then. And sure! It’ll be fun.” She grinned and wiggled her hips in the chair. “Don’t tell me you’ve never done that before.” 

 “Actually, I haven’t.”  Generally, I tried to give my lover my full attention, but I was definitely willing to try it Shayma’s way.  “Sounds fun to me, too!”  Iniri was still undressing, but I created a breeding station under the hot springs as well as converting Shayma’s chair just to make sure it was possible, and not limited somehow. I had a suddenly greater appreciation for Iniri’s unintentional striptease, but there wasn’t any real strain, no more than there was for paying attention to two things more or less at once. 

I wrapped some small tendrils around Shayma’s hands, interlacing with her fingers. While Shayma did rather enjoy being pinned down to a certain extent, I’d learned things from Taelah that Shayma liked as well. She appreciated the tender approach, at least to start, and she shifted her head to rub her cheek against the tendril I sent sliding up her neck, kissing the warm black flesh. I wrapped another one around her waist, pulling her against the cushion of the chair and stroking the

skin of her belly, but I didn’t take advantage of her spread legs yet, even if I appreciated the view. 

Iniri eased herself into the hot spring, and I could see muscles shifting under her skin as she groaned and popped her joints from stretching. It wasn’t obvious, given the way she dressed and how small she was, but of course at the third tier Iniri was fit and toned. With Iniri, instead of taking her hand I wrapped around her back, supporting her in the water and running two small tendrils up to curl about her antlers. I’d noticed they were sensitive before, despite just being horn, and the noise Iniri made as I started stroking and tugging showed I’d made the right decision. 

“Oooh, I can feel Iniri too.” Shayma grinned, lifting her hands up to run them over her head, right next to her ears. “Wow, I can see why she likes having her antlers played with. Me too!” 

Illusionary antlers shimmered into existence on Shayma’s head in a blatant use, or misuse, of [Liminality]. 

 “So does that mean…?”  I asked, hesitantly grappling the fake appendages and finding they felt real enough. 

“Iniri would never admit it but my  gods she needs this.” 

Shayma laughed and ran her fingers over her own breasts as I tugged at her temporary antlers. “Give it to her good, Blue.” 

“Mmm, that’s different. New…” Iniri muttered as under the water her small, pert nipples stiffened. I framed her breasts with a few more tendrils, squeezing gently as she let out a slow breath, her eyes half-closed. I didn’t want to rush her, but at the same time I wasn’t going to wait for her to guide everything. I could feel through the link that she was emotionally muddled, not nearly as sure of herself as last time, so given Shayma’s comment I decided she’d appreciate me taking the lead. 

At the same time I twined tendrils about Shayma’s wrists and ankles, slowly lifting the latter up until they touched the former. Shayma giggled and squirmed as I put her in such a compromising position, licking teasingly at the tendril near her mouth as she flicked her tail. Focusing in on that, I grabbed the tail with another tendril and gave it a yank, getting a squeal

for my efforts. Shayma liked a little bit of roughness, and she really liked having her tail pulled. Iniri made a squeak at the exact moment, wriggling as the jolt from Shayma rolled over onto her. 

“You’re so naughty,” Shayma laughed. 

 “You love it,”  I told her, and then stuffed a tendril into her mouth. She snorted and sucked it gently, flicking her tongue against the flesh. It wasn’t as sensitive as an actual cock, the breeding tendrils being subtly different in that regard, but I still enjoyed it, and more importantly Shayma did too, her enjoyment filtering over the link. Unlike Iniri, her emotions were bright and clean and looking forward to what I could do to her. 

While Shayma enjoyed the anticipation, Iniri needed a more direct touch, and I lifted her out of the water, giving her a sturdy backrest and looping thick coils over her palms for her to grip. I focused some more specialized appendages on her neck and her chest above her breasts, licking away the clinging water with a soft, silky tongue. Iniri moaned softly, and I chased the most intense sensations as I slid around the side of her neck, finding a place that sent a jolt through her and giving it a gentle nibble. 

“Oh gods, it’s been too long,” Iniri said, squirming from the attentions. Her hands clamped around the tendrils I’d provided, looking down at herself as I guided the other tongue between her breasts. Small as they were, they were quite sensitive once she was in the mood, and I split the tongue tendril into two, licking spirals up both breasts at once. They seemed fuller than before, and I suspected more of Shayma’s involvement, somehow, despite their separation. They  were linked, after all. 

“Yes, please can you – oh!” I started out smoothly at first, then shifted to a rougher texture as I felt and heard her request, drawing pink lines along her breasts. With the water still clinging to her skin it was difficult to be certain, but I was pretty sure she was starting to get wet between her legs, the lips of her sex starting to color as she squirmed. 

Shayma was  definitely wet, pussy gleaming just from the position I’d put her in and being able to suck on me. I wrapped sheets of flesh over both her breasts, squeezing hard and then pinching her nipples to make her squirm, which she did most excellently. 

“Mmph!” She added as I ran one small tendril against her folds, collecting the moisture there, lifting it to her mouth and letting her taste herself before using that same tendril to give her rear a good swat. That drew a muffled moan as the sharp sensation flashed through her, making her even more sensitive to the teasing of her soft breasts and peaked nipples. 

“You’re in a mood,” she grinned, wiggling as I stroked along the smooth skin of her rear. 

 “Well you’re the one that gave me the idea,”  I told her, giving her another swat, just hard enough to make her twitch, and then again, feeling how each smack fanned the fires of her arousal. She was almost dripping as I played with her, watching her pant and slowly rubbing one tendril against her pussy to make her shudder. Iniri was ready for more, too, spreading her legs as I sent one tendril to caress her thighs, wrapping about her leg and adding spice to the teasing of her breasts and the rubbing of her antlers. 

“Stop teasing me!” Iniri growled as I gave her neck another nibble. I didn’t want to disappoint her, but I wasn’t quite ready yet so I rubbed against her folds, getting a moan as I parted the lips of her sex. I shifted the smooth tendril to something more interesting, converting to something with soft bumps as I rubbed against her, getting small gasps as I moved. 

“Just put it in!” She snarled, her fangs flashing as I altered my angle to rub along the nub of her clitoris and give her a little more direct stimulation. While Shayma liked to suck on me, Iniri showed more of an inclination to bite, so I fashioned a firm but yielding ball at the end of one tendril and offered it to her. I couldn’t tell if her understanding came from the obvious form or from what she could feel through the link, but she immediately bit down on the ball, fangs digging into yielding flesh as she arched against my touch. 

Attending to two women at once wasn’t exactly twice as intense, but it was definitely  more than focusing on one at a time, even if sometimes that focus could fairly well consume me. Of course I hadn’t really gotten into it yet, but both of them were ready, so I fashioned a breeding tendril for each station. I could make multiple cocks, as many as I wished, but this was the first time I’d done so across different stations and for different women. The one I made for Shayma was smooth but thick and blunt-tipped, while Iniri’s was thinner, with a pointed tip and subtle ridges, according to their tastes. I really liked that I  could customize for them, it made things so much more fun. 

Since both Shayma and Iniri were dripping wet and eager, I brought up my cocks and drove into both pussies at once. 

Delicious heat and tightness surrounded me, subtly different as I stretched Shayma wide and flexed inside Iniri, similar in feel to using multiple shafts on one woman but different in so many indefinable ways. All of them amazing. Half my attention was on the way Iniri’s sex squeezed around me, a high-pitched keen muffled by the gag, and the other half was on the more familiar feel of Shayma’s pussy as I stretched and filled her. 

“Oh  wow is Iniri sensitive.” Shayma shuddered, panting and arching as she squeezed me. “Hnn…” She looked down at where I filled her, shivering as I drove inside her. “I love watching you fill me.” 

 “Then let’s do something about that,”  I told her, and used the breeding station to snap open a pair of portals, giving her a better angle on where I plunged deep into her eager body. With Iniri I moved slowly, letting the texture on the cock do most of the work, black tendrils stroking horns and breasts as I began work myself within her, the pointed tip finding and rubbing the most tender spots inside her. Shayma preferred it harder, and each thrust of the hard shaft inside her pressed her back against the chair. 

For the moment I kept things straightforward, filling the two women with considered thrusts that pricked their sensitivities and stoked the heat of their pleasure. Shayma got it hard, Iniri

got it slow and twisty, and both of them moaned and squirmed as I took them. Though I was fucking Shayma harder, it was Iniri whose pleasure spiked upward the fastest, squeezing the tendrils hard with both hands and sex as she arched upward, milking my cock as if she could somehow fit more of it inside her. 

“Blue, I—” She bit down hard on her tendril and came suddenly, body shuddering as her hot pleasure washed over her and into me through the link. I savored the feeling, not quite ready myself, except that suddenly Shayma arched and orgasmed too, so abruptly that I knew Iniri had triggered it. 

I thought I’d been pacing myself, but the sudden feel of two orgasms, both the heady wash of their pleasure and the feel of both of them squeezing around my cocks in convulsive bliss, made me cum too. I flooded them with hot seed, thick and sticky, and slowed down for a moment to readjust. Iniri was panting and working her hips slowly, while Shayma was arched up against my cock. 

“Oh, wow, that was…” Shayma shook her head, then laughed. 

“I mean, starting off easy today, Blue?” She challenged me. 

“Come on, I know you can do more.” 

 “Oh, I will. I just need to make sure I get everything right!” 

For Iniri I lengthened the ridges into long, fleshy nubs, flexible but firm enough to rake against her clit and outer folds each time I filled her. I could feel the thrill that went through her as she looked down at the newly-transformed cock, and she moaned and started to babble as I began to sink into her again. 

“Gods, yes, fill me, breed me, I want everything inside me!” I had to adjust the nubs slightly, to make sure they hit just the right spots without stretching her painfully, but by the third thrust I had things just about perfect and every time I impaled her she writhed with pleasure. 

Sometimes I went exotic for Shayma, but that didn’t seem to be her mood today. Instead I slid a second breeding tendril against her rear, this one already slick, and slowly drove it into her. Shayma moaned, and Iniri made a small, confused groan of arousal. 

“Gods, why does  that  feel good? I could never do that but oh gods.”  Iniri shivered and writhed, vicariously enjoying Shayma’s double penetration. I took the hint and didn’t give her the same treatment, but did give Shayma a bit more force, thrusting in counterpoint to the cock filling her sex. 

The flesh filling her mouth muffled her squeal at the sensation, making her body shudder from being so stretched and full. Her bonds held her wrists and ankles in place as I fucked her thoroughly, using both holes and giving her tail the occasional tug just to add to the experience. She wriggled and manifested

[Liminality] hands,  Iniri’s  hands, to grab the breeders, trying to drive them into her harder. Her eyes were fixed on the portal I’d made, avidly watching me stretch and fill her. 

“Yes, more, I need it!” Shayma pulled away from the tendril in her mouth long enough to make demands, arching against the bonds as I fucked her and pulling against my tendrils with her illusions, alternating thrusts as I felt her go hazy with pleasure over the link, focusing on the sensation of two thick cocks inside her. She didn’t even need the extra stimulation as I played with her breasts and toyed with her tail, not to mention the illusory horns, but I wasn’t about to stop. I even slid a small tendril to wrap around the swollen nub of her clit, stroking slowly while I used her and making her eyes roll backward from the sheer sensation. 

Iniri kept trying to lean forward as I filled her with the barbed cock, continuing her lust-fueled muttering every time she stopped biting down on me, so I slowly tilted everything upward until she could ride me instead. Her fingers clutched the bracing tendrils I put out for her to lean against, feet kicking until I supported them so she could bounce on the shaft and roll her hips, feeling the texture shift inside her. 

Though all this I kept a pair of tendrils wrapped around her antlers, and I pulled on them harder while she rode me, making her release the gag long enough to moan, arching backward as she felt me drive deep. 

While normally it would be laughable to consider three people matching their orgasms, the sensation sharing the breeding stations provided made it inevitable. As soon as Shayma went

over the edge, gasping and shivering as she clenched hungrily around two of my cocks, that triggered Iniri to hilt herself on the barbed shaft and moan, her tail twitching. That pulled me to another climax, all three cocks shuddering as I pumped more seed into the two women. Iniri toppled forward, and I had to shift her support, leaving her slumped on the station with her hips in the air, juices drooling from her pussy. 

“More, Blue,” she demanded. “Give me your babies, fill me all the way up!” The walls of her sex kept squeezing my shaft, so I wrapped some extra tendrils around her hips and legs to support her and lifted up her tail. Then I hammered into her pussy, the nubs of the cock making slick wet sounds as I filled her from behind and reduced her to incomprehensible noises. 

“Oooh, my gods Blue, more of  that,”  Shayma said, already hazy from what I was doing to Iniri. But I didn’t need to fuck her any harder, instead I drove both cocks as deep as they could go and slowly expanded them until she was stretched so wide it almost hurt. Then I simply let them vibrate, buzzing and buried deep inside her as I felt her clench over me and suck at the tendril muffling her moans. For a moment I simply let her savor the sensations, then I shifted the tiny tendril around her clit and clamped a mouth over her sensitive nub. 

From there I licked and sucked and nibbled at her clit, plying her with the low vibrations as I pinned her against the chair, her chest heaving as she panted. Shayma’s body tensed, bowing against my tendrils as the pleasure ramped upward and squeezing frantically as she shuddered. At the same time Iniri fairly melted against the support, eyes shut as she focused on the feel of my cock plunging into her. I could feel the moment she finally surrendered control, for the first time just letting me have my way with her. 

I drew desperate, gasping moans from both women as I pleasured them, both of them shuddering under my touch and racing each other toward their peak. The third time I wasn’t entirely certain who started it, but all three of us were washed in a spiraling feedback of bliss as they squeezed and shuddered and I filled them with my seed, cocks throbbing as I flooded them. Shayma’s illusions disappeared, and only then

did the breeding options appear, and I let the pair relax while the breeding stations enhanced their Affinities. 

“Oooh, this is an amazing feeling,” Shayma said, tugging slightly at her bonds so I would release them, reaching down to slide her hands over her glowing belly. “Now I’m jealous of Taelah. No  wonder she was smiling so much.” 

 “I like to think my skills had something to do with that, too!” 

“Maybe,” Shayma giggled. “But I’m pretty sure you’re cheating.” 

“Oooh.” Iniri moaned softly, reclining in her own post-coital bliss. “I think I’m jealous of Shayma. Wow.” She drifted in a haze for a little longer before her eyes suddenly snapped open and her tail lashed. “Please forget what I was saying,” she pleaded. “I was just – everything overwhelmed me and I completely lost control of my mouth. Don’t even tell Shayma!” I laughed, feeling actually a little sorry for her. 

What her body and youth wanted were not at all in tune with the weight of the crown she wore. 

 “Don’t worry,”  I told her.  “I’ll keep it a secret.” 

Day 170 - Blue

It started with scouts. Even before I could see the four huge floating fortresses, monsters came ahead to spy for their masters. Mostly it was flame elementals, little balls of fire that jetted through the air like tiny rockets. I would call them will’o’wisps, though the overlay just reported them as

[Candleflame Elemental]. Unfortunately, being made of fire, my LAE couldn’t do much to them. I had to resort to other forms of defense, which was to say, making a strip of Glacier Climate and turning the blizzard to maximum. 

It didn’t generate any mana that way, and probably even consumed it, though since it didn’t outpace my regeneration it didn’t much matter. The freezing wind and snow stopped abruptly at the borders of the Climate and extended a few hundred meters into the air, somewhat below my weather towers. That seemed to be high enough, since none of the

[Candleflame Elementals] went higher than about one hundred. 

 “So that’s why Blue took over the whole country,” Bel Aci said, sitting in what was clearly a war room. It was covered in glyphs and full of magical items, one of them showing the floating heads of his companion mage-kings. The chair he sat in was a glowing red crystal, a level thirty core. “That’s a lot of defensive depth.” 

 “Potentially, yes.” Sen Rii said. “Practically, he can’t transform the entire thing into a storm, and even if he did, we have Storm and Ice Affinity monsters ourselves.” 

 “It’d be easier to just fight core to core,” Tem Irn sighed. 

 “Not unless you want to walk home,” Bel Aci replied acidly. 

 “We want to take the cores intact, not turn them to dust.” 

 “Just see how far your flames get,” Vok Lim ordered. “Tem, we’ll send yours in at the same time.” 

My worst fear was that they’d just drop directly onto me and force me to deal with fighting a high-level ANATHEMA core directly. I’d never thought they  would, since I knew they wanted to capture me and dungeon combat had the potential to destroy, but it meant I didn’t need to try and throw everything at them immediately to try and drive them off. Since they were looking for a more mundane method of conquering, I could just try and force them to waste all their resources until they were easy to deal with. 

Relieved despite the forces arrayed against me, I stayed focused on the elementals. They gathered up at the shoreline, momentarily stymied by the blizzard, before suddenly flooding inland. I wasn’t sure if they had reached some critical mass of their own or their master had sent a signal, but they all zipped into the storm at the same time. It wasn’t a good idea for them, since the shards of ice and heavy wind ripped them to shreds. I didn’t think any of them got further than fifty meters into the five-hundred-meter strip of snowstorm. 

The slimes and oozes were a little different. They came from under the water, almost invisible [Adaptable Slimes] that swapped from being nigh-transparent spheres to white shards of ice that tumbled easily across the defensive line. If I didn’t have the overlay and [Genius Loci], it would have been difficult to notice them. 

It had been some time since I’d had to deal with it, but ANATHEMA rage still existed. I really wanted to squash the slimes the moment I saw them, but I could control it. Either the slimes didn’t trigger it too severely, or expanding as I had diluted the issue. Watching them shift so effortlessly between elements, I decided that it wasn’t likely the slimes would be stopped by any of the Climates, weaponized or not. 

Fortunately, the LAEs had no elemental Affinity whatsoever. 

Aiming was still a problem, since I had to do it manually, but considering I knew exactly where the slimes would be, it wasn’t a problem to set up a nice long killzone and pop them as they emerged from the storm. They fell out of the storm as large chunks of ice and I vaporized them by the dozens. 

Chunks of ice and molten slime flew into the air as the LAEs

practically detonated them, steam rising along a ten-kilometer swath of invading monster. 

 “What is he doing?” Tem Irn scowled, tapping his fingers on the armrest of his own core-chair. “I can’t even see what Blue is killing my slimes with.” 

 “The light weapon Tor Kot mentioned,” Bel Aci said absently, his hands on a set of runes inscribed in front of his chair. 

 “Have them switch to darkness Affinity.” 

Forewarned that they’d be trying to counter my LAEs, I stretched a high-powered Light field across the border. The slimes went from ice to dark fuzzy blobs as they hopped out of the storm, only to fall into a pool of honey-thick light. It was more effective than I had imagined, the slimes simply puffing into bursts of radiance. I was pretty sure [Bane] was to thank for that. 

 “So far so good,”  I told Shayma, who was sitting in a chair off to the side of the actual throne. Iniri’s throne room wasn’t actually empty but wasn’t seeing its usual business. A few nobles gathered on the edges, those not in the various cities and towns relocated to the Caldera, and the few foreign representatives that had refused to leave mingled with them. 

Iniri’s Queensguard screened her from the rest of the room while Iniri stayed on the throne itself. 

It definitely wasn’t an Artifact, but the throne was connected to all the light Iniri had created that had been threaded throughout the Palace. Combined with the Source gems and additional runes Iniri had added into the throne, it was definitely a magical item, the whole Palace acting as one enormous amplifier. From what I understood it wasn’t necessarily more powerful than any other properly constructed tool, but the scale lent itself to larger and longer-distance things. Such as protecting a city with [Shield of Tarnil]. At the very least the palace. She’d even moved poor comatose Yamal into his own room, though since he was already completely Depleted, he was probably not in any real danger from the worst weapon of the mage-kings. Of course that meant he was probably more susceptible to the more prosaic magical weapons the mage-kings could bring to bear. 

Iniri didn’t need to do anything yet, especially since the fortresses were only barely visible from my towers, but she’d probably be needed soon. I didn’t think I’d have any problems dealing with their monsters. It was the  mage part of mage-king that worried me, and the clear evidence that they had enormous resources for magical weaponry all tied into some sort of magitek control room. 

 “That didn’t work.” Tem Irn said, glaring at Bel Aci. 

 “Blue obviously has experience with dungeon combat,” Bel Aci replied. “And he’s not a complete idiot. If you have a weapon defeated by darkness Affinity, couple it with something that attacks that Affinity. I’d say the scouting has been pretty successful.” 

 “I don’t hear a counter-strategy,” Vok Lim said, tapping an impatient finger on his core-chair. 

 “Those initial defenses have got to be costing Blue a lot of mana. We could just go around them – they don’t cover the whole coast of Tarnil – but I suspect that’s the point.” Bel Aci didn’t seem particularly disturbed by Vok Lim’s annoyance. 

 “Go over them or just punch a hole through them before sending any more forces. Either way we don’t want to play to this attrition game.” 

 “You think Blue can destroy hundreds of thousands of monsters?” Sen Rii looked skeptical. 

 “If we’re stupid, yes. Don’t be stupid.” Bel Aci waved a hand. 

 “I’ll cut you a channel when we’re closer. Here.” There wasn’t any accompanying map, but Sen Rii seemed to get the point and turned back to his own console, reclining in the core-chair. 

Even if I didn’t see what Bel Aci was referring to, the

[Waveskipper Gillborn] who appeared from the ocean told me exactly where I needed defenses. They were aimed at the canal, which no longer was a shortcut to Meil with the spatial compression removed. Really, I figured that they’d think it was trapped, but maybe they felt it’d be easier for water-based creatures to deal with it. It wasn’t like I had any water monsters myself. 

 “Okay, Shayma? I’m going to need Iniri to deflect some kind of magical attack at the canal front fairly soon.” 

“It’ll be my pleasure,” Iniri said, barely waiting for Shayma to finish translating. She got to her feet, and I opened a portal to one of the weather towers that flanked the canal head. Two of her Queensguard went first, and she swept in afterward, followed by Shayma and another two Queensguard. From that perspective, the four floating islands were visible as smudges, though maybe it was clearer with their Skill-boosted eyesight than whatever standard [Genius Loci] had. 

“So that’s them?” She looked out at the islands, her face a hard mask. 

“That’s them,” Shayma said, looking through the window. 

 “Bel Aci is going to do something to clear the weather out along the canal, but I don’t know that I’ll have forewarning of it,”  I told them. The glacier Climate actually started behind them, a solid sheet of white maybe fifty meters back of the outermost weather towers. Shayma and Iniri took it in stride, but the Queensguard was quietly gawking at the wall of snow. 

“It’s kind of cheating that you can scry them at all,” Shayma said, grinning. 

“I’ll take any advantage we can get,” Iniri said grimly. A bracelet of silver-blue metal unfurled itself from her wrist, rising into the air as she manipulated the conjured metal. It twisted into runes on the ground around her and on the ceiling above, and she took a small stellar Source gem out of her pocket and placed it into a thin socket that formed in front of her. 

I hadn’t noticed a huge difference in her Skills since I’d given her stellar Affinity, but she assured me that they packed more punch. The only change I could see was that her pseudo-starfield for [Blue’s Armament of Light] looked more like a real one. [Shield of Tarnil] looked completely the same, but considering it was a Lineage Skill I had doubts that the new Affinity would do anything for it. 

Shayma stepped outside the bounds of the runes, so she wouldn’t interfere, and conjured her own. Again, while Iniri took it in stride, the Queensguard were having trouble keeping up. It amused me to see my Companions getting such reactions. I was pretty sure Shayma’s conjurations were mostly sensory runes, so she could see further, but I hadn’t really made any headway on understanding them. It seemed parsing them was not the same as a language, requiring some degree of Skill to understand the rules, so I hadn’t really worked too hard on figuring it out. 

It probably wasn’t necessary for Iniri to stop whatever they were doing. The wall of winter wasn’t actually a drain on my resources and I was planning to change it around soon enough anyway, but if I could get them to spend a bunch of  their resources against [Shield of Tarnil] I’d consider that time well spent. 

The minutes ticked away as more [Gillborn] gathered at the estuary, though considering the canal was frozen over I wasn’t sure if they intended to swim under it or go overland. Maybe whatever Bel Aci had in mind was intended to melt the ice. 

The thermodynamics of that would be impressive, but magic made such considerations irrelevant more often than not. 

“Ah, something’s stirring,” Iniri said, and flung up her hand. 

An enormous [Shield of Tarnil] appeared outside, stretching from tower to tower and rising almost the full kilometer of height. My mana pool dipped a bit as she leaned on me to make up for her expenditure, but I had a  big mana pool and lots of regeneration, so it wasn’t much of an issue. 

I was glad Iniri could tell what was going on, because I didn’t have any warning when a massive plume of volcano Affinity mana shot from Bel Aci’s island and smashed into Iniri’s

[Shield of Tarnil]. I didn’t know how much mana the bolt represented but it hammered against Iniri’s Skill, all the complicated structures roiling inside it as it raged against the unyielding bulwark of [Shield of Tarnil]. It took a good five seconds for the entire thing to collapse into one massive ball of superheated rock, and a second or two later the heat boiled the

ocean beneath it, sending [Gillborn] fleeing away from their rally point. 

The volcano bolt flared against the shield in midair, still trying to push past it as it grew smaller, though no less energetic. The thing was probably thirty meters across, a truly massive amount of pyroclastic fury, and didn’t show any signs of losing energy. At least, not until I realized I was being dumb and applied [Temperature Finesse] to it. My Skill ate away its energy incredibly quickly, and it dropped into the ocean as a sphere of blackened pumice less than a minute later, bobbing on the waves. The steam from the ocean simply condensed back to rain or joined the blizzard. 

 “What was that, Bel? I thought you were going to punch through Blue’s defenses.” Vok Lim said sourly. 

 “That was not a normal Skill. That looked to be a fifth-tier or Lineage Skill.” Bell Aci, frowning himself. “Tor Kot mentioned a fortress like that. We’ll have to blanket the area with Depletion first.” 

 “Incoming Depletion,”  I told Shayma, opening the portal again. Not for Shayma and Iniri, who were immune, but the Queensguard, who weren’t. The word was enough for Iniri to order her Guard back through the portal doubletime, and I closed it again just in case whatever they tried to do with Depletion could leak through it. Really, Iniri didn’t need the Guard, not at the moment, but she and they weren’t taking any chances they didn’t need to since the assassination attempt. 

Besides, she had a lot of Classers with useful Skills in her Queensguard. 

“We don’t care about Depletion,” Iniri said thoughtfully. “How about we return fire. If you open a window I can see if I can hit them with [Blue’s Armament of Light].” 

 “I don’t know how much that’ll affect them without my [Bane]

 mana,”  I cautioned her. Though the islands were still slightly outside the offshore part of Tarnil I controlled, I could still grow a pillar up from the seafloor near them. Or rather, a narrow spike, with a portal aimed at Bel Aci’s island. The

other half of the portal opened in front of Iniri, giving her a clear view of what she was about to hit. 

Iniri summoned the Skill, a starfield haloing her, the stars twinkling in the deep blue of a late evening sky. Condensed starlight flashed through the portal and lanced into one of the arcane bits of machinery lining the walls. At first it just splashed against invisible wards just outside the wall, and if it had been a normal Skill that would have been it. But the silver starlight crackled suddenly, and my mana dipped as she poured thousands of mana into the Skill. The now-empowered Skill smashed through the ward and sliced right through the magitek device. Molten metal splashed as the beams cut through and then bounced off the inner brickwork, the reinforcement there so strong that even the overcharged Skill didn’t leave more than scorch marks. 

She strafed the beam along the wall, bisecting four more artillery pieces or whatever they were before a wave of magic burst outward from the mountain citadel inside the walls of the floating island. It didn’t do much to deflect Iniri’s beam but when it hit my portal, the connection snapped and both sides fizzled. Iniri, thankfully, realized what was happened and stopped channeling the Skill before she punched through the wall of the weather tower. Whatever he had done to disrupt the portal didn’t do much else, the wave of mana dissipating as it rolled outward, making me think that was the whole point. 

 “Great, at least we wrecked some of his stuff!”  I would have liked to hit monsters too, but if they were out in the open, it wasn’t like I could get Iniri an angle to hit them. “I’ll open another one.”  The island fortresses had about forty kilometers of separation, so I needed to push up another needle. That fortunately didn’t take too long, and this time Iniri supercharged it from the start, cutting a swath of devastation across the outer wall. Again a magic pulse closed the portal, but the damage had already been done. 

 “Blue’s got some weapon that punched through my outer wards,” Bel Aci reported, still calm. “Also light-based, seems like a fourth-tier Classer. Adjust your defenses accordingly.” 

 “Mine too,” Term Irn grumbled. “Now I’m down six thaumoprojectors.” 

 “Start the Depletion bombardment already,” Vok Lim said, ignoring the other two. 

I was braced for whatever the bombardment would entail, but the sheer number of beams that erupted from the four islands was staggering. They were an eye-searing color, an inverted black that reflected off the ocean waves as they plunged down into the water, starting at the point where I’d been projecting Iniri’s beam and sweeping in toward the shore. The individual beams merged into one solid line of Depletion, raking the water and the land beneath it. 

Kind of. 

There wasn’t anyone in the way of the bombardment, so I couldn’t judge how potent it was, but it certainly looked nasty and went right through water and earth. When it actually hit my mana field though, the land that I’d claimed under the waters, it simply wilted. The solid line fizzled out, bubbling and then vanishing less than a meter under the ground. When the beam got to the actual shore, the same thing happened in open air, the depletion bombardment failing to even make it past the towers. 

I could feel a sort of push against my mana, not my mana pool but the gigantic framework that I’d dropped on Tarnil to keep it going, but the power involved absolutely shredded the beam. 

That might have been [Bane] as well, but I wasn’t sure. This was pure magic, albeit an awful type of it, and it didn’t really set off my ANATHEMA senses. Regardless of the reason, my mana shredded it so fast that Iniri’s Queensguard would have been perfectly safe where they’d been. 

 “Hahaha! Take that!”  I had to laugh. It still wasn’t anything to take chances with, but it kind of made sense. My mana was what made people immune to Depletion, so whatever caused it was something my mana protected against anyway.  “Turns out that their Depletion stuff doesn’t do too much inside my mana field.”  We still didn’t want to get anyone else near the mage-

kings, but it cut their most terrifying weapon down to almost nothing. 

“Oh, wow!” Shayma grinned and told Iniri, who nodded with a vicious smile. 

“So that’s what that was. Let’s hit another one,” she said, 

[Blue’s Armament of Light] appearing about her again. 

 “Bel Aci seems to think they can adjust the wards against the Skill specifically, so it might not work as well now,”  I warned her, even as I pushed another needle up from the seafloor. 

“Even if it doesn’t, I doubt any of those things I destroyed were easy to make.” Iniri waited until I opened the portal once again and immediately struck. This time the beam didn’t punch through the wards, but splashed along them, crackling and spitting and superheating the air. Another chunk of my mana meant she was pushing the Skill even harder but when nothing happened Iniri let it go. I closed the portal before the mage-king did it for me. “Damn. Still, those wards are intimidating, I’m surprised that I managed to get through them at all. I’ll have to figure out how to take down the wards directly next time.” 

 “In the meantime, there’s a bunch of Gillborn in the area and they sure aren’t warded,”  I suggested. Iniri rubbed her hands together eagerly. 

“That’s very true.” She didn’t even need me to spot for her, since [Queen’s Insight] told her exactly where she needed to direct the beams. I didn’t want to open portals that were actually underwater, but since all the Gillborn were nearby I didn’t need to. Iniri could reach them directly by simply having me open a window. 

Shayma used [Liminality] to shield the operation from both the mage-kings and the Gillborn themselves, invisible bolts slicing them into bloody chunks. She didn’t do any killing herself, which was a shame, but most of her talents were based on closer combat. Besides, based on the comments the mage-kings had made, there were  hundreds of thousands of monsters about. It wasn’t worth the risk to get a little extra experience. 

We’d decided that she shouldn’t use her illusions directly on the fortresses, at least not yet. When the time came, she could do a lot to mislead the mage-kings, but they weren’t as moronic as Vok Nal had been, so I didn’t want to tip our hand early. Despite the fact that we’d completely blocked their scouts and reached out and bopped them on the nose, none of them seemed particularly bothered. 

I wasn’t really hoping for more of a response and so far, things were going great. They seemed to think that I was spending a lot of effort on the defenses, and I wasn’t. In fact, I was about ready to wrap the blizzard up and change that Climate into a volcano. The shoreline was already a lost cause, and I’d have to pave it over with a shore and forest or grasslands Climate, so there was no need to hold back. 

Bel Aci could send his little [Candleflame Elementals] through after that. All they’d find was a lot of empty land and Meil itself, though they probably already knew that much by scrying. It was easy enough to hide troops from scrying, but less so to hide cities, although apparently it was possible. I was glad there were at least some natural counters to divinatory magic, otherwise the mage-kings would know as much about what we were doing as I did about them. 

Actually, I found it a bit odd that my invocation didn’t seem to be blocked by any of the normal divinatory rules. It was very specific in how it functioned, but after what I’d seen Ansae do and her discussion of the Akasha, my guess was that it wasn’t normal divination at all. It was something like my [Genius Loci] was connected to the akashic information, so when my name was invoked it pulled my Skill over there. I still hadn’t filled even Shayma in on the details of how it worked, but it was pretty obvious I could spy on people to some extent, so nobody really questioned it. 

Unfortunately, I didn’t get any glimpse into what they thought of me crippling their depletion beams, if they noticed at all. It wasn’t as obvious as blocking a huge lava burst had been. The best-case scenario, in my mind, was if they didn’t realize their anti-Classer weapon was all but useless and I didn’t need to do anything to counter it. Not that there was any real target aside

from Meil, but the more they relied on that the less they’d use actually effective weaponry. 

 “Do you want to pretend that worked or keep blocking their incoming shots? That’s assuming I even know where they’re going to hit.” 

“As much as I’d like to stay here and thumb my nose at them, there isn’t all that much I can do without getting some of my Classers to work on wardbreaking. You’re sure you don’t need shields though? They’ll probably target these towers, you know.” 

 “Eh, I have mana reinforcement and I can always rebuild them. I’m hoping they’ll try to break the blizzard again.” 

While I could keep it up indefinitely, it was ultimately less destructive than the volcanic Climate, which was in turn less effective than a massive [Lost Woods] Field coupled with some directly damaging traps or Climates. 

To be honest I was saving the volcanoes for the fortresses themselves. I was pretty confident I could wear down even elite monsters over time, and Shayma, Iniri, and the other Classers could target any that were an issue. Even if the mage-kings had hundreds of thousands of troops, most of those had to be grunts that I could slaughter in job lots, much like I’d done to their scouts. If they had thousands of things like Miriam they wouldn’t bother with scouting and artillery fire. 

I opened a portal back to the Palace and the two of them went through. Iniri’s reappearance made a bit of a stir among the few people still gathered in the audience hall, but that quieted when she turned to face them. Her smile was victorious, and she waited for a few moments as she surveyed the crowd. 

“So far, I have not been impressed by the mage-kings,” Iniri said. “Their floating fortresses may be large, but nothing they did got past our shores. My attacks were  far more effective, even as far away as they are. We’re just trading jabs at the moment, but it doesn’t seem we have too much to worry about.” 

The news seemed to be taken favorably, but I didn’t spare too much attention for Iniri’s speech. I was keeping an eye on the

fortresses in case they decided to take a potshot somewhere I needed to care about. Mostly my towers, since they were kind of important even if I’d been rather flip about it to Iniri. 

Sure enough, a minute later an entire spread of giant lava bolts came hammering in, spaced over about a hundred kilometers of shoreline. It was impressive and horrifying, the sort of devastation that would flatten cities, and at least six of those bolts were aimed right at my weather towers. I pulled on my mana pool for [Structural Mana Reinforcement], hardening them just before the bolts hit, but I let the rest fall where they would. 

I underestimated for one of the towers, and the impact stove in the side of the thing, nearly toppling the tower before I could fix it, but the rest had enough toughness for the volcanic mana to part over the surface and splash to either side. The other spells hammered into the blizzard, shredding the glacial mana and melting the ice with explosive result. They weren’t just bolts of lava though. Now that they weren’t blocked, the complex threads of mana spun outward, digging into the land and the air and converting everything they touched into smoldering ash and pools of magma. It was like a miniature Climate, but it was definitely hostile and throwing that sort of spell at anything inhabited would be nightmarish. 

While in general it just seemed like blanket destruction, there was some evidence of finesse when it came to the canal and other rivers or estuaries. Instead of the lava boiling and evaporating the water, or leaking toxins into it, ash mounded along the shores of each body of water. That at least answered how they expected to get water-based monsters past my defenses while using fire-based weapons. 

Of course, I didn’t care that it broke up my blizzard. I wanted to convert the area to volcano  anyway and this was a good way to do it where they wouldn’t even notice. I swapped the Climate over before it could start reclaiming area from the volcano spells and let the blizzard fade. Interestingly, it took my Volcano Climate a little bit to chew away the spell remnants itself, even if they were of matching Affinities. It

seemed my mana found something objectionable about theirs regardless. 

Even though the mage-kings hadn’t succeeded in completely breaking any of my weather towers, there weren’t any follow-up strikes. Apparently the destruction of the weather system was sufficient for their purposes, since they sent another flood of scouting monsters at me. It’d be a while until they hit the shores, but they were coming. 

While I waited, I figured I’d relay the news to Ansae, in case she missed it. I figured she was interested enough in the battle, but there was a difference between seeing what was going on within a couple kilometers and seeing what was going on over two hundred kilometers away. Plus, she was still busy doing complex magic things to the tower I’d built her. 

 “Hey Ansae, just kinda vaporized their first scouting party, then Iniri blew up a bunch of thaumoprojectors on their islands. They’re still kinda far out but I’d say the first exchange went all our way. I let a couple of their attacks through just to see what would happen.” 

“Dangerous, except you have an entire country to soak damage,” Ansae murmured, adjusting a dragon-sized sculpture in the highest room of the tower. It was of someone nonhuman, a vaguely lizard-looking specimen in ochre and rust, reaching upward toward a rendition of the largest moon which hovered just out of their reach. Actually hovered, unconnected to anything else, as the sculpture was clearly magical and lit as if it were sunrise no matter where Ansae put it. “What happened?” 

 “Well, their Depletion beams just fizzle out when they hit my mana, so that’s great. The lava stuff did eat my blizzards, so it can overpower Climates, but it doesn’t take long for my Climates to take it back.”  Ansae paused, then slowly slumped down on the floor in a very feline gesture of relaxation. 

“Oh, goodness,” she said, in a sort of soft and wondering tone that was completely at odds with her normal razor edges. “I’m completely safe here.” 

 “Well, yes?”  I was a little taken aback by the reaction, at least until I realized that she meant that she wasn’t just safe from random environmental depletion but also anyone trying to attack her with it. She let out a long breath, stretching out and closing her eyes. 

 “Uh, Ansae?”  She didn’t respond. So far as I could see she’d just dropped off to sleep. I was a little worried for her health, but maybe I just hadn’t considered how much stress she’d been under. Considering her depletion numbers, I could see why she’d have trouble sleeping, regeneration issues aside. 

I turned my attention to Taelah and the Village. I kind of felt guilty for not paying them overly close attention the past few days, even if the reason was my preparations for war. At the moment though, there were no monsters due, so I could give Taelah some well-deserved time. They were settling in nicely, having nearly completely moved out of the farming chamber and spreading out across the rich fields and dense forest I’d provided. It was a welcome contrast to the wholesale destruction occurring on the other side of Tarnil. 

If things went well, they’d never even notice it was happening. 

Day 171 - Blue

I wondered if the mage-kings needed to sleep. Fourth-tiers did, and even with kinetic and stellar Affinity Iniri did, but mage-kings had way more power than they did. But I didn’t, so if they were hoping to wear me out by sending monsters out at all hours of the day and night they weren’t going to get far. 

Maybe they’d wear themselves out that way and start making mistakes. Or, more mistakes. 

Their scouts navigated the lava terrain fairly easily. I let them, of course, watching the flame elementals simply flit by and the lava slimes and oozes crawl across the terrain without being bothered. The gillborn mostly swam up the canal, but some of them prowled the shorelines and explored small rivers. 

There wasn’t anything for them to find, for the most part, since I’d made sure to pull everyone that had been in the area out, whether they liked it or not. Most people had gone with mass village, town, or dwelling relocations. There were still some people when I combed through it ahead of the monsters, all of whom I dropped in Meil. I didn’t know what they were doing, and I didn’t care. I just didn’t want any of the mage-king forces to find any people. 

I was actually curious as to what they  thought they’d find, and what value the intelligence would be. Were they hoping that the scouts could locate my cores by combing over the fields and forests of Tarnil? Or were they looking for the Scalemind, since they figured those were my monsters. Maybe they were just getting an idea of the lay of the land, since I understood there were some difficulties with figuring it out by scrying. 

The equivalent of high-altitude spying wasn’t as useful as it might seem without good ways to record and analyze the results. 

[Lost Woods] went up the moment the scouts crossed into actual forest. In the wee hours of the morning it wasn’t at all obvious anything was going on, and by the time they figured it out I was sure whatever organization they had would be gone. 

I was also fairly well amused by the idea of getting a will’o’wisp lost, though I couldn’t be entirely certain that the Field would work on something with non-standard senses. 

The floating islands swept closer until they hovered just offshore, and the mage-kings took to hammering my towers in earnest. It actually kind of amused me, because while the weather towers were important-ish, they weren’t a vital strategic asset and there were only six in range of their guns or the spell equivalent. If they wrecked every tower it would be an issue, but their focus on just the six did nothing but give me an idea of what they could do. 

The four mage-kings had different preferences in spells, when they weren’t coordinating. Bel Aci liked fire and volcano spells, of course. It matched his flame elementals, but he had more finesse than one might expect with those elements. He tried simply hammering the towers, but [Structural Mana Reinforcement] kept that from being particularly effective. I knew he wasn’t trying as hard as he might, but he was still testing my defenses. I doubted they had nigh-infinite mana to work with like I did. 

What I could do was cool things down and reinforce with mana. It wasn’t a very complex strategy, and when he started using tiny ultra-hot jets of fire that crawled over the walls and spiked themselves into the stone like pitons, it started to fail. It also gave me a new appreciation for what spell Skills could do, because when it came down to it, I hadn’t seen much in the way of complex spellwork. I sure couldn’t do any, I didn’t know how to read Iniri’s runes, and there hadn’t been any enemies to really use high-powered spells on for any other Classers around. Even inside Wildwood, most of the good stuff went on out in the woods where I didn’t have any presence. 

Though I couldn’t stop the tower from crumbling, at least not without pumping more mana into it than I liked and maybe tipping off the mage-kings that I  did have that much to spend, an idea occurred to me. Simply stopping the tower from breaking wasn’t the only way I could protect it. I had no idea how well it’d work on something I’d made, but I had a

Conservatory Climate that was supposed to restore things to the way they were. 

I slapped it overtop the tower before it could get too damaged, since it wouldn’t help if the Conservatory rebuilt it to its broken state, and focused on the others. Vok Lim seemed to prefer Kinetic energy, and lots of it, smashing at the stone with pure force. That said, he wasn’t a complete brute, and the kinetic casts were embodied in punch-chisel shapes that gouged at the base of the tower. 

Sen Rii used water, sending it whirling about the stone, gouging furrows a few meters below sea level and occasionally smashing into the tower with enough force to make the massive structure shake. The whole effect was enough to send cracks spiderwebbing through the tower base. 

Tem Irn seemed to favor earth Affinity, since his spells basically transmuted the solid stone into sand. I would have thought that’d be more effective than any of the other attacks, but in this case his mana was directly competing with mine rather than bringing physical force to bear, so as long as I held up [Structural Mana Reinforcement] he could only convert a small amount at a time. Relatively small, anyway. The towers were pretty huge. 

I gave them all the Conservatory treatment and didn’t worry about trying any harder to keep them from crumbling. As soon as the bombardment stopped they started growing again brick by brick, and after a few more attempts to fully level them, the mage-kings gave up on trying to do permanent damage. By the time the islands resumed their advance it was well into morning, and Iniri was having brunch with Shayma. 

After the long period of waiting around the prior day, Iniri had decided it wasn’t necessary to hold court and keep everyone updated on nothing happening. She stayed in one of her offices with Shayma, instead, catching up correspondences and requests. Between [Queen’s Insight] and myself she would have plenty of warning when she needed to defend Meil, especially given the leisurely advance of the fortresses. 

 “All right, I’m going to hit them in a minute or two here. 

 Better inform everyone that it’s planned.” 

“Blue’s going to attack soon,” Shayma reported to Iniri. 

“Then I shall announce that whatever noise and fury occurs is due to his defense,” Iniri said, taking one last bite of toast and rising to head out to the audience hall. I focused back on the mage-kings. 

The fortress-islands were at about a hundred meters altitude, which was quite a distance, but considering the size of the things they seemed to almost scrape the ground. Though I didn’t want them to actually land and force me to deal with dungeon combat, I didn’t mind them being low enough that I could actually influence them with my mana. 

Though if they did touch down, I had a much,  much larger mana pool this time. I didn’t know whether or not I could keep my head, but even a stupid version of me would hopefully empty my mana pool into the opposing dungeon. Two hundred thousand [Bane] mana would probably be enough to vaporize it. 

I didn’t think they were interested in that, though. They could have dropped down right into the ocean just in front of the lava fields if they were. Plus, from the comments I heard, they might know that I had control of all of Tarnil but it didn’t really make them think about treating Tarnil like a dungeon. I thought they wanted to force me to surrender, or rather, force the person they thought was controlling the dungeon to surrender, without doing too much damage. 

Obviously they were willing to wreak property damage, but since dungeon-to-dungeon combat involved core HP dropping, it was a different beast altogether. Even if they burned down every square inch of Tarnil, or covered the whole thing in ten meters of lava or really anything, I’d be effectively unharmed. 

Well, except for my Bargain, but they didn’t know about that. 

My first surprise for them came when their floating islands were all poised over the strip of volcanic land I’d allowed them to make. Though the four islands were in effectively a straight line, the contours of the coast meant that their positions relative to the lava line were actually staggered. 

Since each fortress-island was about ten kilometers across, that wasn’t a problem, and soon enough all four were in range. 

I shoved energy into the volcano Climate and watched as it detonated right under the islands. Between the inherent energy of the Climate and the extra mana, the whole thing went up in a rage of superheated rock and boiling gas. Massive cracks shot through the ground and the shockwave stripped the nearby earth bare, even going so far as to annihilate the trailing elements of the scouting force. 

I had to reinforce Meil and the Palace, even one hundred thirty kilometers away, as the ground shook. It wasn’t as bad as it might have been, the Climate somehow containing what ought to have been an apocalyptic explosion. Over a hundred kilometers of angry volcano hammered against the underside of the islands, shattering wards and eating into the reinforced rock. 

Sen Rii’s island seemed to be hit the hardest, actually lifting it higher into the air and tilting it precariously as the underside glowed with sullen heat, but it didn’t lose anything more than a few layers of rock. I didn’t quite manage to flip the thing over, if that was even possible, but the angle sent a huge stream of water pouring out of the interior, along with a few monsters. They were higher-level Gillborn than the scouts, but most of them went splat when they hit the ground. With luck, I’d boiled quite a few more, but despite the damage I’d done to the rock exterior I hadn’t bored into anything inhabited. 

Tem Irn’s fortress didn’t move so much but took far more damage. One particularly volatile jet caught the upward slope of the island’s side and melted through, exposing part of a cavern system and flensing it with superheated gas and rock. 

Compared to the entire bulk of the thing it wasn’t much, but I still felt the thrill of victory as I cooked whatever was in there. 

Probably more slimes and oozes. 

The eruption didn’t do much to Bel Aci’s island, which didn’t surprise me. He clearly favored volcanic Affinity himself, and while the sheer power of the eruption smashed the outer wards and heated up the underside, that didn’t accomplish much more than lifting the island up a few dozen meters. Vok Lim’s

actual land showed more damage than that, some of the rock melting and more of it cracking, but his wards held out longer than anyone else’s. 

All of that happened in maybe two minutes of orgiastic destruction, and then the islands were lifting higher in the sky, moving away from the kill line. Once they were clear I dialed back the volcano Climate, since I didn’t need it at full blast anymore. Which wasn’t to say I wouldn’t be trying again if I had the opportunity, but now that they knew I could do that, they weren’t likely to go near any such trap again. 

 “How the fuck did Blue do that?” Vok Lim growled, glaring at the projections of the other three mage-kings. 

 “I’d say he has access to a fifth-tier volcanic user,” Bel Aci said. “If he’s not one himself. It’s looking like he’s got a lot of mana reserves from his dungeon. That may be the reason behind spreading over such a massive area.” 

 “More reserves than we do?” Tem Irn asked. 

 “Possibly,” Bel Aci admitted. “He may also have a number of Classers working for him, in addition to whatever he gets from his dungeon. We’ll have to anticipate any Affinity being used against us.” 

 “We’ll just have to dispose of any Classers that come out to play,” Vok Lim shrugged. “Isn’t there a city nearby? Blow it up.” 

 “They’re going to try and attack Meil,”  I told Iniri.  “You’re going to need to shield it when they get closer.”  If worst came to worst, I could relocate or teleport Meil, but between the palace acting as a giant casting instrument and being able to pull on my mana, she could probably protect it. 

“I almost feel I need to protect Tarnil from  you,” Iniri muttered. “How much of Tarnil is intact after that?” 

 “Surprisingly, a lot, and I can fix it all. By the time I put back the cities and towns it’ll be just fine, I promise.” 

“Then I’ll keep Meil safe. I just hope you’re right about having ways to drive them off.” 

 “I am!” 

Chief among those ways was what Shayma had done with all the [Firmament] I’d made. It wasn’t a classical weapon in any sense, simply a hollow handle with a hundred meters of incredibly thin wire on the end. That would be dangerous enough, considering [Firmament]’s properties, but in Sienne’s hands it would be a terror. Though Sienne wouldn’t be able to use it too close to the mage-kings due to depletion worries, and it would be too damned dangerous to wield in any sort of group endeavor, but with Shayma to hide her she could take big chunks out of the fortresses. 

It had been entirely Shayma’s idea from start to finish. She’d talked to Sienne, she’d done the testing, and she’d forged the Firmament. Once we’d tested that [Firmament] wasn’t destroyed by void Mana, Sienne had been  very interested in using it. Even so, the end result was more than a little unwieldy. 

“This is  very awkward.” Sienne said, holding the hilt gingerly. 

A brief flick sent trees toppling and brush sagging as it cut through everything it encountered. It wasn’t without resistance; the wire was thin, not a monofilament, but considering Classer strength it was enough to cut through ordinary foliage. Shayma and Giorn were standing  well away, outside the potential reach of the weapon. 

“You’ll be fine, honey!” Giorn called back. “Let’s see what you can do with it!” 

Sienne approached the targets, three huge pillars of Stonesteel with [Structural Mana Reinforcement], and activated her void Skill. She made a face, but the whole thing turned black and a flick of her wrist sent it right through all three pillars. I could even feel how the void mana simply sheared right through

[Structural Mana Reinforcement]. Then the darkness faded and the [Firmament] weapon was still there. 

“Yes! All right, mom, I know what we’re doing if one of them gets closer.” 

While the Ells made their plans, I took care of the scouts. Most of them were still lost, for obvious reasons, but the Gillborn

swimming in the rivers, for example, were making slow progress. The accumulation of monsters was seriously getting on my nerves too, so it was time to trim them down. Good thing I could teleport. 

 [The Pit of Despair] created. 

 [Defender’s Superiority] grants 35,000 experience. 

It wasn’t the spatial functions directly, but I’d made a kilometer-deep box lined with spikes of [Cultivated Steel] and saturated with [Purgatory]. Then I just teleported monsters into the ceiling, flipping them upside-down in the process, and they didn’t even realize they were falling until it was too late. It was the floating elementals that needed portals, since for some reason they were too slippery to catch easily with teleports. On the other hand, [Lost Woods] just herded them straight into my portals as long as I put one nearby and marginally camouflaged it. 

Obviously, the floating elementals weren’t too affected by a drop into a pit, but when I dropped flailing Gillborn with a ton of water on top of them, that pretty much did the trick. From what I could tell it was more the drop that killed the slimes than the spikes, but they were all dead anyway. Anything that survived I could pop with a LAE and, every once in a while, I turned up the temperature high enough to crisp all the dead meat and then washed it out with water. In all, it took me less than an hour to clear out some ten thousand monster scouts. 

 “Blue somehow wiped out all my scouts,” Sen Rii growled. 

 “They didn’t see anything!” 

 “Mine too,” Bel Aci said. “I would say it was the Scalemind, except they shouldn’t be able to take over my scouts. Though considering his dungeon control so far, he might well have found some evolution that does.” 

 “Your scouts are not very helpful,” Vok Lim said. 

 “You haven’t even deployed your monsters yet. I think it’s time to start.” Bel Aci told him. 

 “Fine. I’ll go take that city.” Vok Lim said. 

 “Monsters first,” Bel Aci reminded him. “Don’t just blow it up unless you need to.” 

Vok Lim’s island began to move off from the strict battle-line that they’d shown previously. It moved surprisingly quickly but, considering how massive it was, that still wasn’t too fast. I hadn’t gotten a good look at how they’d deployed the monsters into the ocean, but now that they were nearby and overland, I did. 

Magic flared deep inside the island and shot down until it hit the ground, and suddenly there were thousands of

[Crushmonger Ogres] and [Spellburner Ogres] on the ground. 

It was a teleportation spell of some sort, clearly not anywhere near the same as my own, and it deposited the various ogres in regimented lines. 

Unlike the scout types, who had all been in their low to mid-twenties in terms of level, all the ogres were level fifty at least. 

They reminded me of Tor Kot’s army, with mixed melee, ranged, and magic, not to mention the basic power level. Each pulse of the teleport put down several thousand at once, though I wasn’t sure why Vok Lim was putting them down so far from Meil. If it were me, I would have tried going overhead and teleporting them directly into the city center. 

Maybe that wouldn’t have worked for the red cores, though. I could tell they were still using mage-king and red core capabilities as the template for their expectations, not realizing what I could actually do, and I had to be careful I didn’t succumb to the same blindness. I had to remember that they could do things I couldn’t. 

When I thought about it, I might be able to break their teleportation with a strong enough [Warding]. It wasn’t something I wanted to bring to their attention, though, unless the monsters started getting too intimidating. For the moment, if Vok Lim wanted to give me a bunch of monsters to throw into the grinder, I wasn’t going to interrupt him. 

 “You might need to move or defend yourselves soon. Vok Lim’s sending a bunch of monsters before he tries any magical

 attacks.”  Shayma was still chatting with her mom, and when I broke in, she gave both Sienne and Giorn a hug. 

“One minute, mom and dad, I need to talk to Iniri. Keep ahold of The Whacker, we’ll probably be using it soon.” 

 “You named it The Whacker?” 

“Well, it’s not a sword, and she was just whacking stuff with it, so yeah.” Shayma said, then trailed off as she focused on her Companion Concord. 

 “Can’t really argue with that.”  Of course they were going to name it something silly. They were the Ells. 

Iniri was with a bunch of caster-type Classers in a big rune circle. The actual mechanics of what they were doing was a bit beyond me, but I got the general idea — they were going to try and undo the wards on Vok Lim’s island. Considering that the magical defenses could take at least some of a volcanic explosion to the face, tearing them down would make it a lot easier to get at the soft underbelly of the fortress. Relatively soft, anyway. 

“Oh, I’m ready for him.” Iniri said in response to whatever Shayma had told her, far more confident now that she’d gone up against the mage-kings with more than fair success. “Is Blue going to take care of all those monsters?” 

 “Oh yeah, absolutely. I’ll just throw them in the pit.” 

“In the pit?” Shayma questioned, and over in the Palace Iniri raised her eyebrows. So I described what I was doing to get rid of the monsters they were dropping on us and Shayma got a thoughtful look. “Couldn’t we use that as an easy combat opportunity for people? For anything that isn’t killed outright, that is.” Iniri nodded agreement, clearly following along via Companion Concord. 

 “I feel like I should have thought of that. Okay, go ahead and round people up and I’ll make a shooting gallery place for them.”  I wasn’t sure how much experience could be gotten from the idea, since they would be hitting dying and helpless monsters, but it couldn’t hurt. With level fifty-plus monsters, just the drop onto two-meter needle-pointed spikes might not

actually kill everything anyway. Physics was not king when magic was involved. 

I reshaped the pit a bit, made it narrower, and then ran a balcony around the inside, set into the wall and framed by spikes. Since I didn’t want any incidental spellcasting or splashing or whatever to hit anyone there, not only did I raise it a good fifty meters above the floor, I protected it with cultivated steel and thin Adamant Stone shields, leaving tiny arrow slits with a few more open alcoves if someone needed more than just line of sight with a bow or spell. It’d be too bad for the melee types, but I couldn’t think of any way to make it safe for them. Even if I was conservative about grabbing monsters they’d be coming down by the thousands, along with all kinds of debris. It was done long before Iniri wrangled up fifty or so ranged Classers to take advantage of it. 

Taelah volunteered too, mostly to act as my relay for the Classers. That said, she did have some vials along that looked to be charged with fire and ice types of mana, probably to bomb monsters with. If it was free experience, she might as well take advantage of it. 

Annit and Keri arrived alongside Taelah, since Annit was still trying to get a Skill for her new bowgun. Instead of my idea about the hydraulic pressure, Shayma had added a water reservoir that Annit could use to freeze ice heads onto the bolts with precision wind use. It made a lot more sense than my initial idea, in hindsight, even if it did mean that Annit had to tote around extra water to refill her bowgun. 

The whole thing was a little awkward, but in theory if she could graduate to storm Affinity, she wouldn’t need the external water reservoir and her ice would start benefitting from Storm magic instead of just being mundane. I was glad I’d handed the project off to Shayma, because not only did she know more than I did about these things, so did Sienne and Giorn. The end result had been a bowgun with two tanks, one for water and one for air, and a quick-load mechanism. That last one wasn’t even magical, just the result of some work by an artificer from Wildwood. 

Iniri’s mage circle couldn’t go either, of course, since they were needed to deal with the oncoming wards, but everyone else seemed eager for target practice. Once people were situated and ready, I spun up a teleport under a group and popped them to the top of the killbox. As soon as they appeared, gravity took hold and pulled the monsters into a freefall. 

A couple of the ranged monster types had movement Skills, sharp reflexes letting them leap off the bodies of fellow monsters, but with the [Purgatory] field over everything they didn’t even see the ceiling and just slammed into it at speed before starting to fall. The Field now only covered the outside of the pit, since the Classers needed to be able to see their targets to shoot them, so the perspective was now an infinite nothing with spikes at the bottom rather than just an infinite nothing. 

Being able to see bottom didn’t help them much. 

As I’d expected, they  didn’t explode into giblets like their twentieth-level counterparts, though the spikes still did a number on them. At least half of them did die outright, the

[Cultivated Steel] punching through their armor, but some of the spikes got bent and at least one of the ogres actually managed to angle itself so that it grabbed a spike and slowed itself down with minimal damage, which was a damn impressive maneuver. 

Unfortunately for it, there were an awful lot of Classers ready to finish it off. Arrows, bolts, blobs of all different colored magic, pellets, phantom spears, and one very angry bird tore into the monsters the moment they appeared. Just a few seconds after they fell, every one of them was dead, and with very little collateral damage to my spikes. So I lassoed the next company and pulled them down, keeping an eye on the island as it floated toward Meil. 

The issue came when I tried to grab the seventh or eighth group of ogres, who’d noticed their compatriots were disappearing and had something very strong that dispersed spatial magic. When I shoved over five thousand mana into the teleport without it closing on them, I decided to do something

else. I could have put in far more, of course, but I wanted to keep that a bit of a surprise. Bel Aci, if nobody else, was smart enough to notice things and come up with countermeasures. 

 “Hey Shayma, what do you say to taking Sienne and cutting up some mage-ogres?”  I described what was happening and Shayma got a slow smile. 

“I think mom has wanted to do something like that all her life.” She turned to her parents with a grin. “How do you feel about killing a couple hundred ogre mages?” 

“Oooh, the Whacker?” Sienne’s grin looked exactly like Shayma’s. 

“The Tree can probably help too,” Shayma said. “Blue’s got a square of spatial mages he wants us to take out.” 

“That sounds like fun!” Giorn grinned, spinning The Ell Family Tree with casual menace. I wasn’t sure, but it seemed to be ever so slightly stronger in magic than it had been when Shayma had gifted it to him. 

“Precision strike?” Sienne asked, picking up The Whacker and pointing it straight up. 

“Yeah, I’ll hop us there through my [Phantasmal Path], then back out after you do your strike.” Shayma said. She held hands with her parents and hauled them through the Phantasmal Realm, following my directions until they were on top of the band of ogres. I thought that they might have to drop out further away, due to the spatial shenanigans, but

[Phantasmal Path] didn’t seem to count as spatial. 

“Three, two, one…” Shayma counted down, and Sienne and Giorn took positions, clearly knowing exactly what they were doing without needing to voice a plan. The actual attack happened in a blur. The three fox-kin popped into reality in the middle of the regiment of mages, and Sienne and Giorn each took a half-circle swipe. For Sienne, the Whacker glowed black with void magic, and for Giorn, the Tree extended to about two hundred meters in length and as narrow as Giorn could make it. 

The Whacker cut through several hundred ogres with the soft sigh of noise I associated with void magic, of air rushing in to fill the gap left behind from a cut. In its wake ogres faltered, freezing before they started to just fall apart. Giorn’s cut was more dramatic, making a sharp ripping noise as the Tree displaced air in front of it and then smashing into the other half of the ogres. His targets practically exploded, the kinetic magic rippling through the staff slamming into them like a falling mountain and leaving a wave of gore. Sienne and Giorn swept quickly, smoothly, and perfectly together, each of them ending the arc of their blow where the other had started. 

Shayma blinked, then pulled them out again, vanishing into

[Phantasmal Path] as the shock of the sudden attack rippled out into other nearby companies. 

 “Wow, that did it for sure.”  I took advantage of the devastation by dumping another set of ogres down the pit, finding it even easier with that particular set of mages gone. Apparently, they hadn’t just been protecting themselves. Even with my mana sight and all the Status stuff I got from [Genius Loci], it was hard to discern all the various bits of spellcraft or Skills or equipment, especially in big groups like with the army. I could see exactly why scrying broke down. 

“That was amazing!” Shayma gushed, hurrying back to Meil with her parents in tow. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever done something like  that with my Void skills,” Sienne said. Blood was dripping from her hand, since even with Firmament the touch of the Void still took off a few layers of flesh every time she used it. Fortunately, Taelah had produced some tinctures that helped fix it quite quickly. 

“I used up most of my stored kinetic power,” Giorn said. “But it was worth it. The Tree is amazing!” It was also completely clean of blood or guts or even weeds or sap. I’m not sure how that worked, since that wasn’t one of the magical properties on its Status. Maybe it was just some bit of finesse on Giorn’s part. 

 “Blue is destroying one of my divisions,” Vok Lim growled, pointing his fingers at the images of the other mage-kings. 

 “Distract him so I can actually get some units through.” 

 “Very well,” Bel Aci said. He flipped a hand, gesturing around at the others. “Burn everything.” 

Day 171 - Iniri

The fortresses felt like four enormous bruises on Tarnil, and the monsters felt like ants. The sensations [Queen’s Insight]

gave her were less than pleasant, but it meant she knew exactly what was going on, and even could tell when some major magical working was about to go off. She could even tell where it was aimed, so she was confident she would be able to block anything significant that Vok Lim would send her way. 

Already she could feel the monsters that Vok Lim had dropped going away as Blue threw them into the pit for her Classers to kill. She wasn’t sure how much benefit they’d get from it, but it wouldn’t hurt and provided some backup to Blue’s plans. 

After feeling the shaking from his volcanic Climates, she was pretty sure he could deal with an army if he really wanted to, but doing it without melting half of Tarnil was another story. 

Blue had his portion of the work well in hand, so she focused on her own defense. Even with [Queen’s Insight] she had a minor divination running constantly, keeping track of Vok Lim’s island as it drew closer. It was visible at that point, a massive shadowed bulk on the horizon, glowing with layers upon layers of magic. Some of it was dungeon magic, but a good chunk of it was the work of mages. Or a mage-king, with whatever benefits they got from controlling their dungeons. 

After seeing what Blue could do for her as a Companion, she was sure that Vok Lim had similar benefits, if not greater ones. 

Suddenly her insides twisted as flames rose across hundreds of miles of Tarnil, [Queen’s Insight] screaming at her about unthinkable devastation. 

“Blue?” She called, staring out at the island. “What’s going on?” 

「Blue says that the mage-kings are trying to burn down Tarnil.」 Shayma told her over their [Companion Concord], and Iniri shuddered. 「He’s going to fix it with Conservatory. 

Mom and Dad and I are going to go poke them in the eye while you take care of Vok Lim.」

「Be careful.」 Iniri sent back. She had to restrain herself from asking Blue to use the [Contained Stars], no matter how distressing things were. They only had two of them, and while Blue was certain they’d be powerful nobody knew exactly how powerful, and it’d be for the best if they could avoid using them. The idea was to bleed out the mage-kings, chip away at them and their magical defenses until Blue could take them out with more mundane attacks, or Shayma could get in to take over their cores. Even with all of Shayma’s Skills, those things were fortresses and diamond-hard concentrations of magic, not something she could simply stroll into like she had with Vok Nal’s core. 

Blue’s change with the Conservatory climate was immediately apparent. Instead of someone kicking her in the ribs, it was like someone kicking a pillow she was holding. She could still feel it, but it muffled the blow and prevented any actual injury. 

She narrowed her eyes at Vok Lim’s island, feeling Blue peeling off hundreds of monsters at a time. It drifted closer, then closer still, and she gave the nod to the rest of the ritual circle. 

While she led the ritual circle thanks to her Skill, it wasn’t her expertise that was being used. The ritual circle let her tap into and, to a small extent, combine the Skills and knowledge of everyone involved as they contributed to it. She assessed the outer wards and defenses woven about island, protecting it from heat and cold, from impacts, from direct magical assaults, from anyone other than monsters and mage-kings. It even swatted insects out of the way as the massive thing lumbered through the air. 

Between using the palace as a projector and [Queen’s Insight], it was no issue to reach out a few miles and touch the island. 

The talents and Skills of those in the ritual circle sprang into action, starting to unwind the wards that protected it. Different Affinities flashed out to grab, move, and cut the various mana constructs, and while her primary contribution was light Affinity, she did shove stellar Affinity into the circle too. Even

if nobody but her could use it directly, it gathered up and harmonized so many other Affinities that it was a more potent vehicle than any of its component Affinities alone. 

The wards began to fray, disintegrating as her circle unwove the anchors keeping them together. While breaking the wards with brute force meant that they merely had to be refreshed with mana to become active again, the unweaving removed the basis for the wards themselves. Vok Lim would have to make them from scratch if he didn’t stop them. 

He tried, of course. 

The sheer amount of magical power blasting out of the center of the island was breathtaking, even after seeing what Blue could do. It ripped at the magic of the Circle, but Iniri flung up

[Shield of Tarnil] to deflect the attack. It was a strain to project that far, and not a strain she could lean on Blue’s magic to fix, but it was enough to shelter their efforts from Vok Lim. For a few minutes, at least. 

Those few minutes were all that were necessary to unravel two of the major anchor points for the outer wards. She was actually surprised that it was even that easy, considering the power she’d seen mage-kings wield, but Blue’s mana might be weakening them. The inner wards were beyond them, laced into the very stuff of the island as they were. Anyone that wasn’t a fifth-tier mage would need to be right up near them to start picking them apart. But those wards didn’t cover every square inch of the massive island, just the inner citadel, leaving a goodly amount of rock open to attack. 

With a hole opened in the defenses, the circle switched from finesse to force. For something like this Iniri needed line of sight to the Fortress, else she’d risk burning through walls or people who might be in the way, but that’s why they’d put the circle together on the upper story of the Palace. Attack Skills were invoked, looped through the circle, and passed to her to hurl at the island. Bolts of fire, earth-pulverizing shocks, steel-hard ice, and her own burning light flew across the gap to hammer the floating island. 

Vok Lim answered with his own magic, forcing her to throw up a [Shield of Tarnil] large enough to cover all of Meil. The massive blast of kinetic force bounced off the shield, hammered into the lake and drove a furrow into the lakebed, sending a massive plume into the air. The displaced water swamped the lakeshore, incidentally extinguishing not a few fires, and crashed against Iniri’s shield with almost as much force as the initial attack. 

He didn’t stop there. Needle-pointed twists of space clawed at the [Shield of Tarnil] she had protecting them, trying to reach past it and get at the fragile people inside. Bolts of pure Depletion lashed out from the center citadel, but dissolved before they could even reach her defenses. A great silver ball, half the size of the entire lake, appeared above Meil and dropped downward. She wasn’t sure what it was, but when it hit her Shield it actually  hurt, and she grunted as she leaned on Blue for more mana as she reinforced her Skill. Suddenly the pressure eased, the last hazy corners of the Skill aligning to her will, and she knew she’d finally maximized her Lineage. 

Just in time too, considering how much power was coming her way. 

The thing rang like an enormous bell, then shattered, sending bits and pieces tearing through brush and trees around the lake. 

Everything they touched puffed into acrid smoke, and any pieces that hit water actually exploded in a string of sharp detonations. Iniri had no idea what  that was, but the thought of dropping that on an inhabited city was beyond horrifying. 

Blue’s attention suddenly was on her, a burst of amusement before it swept over to the island, which was entirely at odds with the devastation – except that he had a better idea of what was going on than she did, even with [Queen’s Insight]. She took it to mean that whatever else was going on, she was doing well. 

She flexed [Shield of Tarnil] outward and broke the remainder of the strange silver stuff, returning it to its component mana before returning fire. The sheer scale of the artillery spells that Vok Lim was able to summon was stupefying, and even with Blue’s help she couldn’t match it, but she  could defend against

it. It wasn’t easy, and she wasn’t doing it alone, but it was possible. She could do it. Despite everything the mage-kings had done so far, she hadn’t bent, hadn’t broken, and she wasn’t going to now. No, she was going to fight back. 

There was a momentary pause after she destroyed that attack, and then the exchange of fire resumed. Most of his were just brute force, and [Blue’s Armament of Light] wasn’t much better, but some of her circle had more finesse. One of them had a Skill that chewed rock into sand, spreading out and digging deeper into the fortress, so Iniri threw extra mana into that one, pulling from Blue to give it a hefty punch. Vok Lim’s frantic response to that, thrashing it with different types of Affinity, had her laughing. She could practically feel his frustration even with the island being miles away. 

The feeling of oppressive weight from the mage-king invasion lifted as she sparred with Vok Lim over the distance. It didn’t feel like a fluke or like luck anymore, it felt like a challenge she could actually meet. Yet another attack boomed off her

[Shield of Tarnil], deflected wind Affinity driving away the last lingering clouds, and the sun shone down on the lake and Meil. The city was completely intact and unharmed despite Vok Lim’s best efforts, and the day was bright. 

The sight of it all merged with the energies running through her, a feeling that grew from intuition to certainty. An understanding that the bright, hopeful day was what she wanted for Tarnil, that she didn’t want to simply protect it but build it into something greater. The power suddenly surged, rising up through her core to break through the boundaries of her Skills, stellar Affinity blazing out from her as her Class was shattered and remade. She’d broken through to the fourth Tier. 

[Blue’s Armament of Light] was suddenly something far more powerful and brilliant, pouring from her in a diamond-sharp, blazing lance of energy. It slammed into the side of the island that had already been ravaged by the circle’s Skills and punched through into the interior in a matter of moments. She could feel it bounce off the deeper wards, splintering into

deadly sprays of light that bored through monster and rock alike before spraying out the back of the island. 

Even as the rock around her beam was melting, magic built deep inside the island and then the entire thing was  elsewhere, teleported back at least thirty miles and up at least one as Vok Lim pulled out of range. Iniri stopped the attack, tired but strangely energized, feeling a buzzing deep in her bones as she stared out at the black speck. They’d made him retreat, mere mortals outclassing a mage-king. 

Day 171 - Shayma

“That was  so fun,” Sienne said, grinning even as she wrapped her hand with a tincture-treated bandage, and Shayma had to agree. Dropping in on the ogres like that, and getting out before Vok Lim could do anything about it, had been pretty enjoyable. The Whacker was back in its holder, a giant slab of stone Blue had provided so none of them would accidentally walk into the whisker-thin length of [Firmament]. It wasn’t quite sharp enough to cut on contact, but moving at any speed could do a lot of damage to an unsuspecting Classer. 

“I haven’t had a chance to really hit hard since I got this thing,” Giorn added, leaning on the  Tree. “It packs quite a punch. Kinda weird to have a weapon that  doesn’t break when I use it, though,” he added with a laugh. 

“How’d you manage to keep it clean?” Shayma asked curiously. Blue had mentioned it and she was wondering that herself, considering the bloody mess he’d made of the ogres. 

“I gave it a bit of a kinetic pulse,” Giorn explained. “Usually I use it to strip leaves or small branches off my weapons, but it works for monster residue just as well.” 

“That is an amazing idea,” Shayma said, shaking her head. It just reminded her that, even if she was catching up in levels, her mom and dad had a  lot more practical experience than she did and knew how to squeeze every last bit of use from their Skills. Such as her mom using her void Skills to take apart or to fix items with weird or damaged mana. 

 “I really ought to get with your parents to talk Skills sometime,”  Blue said, mirroring her own thoughts.  “In the meantime, you might want to move out of the way. I think Vok Lim is going to start bombarding the area and you’re between him and Meil. ” She glanced back at the lake behind them, and Meil perched on the island in the middle, and nodded. 

“Grab your stuff, looks like Vok Lim’s going to be showing off the  mage part of mage-king,” she told them, offering them her

hands again. It wasn’t strictly necessary, but she felt that it helped the Skill a lot to lead them through the [Phantasmal Realm]. Besides, dad being dad, he might want to poke around, and she didn’t know what would happen if he strayed too far from her. 

“I’m still a little nervous carting this thing around,” Sienne admitted as she picked up The Whacker, lifting it out of its stone holder. “But better me than one of our enemies.” 

“Definitely,” Shayma agreed, waiting for Sienne to safe it by pointing it straight up and then pulled the three of them into

[Phantasmal Path]. The Whacker was a palpable strain on the Skill, though she wasn’t sure if that was due to the size or the intensely magical nature of [Firmament]. It wasn’t quite enough for her to need to pull on Blue’s reserves, especially since it took more out of her stamina than mana, but it was enough that she wouldn’t want to do it for more than short bursts. 

Blue  could have teleported her himself, it was all his territory after all, but then she wouldn’t have the chance to exercise her Skills. Besides, he had enough to focus on with grinding away at their forces and making sure nobody in the killbox got hurt by anything. Not to mention she appreciated he didn’t feel the need to do every little thing himself. Considering his power, it would have been easy for him to hover and try to solve every problem, but he didn’t. 

She dropped them back out of the Phantasmal Realm a few miles east of the nearest island that  wasn’t attacking Meil, behind the line of advance. Even though she was used to the immense bulk of the Wildwood Tree, seeing so many tons of earth and rock floating around in the sky was a strange thing. 

Despite being far away, it made her feel oddly claustrophobic to regard it looming above them. 

“That Taelah of yours does really good work,” Sienne said, flexing her hand as the bandage dissolved to leave only whole skin behind. Shayma wasn’t sure how many points of health that represented, but considering the way void magic cut everything it wasn’t nearly as easy to heal from a void magic wound as a mundane one. Keri could probably have done the

same job, but Shayma wasn’t going to split her from Annit, and Annit needed to be getting all the levels and experience she could manage in the killbox. Besides, if something happened there, Keri would be on hand. 

“She’s not  my Taelah,” Shayma pointed out, focusing back on what she was doing rather than what her friends were up to. 

“She’s her own Taelah. If anything, she’s  Blue’s Taelah.” 

 “Darn right she’s my Taelah,”  Blue said. 

Shayma grinned at Blue’s comment, taking a moment to use Companion Concord. 

「Hey Taelah, thought you might want to know that my mom’s complimenting your Alchemy Skill,」 she sent. 「And Blue – hah, it’s great being able to pass messages under his nose like this – Blue called you ‘my Taelah.’」

「Aww.」 Taelah replied. 「Tell your mom thanks,」 she added. 「I’ll tell Blue I love him too.」

 “Hey, what did you tell Taelah?”  Shayma grinned and affected not to hear what he asked, just laughing once and then turning back to her parents. 

“So how often do you think you’ll be able to use the Whacker?” 

“Well, I have two hands so twice in a row,” Sienne said dryly, flexing her fingers. “About ten minutes between, based on how fast Taelah’s stuff replenishes my health and stamina. 

Probably can do  that ten times or so before I get oversaturated on restoration magic, but that’s just a guess.” 

“Launching her up is going to be dead easy, especially with the  Tree,” Giorn assured her. “In fact, I can probably just extend it out and give her a proper foothold for the whole thing.” 

“Do you want to go for the one that’s already damaged, or the one that’s most whole?” Shayma asked, half to her parents and half to Blue. 

“Damaged, definitely. Always exploit a weakness.” 

 “If you destroy enough of one for it to crash, that might be an issue for ANATHEMA rage, but a win is a win.”  Left unsaid was that if they damaged one enough to crash, Shayma might be able to get inside it and let Blue convert the core. Or let Sienne cut it.  “The damaged one is full of slimes and such, by the way.” 

The islands were visible enough from the Phantasmal Realm, lit up with wards and magical protections as they were, so it was just a short jaunt before they appeared underneath one with a scorched underside and a visible hole in the sloped surface. The hole seemed to have been filled in, but the slagged remnants of three floors jutted out beyond the patch that’d been slapped over the puncture. It was tempting to think of going through there, but that would involve taking on an army of slimes, oozes, and jellies. Taking out armies was Blue’s job. 

The point of Sienne’s attacks was to destroy big chunks of the magics that made the islands run. Much of it was inside the inner tower, certainly, and nobody wanted to get near that, but the entire outside of the rock was covered with protective spells. Deeper inside were the anchors for the magics that kept them aloft, projectors for guiding the mage-kings spells, and an enormous complex of wards and sigils that none of them could even guess at. 

Her parents hadn’t seen anything like it, even in Ir. Iniri hadn’t seen anything that complex, even taking the Adamant Fortress into account. It was an Artifact, and it was impressive, but it wasn’t the massive edifice each of the floating islands was. 

They were proof that magical items didn’t need to be Artifacts to be potent, especially when dozens or hundreds or possibly even thousands of them were put together. Even Shayma had to admit it was hard to imagine how Blue could do better, at least as it stood now. 

Of course, Blue only had a few months to work on things. The mage-kings had been around for centuries. In a few hundred years, these floating islands might seem like mere trinkets, grown on the vine the way Blue made Sources. 

 “Holy crap,”  Blue said, the moment before a massive surge of mana swelled from above them and everything was on fire. 

The blast of heat lasted only a moment before Shayma pulled everyone into the Phantasmal Realm, and even that didn’t last long as Blue snapped up a shelter of Adamant Stone for them. 

“What was that?” Shayma demanded, coming out inside the safety of the temperature-immune stone. 

 “They’re trying to burn down Tarnil. Tell Iniri that, too, she could feel it all the way from Meil.”  The liquid sounds of Blue’s attention quieted for a moment, and she took the time to tell Iniri what was going on. 

 “Okay, I’m going to use [Conservatory] to make all this damage temporary, and now seems a great time to attack actually. Iniri’s busy with Vok Lim, but with all this magic going off we can see exactly where to cut.” 

「He’s going to fix it with Conservatory. Mom and Dad and I are going to go poke them in the eye while you take care of Vok Lim.」 She added to her prior message. 「Good luck!」

「You too.」 Iniri replied in a half-distracted fashion. Shayma had no idea what Iniri was going to be doing; even with illusion type magic she didn’t have any practice with the structured spellcraft Iniri and other mages used. She didn’t need to know to have faith that Iniri would wreak at least some kind of havoc on Vok Lim. 

“Apparently the mage-kings are trying to  burn down Tarnil, but Blue is addressing that. Since all their magic constructs are active, we can see where to hit them. I’m going to make us all invisible to them, though I guess your void magic will cut that, mom?” 

“I would guess so. I’ve never met anything void  can’t cut, aside from this [Firmament],” Sienne said. “But it might just be the blade. Besides, if he can catch me during the brief moment I’m using my Skill, the void will probably cut whatever he sends at me.” 

“You shouldn’t be vulnerable for long enough, especially with all the heavy-duty magic being thrown about,” Giorn said, but

he still frowned at the thought. 

 “It’s kind of toasty out there. Even though I can cool down where you’re standing, it’s going to be an issue up by the island. Heat rises.”  Shayma pulled a few of Taelah’s fire protection potions from her [Phantom Pocket], tossing one each to her parents. 

“This should help but Blue says it’ll be hot up near the islands.” 

“One thing about being adventurers for so long, we’ve had time to get good gear.” Giorn grinned and thumped the leather armor he was wearing. “All the standard protections, and a few consumable ones.” 

“Don’t worry about us, dear.” Sienne smiled before downing the potion. Shayma didn’t need them, obviously, but she had tried one herself, just to see. While the taste wasn’t bad the feeling of its mana spreading through her body was creepy. At higher levels it probably wouldn’t work at all unless it was specially made specifically for her mana, and even then it wasn’t likely to be a pleasant experience. 

“I guess we’re ready,” she told Blue. 

 “Here you go,”  he said, and the stone box slid away. Heat battered at her, more threatening her clothes than herself. 

Between [Shapeshifting] and [Eidolon Body] she was effectively immune to things like fire or heat. Aside from the patch of stone the three of them were on, everything was on fire in every direction, a roaring inferno that blackened the sky with smoke. 

That actually made it easier to shield them. In such a roiling, chaotic environment, masking both the visual and mana presence of the three of them was as simple as blurring them into the surroundings. According to some of the veterans at Wildwood, full invisibility was usually easier to spot with esoteric senses, and she knew the mage-kings had to have those. 

Neither of her parents looked affected by the fire or smoke, not even squinting as they peered upward. At some unseen signal, 

body language known only to them, Sienne leapt into the air, landing on the forward tip of the  Tree before it sped forward. 

In a matter of seconds Sienne was nearly touching the underside of the island. 

It was the first time that Shayma had actually  felt void. She’d seen her mother use it often enough, always sparingly, but that had been almost entirely prior to getting a Class. This time the void snapped her [Liminality] skill the moment Sienne used it, instantly consuming the portion that was hiding the Whacker, and she understood why it terrified people. It didn’t merely break the magic, didn’t even merely consume it, it eradicated it entirely. It felt deeply and disturbingly wrong, like she’d had something essential torn from her, and that was just from having some small portion of her Skill void-sundered. It had to be far worse for the mage-kings. 

Sienne used her [Anell-Style Bladeplay] to the utmost, the Whacker carving a three-hundred-foot swath of destruction through wards, rock, and spellwork alike, rending apart every part of the island she could reach. Even as rock and metal started to tumble down from the bottom of the island, Giorn moved the  Tree, Sienne swapped hands, and attacked again. 

Then Giorn snapped the  Tree back to its normal extension and Sienne somersaulted off the end to land next to Shayma. 

The entire attack happened in a matter of seconds, and while Sienne busied herself wrapping her bleeding hands, Giorn extended the Tree to touch the still-falling rocks. For a moment Shayma thought Giorn was going to launch them back toward the island, but each one he slapped with the weapon abruptly slowed, falling as if through honey rather than air. He was pulling the kinetic energy out of them, storing it up. 

Above them, the entire fortress-island listed slowly to one side, once the major pieces of spellwork that kept it afloat were ruined. Magic pulsed as the inferno roared once again, then sputtered as some portion of it failed, a twisted knot of mana blooming out from the crater Sienne had dug in the fortress above. Unfortunately, fire wasn’t the only weapon in the fortress’ arsenal, and a caustic hail began to rain from

above. The hailstones shattered as they hit the ground, releasing a corrosive fog that began to melt the ash and charcoal of the fire. 

“This is a little harder to deal with than fire,” Giorn said, and the stone box closed around them again. Light filtered in as glass windows formed, letting them see the acid miasma that surrounded them. 

 “Give me one second, I think I can fix this if I juice up a grassland Climate…”  Blue said, and wind picked up, blowing around the fog. A dark funnel cloud touched down nearby, the island itself blocked from view by low-hanging clouds. 

“Blue says he’s fixing things.” Shayma said, looking out at the tornado, the sound of the wind so low and so loud that it seemed like it was growling. 

“Only Blue would call a tornado  fixing things, ” Giorn said, face plastered against the window as he watched. Sienne flexed her hands as Taelah’s tinctures did their work, regrowing flesh and replenishing hitpoints. The Whacker was effectively trapped by the ceiling where it had formed around the ultrathin blade, so Sienne let it rest on the floor while she waited for the bandages to dissolve. 

“Maybe we should go to a different fortress?” Sienne suggested. “This one’s already moving up out of range.” 

 “Oh yeah I didn’t even notice that. I mean, Giorn’s staff can extend out pretty far but…”  Shayma couldn’t help it. She had to laugh at Blue’s unintentional double entendre, even if it did involve her dad. 

“What?” Sienne looked at her, nonplussed, and Shayma just laughed harder. 

 “Oh, ho ho. Come on, he has a giant weapon—” 

“Nooo, stop!” Shayma couldn’t stop laughing, but she pointed her finger upward to indicate it was Blue she was laughing at, not her mom. Her parents waited patiently until she got herself under control, finally taking a deep breath. “Blue was making comments about dad’s staff,” she explained. Sienne’s eyes lit up. 

“Oh, you mean how long and thick-” 

“Mom!” Shayma cut her off, but Giorn was already grinning. 

He reached out to wrap his arm about Sienne’s waist, pulling her against him. 

“I appreciate it, dear, but I think maybe this isn’t the time.” He told her, bending down to give her a kiss. 

“Spoilsport,” Sienne faux-pouted. 

“Sure, we can go to the next fortress,” Shayma said. 

“I bet I can do even more damage to the next one.” Sienne said, reaching down to pick up the Whacker in her newly-healed hand. 

“Grab hold,” Shayma said, offering them her hands. Sienne and Giorn each took one, and she stepped out with

[Phantasmal Path], heading toward the next Fortress. It was still in flames when she popped out, though a quick exercise of

[Liminality] to flood the area with fresh water and flexing her will to make the water a little more real snuffed out the worst of it around their landing area. Sienne whistled, impressed with the use of the Skill, and Shayma practically glowed with pride at impressing her mother like that. 

The second attack went just about the same as the first. 

Shayma shielded, Giorn lifted Sienne up to the fortress, and Sienne cut huge, gaping holes in reinforced stone and metal. 

Her mom was absolutely right that she did more damage with her second try, because the fire completely vanished even before Sienne was done. The whole six-mile-long bulk of the island shuddered and tilted drunkenly before Giorn lowered her back to the ground, though this time it wasn’t followed by an acid hail. Instead, the response was far more insidious. 

The humidity jumped instantly, making it feel hot and hard to breathe. Then Shayma realized that the air filling her lungs wasn’t  doing  anything — there was so much water in the air it was effectively drowning her while still being breathable. She grabbed her parents and hauled them into the Phantasmal Realm, where the saturation of water mana around them was clearly visible. Neither Sienne nor Giorn had any problems

racing away from there, off to somewhere else where they could actually breathe. 

 “Oop. Looks like they’re all going high now. All four fortresses are way up in the air. Also wow what was that last thing that you ran from?”  Shayma tried to reply, but coughed instead, spitting out extra water that she’d breathed in. 

“I’m not sure,” she got out at last, wheezing for a moment before her throat cleared entirely. “It was like drowning, but on land.” Sienne and Giorn were busy purging themselves of the built-up water too, coughing and hacking to get it out of their lungs. 

 “That’s kind of terrifying,”  Blue said, sounding concerned, but she waved her hand. 

“I’m fine,” she assured him. “Takes more than that to really worry me.” 

 “Well, even so, I think you’re done for now. All four of the fortresses are way up high. Guess we’ll have to see what they do.” 

Day 172 - The Hurricane

“Here I come, to save the day!” The Hurricane sang to herself, pirouetting through the still air at the center of the storm she’d gathered. It had taken forever to convince Harus, and for Harus to talk to the Leviathans, but they finally gave her leave to go back Tarnil up. Well, Blue, really. She didn’t much care about Tarnil itself, but she really wanted some  extra rewards from the dungeon. 

Now that she was Purified, she was more powerful than ever, and she’d even gained a level recently! That hadn’t happened in a while, so she was literally up in the clouds with happiness, and the fact that she had the chance to make her namesake storm just made things better. The power thrummed about her, feeding into her Skill and back out again as she directed the path of the winds, accelerating toward Tarnil. 

Iniri hadn’t actually requested help, and while The Hurricane was not much for politics she did understand why. It took time to deal with the logistics of troop transport and what favors support might carry and blah blah blah. Not that anyone  would send troops when the mage-kings could just throw Depletion at them and make them useless. For a Purified fourth-tier, that wasn’t a problem, and when she was out by herself she could move pretty fast. 

She had swooped in behind the fortresses and spent two days building up the hurricane, dragging water from the ocean and spinning up a massive vortex. The huge wall clouds formed a perfect circle around her, all nice and ominous like she preferred. Lightning crackled deep within the storm, and she pointed her hand at it, pulling the bolt to her. The jolt gave her a nice infusion of mana, topping her up and letting her push harder at the wind. 

The front edges of her hurricane were already passing Tarnil’s shores, and while it was smaller than some, it was still big enough to hit all four fortresses where they hovered about a mile above the ground. She was actually pretty excited about

that, since she’d never really had the opportunity to go against such large targets before. Her Class made her an army-killer, but there was a sad lack of armies to kill most of the time. It was a bit of a waste. 

“Da da daaa da daaa!” She sang louder, off-key but to the tune of the Battle Anthem of Haerlish, hands waving as she conducted the swirl of wind and cloud around her. Her Stormforged Staff swayed beneath her feet, and she gripped the metal with her toes as she did a lazy roll in the air, racing a circle around the eye to keep up the wind speed. 

The wind finally started to smash into the fortresses, making some of them wobble. Her razor rain chewed into the stone where it got past the wards, and the howling deluge drove whatever monsters were still in the courtyards to cover. The rain also extinguished the fires that covered a good portion of the landscape, but that was less important. She already knew Blue could handle fires. 

Another effort of will smashed a massive bolt of lightning into the closest flying island, the crackling energy driving through the stone and then coming out of the bottom to finally reach the ground below. Vaporized metal and stone plumed into the air before the rain swept it away, and The Hurricane cackled as she told another lightning bolt to hit the central tower. 

Whichever mage-king or kings were inside it tried to reply with a massive glowing blue bolt, but the storm chewed it away to the point where she barely had to dodge by the time it made it to the eye. She stuck out her tongue in the direction of the fortress, then flicked her hand to smash a bolt into the next one. She might as well let the wind and water tear at whatever the lightning had weakened before repeating the attack. 

Besides, she was familiar enough with wards to see that there were lightning protections up now. She might have to go in and beat on something with her staff to break those wards, but that’d be a lot of fun. The mage-kings had no idea who they were messing with. 

The other fortresses decided to try and get in on the action, flinging bolts and balls and webs of different colors and Affinities at her, but they were all so  slow. One idiot even tried

to use  fire, which got maybe all of five feet before her storm snuffed it out. Now that they were in the thick of the storm, she slowed it down, hurling the wind against the floating lumps of rock. She’d teach  them who owned the skies. 

Down below, the forests and grasses regrew, then were flattened by wind and razor-sharp wind, only to grow again. 

She didn’t notice it the first time it happened, but the next time that the forest popped up after a couple hours or so, she found it pretty entertaining. Usually she could only flatten the landscape  once.  Combined with tearing bits and pieces off the stupid fortresses with her wind and rain, and she was having fun! 

“Fear my storm, I’ll throw lightniiiing up your buuuutt!” She put her own lyrics to the battle hymn while she battered at the fortresses. When the sun went down, lightning kept things illuminated. Mostly it kept the islands illuminated, as she smashed them with lightning and occasionally fried, shredded, or drowned monsters that were thrown her way. It took time for her to really get going, that was true, but The Hurricane had  days of thunder and fury in her once she had a big storm under her control. 

This was a really big storm. 

Day 173 - Blue (Part One) Of all people I’d thought might help us, I wasn’t expecting The Hurricane. Nor was I expecting her to be actually effective. Fourth tier or not, I hadn’t thought much of her abilities when I’d seen her goofing about with wind and clouds. Even throwing lightning around wasn’t all  that impressive compared to some of the stuff I’d seen since then. 

It seemed that the reason for all that was because she hadn’t been in her element. With a massive storm at her beck and call, any and all of it made all the more deadly by her Skills, she was pretty damn scary. I wasn’t sure how long she could keep the storm together, but by itself it almost totally suppressed the fortresses. 

They were all high up off the ground, completely out of range of my influence, which meant I had no [Bane] benefits or other ways to directly touch them, even with Climates. At least that meant there was no ANATHEMA rage niggling at my mind and making me do stupid things. I’d managed to avoid anything too idiotic, but thus far the ANATHEMA effects had been no worse than a furious hatred of all the  stupid monsters that Vok Lim had dumped onto my land. The killbox had gotten rid of all of them, though, so I no longer even had to worry about that. 

At that range and with the hurricane in full force, the mage-kings had resorted to artillery bombardment. Sitting a couple kilometers above ground they had all the range they could want to try and flatten the countryside or level the mountains. 

In spite of the damage, the fortresses still had a hell of a lot of power, booming out enormous spell workings to crisp living things or crack stone. Between them and The Hurricane, all of Tarnil would be effectively scorched and scoured rock if it weren’t for [Conservatory]. It turned out it had been a  really good idea to pull all the cities back inside the Caldera. 

Hilariously, none of the mountains they’d been bombarding were  my mountain. Instead they’d mostly focused on the one

I’d been using to make my [Contained Stars], investing a lot of magic in trying to peel away the rock face. [Structural Mana Reinforcement] was proof against most direct attacks and

[Warding] dissolved more intricate spellwork before it could do too much damage, which made their efforts come to very little. 

Vok Lim had tried some of his magical artillery against Meil, but Iniri had put a stop to that. She didn’t even need to stay awake, thanks to her new Skill. At some point during her fight with Vok Lim she’d broken through to the fourth tier, and the results were impressive, to say the least. 

Iniri Tarnil

Level 75 [Queen of The Sheltering Radiance]

Race: Kirin-kin demihuman

Health: 2250/2250

Stamina: 1500/1500

Mana: 3000/3000

Skills

[Lineage: Shield of Tarnil] 10: Inherited from the great hero Teash Arn, founder of Tarnil, this magic shield provides unequalled defense. Stellar mana has granted it an additional form:  Nebula absorbs all incoming attacks, casting them into the blackness between the stars. 

[Guardian Constellation] 1: Protect those under your care with the light of a lucky star. You may leave one or more tiny stars guarding a person or a place. They will consume themselves, projecting a shield to intercept any attack, strength scaling with the mana invested. At maximum mana investment they will project [Shield of Tarnil]. Additional stars protect larger areas. 

[Celestial Augury] 1: You see what the stars do. With this spell school you can sense and communicate vast distances, as well as locate things far away. 

[Radiant Mana-Furnace] 1: You blaze, radiant with mana. 

Not only can you twist your mana into other affinities, but that

affinity gets an additional boost of stellar Affinity mana. Even unformed mana can strike with physical force. 

[Sunwrought Lightforge] 1: Your light shines down upon your people. Your light constructs may be made permanent with an additional investment of mana and such permanent light counts as a crafting material. All light constructs are extremely durable, and may emit a revitalizing warmth as well as light. 

[Phantasmal Authority] 1: Taking the lead, whether by speech or by spell, invokes the realm of the phantasmal, clarifying intent, focusing will, and separating truth from fiction. 

[Coronal Body] 1: The sun is life. When you fortify yourself with your mana, every kind of regeneration is increased, physical robustness is significantly increased, and you glow with an aura that will retaliate against attackers with solar fury. 

[Advanced Rune Carving] 1: Magic has a shape. Your efforts in understanding and transcribing that shape have borne fruit. 

You can now etch runes with great finesse and effect. 

[Starlance] 1: The wrath of the stars. This ray of stellar fury destroys all in its path. 

[Swiftray] 8: You move as swiftly as a ray of light. This skill lets you move instantly from point to point along any of your active light constructs. 

Abilities

[Wisdom of the Stars] 1: The stars themselves grant you knowledge. You can see mana, and your mana pool and mana efficiency are vastly increased. 

[Sunlight Supremacy]: Your light is superior. It protects from divinations, improves the health and flourishing of nearby creatures, and protects allies from attacks. 

[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. 

[Lumensculpt] 3: You can control the details of light constructs with an incredible degree of finesse, and find it easier to create constructs of large size. Reduces costs of all light constructs. 

[Queen’s Insight]: Provides passive, low level awareness of events within your kingdom. Light constructs may be deployed wherever [Queen’s Insight] covers, given enough knowledge to specify a location. 

[Lineage: Light’s Chosen]: Children are born [Purified]. 

Mothers have improved health during pregnancy and childrearing. Infants are born with improved physical qualities. 

There had been some interesting consolidation of skills. For example, [Phantasmal Authority] had absorbed her [Ritual Leadership], [Inspiring Speech], and [Phantasmal Beacon], which was an odd combination, but it seemed to work. 

[Sunwrought Lightforge] collected all her light-construct abilities aside from [Shield of Tarnil], which made sense, as did [Sunlight Supremacy] collecting all the passive benefits of her light. 

The addition of stellar Affinity had shown a clear and dramatic effect on all her Skills, almost all of which were now stellar-flavored. Plus, her actual stats had jumped through the roof, though that may have just been due to the fourth tier breakthrough. From what I understood the fourth tier was known to come with a massive increase in power. 

The coolest thing was [Guardian Constellation], which seemed to have come out of nowhere. Though considering the name of her Class and all the other Skills she had, it fit right in. That was the Skill she was using to guard Meil while she slept, and not simply by throwing a bunch of mana into it and calling it a day. 

Instead she’d taken the name to heart, and put together a series of protective runes around Meil, using [Sunwrought Lightforge] to draw them in the air, then placed a maximized mote of [Guardian Constellation] at each turn and endpoint in the rune. Since I didn’t have much basis for comparison, I didn’t know how much more effective it was, but I doubted it

was done at a whim. At the very least it made for a striking view, with silver and blue constellations glowing in the driving rain. 

Now and then a bolt of lightning reached out to lick the city, and instead found a star-speckled darkness. For a while Vok Lim tried pulverizing the city, but the constellations lit up and consumed anything he threw at them. Not the same rune every time, either, which spoke to some deeper interplay of Skills than I’d seen so far. 

In all, Meil was well-protected. I’d eradicated all the extant monsters and, though the fortresses tried dropping more once or twice, The Hurricane’s hurricane had pretty much wiped them out almost immediately. The only ones who seemed to be able to weather it were the elites. Unfortunately, there were a not-insignificant number of those, maybe a hundred level seventy-to-ninety monsters per fortress, and they didn’t seem to have any problem heading out into the storm to fix damage that The Hurricane had done. 

I was glad that they hadn’t sent four hundred tier-four equivalent monsters at me, though maybe I could have handled them. It seemed they were trying to play it safe, rather than overwhelm me with numbers, and that was probably in part because they didn’t know where I was. The compass thing that had once been used to track my core down probably didn’t work anymore, not on the sheer scale of Tarnil and not with my magic literally everywhere, and four hundred agents wasn’t anywhere near enough monsterpower to search the area. 

The mage-kings didn’t seem too interested in budging from their fortresses, either. Not that I blamed them. Despite all the damage that we’d done to them, they still had layers and layers of magical protections and the ability to throw out city-wrecking spells. Though they didn’t have much luck in smashing any of my dynamos or getting through the first few dozen meters of rock anywhere in Tarnil, they  did blow up a number of my weather towers. Which, as it turned out, Conservatory fixed quickly and easily enough that I didn’t have to do anything manually. 

While everything was under control for at least a few hours, I asked Iniri to come over so I could see what transcription would get me. Actually asked her directly, rather than sending Shayma over to translate. Iniri still wasn’t hearing me as a direct  voice, apparently, but my intent was getting clearer because Iniri just told her staff that she was going to see me and stepped into the teleporter. 

 “Hey Shayma! Iniri is coming to do a Transcription because she hit fourth tier.” 

“Oh yeah! She said she had but I forgot that meant you might be able to get stuff too.” Shayma was hanging out with the rest of her group, actually discussing Skills. Between what Shayma had seen her parents do and Annit’s attempts to covert her weapon Skill and her Affinity, the girls had realized they were not nearly as practiced with their Skills as the numbers might reflect. One-Eye-Green, of course, didn’t have Skills, but was eager to learn about them. According to her there was some degree of flexibility and mastery to the inborn abilities that monsters had, which seemed a step toward actual Skills. “Do you need me there?” 

 “It’s up to you. I don’t think I can tell her exactly what stuff I get yet, but barring anything requiring direct intervention you can just tell her over Concord.” 

Shayma half-rose from her seat and hesitated, looking at the other three. They seemed to get along just fine but I understood the hesitation. One-Eye-Green was still a tall telepathic monster and neither Keri nor Annit were really equipped to deal with her if she meant them harm. Or just didn’t realize what she was doing. Or maybe I was misreading the situation and Shayma just didn’t want to interrupt the conversation. 

 “Yeah, don’t worry about it. I’ll just tell you what happens, and we’ll decide from there.”  Shayma nodded, and settled back down. Iniri, meanwhile, breezed into the cottage with only a few glances at the hot springs and put her hands on the core. Unfortunately, only three of the Skills transcribed, the others being too similar to ones I’d already gotten, it seemed. 

 Transcribing [Guardian Constellation]…Skill becomes

 [Ability: Guardian Sun]: Light fields protect allies and impede enemies. 

 Transcribing [Wisdom of the Stars]…upgrades [Blue’s Sagacity]. Mana storage per point is increased. 

 Transcribing [Starlance]…Skill becomes [Starlance]: Dungeon may channel all the energy of a [Contained Star]

 into a single burst. 

I was really excited by seeing those lines. I  really needed more mana capacity, and not only was [Blue’s Sagacity] growing so very slowly, it wouldn’t even be enough when it hit maximum. 

When I went to check though, I was a little bit disappointed because the mana storage had only increased from twenty-five to thirty thousand mana per point of the Skill. Not nothing, but not an enormous step toward what I needed to Purify Ansae, either. 

[Starlance] was nice. I was intending to weaponize my

[Contained Stars]  anyway, if I had to, but a way to do it officially meant I probably wouldn’t do something silly like ignite the atmosphere if I needed to use it. Since the mage-kings were giving me extra time, I was making [Stellar Fragments] as fast as I could, and if they’d give me another day or two I’d have  three Stars, and if they took even longer I’d have four. Even with my shoddy descriptions, it said that

[Starlance] took  all  the energy of a star, so it wasn’t something I could use more than once each. 

The upgrades to the light-based Fields didn’t feel particularly amazing, but if that included [Panopticon] and [Purgatory] that would be pretty wild. Those were already incredibly powerful in their own way, and giving them further protective properties meant places like Ansae’s audience chamber would be even more fit for purpose. 

 “Okay, awesome. Thanks, Iniri!” 

“You’re welcome, Blue,” she said. I knew she couldn’t parse the words, but it wasn’t like  thank you was a complex intent. 

“Anything good?” 

 “Yup! I think so anyway.” 

“Good! I’ll have Shayma fill me in when she’s free again.” 

Her eyes took on a faraway look, which meant she was reaching out with other senses, probably [Queen’s Insight]. 

Though I was pretty sure [Guardian Constellation] had some kind of feedback, so maybe she was just checking on it, since Vok Lim’s latest attempt had just gotten eaten. I was pretty sure this one was something to do with metal Affinity, since a swarm of razor-edged rings maybe a meter across each had actually approached Meil from  under the lake’s surface. 

Clever, but it didn’t help. Nor did it help in the next few hours when Vok Lim’s castings grew more and more convoluted. 

Spells that tried to burrow through the earth were torn apart by my mana, those that tried to bend space found that the depths of Nebula were more than large enough to accommodate them, and those that tried to overwhelm Iniri’s defenses with sheer scale and scope were laughable. With my mana reserves, I was pretty sure the only thing that could really threaten Iniri’s defenses was void magic, and the mage-kings didn’t appear to have any of that. 

 “Blue was far too prepared for us. At least two fourth-tiers, maybe three, what seems to be a fifth tier, counters to our monster types…” Bel Aci scowled. “I know that Tor Kot spoke with Blue, at least indirectly. Did he warn Blue about us?” 

 “Wouldn’t put it past him,” Vok Lim grunted. “He’s a worm but he’s not dumb. No way did Blue just appear. He had to be here this whole time.” His eyes narrowed in sudden thought. 

 “I don’t know why we didn’t see it before. Everything here is Tor Kot’s doing — he’s trying to get rid of us. He knows that the Council wouldn’t support destroying a dungeon with any anti-Depletion properties, but that we couldn’t get past the defenses of this one even with our war cores.” 

 “I don’t know that I’d go as far as accusing Tor Kot of treason,” Tem Irn said. “But it does make sense. Doesn’t help us now though.” 

 “Sure it does.” Vok Lim said. “We know it’s all lies. Just use corekiller armament and be done with it.” 

I had a bad,  bad feeling about that. 

My ability didn’t let me see whatever argument ensued, so the only thing I could do was sit there and stew. I actually called on Shayma to go over and get with Iniri, in case I needed her expertise in shielding me from something more damaging than a lavaburst or kinetic detonation that [Conservatory] would take care of in a few hours. Unfortunately, even that much foresight wasn’t enough. 

Agony wracked me with absolutely no warning, or even any indication of what was going on. I didn’t see anything useful with [Genius Loci], I couldn’t tell where the weapon was coming from, or how it was affecting me. If I hadn’t been forewarned about it, I absolutely  knew I would have panicked. 

I actually did panic, but more constructively than I might have. 

 “Shayma! Iniri! I need some kind of shielding!”  If I couldn’t see where it was coming from, I didn’t know how Iniri would block it, but she was the only one who could. 

“Where!?” Shayma asked. 

 “I don’t know! The fortresses!”  I wrestled through the haze of pain, grabbing the one thing that I was pretty sure I could use to make Vok Lim – and it had to be Vok Lim – stop. I grabbed one of my stars and yanked it out to where I could see the fortress, then pointed at it and triggered [Starlance]. 

A beam of blinding light reached out and touched the sky. 

It happened fast, so fast I could only put it together in hindsight. A pinhole opened in the shell around the [Contained Star], the tiny sun within it flaring up at the sudden loosening of its bonds and then collapsing again as it became unstable, nova brilliance flashing through it and out through the pinhole. 

An eruption of radiation, superhot plasma, and blazing mana thundered upward, completely engulfing Vok Lim’s island and leaving nothing behind. 

The shockwave blew apart The Hurricane’s storm. I knew that under normal circumstances even high-grade atomics would have issues disrupting a hurricane, but the sheer amount of

mana involved shredded everything around. Even Meil needed to deploy Iniri’s Guardian Constellations to not get flattened. 

The other fortresses were far enough away that their wards protected them, some hundred kilometers further south of Meil than Vok Lim’s, but even at that distance they visibly struggled against the explosion. The agony stopped instantly, but when I glanced at my overlay, I found something worse than being down a few hit points. 

 Core 1 HP 17/17

 Core 2 HP 17/17

Corekiller Armament didn’t just hurt me. It  permanently damaged me. In a way it made sense that the mage-kings would have figured out some way to deal with dungeon cores. 

Tor Kot had mentioned that cores could be extremely dangerous if left unsupervised, and likely from personal experience. I just thought they took them out with brute force. 

Like I just had. 

“Rotten god cocks!” The Hurricane said, and made the wise decision of turning around and heading for the ocean fast enough that she made a sonic boom. 

“Teleport us where you need us,” Iniri said at almost the same time, wobbling as the ground shock rattled all of Meil. If it weren’t for my reinforcement there probably would have been some damage. 

 “Blue just took out Lim,” Bel Aci said grimly, looking at the other three. “I guess corekiller actually threatens him.” 

 “What if he has more of whatever that was!?” Sen Rii demanded. 

 “He’s got one more at most. If he had three, he would have used them when we arrived, leaving one to go home and carry the message of what happened. If he had four, he would have used them. One or two, that’s not enough to effectively defend or threaten.” 

 “That means he could still kill another one of us!” 

 “But he can’t kill all of us.” Bel Aci was unsympathetic. 

 “Everyone, use corekiller.” 

I really didn’t like that Bel Aci was not an idiot. Another wave of agony hit me and left me scrabbling for my second

[Contained Star], fumbling it into position halfway up a mountain so I could hit the two closest fortresses at once. Even impaired as I was, I knew enough not to bring Iniri and Shayma anywhere near until after I’d used the weapon. 

[Starlance] shot out once more, shattering the mountain face with the force of the explosion, engulfing one of the islands but only grazing the other as either poor control or pain kept my aim from being perfect. 

The beam of fusion plasma obliterated the first island, half-melted the second, and touched the distant sea. All long its path it destroyed any lingering clouds from the hurricane, and ionized plasma plumed from both the mountain surface and the seawater where the [Starlance] had hit it. The gale of its passing even disturbed the pillar of smoke and vapor where I’d blown up Vok Lim. 

Unfortunately, that didn’t stop their corekiller at all. 

 Core 1 HP 14/14

 Core 2 HP 14/14

I grabbed Iniri and Shayma, dropping them at the base of the mountain. Things were flattened and on fire, but Iniri ignored all that and flung out a massive [Shield of Tarnil]. Shayma jumped into the [Phantasmal Realm], heading straight up toward Tem Irn’s island. Unfortunately, despite a star-spangled darkness spanning multiple dozens of kilometers, [Shield of Tarnil] didn’t block the corekiller. Either it somehow  didn’t defend against the attack, or even that large a shield wasn’t enough to stop it. I didn’t need to say anything, because Iniri immediately knew and shifted tactics, straining herself to enclose Bel Aci’s island, in a starlit bubble. It was the only fortress still fully intact, and  maybe it helped, but the numbers on my core continued to tick down. 

 Core 1 HP 13/13

 Core 2 HP 13/13

Meanwhile, Shayma hit the wall of wards on the inner tower, present even in the Phantasmal Realm, and started to tear through them. While Sen Rii’s fortress was half-destroyed and smoking, most of the emplacements melted or broken, the central redoubt was still strong, and she couldn’t channel all of my mana because Iniri was already taking big bites of it. 

Shayma was making progress, but not nearly fast enough. 

 Core 1 HP 12/12

 Core 2 HP 12/12

I only had one option. 

 “Ansae! Help!”  Usually Ansae could tell when something was going down, but if the corekiller attack was invisible to me, it might not be something she knew to look for. Or even if she saw it, she didn’t realize what it was doing.  “The mage-kings have something that’s killing me!”  That got her attention, as she literally dropped what she was working on, her head snapping to look in the direction of the battle. 

“I can do something about that,” she said grimly. “But it will take the rest of my resources. You will have to protect me and swear to cure my Depletion as soon as possible.” 

 “I will,”  I said, but it wasn’t a Bargain. Maybe because there wasn’t an obvious payment, or that it wasn’t an impossible task, or because we were both Powers. Not that I would have cared if it were a Bargain, under the circumstances, because I wasn’t going to argue when some weird dungeon-directed version of Depletion was chipping away at my maximum HP. 

There was even a ring of dust around each of my cores as they started to crumble.  “I’ll—” 

I was about to teleport her to the right place, but she didn’t need it. She took a step and was just  there, wings spread and hovering in the air in front of the two fortresses. I had thought before that I’d gotten used to her presence, despite it being enough to flatten third-tiers if she wasn’t careful. I was wrong. 

She’d been keeping herself under tight control, because the


sudden, chilling authority that snapped into existence shook even me. 

The light changed. It took me a moment to realize that one of the moons had eclipsed the sun, the small one, turning it into a slit-pupiled eye and dyeing the light over the whole country pale silver. It actually knocked Shayma right out of

[Phantasmal Path], sending her plummeting for a moment before she was relocated down next to Iniri. I say  was relocated because it was very clearly not something Shayma did on her own, and Ansae’s will kept  any Skills or magic from being used. Even [Shield of Tarnil] was cut off. 

Fortunately, so too was the corekiller weaponry. 

“WOE UNTO YOU.”  Ansae’s voice made the very mountains tremble, the hate in it thick enough to smash the island’s outer defenses. “YOU MEDDLE IN THINGS YOU

SHOULD NOT. YOU TRESSPASS WHERE YOU ARE

NOT WELCOME. YOU TAKE THAT WHICH THE

WORLD HAS GIVEN TO OTHERS.” 

Every syllable rang like the biggest bell in the world. My cores literally vibrated, despite being so far away, and people both in Meil and the cities inside the Caldera stopped what they were doing to listen. The silver light seemed to go completely through the world, rather than simply illuminate it. Somehow, I could see Bel Aci and Sen Rii sitting on their core thrones far above the world, along with the hundreds of elites and tens or hundreds of thousands of monsters packed into the fortress-islands. Each of them was picked out in exquisite detail, despite the distance. 

I didn’t know what Bel Aci or Sen Rii were saying. They weren’t invoking my name, and while the strange clarity meant I could tell they were saying something, screaming it even, I wasn’t privy to any of it. I could well guess that Ansae was, though, and she didn’t seem impressed. 

 “Are you seeing this?”  I asked Shayma. 

“Yes,” she said, staring upward. Iniri had something different to say. 

“The Silver Woe.” 

“YOU WHO HAVE ATTACKED BLUE, WHO HAVE

DESTROYED AND KILLED AND CONDEMNED

UNCOUNTED PEOPLE TO DEPLETION, YOUR PATH

ENDS HERE. I AM YOUR JUDGEMENT, AND YOU

HAVE BEEN FOUND WANTING.” The eye in the sky seemed to glare, carrying the same cold appraisal as Ansae’s own. Mountains literally groaned and trembled from the force of her displeasure and I realized I hadn’t ever had the smallest idea of how powerful Ansae really was. This, with her depletion, and unable to regenerate what she spent. Ansae spoke one final time. 

“PERISH!” 

They obeyed. 

Day 173 - Blue (Part Two) Bel Aci and Sen Rii, their hundreds of elites, and their hundreds of thousands of monsters, had no chance. I didn’t understand how Ansae made it happen, but slimes dissolved, fire elementals snuffed themselves out, and the mage-kings themselves slumped over dead. She’d wiped them all out with a single word. 

Holy shit. 

The silver light faded, the moon moved on from the sun. The pressure eased, people started to breathe again. Life resumed. 

“Is everything all right?” Taelah asked, while the rest of us were still stunned and staring at the devastation. 

 “Oh, um. Yes! Actually, it is!”  I reassured her. Ansae nodded, satisfied, and with another not-exactly-a-teleport stepped back to her tower. 

“Wake me up after a day has passed,” she instructed, and then simply flopped down where she was. Again. I didn’t blame her, since she’d burned almost all her stamina and mana. Both of them were under a thousand, which for her was just the tiniest sliver. 

“Did you know she was The Silver Woe?” Iniri asked, though it wasn’t clear whether she meant me or Shayma. 

 “I don’t even know who The Silver Woe is.”  I’d only been around for something like five months at this point and I’d never actually gotten a serious history lesson. Or a local legends lesson. 

“He doesn’t know who The Silver Woe is,” Shayma said with disbelief, sharing a look with Iniri. 

“She’s the oldest Power anyone knows,” Iniri said after a moment. “There are so many stories that nobody knows which ones are true anymore. She’s definitely the reason Powers have the reputation they do, though she’s special even for

Powers. The reason that moon is called the Dragon’s Eye is that it’s  hers.  I never thought I’d see it used that way though.” 

 “Well, she is pretty terrifying.”  Even asleep, her presence was palpable. Whatever she’d done to shield herself had been undone by destroying the mage-kings, so I had some inkling of what she was talking about when she told me she’d need me to protect her until she was Purified. There was  no way the various powers-that-be had missed Ansae’s return. There would be people clamoring for her help as well as her blood. 

The talk about Powers made a section of my overlay jump out at me. I couldn’t close it, but I did ignore it most of the time. 

Somehow I’d missed this particular bit getting added. 

 Power Records

 Portfolio:

 Strange Knowledge: This Power has knowledge and understanding not before seen. 

 Mana Dynamos: This Power has customized the dungeon system to produce excess mana. 

 Phantasmal Realm: This Power has access to a realm that emphasizes the divide between magic and mundane. 

 Bargains:

 Completed

 Shayma – Shelter for self. 

 Active

 Iniri – Protect Tarnil for advancing Blue’s interests. 

 The Village – Potential for their best. 

It wasn’t a very long section, but at least for the purposes of bookkeeping it was useful. The entry for  strange knowledge implied both that some portion of the Akasha or magic or whatever was aware that I wasn’t exactly native, and the fact that it came first meant to me that I was technically a Power since day one. As Ansae had said, it was purely descriptive, and there was nothing in the tab section that let me do

anything in particular, though I wouldn’t be surprised if it was worse than a normal Power Status. 

“I  really should have known,” Shayma said abruptly. “She hinted at it, but she never actually  told me. I think she was waiting to see if we would figure it out on our own.” 

“It’s one thing to know there’s a dragon nearby, it’s another thing to know it’s  The Silver Woe. ” Iniri said. 

 “If you’re worried, remember that my Bargain protects Tarnil, and Ansae is on good terms with me, so I don’t think there will be any problems from her.”  Shayma barely needed to translate that before Iniri was nodding. 

“That does make sense, but when it turns out Tarnil is hosting The Silver Woe – and I know, it’s the Caldera, but close enough – we’re going to have a lot of visitors for her.” 

 “That’s going to be my problem to deal with. We’ll figure out some way to screen these people out, and if they’re unpleasant they’ll find out why it is that Tarnil could fend off four mage-kings at once.”  I hadn’t quite caught up to where Iniri was – I didn’t know the reputation of The Silver Woe, after all – but I was on the same page at least. 

“If it’s not one thing, it’s another,” Iniri said, but with a smile so I knew she didn’t really mind. In fact, I could  feel she didn’t really mind, in a ghost of the sort of feedback I got from my breeding station. Which made me go back to the overlay, because there was a bunch of stuff that had scrolled past and I knew the new Power tab meant that something major had happened. 

 [Dungeon-Companion Linking] increases to 9. 

 Level 32 ANATHEMA Core defeated. 

 3 trait points awarded. 

 Size Requirements significantly reduced for next level advancement. 

 Level 31 ANATHEMA Core defeated. 

 3 trait points awarded. 

 Size Requirements significantly reduced for next level advancement. 

 Size requirements for level increase met. 

 Dungeon Level increases by 1. 

 Trait points increased by 1. 

 Dungeon has reached level 10! First Growth Marker achieved. 

 Calculating Rewards…

 For crafting multiple Artifacts, you gain the title [Pinnacle Crafter]. All crafting rooms accumulate knowledge with use. 

 Any linked companion has access to that accumulated knowledge when exercising their Skills. 

 For surviving a fated end, you may grow The Tree of Eschaton. It is the fate of heroes to seek it. 

 For having a Companion at rank 10, [Core Touched] is upgraded. Companions may use dungeon senses. Dungeon gains additional feedback from [Core Touched]. 

 For creating Stellar Affinity, Unique Core Specialization: Stellar trait is available.   Governed Affinity Core Specializations unlocked. 

 For refusing to create any Floors, [Floorless] title is granted. 

 Dungeon advancement no longer linked to size. Due to [Blue Core] and [Purifier] titles, advancement linked to Depletion removal and Companion Advancement. 

 For refusing to choose an Affinity, [Null Dungeon] title is granted. Core can subsist on natural mana flows. Affinity specialization is no longer available.   Dungeon mana flows merge with natural mana, increasing flow rate without increasing density. Merged mana is considered under dungeon authority. 

 For extensive use of Climates and Fields in traps, [Canny Trapmaker] title is granted. Fields and Climates are considered traps. 

 [Merciful] invalidates reward for killing over one hundred thousand monsters in a single blow. Alternate reward: fill

 enemies with dread when they work to harm the dungeon. 

 Strength of dread increases with dungeon power. 

There were a lot of gains, some of them more dramatic than others. Actually,  everything was dramatic, but some effects were more immediate than others. [Pinnacle Crafter], for example, meant that my crafting rooms, the [Smithery] and

[Alchemistry] and anything else I might get, were unaffected now but would get better with time. [Floorless] wouldn’t really come into play until I could see exactly how it affected my leveling. It wasn’t like I was exactly leveling quickly before. Though it was kind of annoying, because I could absolutely have exploited the floor requirements now that I knew about them. It wasn’t like I was lacking in area to designate floors in. 

The upgrade to [Core Touched] was where my extra sense from Iniri came from. When I focused on it, I got a bit of smell and touch from Iniri and Taelah and Shayma too, nothing major and only when I focused, but it was there. [Null Dungeon] sounded like it’d be a strict downgrade, but when I looked the changes made more sense. Some of the pressure from my mana had vanished outside of the Caldera, but it still kicked the normal mana flows that cascaded across the land into overdrive. Though considering that a huge chunk of Tarnil was basically scoured down to rock or was molten crater, that was less of a benefit than it might have been. At least

[Conservatory] was putting everything back the way they should be. 

I teleported Iniri and Shayma back to the Palace, considering that I’d brought them out to the middle of nowhere and it’d be rude of me to keep them stranded. Especially since it seemed like there was still some devastation to come. Sen Rii’s island listed and drifted out of control, the damaged fortress smoking as it accelerated toward the ground and smashed into the foothills of the mountain range only a few minutes later. The sudden contact with another dungeon was a shock to my system, ANATHEMA rage tunneling my vision down to just the opposing force and nothing else. At least it didn’t knock me out entirely, but for the brief duration it was close enough. 

I dumped my entire mana pool into the red core dungeon and it practically exploded. The surviving rock blew apart as my mana raced through the enemy dungeon’s biology, slagging everything in the core room while I took it over. By the time I got the notification that I’d taken over the core, most everything was wrecked and the core itself was at three hit points, prompting me to pull it out of there before any stray debris crushed it. 

 Level 30 Core converted. 

 3 trait points awarded. 

 Dungeon gains additional Core. 

 Unique Core Specialization: Stellar applied. 

Apparently having a waiting specialization meant the next core I got was specialized then and there. The stellar specialized core looked quite a bit different from my other cores, with stars and nebulae swirling just underneath the outer layer of crystal. It looked rather like a slowly drifting window into deep space, albeit a deep space that was rather more energetic and interesting than most spots in the universe. Of course, I had to actually go to the traits section of my overlay to see what the heck a stellar specialized core did. 

 Unique Core Specialization: Stellar: Increases mana capacity, with additional mana capacity depending on use of stellar Affinity. Aids in governing use of stellar Affinity. 

So as useless a description as I should have expected, and it didn’t have any sub-traits either. However, a quick check showed me that it added a cool hundred thousand to my mana cap. Combined with the bonus from Blue’s Sagacity, as well as a skillup that had happened somewhere during the battle, I had three hundred forty thousand mana capacity without storage crystals, with an additional hundred thousand if I maxed those out. Not quite there yet, but it was a definite step forward in terms of what I needed to Purify Ansae. 

Once I started paying attention to something other than the overlay again, I saw that [Conservatory] was hard at work fixing everything that was destroyed, with two notable

exceptions. The craters made by detonating my [Contained Stars] weren’t regrowing the same as everything else. When I looked closer, I found that blowing the stars up with

[Starlance] hadn’t entirely destroyed them — instead they’d shrunk, becoming marble-sized and intensely white. From that alone, I knew exactly what they had become: neutron stars, supernova remnants made of materials that would rival even

[Firmament] with their properties. 

Maybe they’d change back to the normal type in time, but I didn’t think so. Magic or not, they were stars, and they’d become something new entirely. I was pretty sure I knew what I wanted to do with them too. Iniri may not need a defensive Artifact as much as before, not with [Guardian Constellation], but I was pretty sure between my materials, and crafting help from Ansae and my Companions, I could make something great. Especially considering the rest of my windfall. 

Sen Rii’s fortress, destroyed as it was, had enormous amounts of high-magic materials as well as magic items and other valuables. I put my new Stellar core in the core room and sorted through what I had gained, needing a new room just to hold the spoils. Some of the magic items looked really useful, like the telecom-style networking gems, but others were only intended for interfacing with the magic setup of the fortress-islands and were probably useless. That said, a few of the spell artillery had survived and I figured I could gift those to Iniri. 

A few minutes after the island crashed, Tarnil’s coastline was flattened by a tsunami, obviously from my poorly aimed smiting-by-star, and I was glad that I hadn’t put back any of the cities or villages yet. Also, that [Conservatory] worked. 

Towers were being rebuilt, the shoreline was being put back into place, and dirt and grass was springing up everywhere. 

The only problem was that it couldn’t replace the wildlife. 

Now, I had moved villages and farms and ranches out of the way as the mage-kings had approached, putting them all in the Caldera, but all the birds and insects and things like rabbits and bear and deer had been pretty well wiped out in a huge area. There was nothing I could do about that directly, but surely magic would have some kind of solution. Plus, even

without magic, creatures came back after natural disasters and that was without [Conservatory] ensuring there was a nice lush habitat to move in to. The two craters where the [Contained Stars] had been detonated weren’t growing back quite the same, so I smoothed them over manually and put a stele at the center of each. I wanted to be able to locate them later on just in case. 

Satisfied that the landscape was recovering, I turned my attention to the last remaining island. This one was nearly untouched, most of its wards intact, and most importantly was still floating in the air. I wasn’t sure the exact mechanism it used to keep itself aloft, but I really hoped I could keep it intact. I really, really wanted a flying island. 

 “Hey Shayma, when my mana regenerates could I get you and maybe Iniri to see about that last island? I’m going to need you to convert it, of course, but I don’t know if you can get in easily. All the ward magic seems to be up still.” 

“I certainly can, I think Iniri will need time to get the word out that everything’s over with.” She gave a questioning look at Iniri, who nodded. 

“If you can give me an hour, I’ll be ready for whatever you need, Blue.” 

“He wants you to help me crack open the last island.” Shayma grinned. “Should be fun.” 

“It’s going to take more than just me,” Iniri said, then paused to consider. “Well, perhaps not. If it’s safe, I may need to bring other mages in. Or Cheya, depending on what kind of defenses it has. Though considering that everyone was killed instantly and at once, I doubt a lockdown was triggered. We might be able to just walk right in.” 

 “It’s outside of my [Genius Loci] so I can’t really help you,”  I said.  “Besides, considering how much mana regen all this

 [Conservatory] growth is taking up, it’ll be a couple hours before I’m topped off anyway.” 

“Thank you for fixing everything,” Iniri said. “I know you made the Bargain and all, but…” She glanced out the nearest

window, where across the lake the utter wreck of splintered trees and torn mud was slowly repairing itself. “It would be a long hard slog to recover from this much destruction, even assuming we could have won without you.” Then she snorted. 

“Well, you and The Silver Woe. What did you have to give her to show up?” 

 “Nothing I wasn’t giving her anyway.”  It probably wouldn’t be difficult for Iniri to figure out that Ansae needed her Depletion fixed, but it seemed wrong of me to actually say so. 

It was a bit of an intimate admission, not to mention I couldn’t see Ansae wanting to even hint at having the slightest weakness. 

“Mm.” Iniri said, noncommittally, but seemed to think that if I was dodging the question it was something to leave alone. 

 “Oh, by the way I hit level ten and got a chunk of stuff. One of the things I got for it is that Companions can use dungeon senses now. Not sure under what circumstances, like maybe you need to be at a core, but it’s worth trying out.”  Shayma told that to Iniri, then the two of them spent a moment concentrating on their Skill. 

“I think it does need a core,” Iniri reported. “It does sound like it could be very useful, though.” 

 “I’ll have to get Taelah in on that. Now that I have three cores I can kinda-sorta assign one to each of you. The Caldera is as secure as my core room, anyway.”  That wasn’t strictly true, but I didn’t have to worry about people coming out of nowhere and tunneling through to wherever my core was held anymore, either. Having three cores helped, too, and made me somewhat less paranoid, though now two of my cores were permanently twelve hit points down. 

I’d still be more than tempted to keep my cores hidden away under the strictest security I could imagine if it weren’t for the fact that my Companions needed access to them. Both for dungeon functions and as a reminder of my physical presence, since my sheer size actually diluted the idea that I had a particular location. Now that I had three, I could even put one

by each Companion, and I figured I’d have four soon enough. 

Once Iniri finished her part of the post-battle cleanup anyway. 

Before she started her victory speech, she made a little lightmetal rune circle with her new rune prowess and gave copies to various of her mages to carry over to the other cities. 

Then she stood on one herself as she addressed Meil, and an image of her appeared above the other rune-circles, which was as perfectly magitek as anything I’d seen. 

What I found interesting was that the announcement of victory generated more relief than celebration. For Meil, there hadn’t been much of anything but magical artillery exploding above their heads and the ground shaking for days. For everyone else, there hadn’t been anything but a change in scenery. That said, there were some secret caches of liquor that appeared and got people happily drunk, here and there across Meil. Tor Kot’s cities had no such caches. 

Maybe people were just overloaded with changes and shocks. 

I’d hardly blame them. Four or five months ago the entire country was under different management, and also not completely taken over by a dungeon that could teleport cities at will. Not to mention the weird mind control from the dungeon food. At some point most people would just go numb. 

While Iniri did queen stuff, Shayma stepped out to catch up with her parents and I had her repossess the Whacker while she was at it. It had worked well enough, but it was too dangerous and unwieldy to be used as a normal weapon and besides I wanted that Firmament back. I still wanted to make Sienne a genuine rapier from it at some point, and now that the mage-kings were off my back for a bit I might even be able to figure out a void Source. If there was such a thing, the Ecological core should let me create it. When my mana ticked back up to its new maximum, I interrupted them. 

 “Okay, who wants to go dive into a floating island?” 

“I’m going to bring mom and dad if there aren’t any Depletion Fields around,” Shayma told me. 

“Not just to keep an eye on our little girl,” Giorn rumbled. 

“Sienne and I have more practical experience delving. 

Besides, Sienne’s [Spellbreaker] might come in handy.” 

 “Sure, the more, the merrier. I bet that Iniri will want to bring some people as well.”  Only if it was safe, though. It was far above my mana so I couldn’t mitigate the Depletion. Except I could, taking into account my level ten benefits.  “Oh wait. You should be able to use my Fields and Climates with [Dungeon Weaponry] now. I bet a [Panopticon] Field would be really useful, and even if there is Depletion stuff hanging around my mana should wipe it out.” 

“Oh!” Shayma’s eyes lit up. “I’ll go try that first before we do anything else. Teleport me there?” I did so, dropping her off below the floating fortress. She’d have to use [Phantasmal Path] to get all the way up there, but once she did I could probably portal or teleport everyone else. Provided I could do so without coming in direct contact with the dungeon, of course. I wanted the fortress intact, not slagged. 

Shayma vanished into the Phantasmal Realm, and I found it fascinating how she stepped upward, walking on nothing in particular, circling around the blazing outline of the magically infused fortress. While the substance of the rock and walls didn’t mean anything inside [Phantasmal Path], the wards and protections were quite solid. Fortunately, she could literally punch through the outer wards, Bane-enhanced mana letting her push through and drop into reality just outside the gates of the inner tower. 

The courtyard interior had no greenery, instead just consisting of multiple terraces sweeping down from the walls toward the center. The terraces were bare rock, almost monochrome white save for dark lines that served to outline traffic paths. It looked like a massive parade ground, and almost certainly was, but it was hard to tell because everything was dead. 

Fire elementals didn’t exactly leave corpses. Instead the inside was liberally coated in glittering dust and dark pieces of rock flecked with gems. It made me think that the elementals were actually something close to dungeons as life-forms, embodied in pseudo-living crystal or magical rock. The remains were

probably pretty valuable, though I had to wonder what the difference between a living fire elemental and a dead one was. 

“Hmm, I think there is a little Depletion here, but…” Shayma closed her eyes for a moment and a high-powered

[Panopticon] Field appeared around her, stretching out some twenty or thirty meters in diameter. It was a weird sort of feedback, since it wasn’t exactly  me doing it, but it was still using my capabilities rather than her own. Although the Field didn’t reveal anything, it did seem to thrum for a moment with what I assumed was a purging or negation of the Depletion field. 

 “Did it work?” 

“Yes, that got it,” Shayma nodded satisfaction. “It might come back but at least I can keep everyone nearby safe. As for the rest of it…” She eyed the gates. “There are so many enchantments on that I don’t even want to touch it.” 

 “Good call.”  I didn’t mention that she’d tried to tear apart the magics on the tower of Sen Rii’s island, in part because she didn’t get very far with it, but mostly because we’d been desperate. Plus, Bel Aci had seemed a lot sharper than any of the others, up there with Tor Kot in terms of intelligence, so I figured he’d be the one most likely to have traps and other assorted nastiness waiting. 

“Now, how are we going to make a portal here? I suppose I could shift…” 

 “Umm, how about we make something to buffer and then do all the portal stuff on top of that?” 

“Oh, right.” She rolled her eyes at the obviousness of it. A wave of one hand spewed molten lava over the ground, and a wave of the other covered it with water. Several repetitions of this mounded up enough cooling, brittle rock that I felt comfortable having Shayma act as an anchor for me to make a proper platform and a portal for everyone else. First came Sienne and Giorn, while Iniri gathered her Classers, sticking close to Shayma as they looked around. 

“My gods,” Giorn said. “There’s more fire Affinity material lying around here than in the whole of the kingdom.” 

“Ansae killed thousands and thousands of flame elementals,” 

Shayma pointed out. “The entire fortress is going to be like this.” 

“Well, if nobody minds, I’m going to help myself a bit!” Giorn took out a pouch and started scooping elemental remnants into it, while Sienne just rolled her eyes. 

“Some of us are still more shopkeep than adventurer,” Sienne sighed, and Shayma giggled. 

“This is technically Blue’s, or maybe Ansae’s, so you might want to think twice about taking it,” she said. I didn’t  really care, considering how much there was, but it was probably for the best not to let anyone get into the habit of taking my stuff. 

Giorn stopped gathering up the fire stones, made a face, and upended the pouch. 

“Yeah, you’re right. I’m not going to borrow that trouble.” 

Iniri came through the portal a moment later, trailed by Cheya, Joce and two other mages from her circle. Joce whistled, looking around at both the materials strewn about and the intricate spellwork that comprised the wards and reinforcements. 

“This is impressive work,” said one of the circle mages I didn’t really know. The overlay labeled him as Venn Radin, a level 57 [Ritual Battlemage], and a kirin-kin like Iniri. He must have been one of the Classers Iniri had gotten from Wildwood. 

“Oh, and the portal out of nowhere wasn’t?” Joce grinned. 

“That was a Power.  This is just spellwork. I actually know this stuff,” Radin said defensively. One of the other mages Iniri brought started to walk forward but Shayma conjured a clone of herself in front of him, holding up her hand to stop him. 

“Everyone has to stay within about a hundred feet of me. 

Outside that, the Depletion put out by the red core dungeon can affect you.” Shayma instructed them. I took the hint and dismantled the portal structure. Radin glanced back at it and

shook his head before focusing on the giant doors. Cheya kept pace with Shayma as they arranged themselves in front of the entrance to the dungeon tower. 

“I can’t see much past the wards,” Cheya reported. “We’ll have to take those down first.” 

“If we can,” Radin frowned. “This work is powerful and intricate, and it’s being actively fed.” 

“I can break it,” Sienne volunteered. “But only if you want it really broken.” Redin looked at Sienne curiously, then paled as he realized what Sienne’s Affinity was. 

“Let’s try first, but Sienne, if you would be ready to catch any retaliatory spellwork we may have missed,” Iniri ordered. 

Sienne nodded and pulled a handful of ash out of her pouch, stepping up beside Iniri as the kirin-kin made a ritual circle from lightmetal. 

 “Why does she use ash all the time? Seems a weird choice.” 

“Void consumes anything she uses as an instrument,” Shayma murmured back. “Ash is cheap and sticks to things, plus it’s fine enough to spread out when she throws it.” 

 “That’s surprisingly sensible.” 

The ritual that Iniri led was fascinating, even if I couldn’t understand much of it. It looked like a horrible topology problem with rules I didn’t know at all, with loops and knots sliding through each other or repelling each other according to whatever the whim of the moment was. I  did catch the so-called retaliatory spellwork that Iniri mentioned – a separate coil of spellcraft that appeared and darted out at the ritual circle. 

Iniri’s [Guardian Constellation] probably would have taken care of it, but a flick of Sienne’s finger erased it from existence before it could even get that far. I would swear she spotted it earlier than I did. That was more or less how the rest of the breaching of the door went, mages muttering at each other while Iniri headed the ritual circle and Sienne occasionally slapping down some malevolent bit of magic. It took maybe twenty or thirty minutes, but only covered some of the spells

laid into the door. If they were to do the same thing to the whole tower it’d probably take years. 

When they were done, Cheya slipped through the door. 

Without opening it. I really didn’t see her use her shadow Skills often, but they were pretty impressive. I wasn’t sure if her casual sweep over the physical traps that protected the door was a Skill, but watching her dismantle those in record time with a few tools plucked from her pockets was just as amazing as the magic. 

Finally, Cheya pushed the door open with a strength that clearly came from her levels, and everyone filed in. The outer courtyard may have been sparse, but the interior, where Bel Aci actually made his home, was lavishly done up in red and green and gold. There were mosaics inlaid into the walls, paintings, and objects d’art on little pedestals. Not all in the entryway, of course, but with Genius Loci I could see a level up and a level down. 

“Which way do we need to go?” Cheya asked. 

“I think when Ansae killed him, the mage-king was below this level,” Iniri said thoughtfully. 

“Down we go, then.” Cheya and Redin went first, scanning for traps both mundane and magical, with Iniri and Shayma following and the other circle mages bringing up the rear. I was far edgier than I really should have been, some of the ANATHEMA feedback making me twitch every time someone halted to deal with a potential trap. 

They went down a couple levels, all of them furnished, before I could peek into the war-core room. Bel Aci was slumped on the throne-crystal, the only actual corpse in the whole fortress. 

I knew the room from my special surveillance ability, but I’d never seen the whole floor. The war room was only part of an entire suite filled with magical items and provisions, obviously meant to supply Bel Aci for months. I was impressed. They had obviously come prepared to siege me for longer than I’d expected. 

 “Okay, the war room is one level down. Bel Aci is sitting in a chair made out of red core.” 

“That seems…” Shayma’s lips worked as she tried to find the right word. “Just silly, really.” 

 “Yeah, it’s overdone.” 

The entrance to the war room had a similar, if lesser, version of the protections on the front door, but after another fifteen minutes and change they finally got inside. Shayma went for the core immediately, but Iniri prowled around the magitek controls the mage-king had used to fly the fortress. Cheya ignored everything else and made a beeline for a stack of documents on a desk behind the slumped corpse. 

“Are we ready?” Shayma asked. Redin studied the corpse of Bel Aci, which was human-size like Tor Kot rather than giant like Vok Nal or Vok Lim, while Cheya made the documents disappear and looked around the room. 

“Literally  everything he’s wearing is a powerful magical item,” Redin said, reaching out to haul Bel Aci’s corpse off the throne. “But there don’t seem to be any traps now that we’re in here.” 

“All right, Blue said he had no trouble converting the last core, so this one should be fine.” Shayma shifted her hands to Cultivated Steel rather than simple flesh and put them on the back of the empty throne, which was pretty ordinary to me but got some startled looks from Iniri’s mages. The ANATHEMA rage was actually muffled, doing it that way, meaning I could hold myself back from simply slamming my whole mana pool through Shayma’s hands. I still  wanted to, but since I was braced for it, I could get away with only pumping maybe a hundred thousand mana into the core crystal. 

It sizzled under Shayma’s touch, and I could feel its resistance simply washed away by the tide of Bane mana. The red crystal flushed blue, taking maybe a full second to change colors, and then suddenly my mana and perceptions raced outward through the dungeon biology laced throughout the fortress. 

Below the tower a lot of things placed in the subterranean chambers melted or vaporized, pieces of dungeon flesh that were designed to interact with monsters in one way or another. 

I wasn’t sure if it was because I didn’t have access to monsters

or if it was a specifically red core thing and covered under ANATHEMA, but it sure didn’t last long when I took it over. 

 Level 35 Core converted. 

 3 trait points awarded. 

 Dungeon gains additional Core. 

Just like that, I had a flying island. 

Day 174 - Blue

Setting up in the fortress permanently without Shayma being permanently stuck to the new core required using the Dungeon Seed. It made sense, of course, since cores didn’t seem to have wireless. Without her connection, there was no link between myself and the new core, let alone the island. Shayma had everyone clear the area out before she took out the dungeon seed. I didn’t think it’d be a problem, but I had no idea what might happen since I’d never used it before. 

She put the seed on the ground next to the core, and it activated with the smallest of thoughts. I would have preferred something in my overlay, but I didn’t get one, the blue marble simply drove filaments into the stone beneath it and linked up with my dungeon biology. It gave me a sense of locus similar to a core, but obviously not the same, and the connection meant that Shayma could unstick herself and I could transfer the old core to elsewhere. Given the importance of the Dungeon Seed, I promptly buried it under stone so nothing could damage it by accident. 

My takeover of the island broke most of the mage-king’s magic, the wardings and the defenses and other constructs woven into stone and metal. My mana shattered and melted the mage-king’s spellcraft, leaving just the native magic and the discrete magical items behind. Fortunately, the force that kept the island in the air was in the former category, since the bulk of the island was made out of [Floatstone] — air-infused stone that gave it buoyancy. 

I probably could make [Floatstone] with Affinity crystals connected to storage crystals, but the islands had  billions of tons of the stuff, so it was definitely being made in a different way. My production method was slow and specialized and while it produced really good stuff, it didn’t produce it in the bulk necessary to make something like a floating island. The

[Floatstone] had to be natural or, more likely, it was the result of a Dungeon with an Affinity selection. 

In addition to the [Floatstone] there were conduits of

[Aercryst], which seemed to just be air-affinity quartz, traced through the rock, which seemed to be the medium that was being using to transmit and hold mana. I couldn’t tell whether the mage-kings had been using their own reserves or had hooked up the dungeon core and were using their mana for fueling things. My takeover had burned out enough magic that it wasn’t obvious, at least to me, though it looked more like Iniri’s work than anything I’d done. It was mostly wrought out of [Aercryst], which was probably inferior to Iniri’s metal but was present in quantities that challenged even her bulk conjuring. 

The [Aercryst] ran out from the center tower to the thaumoprojecters emplaced on the battlements, and down to the other magical items of note: twelve giant air-affinity engines anchored at spots throughout the island. The overlay literally called them [Thaumic Air Engines] and they looked like rune-scribed balls of metal mounted on concentric tracks with a big crystal in the middle, like some three-dimensional orrery. It looked like they moved more on magic than on clockwork, and I guessed the spheres had something to do with the direction and amplitude of thrust by the relative positions they were at. The island had been stationary, and eight of the engines had their rune-balls in an identical spiral configuration, while four had had most of the rune carriers aligned in a straight line pointing down. My guess was that the configuration as a whole was extra lift, no thrust, but obviously that was just a guess. 

I was going to need to have Iniri and her Classers look at that, because if I was going to steer the island I needed some way to affect those engines, and my prior experiences with magic items had not been promising. It would probably take weeks to go over the island properly, though at least now that I had taken it over there weren’t any traps or worries about Depletion. Beyond the central tower it was mostly just empty living space for flame elementals, whose remains I was still sweeping up and putting into my treasury. 

The central tower did hold a bunch of magical items, but nothing I or my overlay immediately identified as the

corekiller weaponry. I really wanted to get ahold of that because I was  really hoping to engineer a defense against it. I was pretty sure it was some kind of [Dungeonbane] weaponry and it freaked me the hell out. Gave me a whole new respect for Ansae just brushing off [Dragonbane] weaponry. So there was plenty of stuff I was happy to let Iniri and her people take care of, while I worked through stuff on my end. For example, the Stellar Core, which had given me a brand-new section on my overlay. 

It wasn’t completely separate like the Power portion was, but it wasn’t part of the normal dungeon interface tabs either. 

Considering my Status was a complete and utter mess I didn’t want to read too deep into how it was presented, but it was just a section that said  Stellar Affinity at the top and then it had Iniri listed, along with her Class and Skills. Not  all her Skills, though, because it omitted ones such as [Phantasmal Authority] and [Advanced Rune Carving] that had no stellar flavor. It didn’t seem like I could  do  anything with this listing, it was informative only, but it was brand new. If it was for

“managing” an Affinity, then I might get more ability to do things as time went on and stellar Affinity spread throughout the world. 

Since it was apparently part of the dungeon interface, if not part of the  main dungeon interface, I guessed that other dungeons might have something like it. Maybe they had multiple cores or maybe they didn’t, but somewhere in the world there was a list of every person with every Skill they had for every Affinity. I kind of knew that already, given the way the Akasha worked, but it was still a strange thing to consider. 

I wasn’t a big fan of how little anyone knew about dungeons and about how what we were finding out was putting them more and more in the operational hardware of the world. If dungeons were entrusted with making sure things like Affinities worked right, it made a lot of sense as to why they were hobbled with weird instincts. I was sure they had more than one purpose, too, since apparently the civilized races came out of the monsters they created. At least I’d opted out of creating monsters so I wouldn’t have to worry about sudden

blocks or instincts related to those, but I’d opted into governing an Affinity so I had a new set of issues to worry about. Not to mention that the mage-kings had a bunch of dungeon cores and god knew what havoc that was wreaking. 

Or rather, we  did know what havoc that was wreaking, and it was bad news. 

I was doing my worrying while selecting villages and houses and manor estates to [Relocate] from the Caldera to mainland Tarnil. It was proving less easy than it should have since the devastation had destroyed a bunch of my markers. I’d put

[Conservatory] up too late for some of them and the voluntary shift of shoreline to Volcano Climate hadn’t helped. Some people were grumbling but considering that I’d prevented  any deaths from the cataclysm that had wracked most of Tarnil I wasn’t very sympathetic. At least the actual cities were easy enough to deal with, though none of them were actually back yet due to the size of the [Relocate] necessary. 

For everything else, especially the villages I’d relocated after the mage-kings got past the coast, I was relying on memory. 

An imperfect memory with accompanying uncertainty and guessing as I tried to put things back. So I was practically looking to be distracted from the work when I noticed a visitor coming in from the coast. 

 “Just a heads up, but The Hurricane is on her way,”  I told Iniri, interrupting her breakfast. 

“What?” Iniri was getting pretty close to being able to completely understand me. She said it still wasn’t precisely words, more knowledge that was in her head when she felt me talking at her. At least with [Companion Concord] Shayma could clear things up without needing to be dragged away from her own efforts. 

 “She finally decided there weren’t going to be any more

 [Starlances] incoming and is on her way.”  I actually wasn’t sure if that was going to be Iniri’s problem or not. I was Tarnil and The Hurricane had come to Tarnil’s defense, so she’d come to my defense, but it was something that could be treated with either a personal or a political gratitude. 

Not that I had any doubt what she’d want, and I wasn’t going to give it to her. The one session with her in the breeding station was more than enough. No, Iniri or I would have to come up with something else because she  had been helpful, and it wouldn’t be good to brush it off. Maybe she hadn’t been critical, but without her hurricane perhaps the mage-kings would have been able to do some sort of harm I couldn’t fix, yet wasn’t terrible enough to use the [Contained Stars]. 

Regardless, she’d come to our defense and that was the kind of thing I wanted to reward. 

“I suppose it was inevitable,” Iniri sighed. “At least I have a proper place to receive her now.” She signaled a page and told him, between bites, to tell her when The Hurricane showed up. 

Apparently Iniri was intending to receive The Hurricane privately, which seemed like a good idea to me. I could well imagine the kind of fit she’d throw when I turned her down. 

Or Iniri turned her down for me. 

I should have tried to keep up with the transfers, but I was too distracted and instead I watched The Hurricane fly in toward Meil, following the canal until she spotted the Palace. She said something that I didn’t catch – she wasn’t loud enough and was a bit too high for [Genius Loci] to reach – and altered course. It made me wonder if there was something like restricted airspace. Normally pre-industrial civilizations didn’t have any air power to speak of but people like The Hurricane meant any serious defenses needed to keep their eyes on the sky. 

She dropped down in the middle of the courtyard and one of the guards hurried over to accost her. I had to give the guy full marks because he was level forty-two and she was over twice that at level eighty-six. Of course, he was in full livery, so even though she could basically ignore him it’d not go well politically, and I didn’t think she wanted to be responsible for Harus getting his palace stolen again. 

“I want to speak to Blue,” she told him, which was definitely beyond the poor guy’s pay grade. 

“Queen Iniri has left orders that you be escorted to her first,” 

the guard said, which proved that Iniri’s pages were pretty

efficient with spreading things around. Of course, Iniri probably saw The Hurricane flying in for a landing, so it wasn’t too difficult to send someone directly. 

“Fiiine,” The Hurricane grumbled. “Let’s go.” 

Iniri had arranged for them to meet in what was becoming her favorite office, the one that looked out over the courtyard and Meil itself. Of course, The Hurricane refused to actually walk there, instead lounging on her storm-staff and floating along in the guard’s wake. Though she looked bored, she was definitely taking in the details of the Palace on the way, eyes flicking here and there and, I was sure, reaching out with other senses to see what was what. Not that there was anything to hide in the Palace. 

Well, that wasn’t true. There were some places  under the Palace that were meant to be secret, but I didn’t think a storm-Affinity person would be able to tell. I assumed the runes and enchantments that Cheya was having people put into the walls of those areas would hide them from earth-mages and the like as well. 

“Hurricane,” Iniri greeted her as she floated into the office. 

 “The Hurricane,” she insisted. Iniri clearly wanted to roll her eyes, but she managed to refrain somehow. 

“The Hurricane, before you say anything you should know that Blue is  not going to have sex with you.” Which I hadn’t explicitly said to Iniri, but she’d probably caught my thoughts on the subject when I was focused on her. The guard who had escorted The Hurricane there quickly closed the door, clearly not wanting to eavesdrop on  that particular conversation. 

“Whaaat? Not even after I rode to his rescue like a hero?” The Hurricane pouted at Iniri, which didn’t budge Iniri’s expression one bit. “C’mooon, I deserve it!” She insisted. 

“No,” Iniri said flatly. “He is, however, grateful enough that he will take care of your brother’s problem. Blue will provide you with a pair of water Sources for him.” 

 “Plus I’ll gift The Hurricane another primal Storm source and some of my storm metal, personally. I’m also willing to trade

 some of that [Abyssal Water], but I don’t have any on hand really. Need to make it.” 

“As well as some Storm materials of your own,” she added smoothly, and I dumped the stuff out from inventory, making it appear on the side table. I’d even packed the [Steelwoven Squall] into a storage crystal, which was considerably smaller and lighter than ingots. Iniri didn’t twitch, but The Hurricane glanced that way and made grabby hands. Then she restrained herself. 

“Oh, come on, I brought in a huge storm and I don’t even get a thank-you kiss? What about from Shayma? She’s a  fox, haha!” 

The Hurricane laughed at her own awful joke and I left the bargaining to Iniri. I was pretty sure that ultimately The Hurricane would accept what I’d offered. Especially because it was actually a hell of a lot, even if it wasn’t much in terms of my total stock. Even if Iniri felt like offering The Hurricane more just to get her to shut up, which I wouldn’t blame her for, it’d be fine. 

Iniri seemed to have that under control and I really needed to finish my work, so I went back to trying to replace the evacuated population. At some point they’d just have to deal with it, since I knew I’d end up with a dozen or so left and all my markers taken care of. It’d probably be best to get with Iniri and figure out where they ought to be at that point, since

[Queen’s Insight] probably gave her better feedback than my own [Genius Loci] when it came to that sort of thing. I hadn’t gotten far when my special monitoring ability triggered, and it was from a source I was very interested in. 

 “So, Blue killed them all.” Tor Kot said, facing his supporters. 

 Yit Nev, Arn Tur, and Yun Sli joined him in a rooftop building, the open windows showing a slope of green down to an ocean. 

 In the sky a floating island loomed, not a fortress but one covered in greenery, with a small waterfall falling off one side and blowing into mist from the wind. 

 “Was that the beam of light from last night?” Arn Tur asked. 

 “Obviously,” Yit Nev muttered. “Didn’t you feel the mana pulse?” 

 “That was Blue’s weapon?” Yun Sli said in disbelief. “I thought it had to be The Silver Woe’s.” 

 “It happened first,” Tor Kot said. “The mana involved was not of any known Affinity, which seems entirely like Blue’s work. 

 Remember, this is the same entity that created [Firmament]

 and Depletion resistance and even has fate Affinity available to them. Now, The Silver Woe may actually be Blue, though I don’t see any reason it’d pretend to be someone else.” 

 “It’s been completely gone for how many centuries now?” Yit Nev said rhetorically. “We could have stumbled into some long-term operation out in Tarnil. We know she was here before she went into hiding — the Depletion immunity could be her project.” 

 “That’s possible,” Tor Kot agreed. “Even more of a reason not to get any further involved. She surely isn’t hiding anymore. 

 Between that beam and her moon, the whole world knows something went on there.” 

 “It doesn’t really matter what the relationship is between Blue and The Silver Woe, because there is no way we’re sending anyone back there now.” Arn Tur said. “The Council has to fill the holes Bel Aci and Vok Lim left in their ranks and even then, they wouldn’t be so stupid as to throw away more cores. They don’t even have enough war cores left right now, do they?” 

 “Not without us, and I don’t think we’re that dumb,” Yit Nev said dryly. “But you’re right, we need to figure out how we’re going to get our people in their seats.” 

The insight faded as their talk turned to internal matters, but what I heard made me pretty pleased. I’d nuked – literally –

most of their war forces. That was nice to hear, though it wasn’t going to stop me from making more [Contained Stars]. 

With enough of those I could take apart any individual threat to myself or Tarnil. I bet even Ansae would have a hard time dealing with a [Starlance], not that I was going to use it on her. 

I wasn’t quite sure what to make of the politics. I’d pass it on to Iniri and Cheya, but it was clear I’d blown up some of the actual governing body, and maybe even ones important enough to cause a political shift among the mage-kings

themselves. Hopefully they’d fight among themselves rather than spreading out any more, because by the way the bird-people were talking the mage-kings weren’t eyeing just Orn’s lands. 

The news that I was now exposed to the world didn’t really surprise me, because  wow was [Starlance] dramatic. I wasn’t sure how high up the beam had gone but it might have reached all the way into space, and that was ignoring the magical shockwaves of setting off a [Contained Star]. I bet there was sensitive instrumentation in various spots across the world that’d gone absolutely nuts at dumping that much mana at once, and that was ignoring Ansae’s own contribution. 

I was frankly still boggled that she could simply  move a moon that way. Though considering its name, putting it that way was probably thinking about it wrong. It might well be as much part of Ansae as a limb and controlled that way — the eclipse it had made was certainly entirely purposeful. Obviously, there were layers and layers to magic that I’d completely missed. 

Pondering over interesting things distracted me from trying to fit the last few village puzzle pieces into the landscape of Tarnil. Since I was almost done, with mostly cities waiting for their respective Relocates to complete, I took a bit of a break and instead turned my attention to some of the stuff I’d gotten over the past few days. 

First, I finished seeding metallic chrystheniums with all the metals I had available – well, those I had more than five units worth, which was the minimum amount needed to get the flower to grow – including Cultivated Steel and the Steelwoven stuff. It’d be really nice if I could generate higher tier resources directly, though I could well imagine it’d take a lot of time to create it. At the very least the new flowers generated copper and iron quickly enough, which made me happy. 

That led me onto the next new plant-thing I got, which didn’t seem to be part of my Ecology setup. Oh, it was clearly related, because otherwise I doubted it would be in the form of a tree, but my Tree of Eschaton wasn’t really available under any of my menus. Instead it sort of hovered in my conceptual

space, wanting out without having the decency to give me a concrete means of doing so. 

Taelah looked like she was getting fed up with the argument she was dealing with, so I asked her about the thing. I was a little leery about just planting it anywhere, even though I wanted it established, since it seemed like it was a pretty big deal. Between the name and the fact that it was apparently a unique thing – it was called  the Tree of Eschaton, after all – I wasn’t sure how much control I’d have over it once I planted it. Fate-based stuff was something I was going to treat with respect. 

I was actually a little surprised that she decided to put it right at the Village, but it kind of made sense. If I was going to have people seeking it out, better there than near Ansae, or near a core room. Maybe I could have put it out in the Caldera wilderness but that’d still end up with people trekking out there. It was only after I’d asked Taelah that I realized I could have put it by the Palace, but that didn’t feel right. 

When I actually planted it though, bad things happened. The damn thing sucked in  all the mana for the whole Caldera, to the point where even the Spatial Expansion, which was almost done, actually trembled. I flailed for a moment trying to wrest control of the mana flows back before coming to my senses and hastily setting up a couple of mana dynamos under the Village. 

The damn thing grew its roots down in a matter of moments and wrapped them around the dynamo spheres. They didn’t cross the spatial boundary to grow  inside the Climates themselves, but tangled the sets of spheres in too-long roots and stole  all the mana they were giving off. It was a thirsty tree. 

Taelah was her usual self, and I watched fondly as she cooed at the tree. I mean, it looked neat but apparently Taelah found it way more interesting than I did. Of course, she wasn’t wrestling with its mana appetites and trying to re-string all the mana streams all over the Caldera. But then she jerked back like the thing had bitten her. 

That led to me calling Shayma out there because apparently fate mana was kind of alive. It actually made me reassess what Ansae had said about Bargains. She’d called  them kind of alive, but maybe it was a basic feature of fate Affinity. I hadn’t really gotten that feeling from The Light of Eschaton but to be fair, I’d been pretty overwhelmed at the time and couldn’t have noticed any subtleties. I decided I’d bring it up with Ansae when she was awake again. 

Which it was about time to do, actually. She was still snoozing and stretched out in her tower, dead to the world as she had been ever since she got back. I couldn’t imagine how awful it was to be perpetually low on stamina, like having some chronic disease. Actually, Depletion  was a chronic disease, though for most people it wasn’t nearly as grievous as it was for Ansae. She’d be happy to know that I was over halfway toward the cap I needed to fix her, thanks to my new Stellar core. 

 “Ansae,”  I said, but she didn’t stir.  “Ansae! Wake up!”  Given that she was using some sort of weird crystal phreaking to hear me, I wasn’t sure that shouting would do anything, but I tried anyway, to no avail. She was well and truly sacked out. 

 “Hmm, Shayma, can you go see if you can wake Ansae up?” 

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Shayma asked. She was still with Taelah, helping her herd some children back to the Village. 

 “She did ask me to. Though, uh, I guess be careful about it. 

 When I woke her up last time she wasn’t particularly grumpy, but you never know.” 

Shayma rolled her eyes and let me teleport her to where Ansae’s tower was. I hadn’t put in a permanent teleport area for it yet, since Ansae was still fiddling with the tower’s magics, so it was much easier to just make a new one on the top level. She was stretched out, catlike, side rising and falling in quiet rhythm. Though considering her size just a normal breath was pretty loud. 

“Ansae?” Shayma called from a few meters away, hands cupped around her mouth. “Ansae! Ansae Ziir, The Silver

Woe! Time to wake up!” Ansae didn’t even stir. Shayma set her jaw and marched forward, reaching out to tap the end of Ansae’s muzzle. 

“C’mon, you asked us to wake you up and I’ve never seen you not know what’s going on, even asleep.” Shayma poked her harder and then squeaked as Ansae reached up and grabbed her. The dragon stretched out, catlike, and cuddled Shayma in like a teddy, all without getting anywhere close to waking up. I had to laugh. 

“Oh, it’s funny to  you but you’re not the one squished against a giant ancient dragon,” Shayma said, shoving at Ansae’s forelegs. Obviously, they didn’t budge. 

 “That’s why it’s funny!”  Actually, Shayma was grinning, struck as much as I was by the sheer silliness of it all.  “Well I guess she isn’t getting up yet.” 

“Nope.” Shayma resorted to [Phantasmal Path] to get out, and still had to wriggle out of the ocean-depth immensity of Ansae’s mana there. “Poor thing must be exhausted after that show yesterday.” 

 “I’ll just dial up my regen fields to maximum and try again later. I can resort to being very very loud if it becomes an issue, but for now we can let her rest.”  Considering that she’d been sleeping for hundreds of years before, I knew I couldn’t wait for her to wake up naturally. Especially since I wanted her input on what to do with thirteen trait points and a spare un-Specialized core. 

I dropped my experience into [Restful Night] to maximize it and then set up a Field on top of Ansae. Since it was Ansae and I figured if anything was going to really help her it would need to be supercharged, I plugged it into the dynamo created by the Climates around Ansae’s lair with [Mana Geometries]. 

No matter how powerful it was, I knew it wouldn’t make a huge dent given Ansae’s regeneration issues, but it’d be better than nothing. At the very least, the Field was supposed to be soothing, so she’d appreciate it on that merit alone. 

“I still need to go bring One-Eye-Green to get her clothes,” 

Shayma said. “Is there anything else I need to do before I go

get everyone?” 

 “Not that I know of. Go have fun!”  I felt a little bad that the Scalemind had been sidelined by the mage-king’s attack, but they hadn’t been worried about it. Not that they’d been exposed to it at all, deep down under my mountain as they were. They were aware, of course: Dreams-Ahead had plucked it out of the mind of one of the people he was treating, though it wasn’t like I was trying to keep it a secret from them. 

Considering the mage-kings had planned for them I wanted them well away from any actual fighting anyway. 

Once the Caldera finished up, I was planning to start expanding out and down along the Lowways, and the Scalemind figured pretty prominently in those plans. Partly because, despite One-Eye-Green’s success, I knew better than to try and send a bunch of the scythe types out into Wildwood when there were a bunch of normal Classers around, and partly because with their mind magic they could actually communicate with any weird types I ran across. After seeing the Chiuxatli I realized I was far from equipped to deal with the variety of sapient life on the planet. 

Expanding my territory didn’t contribute to leveling anymore, but I wasn’t just doing it for fun, either. I wanted to give myself the same defensive depth downward as I had on the surface, since I’d just had a great big demonstration on how damn useful it was to have that much area to play with. It’d be more like volume when it came to the Underneath but either way, the more warning and time I had the better. Even if I had

[Starlance] now, the horror of corekiller weaponry remained so I wasn’t feeling anywhere near invulnerable. 

The island might actually help in that regard. If I could figure out how to work the thing, I’d have something that nothing could approach without me spotting it, and I might be able to park it up so high nobody would notice it. Or put it in the middle of nowhere over an ocean, and make it hard to get to. If nothing else, having a redoubt that was physically distant from the rest of me was good insurance. In the meantime, I had gruntwork of my own making to do, so I grumbled to myself as I strained to remember where I should put this baron’s

estate or that small village. Next time I would just move the entire country inside and be done with it. 

Day 174 - Taelah

 Taelah,  whispered the wind, and she looked up from the argument that she was supposedly mediating. The feud between Matron Maril and Matron Tunnah over their gardens was practically a tradition, something emphasized by the fact that the families had set up side-by-side in the new Village despite the fact that they could have claimed a plot anywhere. 

One of the younger Marils had gotten Taelah to try and settle the dispute, but neither of the elderly women had so much as glanced in her direction while they squabbled. 

“I think it’ll be fine,” she assured the kid. “Blue’s calling, so I have to go for now. But feel free to find me or another Elder if they start drawing blood.” 

“Yes’m,” he said, then winced as Matron Tunnah’s voice hit a particularly ear-grating pitch. She gave him another smile and then turned away, walking out and away from the family compounds. 

“What is it, Blue?” She could have asked Shayma to translate, via Companion Concord, and for that matter he could have sent a message through Shayma if it was something that needed to be perfectly clear. But they wouldn’t ever improve their communication without practice, and she was starting to get a better handle on the way he talked to her through the sounds of the land. 

 There is a tree,  the grass rustled at her.  A very important tree. 

“Oh, you just want me for my green thumb, I see,” she teased him. The boughs of the nearest tree laughed with her. 

 It may take the rest of your life to care for it.  The wind warned. 

“I’m with you for the rest of my life anyway,” Taelah smiled. 

“I’m going to be taking care of you and everyone else anyway, won’t I?” She reflexively put a hand over her stomach, even if

nothing was showing yet. The flowers along the walk nodded agreement. 

“So, what makes this one special?” 

「It’s called the Tree of Eschaton,」 Shayma said through the Companion link, which made Taelah frown. Maybe Blue had tried to tell her the name and it hadn’t quite translated, but she preferred that her communications with Blue remained  theirs. 

Still, it wasn’t Shayma’s fault and it was far better than not being able to talk to him at all, so she took a breath and listened to what Shayma had to say. 「It only has the description of ‘it is the fate of heroes to seek it out.’ Combined with the name we’re pretty sure it’s a fate Affinity tree, but that’s about all we know. 」

Taelah whistled softly and her fingers flexed in anticipation of getting even a glimpse of such a thing. She was already happy with the sheer amount of supply she had, both in terms of alchemy and in terms of plant life, but a fate tree was in another league altogether. Not that long ago she would have actually wanted to avoid something so profound, but her husband seemed to have a certain effect on those near him. 

「Also, thanks for the healing tinctures,」 Shayma added. 「I know my mom said it before, but it really helped. Normally it takes a lot longer for her to regenerate from using her void Skills.」

「Oh, you’re quite welcome!」 It was always nice to be appreciated, and really it was one of the few opportunities she’d had to really stretch her alchemical repertoire. 

 Where should it go?  The fences asked as they creaked. Taelah pursed her lips in thought, though there was really only one choice. It had to be in the Village. They weren’t intending to completely separate themselves from the world, anyway, so people turning up to find the tree for whatever reason wouldn’t be a problem. 

Plus, Taelah knew that whatever benefits the tree brought, the Village could use. She was Blue’s wife first and foremost, but she was still part of the Village and had no compunctions

about doing what was best for them, too. The Village was sworn to Blue’s service anyway, so having it in the Village itself wouldn’t tempt anyone beyond the bounds of prudence. 

If someone  was so tempted, she’d smack them one. 

“I think I know a spot, but let me look around for a bit,” she told Blue. Taelah took a left along the path, heading in toward the village center. Most of the families had elected to build new and large compounds out near their claimed acreage of field and forest, but the heart of the village had been reorganized around a broad and open square. The market, Pierre’s carving shop, Tessa’s weaving and embroidery, all the little family businesses. Even if they’d only just recently broken into the second tier, thanks to Blue’s environment and resources, she’d feel confident matching the quality of their Skills against any of the Classers in Wildwood. 

They’d even erected a little council house, rather than take over someone’s home whenever the Elders needed to gather, which sat at the far end of the center square. It was pretty much the only thing there, aside from some temporary stockpiles, and she nodded as she considered it. They’d built it, but she knew Blue could move it, especially since he was asking her where he should put the tree. 

“Just relocate the council house over there, at the end of a path,” she said, gesturing off toward the southern part of the square where there was still free space along one of the cardinal roads. “We’ll put the tree at the empty end. If it’s as important as it sounds, we’ll want to give it space, but not put it out in the middle of nowhere. 

The grass under her feet rustled agreement and the council house was surrounded by a black bubble, and a few seconds later appeared at the new spot. A stone path snaked its way up to the front door, settling in as Blue casually landscaped the ground. He’d let them blaze their own roads, but had sneakily paved them once they’d started wearing ruts in the dirt, something nobody actually objected to. Especially since Blue’s paving wasn’t with cobble but smooth stone, clean and polished. 

Taelah finished crossing the square and paced out the empty area where the tree would go. Without seeing it personally she didn’t know exactly what it would need, but she still wanted to get an idea of the ground. Without a good foundation it would just be wild flailing to have Blue change anything yet, and besides, she was already framing ways to integrate such a special tree into the village center. She paced out twenty yards, looking around, then shook her head. Considering how Blue’s stuff tended to go, she added another thirty yards onto the original twenty and stopped in the middle of the grass, tapping her foot on the ground. 

“Put a small rise here, maybe ten feet high?” She said, and the ground underneath her shifted, rising up into a hill with a gradual slope. She looked around, with the village on one side and a large clearing on the other, and nodded in satisfaction. 

“Great, just put it on top here.” 

She stepped back a few feet to wait, and after a moment a sapling shot forth from the ground, its bark rugged and coarse and folded like ancient oak, but with a lustrous dark gray coloring. Thin veins of silver and copper appeared here and there in folds of the bark, glittering metallic strands that set off the darkness of the trunk. Even though it was only a few feet high, still clearly a very small tree, a breathtaking canopy spread out from it, branches stretching outward and splitting, then splitting again to form a broad dome of interlaced limbs. 

She could see the earth move as roots burrowed through the earth underneath the canopy, breaking through here and there in a sort of mirror to the tangled branches above, and leaves began to burst into growth. They were a deep, verdant green, but with a slight tracery of gold on the underside, barely visible except when the wind stirred them. It was, in all, a gorgeous tree that seemed to have the same solidity as century-old titans of the forest, despite being only a few minutes old. 

“Well, aren’t you a pretty one,” she told it, stepping forward and crouching down. She had to kneel to get under the canopy and touch the actual bark, but that was why her dresses were made of something tough and stain resistant. The growth had slowed from the initial burst, but there was still the faint sense

of motion, and it almost seemed to thrum under her fingertips. 

The bark itself was rippled and corrugated but the surface felt smooth, almost polished, and even before she invoked

[Phantasmal Gardener] she could feel the power within it. 

She sunk her consciousness down into the tree, looking not only for its magic but for the basic necessities — what kind of soil it liked, how much water it needed, whether it would be better off with more plants around it or as a lone tree. Some of that started to filter back, like how thirsty it was, but before she could get more than the basics, the magic of the tree stirred. 

Taelah had never encountered fate magic before. She’d heard about The Light of Eschaton from Shayma, and she knew it existed in a distant, abstract sense, but it wasn’t something anyone came across in the world by chance. So, when the Affinity within the tree rose up, she wasn’t prepared for it to turn and  look at her.  She yelped and fell backward, staring at the trunk of the tree. 

 What’s wrong?  The breeze murmured, concerned. 

“That…I…” Taelah spluttered. “The tree’s magic is  aware! 

That’s what it seemed like anyway. I wasn’t expecting it.” 

Blue didn’t reply, but a few moment later, Shayma popped into existence beside the tree. She squatted down, peering under the canopy at Taelah. 

“This thing is intelligent?” Shayma asked incredulously. “Blue says he’s having to make three dedicated dynamos just to feed it, by the way. It’s actually consuming an enormous amount of mana.” 

“I’m not sure it’s intelligent. I’m not sure it was the  tree I sensed, so much as the mana inside it. Which is fate mana, I think?” Taelah was still a little shaken by what she’d sensed, not that it was at all hostile. It was just so  strange – nothing like any magic she’d felt before at all. 

“Probably. I guess we were expecting something but not that you’d have that reaction to it.” Shayma told her thoughtfully. 

 There is some,  the grass rustled. 

“Blue says he can see a little bit of fate mana,” Shayma reported unnecessarily. “But only a very tiny bit. The barest hint.” 

“If that’s the barest hint…” Taelah shook her head. “It’s not just mana it needs a lot of. It’s going to need a dedicated spring or something like that, Blue. This is a really thirsty tree.” 

The wind laughed and the ground shivered again as he did some landscaping. Taelah crawled out from underneath the canopy, brushing off the front of her dress as a brook burst forth from between the tree’s roots, winding down away from the village toward the treeline. She could swear the tree instantly perked up, leaves glimmering and branches lifting. 

“That’s better,” she said. “I’d actually advise against trying to accelerate its growth too much. If it needs that much mana and water, it might cripple itself trying to grow faster than it can absorb.” 

 Not a problem,  the rustling grass informed her. Then a gust of wind tickled her ear, but she didn’t recognize what Blue was trying to ask, so she looked at Shayma curiously. 

“Now that we have some respite, Blue is thinking about making a magical item or an Artifact for you,” Shayma told her. “It’s not like you’re really going to need a weapon so he’s at a bit of a loss.” 

“An Artifact for me?” Taelah blinked. “I already have the Alchemstry, and all of Blue’s Climates. I don’t really need an Artifact, too!” She considered it, drumming her fingers against her hip. “But if he wants to make me one, maybe a pair of gloves? I’m forever going through pairs of the things.” 

Shayma blinked at her, then laughed. 

“Only you would want Artifact  gloves,” she said with a smile. 

“It’s perfect.” 

 Yes, Blue agreed. 

“Well I’m glad it was that easy,” Taelah said. “How is everything going in the outside world? All I know is that we won.” 

“Oh, mostly Blue’s still putting the various cities and villages back in place.” The two of them started to stroll back toward the village center, leaving the fate tree to grow. “There’s some people complaining but that’s just because they didn’t see how bad things were before he fixed them up.” 

“How bad was it?” Taelah asked curiously. She was glad that Anton’s Village hadn’t been involved at all. They were absolutely in a privileged position, insulated from the chaos of the outside world, but that only meant they could do their work uninterrupted. 

“Without Blue, half of Tarnil would be burnt rock,” Shayma said bluntly. “I’m not overselling it at all. They had some extremely potent magic. They probably could have leveled mountains, if they weren’t mountains Blue was protecting.” 

“I’d much rather be here,” Taelah told her. “I’m just not cut out for that sort of thing.” Even when she was coordinating in the pit Blue had made, she hadn’t bothered trying any attacks. 

Not that she was squeamish, it just was not what she was there for. Besides, with access to Blue’s materials and the Alchemistry, she was advancing just as quickly as any adventurer. 

“I don’t know if anyone is,” Shayma admitted. “Adventuring is pretty fun, but wars are awful. I’m hoping now that all this is over, I can go back to doing some adventuring stuff. We haven’t even properly taken One-Eye-Green out for a trip!” 

“The monster girl?” Taelah asked. She was vaguely aware of that whole development, but it hadn’t really registered with everything else going on. Blue just had too many things going to keep track of them all. 

“Yeah, she’s a cute kid actually, for being so tall and scary,” 

Shayma chuckled. “I should bring her by. She has some other monsters she calls Big Brother and Big Sister but not a mother that I know of. Bring her over for some of those muffins.” 

“Now, if we’re talking monsters, Miss Burnhade would get along  just fine with One-Eye-Green,” Taelah confessed, though the image of a giant monster taking tea with the indomitable old widow did amuse her. 

 Good idea,  Blue said, and Taelah lifted her brows. 

“You really think so?” 

“We were joking,” Shayma said thoughtfully. “But the Scalemind want to get their own Status instead of remaining monsters, and the best we can figure is to try and make them more like us. The Village might be good for that, assuming you all don’t mind One-Eye-Green coming around now and then.” 

“Well, first, if Blue’s asking, that’s that,” Taelah pointed out. 

“I don’t think anyone here would object, though. They’d better not, anyway, since you’re a friend of the Village.” 

“I’ll bring her by sometime, then. Annit and Keri, too. I don’t think they’ve really met you properly, and it’s looking like the Village is getting along pretty well. Do you have everything moved over?” 

“We do.” Taelah nodded. “Most everything is built, aside from a few barns that we have planned.” She rolled her eyes. “Not that the Marils had a barn before, but now that they have a place for it, they’re pretty stubborn about putting one up.” 

“What about that adaptation Skill? How’s it working?” 

“Well, we don’t have any exotic Climates nearby, so we aren’t going to have any herds of flaming scalehooves anytime soon, but I’ve almost finished adapting our herds to the nature mana here.” Taelah waved around at the surrounding trees. “We might ask about getting access to a Volcano or Glacier area for more exotic stuff once we’re really established, but for now I’m mostly going around picking interesting things.” Of which there were a lot. The Climates had definitively solved Blue’s monoculture problem, even if he didn’t have animals to go with the trees and flowers. 

“Blue recently got some trait points, but that one trait that lets him populate Climates is  really expensive, so he’ll probably still rely on you for adapting.” 

“Oh, that’s not a problem,” Taelah chuckled. “Being an Elder doesn’t take up  that much time, so long as you know how to escape from certain situations.” 

“Elder Taelah!” As if summoned by the comment, Tessa Lin dashed out the door of her shop to flag Taelah down. 

“Yes, Tessa?” She asked, ignoring Shayma’s big grin as the fox-kin stood to one side, hands clasped behind her back. 

“Suna’s gone missing again! She didn’t even finish her chores!” 

“I thought you were going to keep a closer eye on her,” Taelah said. Not that keeping track of an energetic six-year-old was easy for anyone, let alone someone who had to tend their own shop. 

“I am! She’s just sneaky!” 

“Don’t worry, I’ll find her,” Taelah said. She glanced aside to Shayma and lowered her voice. “Actually, I just ask Blue to find her,” she admitted. “Suna keeps wandering off to stargaze in the evenings, so I’ve gotten used to this.” 

“It’s a bit early for that,” Shayma pointed out as Tessa hurried back toward her store. Of course, the moment that she’d come out to find Taelah, someone had wandered inside and was looking puzzled at Tessa’s absence. 

“To be honest, she probably found a creek to play in,” Taelah said. “I’ve never met a child that wouldn’t make a beeline for the nearest body of water.” Shayma snorted. 

“So where did she go this time, Blue?” Taelah appealed to the air. The response was a sort of tug, a feeling of a direction, so she turned and started walking while Shayma kept pace with her. 

“How did you know that?” Shayma asked. “Blue was describing where she was, not how to get there.” 

“I could just tell where he was looking,” Taelah said. “I’m using my [One With Nature] skill, so it’s not exactly like talking to him directly, the way you do.” 

“It seems pretty effective!” Shayma told her cheerfully. “But I hope you do get to the point where you can hear him word for word. There’s nothing quite like hearing him ramble on about nothing in particular to really understand how silly he is.” 

 Unfair, Blue objected, and both women laughed. 

“I think I get the idea as it is,” Taelah assured Shayma. For all that Blue was the size of a country and supposedly all-seeing and full of vast and ancient knowledge, he was amusingly easy to surprise. The two of them strolled outside of the village center and down a small slope toward a copse of trees. Taelah was pretty sure they were on the Corton’s land, but it was still pretty close to untouched wilderness. Outside of ploughed fields and house plots, most of the Caldera was like that. 

Shayma heard the children first, yelling and shrieking, and while she looked alarmed Taelah shook her head. She knew the kids and the landscape well enough to know what was going on, and besides, if any of them were in trouble Blue would have said something. Children were simply loud. 

The two of them ducked through the trees to find five of the younger children from the Village jumping in and out of a shallow, creek-fed pool. They were all of them wet, most of them muddy, and their clothes were grass-stained. Which was more or less what Taelah had been expecting, and it wasn’t like their clothing hadn’t  already been grass-stained. 

For a few moments the two adults went unnoticed, then little Harold noticed them and went silent, eyes flicking around as if he could go hide somewhere. One of the other kids also looked guilty, but the rest didn’t care at all, splashing around in the shallow water. Suna was one of those. 

“Do your parents all know you’re here?” Taelah asked mildly. 

It really wasn’t her job to keep track of  all the kids, or tattle on them when they snuck out to have fun. She mostly got affirmative noises, but Suna didn’t seem to hear. Which wasn’t to say she didn’t notice Taelah. 

“Miss Elder Taelah!” Suna splashed out of the pool, ran over to a tree, picked something up, and ran over to Taelah and Shayma. “Look what I found!” She held up a hand-sized flower, a dark center surrounded by glowing petals. 

“Is that a stellar chrysthenium?” Shayma said. “What are the odds of that?” 

“Um, Blue?” Taelah asked. It was one thing to fell logs and pick berries, that was what the surrounding woods were meant for. The chrystheniums were another thing altogether, and while she knew there were  some about, because there always were in Climates, she wasn’t sure if they were equally available. 

 It’s fine,  Blue assured them.  She did find it.  Taelah relaxed, squatting down to look at Suna’s flower. 

“It’s very pretty, sweetie. Did you know this is a magic flower?” 

“Yes!” Suna said proudly, though Taelah was pretty sure she didn’t know it was magic at all. “It glows like the sun!” 

“It sure does,” Taelah agreed, looking at Shayma. Shayma just smiled. “Husband says it’s alright that you have that one, but they’re important, so ask next time you find one like that.” 

“Yes, Miss Elder Taelah,” Suna said, clutching her chrysthenium. 

“Now, your mom told me you hadn’t finished your chores yet, and you ran off without telling her where you were going. I’ll walk you back, alright?” 

“Yes, Miss Elder Taelah,” Suna repeated, then looked up at her. “Miss Elder Taelah, do you wrestle Blue at night like grown-ups do because Mister Glenn said your husband was the ground and it was weird.” Taelah stuttered to a stop as Suna blindsided her with the question, blinking down at the little girl while Shayma doubled over with laughter, cackling loud enough that all the other kids stared at her. 

“Oh, dear,” Taelah sighed. 

Day 174 - One-Eye-Green One-Eye-Green was excited. All the fighting on the Surface was done which was good, she didn’t want any of the cute things hurt, and now she got to go out on the Surface! There was small-soft Keri, and less-small-solid Annit, and shifty-fluffy Shayma, though they insisted to just be called Keri, Annit, and Shayma. Gossamers had very strange ideas about names. 

“Ready to go to Wildwood, Green?” Keri asked, double checking the things she was wearing. Not just  clothes or  bags, but  armor. One-Eye-Green was going to get some! It was part of  adventuring, and while One-Eye-Green had tough scales maybe it would be good to not get hurt by things and apparently armor was its own weapon to which she didn’t understand but maybe it was a Skill thing. 

“Yes,” One-Eye-Green said carefully. She had been practicing mouthspeech very hard because Sharing with gossamers was not good. They were fragile and they didn’t like it anyway and even though One-Eye-Green could see them, she was being very good and didn’t touch them at all. It was easier because Shayma had given her the circlet that made her Hard so One-Eye-Green couldn’t Share by accident, but she still kept wanting to. 

“I told Grandmaster Monat, but I’m still afraid some people might not react well,” Annit told her. “You’re a monster after all.” 

“I know,” One-Eye-Green said. She couldn’t help that she didn’t have a proper Status! But Shayma had said that they wouldn’t let anyone attack which was good because One-Eye-Green didn’t want to have to break any Gossamers. 

Big Sister had warned her about how easy it was to break Gossamers. 

“I’ll be good,” she promised. 

“You’ll be fine,” Shayma said. “If anyone is really stupid, either Blue or I can pull us all out of there. But if you notice anyone thinking about attacking us, would you please say something?” 

“Yes!” That was better than just waiting. It was harder since she couldn’t Share, she could only watch, but maybe this way she could see how Gossamer handled not-monsters trying to attack them. 

“Time to go,” said Shayma, and the walls around them changed. One-Eye-Green had learned the Big Thing was called Blue and Blue was very powerful and could put anyone anywhere. Plus, Blue was invisible and didn’t Share with anyone but Shayma. It made One-Eye-Green wonder why anyone would attack Blue. If they tried to claw him, he could just put them far away and then they wouldn’t be able to claw him anymore, so it seemed better to ask nicely like they had. 

One-Eye-Green could sense so many Gossamers beyond the walls, all doing Gossamer things and many of them moving very quickly. It made her glad that Shayma had let her borrow the Circlet because it would have been very very tempting to try and touch some of those minds more directly. They were so shiny and bright! 

Then they went out the door and One-Eye-Green stared at all the buildings around them and the armored people going this way and that way and on beasts and of course the sky. The sky was something One-Eye-Green was still getting used to and felt that the Underneath was better because it didn’t have a sky, but it wasn’t as bad as it used to be. Usually the sky was blue, but now the sky was grey and there was water coming from it, and One-Eye-Green stuck out her tongue to taste it and it was just water. That was a little scary to think there was so much water up there but nobody seemed scared so it must be fine. 

Shayma passed out waxed-cloth covered sticks that operated by a clever mechanism and spread the cloth to protect her scales from the water. One-Eye-Green didn’t mind being wet but appreciated the clever stick regardless. Especially since it was so brightly colored. 

One-Eye-Green followed them out into the streets, walking carefully so her toeclaws didn’t click against the smooth stone. 

Keri was in front, and Annit and Shayma were on either side of her, like a hunting formation except not exactly. One-Eye-Green was not stupid, she knew it was because she was a monster and Gossamers might not like that, so the better warriors were on the outside to protect the weaker and more vulnerable ones inside. That was a formation she’d been in a lot, when traveling the low roads. Some day she’d be on the outside instead of the inside. 

Some of the minds rippled with surprise as they walked down the open-topped tunnel made by the buildings, but fewer than she would have thought. She could see and sense scores of Gossamers in the tunnels but only the closest or loudest ones even seemed to notice her. After a few minutes she realized there were some Gossamers matching them out of sight but when she told Annit that, Annit just nodded and said they were the ruler’s warriors. 

Mostly One-Eye-Green just looked at all the different things on the Surface, and all the different clothes and weapons and armor the Gossamer had. She was a little jealous, but she already knew the Gossamer had lots of things that the Scalemind didn’t, which was partly why they wanted their own Status because only people with Status had the different things. Scalemind just had Sharing and Cutting and Enduring. 

They went into another building and One-Eye-Green understood why it had a ceiling after seeing the water coming from the sky, because this building was full of clothes and they wouldn’t be very good wet. Someone came over that looked a little like Annit only all wrinkled and looked at them. Her mind lit up when she saw One-Eye-Green but it wasn’t the same way other Gossamer minds did. It was more like excitement than seeing a threat. 

“Who have you brought this time?” The wrinkly Annit said. 

“This is One-Eye-Green,” Keri said. “We need some ordinary clothes for her, and simple leather overwear. But since she’s a monster we’re not sure the best place to go for that.” 

“Hi!” One-Eye-Green said. 

“Well, hello there. A monster? That  is exciting.” The wrinkly Annit peered at her. “I don’t get many scaled customers. I can absolutely make you an outfit, but to start why don’t I just get you a raincoat? That’ll only take a few minutes.” 

“That’d be wonderful,” Shayma said, stepping forward. She held out one hand with some stuff that looked really magical on it. “Blue’s willing to offer you this Primal illusion Source for your work, as well as discretion with further, similar work in the future.” 

“A what?” The wrinkly Annit peered at it. “Oh, goodness. Yes, of course. Let me get the raincoat done and we can talk.” 

The wrinkly Annit went away and then came back and helped One-Eye-Green put on a long coat but she had to be careful with her claws not to shred the sleeves. It was dark green and blue, and it felt a little weird but also kind of nice and looked a little shiny like the clever rain protector. Now only her feet would get wet but the wrinkly Annit had an answer for that too. 

“Digitigrade is a lot harder on footwear, but I have the plans for some sandals somewhere. Do you fight with your toeclaws, dear?” 

“Yes! It is much easier to gut things with them.” One-Eye-Green was happy someone understood that. Most Gossamers she’d seen just covered everything up. 

“I’ll make sure to take that into account when I make your clothes,” wrinkly Annit said. “Give me a couple hours.” 

Shayma gave her a magic thing and then they left. One-Eye-Green stuck her hands in her pockets and immediately poked a hole in one with her claws but that was okay because they were still pockets. She’d never had pockets before. 

“Green, we’re going to see someone about helping you learn how to fight properly,” Shayma said, and One-Eye-Green didn’t like that. All Scalemind knew how to fight because the Underneath was like that. “I mean, fight like we do,” she clarified, which made a little more sense. “I could teach you a

little bit but since you don’t have Skills, we thought we’d ask someone who knows more.” 

“I can’t believe you talked Grandmaster Monat into it,” Annit muttered, taking out a piece of wood on a rope. She started swinging it around, and it made a weird growly sound, but One-Eye-Green liked the noise. 

“Can I get one of those?” She asked Annit, poking at the growly wood. 

“Um, I can make you one,” Annit said uncertainly. “It’ll have to be later, though.” 

“Thank you!” One-Eye-Green bet all the other kids would like the growly wood too. She was distracted from the growly wood by a big long rainbow-colored thing that came down from the sky like the water did but it had a Gossamer mind which was weird. 

“What do you lot want?” It asked. “And you brought a monster into Wildwood? What is wrong with you?” 

“We’re supposed to go see Monat,” Shayma said. “He knows all about it.” 

“Your funeral,” the rainbow thing said, floating around them. 

Then they were flying! One-Eye-Green screeched happily and wiggled, at least until she looked down and then it was less fun. But at least it didn’t last long and then they were on the ground, but it was up high and the sky wasn’t any closer. One-Eye-Green would never get used to that. 

The rain made everything that was kind of far away blur and then just go grey, which made it feel like there was more sky than ground. One-Eye-Green ducked forward under the trees on top of the building until the weird feeling of being about to fall into the sky went away. Only then did she realize that she’d lost her clever stick, but the raincoat had kept her dry anyway! That was nice. 

Shayma pointed her toward a little house on the building and there was a Gossamer there who was almost Hard by himself and he was large and muscled and just kept looking at her and it was weird. 

“So, this is the monster Blue wants me to train?” 

“Well, at least show some things to. We’re not sure what can be done without Skills,” Shayma said. “Her name is One-Eye-Green.” 

“Hello,” said One-Eye-Green, looking at the Hard Gossamer. 

They were almost exactly the same height, and One-Eye-Green tried to measure it with her hands, but the Hard Gossamer gave her a look and she stopped. “Do you know how to use claws Skills?” She asked instead, waving her own at him. “Our Scythe Sisters don’t use claws. Or Skills.” 

“I  do know how to use claws.” The Gossamer looked amused. 

“I’ll be right back.” He stepped into his house and came out a moment later with metal claws on his hands. They were almost as long as One-Eye-Green’s but much shinier. One-Eye-Green wondered if she could polish her claws to be that shiny, too. 

“Show me how you’d attack me,” the Gossamer said, and One-Eye-Green blinked. 

“Shayma told me not to attack people.” She objected. 

“Don’t worry, you can’t hurt me,” he assured her. One-Eye-Green wasn’t sure, but she went to take off the circlet anyway. 

“Only using your claws,” Shayma put in hastily. “Your people are still the best teachers for mind magic.” 

The Gossamer with the false claws made a weird face at that and his mind lit up, but he didn’t say anything. One-Eye-Green really wanted to Share but was good and didn’t. Instead she swiped at the Gossamer as hard as she could, but he wasn’t there! 

“Yeah, we’re going to have to start with the basics for this,” he said. “First of all, you’re digitigrade and you’re trying to copy a plantigrade stance, plus you’re not taking your tail into account correctly.” 

“Oh.” One-Eye-Green blinked at the Gossamer. He didn’t even have a tail! Either he was very smart, or he was just making things up. 

“Here, move your legs apart a bit, relax your tail — you’ll want it closer to the ground.” The Gossamer circled around her having her change the way she was standing. It was very strange but it kind of made sense and it definitely felt different when she clawed the air. Soon One-Eye-Green was doing all kinds of stances and moves and claws and before she even knew it the grey was darker, and it was time to go. 

“Thank you, Grandmaster Monat,” she said, having to concentrate very hard on the last two words because they were so unfamiliar. 

“You’re welcome, One-Eye-Green,” he said. “That’s the first time I’ve ever instructed a monster. We’ll have to see if you formed any Skills from that.” 

“Monsters don’t get Skills,” she said sadly. If One-Eye-Green could have Skills she wouldn’t be there! Though she kind of liked it there so maybe it wasn’t all bad. Learning things that way was interesting, and a lot different from learning through Sharing. 

“I didn’t know that,” Monat said, surprised. “I’ll have to keep that in mind for next time.” 

The rainbow thing brought them back down and One-Eye-Green was not certain she liked it, but there didn’t seem to be any other way to get up on top of the building. From there they walked more, only this time it was to get One-Eye-Green’s clothing and sandals. It was more dark blues and greens and greys and there was leather stuff she could put on over it and it was a little heavy but felt comfortable and she liked it. It was pretty. 

“Thank you, wrinkly Annit,” One-Eye-Green said and Shayma put her hand over her eyes while Keri and the wrinkly Annit laughed before Annit dragged her back outside. 

“Let’s stop by Taelah’s before we go home,” Shayma said. 

“You all haven’t really met her properly and The Village makes  really good food.” 

“I won’t say no to that,” Keri said, still giggling. Shayma held up a hand and after a moment things changed again and the

sky wasn’t dropping water on them anymore but there was wavy green light that was very pretty and made her think of some of the stranger caves in the Underneath. 

“Oh!” Annit said. “An aurora!” 

“That’s been happening on and off since Blue put in the big Climates with stellar mana in them,” Shayma said. “Oh, hello Taelah.” One-Eye-Green blinked, looking down at the other Gossamers she could feel around them. Some of them were very small but one of them was about Shayma’s size. 

“Oh, is that your monster friend?” Taelah asked. “She looks very professional.” 

“Yep! And this is Annit and Keri.” Shayma introduced everyone while one of the little Gossamers wandered up to her. 

“You’re tall,” he said. 

“You’re short,” she said. 

“Nuh-uh.” He denied. She measured his height with her claws. 

“Yes you are,” she insisted. 

“Are not.” 

“Are so.” 

“Well, they’re getting along well,” Taelah said. 

Day 175 - Blue

Of all visitors, I was not expecting a monstrosity to swim up to the Meil canal. 

I’d heard people talk about the Leviathans and I’d seen a sort of sea-serpent type from a distance, but I wasn’t really prepared for the horror-look or the sheer size of this guy. His basic frame was a blunt wedge with a dozen cuttlefish-eyes a few meters across on either side and a shark’s mouth. Fine, prehensile-looking whiskers jutted from the space between the eyes and the teeth, flattened against the body for ease of movement in the water. Then there were the enormous tentacles that trailed off the rear, giving him three or four extra bodylengths, and when the body was something like five hundred meters to begin with that was a lot of length. When I looked at him though, the overlay gave me a status. 

 Uilei-nktik

 Level 178 [Wayfarer of the Abyssal Temple]

 Race: Uphari-Blood Leviathan

 Health: 22,700/22,700

 Stamina: 31,400/31,800

 Mana: 12,078/12,200

 Depletion: 101/714

So clearly not a monster. 

Despite that, when he entered the canal it felt like my mind was twisting because he fit without any change at all. It had to be some sort of Spatial skill, especially since he seemed to take up the whole canal without displacing much water at all, just an ominous ripple as he passed by under the few ships that had voyaged out from Meil. 

This seemed to be an all-hands-on -deck sort of scenario. Sure, I had just blown up two mage-kings and hadn’t been overly threatened by the others until they deployed corekiller stuff, 

but I knew that anything over level 100 was scary, and this Leviathan was into the equivalent of tier eight. Assuming Leviathans worked that way. Then there was that Class. 

[Wayfarer of the Abyssal Temple] didn’t sound like the kind of Class that got someone into ranks higher than Emperors. Not only was it the first actually religious anything I’d seen, despite frequent references to gods, but it had nothing to make me think that combat was involved anywhere. That was  so suspicious that either my intuition or [Blue’s Sagacity] set off all the alarm bells ever, and I was still a couple hours away from my next [Contained Star]. 

That said, he was being polite. Obviously he couldn’t know that I, and for that matter Iniri, instantly recognized when he arrived in Tarnil, so the fact that he kept himself unremarkable and didn’t scare any of the fishermen or sailors was a mark in his favor. I was pretty sure a hilariously powerful and bogglingly immense Leviathan could do a lot of damage if he actually wanted to, even with all the tricks I had at my disposal. Instead he was just swimming up the canal with casual flicks of the giant tentacles. Or arms, or whatever, I didn’t want to presume the anatomy of something that looked like a mashup of a shark, a cuttlefish, and a squid. 

 “Soooo, we’ve got a massive Leviathan swimming in toward Meil,”  I told Shayma.  “You might need to go back up Iniri. 

 Oh! How about you take One-Eye-Green, too. I’m not sure how Leviathans speak so she could be a useful bridge.”  While I wouldn’t have sent an emissary that couldn’t speak with the locals, or at least had interpreter like the Chiuxatli, it wasn’t a good idea to presume that same logic on the part of a totally alien being. Uilei-nktik might be a poet or he might only be able to communicate in hypercompressed subsonic bursts. 

“On my way,” Shayma said, putting down her forging hammer and making a beeline for the teleporter. 

 “Not to step on any toes, but if you could ask the Scalemind if they know anything about Leviathans? This one in particular, too, named Uilei-nktik and he’s a level one hundred seventy-eight [Wayfarer of the Abyssal Temple].”  Just saying it out loud drove home how ridiculous that was. 

“Uhh. That’s a big number.” 

 “Not as big as Ansae’s, I bet, and you get along just fine with her.”  Shayma nodded thoughtfully, but I didn’t think she was convinced. I wasn’t either, but we had to get someone who didn’t want to attack us eventually. 

“Blue, what is swimming toward Meil?” Iniri asked, interrupting the meeting she was in. 

 “Uhh, big, big Leviathan.”  I was a little surprised that she didn’t know more from [Queen’s Insight], but maybe Uilei-nktik was a little hard on the senses. Iniri didn’t actually panic, but I could tell that she was more worried than she looked behind the thoughtful frown. Worried enough that she cut the meeting short and signaled for Cheya. 

I really should have noticed the Leviathan before he hit the canal but being the size of Tarnil had some disadvantages, like being unable to focus on everything at once. I hadn’t yet restored the Spatial compression of the canal so at least we had time, though he was moving surprisingly quickly. Like many large things, the sheer size made the speed deceptive, because by my rough calculations he was managing nearly a hundred kilometers per hour. Without splashing all the water out of the canal. 

 “Talk to me, Iniri, ” I said, able to only infer so much from her mood. 

“Tarnil hasn’t anything much to do with the Leviathans since the Waste was created,” she confessed. “Of the countries that do, most send someone out to them. I don’t know how they set that up, though.” 

Shayma appeared with One-Eye-Green in tow. Iniri only gave the monster a glance, but Cheya and the Scalemind immediately entered a staring contest. That didn’t surprise me for some reason, though maybe I should have given it a bit more thought before I invited a kid along without any preamble. 

“One-Eye-Green says that the Scalemind don’t really know any Leviathans,” Shayma reported. “How soon until it gets

here?” 

 “He’ll be there in an hour probably?” 

“He?” Iniri questioned. 

 “Yeah, I dunno. Seems right.”  Maybe [Blue’s Sagacity], because I sure didn’t know how to tell male horrors from female ones. 

“We should at least have a water-friendly receiving area,” 

Cheya said. “If that can be done in an hour.” 

 “Oh, easily,”  I said, letting Shayma and Iniri fill Cheya in. 

 “You know, instead of having him scare all the people in Meil I could probably put in a cave someplace underwater. Meil and the Palace are just on big stone plateaus and they’re completely solid. I’ll hollow a bit out.” 

“That’s not a bad idea,” Cheya approved once Iniri relayed it, so I got to it right away. While it seemed like Uilei-nktik could deal with tighter spaces I figured I might as well make it big, so I went about converting the area under Meil and the Palace into an enormous moon pool. 

While the crater was pretty deep to begin with, I sunk the bottom even further so I could put the entrance far below the surface while still having a good amount of clearance from the lakebed. I wasn’t sure about Leviathan housing, or whether we’d even want it, but if we did I’d probably build it down from the lake bottom. 

Making the moon pool itself wasn’t very difficult. I just merged the Palace and Meil’s supports and opened up a big cavern in the middle, cheating with a bit of Expansion. Then I punched a tunnel out through the bottom, running it to the exterior of the stone plateau, facing the canal. That was the basic structure, but it needed to be nice and it needed to be obvious, so I polished up all the stone involved and asked Iniri for some light-metal. Or rather, [Sunmetal], since it’d gotten its own official name after her fourth-tier evolution. 

She chunked down my mana pool as she bulk-conjured the stuff, and I fixed it in place at the moon pool. A good amount went around the underwater entrance, framing the tunnel in

blue and silver light, though the interior got normal dungeon light. I used more of the metal to illuminate the moon pool chamber itself, framing the lip where I was hoping a surfacer could speak to a water-dweller. The remainder just got dotted around the chamber walls, both above and below the waterline, making sure there weren’t any patches of darkness. 

Finally, on consideration, I added some plant life. Blue chrystheniums all about, plus some stuff from my more watery Climates for color, and deepwater types at the bottom of the moon pool, in case the Leviathan preferred high-pressure environments. I assumed that anything that lived on the ocean floor was fine with it, and magic probably helped with decompression issues, but hell if I knew what was actually expected from a Leviathan. 

I could have run a physical stairway from the Palace down to the moon pool since it was magic shenanigans keeping the cavern dry rather than pressure, but that would have been quite a trek so I just put in more teleports. It was a bit of a cheat, but if Leviathan visits turned out to be a permanent thing, I would get someone with better architectural chops than me to figure out the best way to connect and decorate everything. All of that took maybe twenty minutes, which left plenty of time for Iniri and Cheya and Shayma to confer with each other and for One-Eye-Green to get bored of staring at Cheya and wander off into the nearby courtyard gardens. She got a few weird looks from nobles and Classers but that was all, which I attributed to the clothes. That, and the Chiuxatli, who probably made non-human-kin types less startling. 

 “All done!” 

“Let’s go see it, since my schedule is already gone for today.” 

Iniri made a wry face. “Maybe someday I’ll actually get to keep to a schedule instead of having to deal with emergencies every other hour.” Shayma laughed at that, and gathered up One-Eye-Green from where she was staring at a purple orchid. 

I wasn’t sure exactly when Shayma had transferred the telepathy circlet from herself to One-Eye-Green, but it seemed to work well enough, keeping the Scalemind from speaking into the minds of everyone she saw. 

Iniri was the one who grabbed the teleport Field and shifted everyone down into the receiving area, which I’d at least had the courtesy to populate with tables and chairs. For the most part I didn’t bother making furniture anymore, even though I could make it less rigidly uniform with [Customization], but I didn’t want to steal from any of the rooms in the Palace. The women and two male Queensguard looked it over, probably inured to my ability to conjure up new rooms. 

“Takil, go get one of our spare heraldry banners,” Iniri said to one of her guards, and I felt like an idiot because obviously it needed that much decoration. Before she could send a Queensguard on an unnecessary errand I formed a Tarnil sigil on the four walls of the moon pool chamber using some extra

[Sunmetal], and Iniri smiled. “Thank you, Blue,” she said. “I think we’re ready.” 

I kept an eye on Uilei-nktik as he swam up the canal, but he seemed focused on heading toward Meil and didn’t bother anyone or anything on the way. Though it wasn’t like the rearranged geography was a secret I did have to wonder how the Leviathan had found out there was a canal, and where said canal was. It seemed like everyone who decided to visit was familiar with Tarnil’s features. Then I realized I was being dumb, and divination was actually a thing. 

 “Do people usually do divinations on foreign countries to find out where they’re going?”  I asked to the audience at large, but it was Cheya who answered as Shayma repeated it out of habit. 

“There are cartographers’ guilds who regularly scry out the landscape and update the maps,” she told me. “I understand it’s more difficult to get detail in Tarnil now than it was before, but any large changes will still be found out easily enough. 

Leviathans probably have something similar, that’s why we have someone coming to the canal rather than the coastal cities.” 

 “Right.”  It was easy to forget that magic enabled some things that I really didn’t expect in a low-tech society, like underwater Leviathans having the equivalent of satellite imagery. The Leviathan in question reached the lake itself

soon enough and bioluminescence flashed along the sides of his immense bulk, which made me reassess exactly how much cuttlefish was in the mix of his biology. I was pretty sure we’d managed to surprise him with the lit tunnel underneath Meil, which I hoped was a good thing. 

Uilei-nktik flowed down into the lakebed, which involved more weirdness with relative size. His full bulk could actually fit in the lake, but not without displacing a bunch of water —

something that obviously didn’t happen. I’d made the passage wide enough for him, but he didn’t enter it right away, extending those whiskers to trace over Iniri’s [Sunmetal] first. 

Which of course was now a  stellar material, and anyone with sensitivity to Affinities would notice it. The change had been retroactive too, affecting all of Iniri’s conjurations, so it wasn’t like it was even slightly secret. 

He finished his inspection and slid into the passageway, somehow having plenty of room despite the fact that it wasn’t that much larger than him. It was a pretty neat trick; maybe not quite as useful as shapeshifting but at least it meant that not everything had to be built to the scale of a kilometer-plus beastie. I had a lot of room so I actually  could, especially with Spatial expansion, but even Ansae’s scale of architecture would be cramped for Uilei-nktik. 

 “He’s almost there,”  I told the welcoming committee, though Iniri already knew that. Mostly it was to give Shayma and One-Eye-Green time to prepare, because I didn’t think they had any idea how weird-looking the Leviathan was. Though considering One-Eye-Green’s siblings, she might not be much bothered by that kind of thing. 

Uilei-nktik’s eyes rolled around independently as he swam into the moon pool chamber, looking about the foliage I’d planted before finally breaching the surface. Despite my warning they weren’t prepared for the actual appearance of the Leviathan, and everyone but Cheya flinched as the massive head rose partway out of the water and many, many eyes fixed on the welcoming committee. Despite that, Iniri’s actual expression remained serene and recovered almost instantly. I

had to admire her reserve, though [Queen’s Insight] might have helped prepare her for what was coming. 

“This is interesting,” he said politely, though I was pretty sure what he meant was that the chamber was barely adequate to his standards. I had been expecting, if he had a voice at all, something deep and echoing, but it was actually a pleasant tenor. Obviously, it was produced by magic. It came from the Leviathan’s direction but not from any particular spot, giving it a strange and ethereal quality. “Were you expecting me?” 

“Only for the past hour,” Iniri said, and I could tell that Uilei-nktik caught all the implications of that by the movement of his eyes. Not that I was conversant with Leviathan body language, but he had a lot of really big eyes, so they were pretty good at emoting. “I am Queen Iniri of Tarnil,” she added, head held high. “We haven’t had any dealings with Leviathans of late, so am I right in assuming you are an official envoy?” 

“I am indeed. Wayfarer Uilei-nktik, emissary for the Uphari Sovereignty.” He gestured grandly with the whiskers, keeping at least one eye on each of the people standing next to the water. “I realize that we haven’t had any agreements with Tarnil for some time, so I am pleasantly surprised by the effort you’ve put forth to host me. Alas, the reason I am here is less pleasant. There was what appeared to be an attack on our territory from yours, using the same unique Affinity that I see in evidence here.” 

 “Oh, crap. That’s my fault. I kind of fumbled the second

 [Starlance].   It blew right through the fortress and hit the sea. ” 

I really should have thought of that, but I hadn’t much considered the sea anyone else’s kingdom. It was, and it belonged to some real scary types.  “It’s not Iniri’s fault.” 

“That was not an act of Tarnil’s,” Shayma said, doing an admirable job of looking calm. “That was a weapon deployed against the mage-kings by the dungeon Power, Blue. It was so powerful it cut through its intended target and unintentionally hit the ocean.” 

“I am not familiar with that Power,” Uilei-nktik said, drawing back a few meters. “We observed that The Silver Woe was here and thought she might be connected…?” 

 “Not with the [Starlance]. Umm, I think you’ll have to go official. I’ll want to tender my apologies for the accidental impactor. Was anyone hurt?” 

“I am Shayma Ell, Blue’s representative.” Shayma said. “Blue extends his greetings and his apologies for the incidental strike by the [Starlance]. He further enquires as to whether anyone was harmed by it.” 

“There were minor injuries and property damage from the pressure shock,” Uilei-nktik said slowly, obviously not expecting the tack Shayma and I had taken. “Mostly measured in the deaths of fish shoals near the site.” 

 “Well, that was certainly not intended, and hopefully I can smooth things over and aid in the recovery. Do you have any preferred Affinities?”  I actually did feel pretty bad. Not about the fish, but for basically dropping a nuke over an inhabited area without warning. Sure, the damage was minor but that was just good fortune. The Leviathan didn’t reply immediately, and while he was obviously thinking he was also eyeing One-Eye-Green. 

“Good of you to bring a telepath to confirm what you’re saying,” Uilei-nktik said after Shayma relayed that, which of course was not at all what I had intended to do. I realized suddenly that he’d probably been chatting with One-Eye-Green the entire time and none of us had known. That was probably okay this time, since it wasn’t like we were trying to hide anything and One-Eye-Green probably had gotten multiple perspectives from Shayma’s group she could show him, but it was something to be careful of in the future. There was a reason nobody used children as diplomatic representatives. 

“We have sufficient Affinity material for repairing what needs to be fixed, but we wouldn’t turn down a token of the surface world,” he continued. “In truth, I am relieved that this was an unfortunate accident and we aren’t facing any actual

aggression. Though I am surprised. I came here expecting to find Tarnil and The Silver Woe. I mean no offense, but I haven’t heard of Blue before now. Is there some way I can meet him?” Shayma and Iniri glanced at each other, and Iniri gestured for Shayma to go ahead. 

“Tarnil is a protectorate under Blue for now, because Blue  is Tarnil. I mentioned he was a dungeon; the entirety of the country is his territory. He is watching and listening right now, though only a select few people are capable of hearing him.” 

Shayma explained, and I watched his eyes roll around as he took another look at the chamber. 

 “You might as well tell him that Ansae is around, but has asked for privacy. Maybe don’t tell him that she’s asleep. We’ll tell her that he’s there when she does wake up, though.”  I was going to have to do more work to make Leviathan-friendly audience chambers, too. While Shayma explained Ansae’s unavailability, I whipped up an apology package. 

I had no idea which Affinities in particular would be considered “surface” Affinities, but I bet they probably didn’t have wind, storm, light, or fire. One of each, with an explanation of what Primal Sources were, would probably be enough. Then, on consideration, a tiny orb of a stellar Source. 

I knew none of them could use it yet, thanks to my governing core, but it was the thought that counted. 

I shaped the Sources into spheres and plucked them from their respective flowers, putting them inside a simple wooden box that was shaped exactly to the Source gems. I almost left it there, but then I remembered that Uilei-nktik didn’t have hands, so I added a steel ring sized to one of those whiskers and then put the whole thing together inside the Assembler. 

All of that took no more time than the three or four sentences out of Shayma’s mouth, so I had it ready by the time Uilei-nktik started speaking again. 

“It’s a shame,” he said. “I once saw The Silver Woe at a great distance when I was but a squidling, lo these eight hundred years ago, and I’ve been following the flavor of that day ever since. Though it seems the situation here is more complicated than expected, so I may have to stay a while to treat with both

Blue and Tarnil. Perhaps she will deign to see me during that time.” 

“Tarnil would be delighted to normalize relations with our local Leviathans,” Iniri said. “For most things, Tarnil’s interests run congruent with Blue’s, but for things only Blue can provide, Shayma is the one who will handle it.” 

 “Speaking of, I’ve got the apology gift, Shayma.”  She stretched out her hand and I pushed the box through.  “I’m honestly not sure what the Leviathans might want from me but I’m willing to talk. Maybe spruce up an area for him to stay, though I have no idea what Leviathan housing looks like.” 

“Blue is willing to discuss whatever you like, though he’ll need more information about Leviathans if you want a reasonable place to stay. He wouldn’t want to be rude.” She held out the box, the carry-ring jutting from the side. “In the service of which, Blue offers you a set of Primal Sources. 

They will bind to whoever uses them, but they are significantly better than regular Sources.” 

“A princely gift,” Uilei-nktik said, reaching out a whisker to take it. “Though I find myself at a loss; is it Tarnil or Blue that is hosting me? A Wayfarer has certain obligations to their host.” 

“I have Bargained with Blue for Tarnil’s benefit, so at the moment he  is Tarnil. The major difference is who handles which sort of business,” Iniri explained. “Tarnil handles normal politics and trade, while Blue deals with things of a more esoteric nature. That said, since you came here to find the culpable party, I expect it is more appropriate for Blue to host you.” 

“Ah, Bargains,” Uilei-nktik said. “Say no more. I suppose that erases any doubt that Blue is indeed a Power, though a dungeon one is new.’

“Oh, believe me, we’ve been there,” Iniri said dryly. “We’ve had some trouble because people don’t believe Blue is what he is. I’m glad we don’t have to worry about the Leviathans atop all that.” 

“I admit I might not be so accommodating under other circumstances. We take attacks upon our territory quite seriously, but I’m satisfied by the explanation you’ve given.” 

The big eyes all rolled in their sockets. “It helps that you can cast the blame on the mage-kings. They’ve been a nuisance for centuries.” 

 “Oh boy. You know I’m actually curious what’s going on over there, though from what I’ve seen we’re not going to see any action from them for a while.” 

“Blue is curious about the mage-kings, actually. We’re at war with them, yet we don’t really know much about them,” 

Shayma said. “Could you fill us in while he makes a room for you?” 

“Certainly,” Uilei-nktik replied. “Though we don’t have any significant relations with them ourselves. They’ve been around for slightly under eight hundred years, though people have been living in the archipelago for longer than that. I’m not sure how someone got ahold of a dungeon core, but less than twenty years after the first one appeared, they were all around the depletion rift there.” 

“Where did the depletion rift come from? What  is it?” Shayma asked, not needing any prompting from me. 

“That, we don’t know. It’s been there for thousands of years, but nobody cared besides the people that actually lived there. 

Maybe a hundred years before the first mage-kings, people noticed it was expanding, blighting the land around it. That’s when we left those waters and never went back.” 

 “Yeah, okay, I bet that’s the same as the Blight that the Scalemind were fleeing. Could you ask One-Eye-Green to verify that?”  Maybe it wasn’t all that important where it came from originally, because it was clear that the depletion rift and its associated effects were having a deleterious effect on the world. Depletion itself, blighting the land, and destroying the power of wind Affinity. Uilei-nktik agreed that the Blight that One-Eye-Green remembered and what he’d seen near the mage-kings was the same, but unfortunately didn’t have any

insights beyond that. He didn’t even know what the rift looked like. 

While he was talking, I made an Expanded area underneath the moon pool, and a big one. Regardless of his ability to fit into smaller spaces I wanted it to be big enough for an actual Leviathan-sized suite. If other countries had relationships with Leviathans, Tarnil could too, and that meant proper facilities. 

 “Let’s start with water preference: salt or fresh?”  I asked. 

 “Do you need a bunch of fish or do you mostly eat mana? 

 Also, I know the mage-kings have a Council, do you have any idea what’s going on there?” 

As it turned out, Leviathans preferred freshwater when visiting because foreign saltwater didn’t taste quite right. He alternated between discussing preferences and talking about the mage-kings, which I kind of paid attention to. Nobody seemed to like them, but that didn’t mean they completely lacked allies. 

For all I knew, they could have a Power of their own and that’s where the dungeon cores had come from initially. Or they had something even scarier than corekiller up their sleeves, but it’d take a full Council to authorize it. Vok Lim and his allies certainly hadn’t fully represented their government, to judge by Tor Kot’s comments. 

Unfortunately, the Leviathans only knew the general strokes. 

The Council was a sort of oligarchic committee that mostly kept power because they were in charge of handing out new cores. Aside from the blighting that rendered the waters uninhabitable, most of the archipelago was at least partly floating, the result of a massive concentration of wind Affinity. 

I worked on pulling a bunch of fish from the coastal waters into a separate larder-pond for the Leviathan while Cheya questioned Uilei-nktik about their trade, partly because Tarnil was a dungeon-fueled nation too and maybe they could learn from the mage-kings. They were fairly isolationist — they didn’t need imports, since dungeons could make almost everything. Nor did they export, since nobody wanted to deal with depletion, and diplomacy had the same issue, especially since they tended to use monsters as representatives. So that wasn’t helpful, but Cheya took copious notes anyway. 

I wasn’t sure that sort of intelligence was all that useful, but it did paint the picture of a nation that wouldn’t worry too much about what others thought of them. Not to mention it was effectively immune to invasion because of depletion issues, though it wasn’t like the inhabitants of the land were much better off. Frankly it seemed everyone was lucky the mage-kings hadn’t started expanding earlier. 

I was actually more focused on building Uilei-nktik’s suite, since it turned out Leviathans liked things built in a vertical spiral or joined multiples of the same. I made his suite on a triple-helix of rooms, with current flowing downward, but they were pretty sparse for the moment. He  did promise to get me a sample of the coral that Leviathans used, which I was looking forward to. Despite his look, he was probably the most polite and well-spoken visitor that either Iniri or I had ever gotten. 

Of course, he was on his best behavior. I had no idea what Skills or talents Uilei-nktik had, but he could probably wreck Meil with just physical force alone. His tentacles were a kilometer or more of solid muscle, and something like fifty meters across where they joined the main trunk. Plus, I’d caught a subsonic rumble or two that made me think he’d shatter all the glass in the Palace if he raised his voice. Indeed, I could well imagine how badly things might have gone if Uilei-nktik had come out of the water by the city and been attacked. 

“We don’t have much of a navy yet, but when we do start sending out trading vessels, how do we get agreements from you?” Iniri asked at length. “Although I don’t suppose we’ll be sending anyone through the ocean east of here.” 

“That won’t matter,” Uilei-nktik assured her. “Wayfarers like myself keep our various groups connected and ensure that Surfacer agreements are maintained despite whatever power struggles may occur in the abyss.” 

“On that note, House Anell.” Iniri looked grim. “I know they trade with you quite a lot, but they’ve demonstrated themselves to be an enemy of Tarnil. We don’t want to have any issues with the Leviathans, but we have to punish Anell.” 

“In theory, Surfacer politics are no concern of ours,” Uilei-nktik said, then chuckled. It was with his real voice, something that made the surface of the moon pool dance. “In practice, I suspect I shall be forced to beat some heads if such a war threatens the income of surfacer goods.” 

“We can’t come anywhere near to replacing the volume of Anell’s trade,” Iniri mused. “But pragmatically, if we provide some of the replacement goods, we won’t have to worry so much about a disgruntled Leviathan eating one of our ships?” 

“Ships  are delicious,” he said, though I was  pretty sure he was joking. “But we can be persuaded to leave them be. Just these Sources that Blue provided would be a good start, depending on how many you can supply.” 

“Blue?” Iniri asked. 

 “I’m willing to trade Sources, but I want to keep them restricted mostly to people I know won’t use them against us. I will have other stuff, but not in huge volumes. Though I’m pretty sure I’m the only one that can provide any stellar Affinity stuff at all — aside from Iniri’s [Sunmetal], which probably is a great trade good now that I think of it.” 

“You mean the new magic I sensed?” All of his eyes fixed on Shayma as she spoke. “Where did you come by a new Affinity?” 

 “Haha. Now that’s a story. Actually, hang on, I think I’m about ready to make a new Star.”  I had been feeding Anvils as they became available, and a brief check showed that I had enough materials to ignite another one. Due to repossessing the Whacker, I even had extra Firmament for once, enough that I made a mental note to readjust the ratios of the materials I was running through my anvils. 

“On the subject of that new Affinity,” Shayma said. “It is called stellar Affinity, and Blue can actually create Origin Relics for it. If you wait a few moments, Blue is about to create another one.” That got a subsonic thrum from the Leviathan, either curiosity or surprise. 

For whatever reason my ignition setup was still manual, rather than turning into some Dungeon apparatus. I didn’t know if that was due to complexity, or because what I was doing was outside the scope of how Dungeons were set up. Or there was just some logic that I didn’t understand. 

Once again, the massive blast of a star being born rippled outward from the mountaintop. This time the pseudo-night-sky lasted even longer, and I figured that the area was being inundated with so much mana it was getting some stellar attributes. I didn’t know if that was because [Contained Stars]

didn’t have that same purity that my dungeon mana did, or it was just the sheer overload, or what, but it was a live demonstration of how mana could change reality. 

While I enjoyed the spectacle, Uilei-nktik did not. At all. He couldn’t see it directly, obviously, but the flash was bright enough to be obvious to even normal mana-sight, and the Leviathan clearly had very keen esoteric senses. He dived down into the water, letting off a subsonic vocalization that actually set Meil’s lake to dancing, even attenuated through the passageway as it was. It was a good thing it  wasn’t audible, since as it was it came off like a small earthquake. 

“What isss wrong?” Although everyone looked at each other in confusion, only One-Eye-Green thought to actually say it out loud. 

 “I think it’s just—”  I started, before Uilei-nktik resurfaced. 

“Apologies,” he said, almost sheepishly. “I was not expecting something of that magnitude. No wonder you keep the company of The Silver Woe.” 

Well. Now I knew how to terrify Leviathans. 

Day 176 - Blue

I hadn’t been expecting to have a visitor for Ansae so quickly, even after she had warned me they’d be coming. Uilei-nktik wasn’t likely to be the last one, either, but so far he was the only strange high-level person meandering into my territory. I was really going to have to set up some way to make sure those types came to me rather than bothering Iniri – starting with an actual portal at the Palace. 

After some consideration and a brief discussion with Iniri, I didn’t actually put it on the Palace proper. Instead I raised up another island off to the side of both Meil and the Palace, making it tall and narrow and winding a staircase up the outside to a portal perched on the top. That looked sufficiently mystical to me, and clearly set apart from the seat of government, and without any easy way of landing it’d keep out the riffraff. I could have put it inside Shayma’s tower, but I felt that was more for when Shayma came down from on high to deal with something on Iniri’s plate. Not that she would, but that was the kind of appearance I wanted to present to whomever was pestering Iniri. 

I’d probably have to end up teleporting Uilei-nktik directly, though. Not only did I not want to put him near Ansae’s tower without asking, portals were a little bit iffy in water, especially the size I’d need to accommodate a Leviathan. He seemed happy enough with his quarters for the moment, though, and he’d spent some time talking to Iniri about how to set up deals with the local polity. 

He wasn’t sure what to do about deals with me, specifically, which was fine because I didn’t know what to do about deals with him. Aside from the coral, anyway. It did make me realize that I needed to get out of war mode and start thinking about fiddling with all my resources again. After checking over the floating islands I realized that, first, I had no way to make bulk magical materials like the floatstone, and second, I

had never even  thought of trying to magic up gems the way I had stone and metals and so on. 

With all the panicking over various things I’d gotten out of the habit of trying to improve my basic stock of stuff. It was far too easy to be distracted by the shiny products the Anvils made and forget there was a value in being able to produce huge amounts of things. Quantity was a quality all of its own, as the floating fortresses showed, and I’d practically forgotten about my attempt to make some sort of automated material processer. The pressure-tube was just as I had left it, and all the stuff piled up at the bottom had actually ended up transmuted. I couldn’t tell how much of that was due to just steeping in mana and how much of that was due to the crystallizes local resources ability of my chrystheniums. 

 [Crystallized Tayantan Wood]: Conducts mana and is tough as crystal, while retaining the flexibility of wood. 

 [Condensed Weightstone]: Extremely tough stone, with density and weight varying with mana flux. 

 [Dense Thaumsteel]: Much tougher than normal steel, and far more responsive to mana and magical shaping. 

 [Obdurate Copper]: Harder than normal copper. Resists foreign Skill intrusion. 

The influence of the latter was obvious in [Crystallized Tayantan Wood], which seemed more gemlike than woodlike, but less so in [Condensed Weightstone]. Since it was converted from Stonesteel it was considerably cheaper than Adamant Stone. Thaumsteel and Obdurate Copper seemed unexciting, but they  were better than the base material and didn’t require Anvil time to make. I did notice that I wasn’t getting a huge range of effects, but I just had pure mana to work with. The intent magic meant that I wouldn’t be  able to get cool things with more than basic effects. 

I did get a nice surprise when I pulled out all the resources to look them over. The whole pressure tube idea actually got turned into a dungeon feature, which was nice after the starforge setup refused to. 

 [Pressurized Mana Refinery] – Converts up to 100 units of material per day. 

It was a twenty-meter-deep, one-meter-wide tube of Adamant Stone, with a little bit of gold and alchemical diamond and alchemical purifying gems. That was a  lot smaller than my expanded-kilometer prototype, which was nice because coming up with enough Adamant Stone for something that big would have been irritating. It was obvious  why it was smaller though, at least in one respect: it took a drop of [Abyssal Water] to make. 

Beyond that, it was  automated.  Instead of having to load stuff in manually, I could set it to convert anything in my storage. 

That meant if I wanted to convert wood I needed to do some prep work, but for stone or steel or the like I could just have it run. 

It was nice that my recipes were starting to incorporate Anvil materials. They were just so powerful that I knew they could improve the efficacy of my extant features, provided I could figure out where to work them in. I diverted some of my Anvils to [Abyssal Water] production for a bit so I could set up a bunch of the Refineries, something I could actually afford to do since I had multiple Anvils instead of just the one. 

The [Aercrys] made me consider quartz, because frankly quartz was  barely a gemstone and it seemed like something I ought to be able to make. If I could make quartz, I ought to be able to make all the ancillary versions of quartz. I was sure amethyst and citrine and jasper and the like all had different magical leanings, even if they weren’t strong ones. Between my refinery and my Anvils, I could turn even moderately useful magic effects into powerful ones, but the scale of the floating fortress brought me back to bulk production. 

At the very least rock and lava was something I had huge amounts of. I  should have seen some quartz form naturally already, at least in very small amounts, but I hadn’t. It was almost certainly because of mana mediating what happened when lava cooled, which overwrote things like crystallization or separation. It was concentration of earth mana that made crystals form, in the earth. Or maybe not just earth mana — I

could well believe that geodes had wind Affinity mana mixed in, to make the hollow space. 

If I had the ability to push intent into my mana, I probably could have turned the whole mountain into quartz. I certainly had enough of it, and enough granite to transform. Without that ability, I needed to use a dungeon mechanic to try and transform stuff — even if my mana didn’t carry intent, the dungeon system seemed to get a good dose of it. At this point I didn’t even begrudge my separation from actual mana, considering the sheer scope of things I’d affect by accident. 

While I waited for Ansae to wake up, I thought I’d go back to my roots for a bit and try to expand my base of useful tools. Or useful materials, as the case might be. In theory I ought to be able to do even more now, what with new Affinities and Fields and Climates and all that. Or even my brand-new Refinery. 

Since I thought of it, I decided to set the Refinery to convert lava and connected it to an earth Affinity crystal, [Mana Geometries] ensuring that it  only used earth mana to process what was inside. Even if I couldn’t personally influence intent, the different Affinities were different for a reason and earth Affinity would have to give me more Earth based outcomes. 

Combined with it being my dungeon feature I hoped that I could actually get quartz or another such crystal out of it. 

Another thing I hadn’t tried in a while was crunching. I had a lot more mana and a lot more levels now, so while I was fiddling with things, I figured I might as well see what brute force would get me. Not that I had any objections to Adamant Stone and Cultivated Steel, but some extra fodder for Shayma wouldn’t go amiss. Obviously, it still wouldn’t work on things like tayantan wood, because when something broke under brute force more brute force didn’t help, but it wasn’t like I lacked other materials. 

I had been expecting another step in hardness and toughness, but such was not the case. Instead what I got when I tried to upgrade my Adamant Stone and Cultivated Steel was a step sideways. If I was reading it correctly, it was some kind of universally useful chimeric stuff. 

 [Mana Stone]: Alters properties based on Affinity of contacting mana. 

 [Mana Iron]: Alters properties based on Affinity of contacting mana. 

The total costs of [Mana Stone] and [Mana Iron] were steep. 

Not as bad as Anvil’d materials, but it was actually getting to the same ballpark on a mana-per-unit basis even if I could make the stuff faster and more directly than my supermaterials. It wasn’t like the mana costs were any problem, so I was mostly limited by the amounts of raw material on hand. I made a few dozen units of each, and while I was at it, I went ahead and did the same process on copper, gold, and magicite, since anything worth doing was worth doing properly. 

 [Thermastis Cuprite]: Transmits heat almost instantly. 

 [Thaumstop Gold]: Very strongly insulated against mana flux. 

 [Energetic Manacrystal]: Holds large amounts of raw mana in matrix. 

All of that seemed like the stuff an artificer would use in something like, say, the Adamant Fortress. I wasn’t sure if I had a use for it myself, at least not right away, but I added what I’d made to Shayma’s Smithery. She was getting pretty good at making stuff, and I really needed to put these new materials to work. There was only so much I could do personally, but Shayma and Taelah had crafting talents and at some point they’d probably need to buy labor from places like Meil and Wildwood for really esoteric stuff. 

To some extent I could just pay for anything I wanted, like when I’d given Shayma a bunch of Sources, since it wasn’t like I wasn’t flush with resources. But both of them liked the work they did and there was really no better way to advertise than to have them put Blue-sourced products into the actual market. Not to mention The Village could always use more tools. 

 “Hey Shayma, I have some new stuff for you to work with.” 

“Ooh? That sounds promising.” She was out with her group, so I didn’t want to distract her too badly, not while she following some Scalemind down through the Underneath. 

 “Yeah, it’s probably time to start doing more with what you’ve made than just piling it up. I’ll let you and Taelah figure out the details, but considering I’m not anything near a secret anymore I should probably start showing you two off.” 

“I’m not sure I like the way that’s phrased,” Shayma grinned, ducking her head under a stalactite. The floor underneath it was notably smooth, with whatever stalagmite companion it might have had completely missing. There were quite a few signs of habitation in the winding passages underneath the Scalemind’s basement, though it wasn’t quite clear if they were all from the Scalemind’s parties or some other civilization I hadn’t found yet. Apparently in some places underground the earth magic was so strong things like stalactites could grow back overnight. 

 “Aw, I’m sure you’ll enjoy making people’s eyes pop.”  For the most part Iniri and the people of the Village were used to some of the ridiculousness that came from myself and Shayma and Taelah from time to time. If we were to have visitors, we’d have a new audience to astound. Though maybe a tougher one, if they were going to be Leviathans and other heavy hitters. 

“Only your eyes,” she said with a grin, and I laughed. 

Since she was busy, I had to find other stuff to do. Like playing around with my Phantasmal Realm field. It’d been ages since I’d dealt with it last, mostly because the last time I fiddled with it I almost killed myself, but I was feeling a little smarter now and I had a slightly better idea what was going on with it. Not only did I finally have a reasonable description out of my Power block, but I had been able to see it work through Shayma and Iniri and Taelah. Plus, that magic-dead gold from the plug was interesting enough that I’d kind of like to repeat the effect, if not the process. 

I put up the Field in the middle of one of my Climates and studied it. It was still pretty damn weird, since it sort of had an inside and an outside over the whole volume it existed. 

Effectively, it added a new dimension on top of reality, a weird topographic wrinkle that existed one way from one direction and another way from another direction. 

From that angle I could see what Ansae was saying about it being perspective rather than an alternate reality. After all, overlaying it on top of trees and flowers didn’t move those trees and flowers anywhere but it  did change the way someone could interact with them. So long as they went through the doorway to the ‘inside’ of the field, at least. Of course, I couldn’t go through that doorway, so I needed a volunteer. 

 “Taelah, can you help me test something?” 

“Certainly, husband, just give me a moment.” Taelah was weeding the little herb garden she’d put out behind her Village cabin. Obviously, I could have fixed that myself or even prevented weeds from growing in the first place if I’d really had a mind to, but that wasn’t how growing herbs worked. 

Besides, I was pretty sure Taelah’s Skills made the land better when she worked it that way. 

 “Take your time, it’s not urgent.”  I was still trying to articulate what exactly I wanted her to do anyway. Really the best place to do the experiment was the Alchemistry, where she did most of her in-depth magical work anyway.  “Just head on over to your Alchemistry when you’re ready.” 

Taelah finished up the row she was working on and headed into her house, stripping off gloves and apron and peeling off her dress. She was still flushed from her work and when I saw her wearing her sunhat and nothing else, I couldn’t help but take advantage of her state. When I was finally done with her, she was even more flushed and giggling. 

“Now, I know you didn’t just call me away from weeding for that,” she told me fondly. “Why don’t you tell me what you have in mind?” 

 “I would definitely call you away from weeding just for that,” 

I protested, but explained anyway.   “My Phantasmal Realm says it separates magic from mundane. I’m wondering if you can look at alchemical stuff from that perspective, if it’ll help you do more with it.” 

“I’m not sure what it’ll do but I’m willing to look,” she said, finally removing the sunhat and tying her hair back before shrugging on heavier, alchemy-compatible clothing. From her house it was a simple teleport straight to the Alchemistry. 

“Was there any recipe in particular you wanted me to try?” 

 “Something that takes a lot of time where you can fiddle with it, but isn’t expensive. We’re going to be experimenting here and probably messing a few things up.” 

“Hmm, I think I know what to make, then.” She went to the storage racks and got out various ingredients – dried chrystheniums, powders, suspensions, all of it made from material she’d gotten in my various Climates. I had no idea what she was doing but that was fine, that wasn’t the point. 

Putting up the [Phantasmal Realm] Field was the point, though Taelah didn’t notice it when she was inside it. 

 “Soon as you can take a break from that, try going out and back in through the door.”  I anchored the entrance to the Phantasmal Realm field to said door, since from what I’d seen before going through the sides of the Field did nothing. Or rather, going through the sides of the field was like wandering into the slide of a microscope, and it was only going through the door that was like looking through the eyepiece. 

“This is all very mysterious,” Taelah said in amusement, but after setting a mixture to heating she followed my direction, exiting the room and re-entering it immediately through the linked door. “Oh, my,” she said, taking a moment to look around. It was easier for me to use her eyes to see things rather than [Genius Loci], though to me it looked about the same as it did when Shayma used her [Phantasmal Path]. 

Taelah maneuvered around the ghostly outlines of the equipment to the bubbling tincture and peered down at it. Then she reached out to touch the streamers of mana that swirled within it and pursed her lips. I was keeping an eye on the beaker in the ‘real world,’ or the non-Phantasmal part anyway, and it didn’t move at all while Taelah poked at it. Though I didn’t expect it to, considering Shayma could pass through things just fine with [Phantasmal Path]. 

“I have never seen the Affinities this clearly,” Taelah marveled. “Now, I only got my mana-sight recently, but I’ve always been able to sense  some things. It’s strange, though, because I’m only sensing  part of the alchemy.” 

 “Yeah, I think it’s just the magic parts, not the matter that the mana is latched onto. Is it useful?” 

“Oh, absolutely. There are variations I’ve never noticed before. I can probably advance my Skill  just by going through this!” Taelah talked faster as she went along, clearly excited. 

“The only problem is I can’t actually do any further steps here,” she added, waving her hand through the faded outline of the glass container it was in. 

 “Hmm, I think I have an idea, then.”  I started to disperse the Field, then I stopped. I didn’t want to trap Taelah, just in case she stayed in the Realm when I got rid of the Field.  “Head back out the door, actually.” 

Taelah chuckled and followed directions, and I got rid of the room-wide Field and replaced it with a smaller one inside of a box. It was basically a fume hood, with the ‘door’ on one side. 

For the moment Taelah would have to go from one side to the other to interact with things normally or through the Phantasmal Realm, but I was already thinking about how to use Argentum to make a standalone box that she could just rotate or something like that. 

“I do like this,” Taelah mused as she stepped back into her Alchemistry, walking around the Phantasmal Realm box. “You never run out of surprises, do you?” 

 “I’m sure I will eventually,”  I told her.  “I was wondering something, too. Stellar Affinity is supposed to have gravity Affinity in it, and that’s one of the chrystheniums I don’t have. 

 Do you think you could separate the gravity out into a chrysthenium?”  I wasn’t entirely certain how to get more abstract Affinities, like space or time or mind or entropy, but with Stellar I had a good avenue to extract gravity. 

“I can certainly try. Maybe put one of these in my garden cabin, too?” 

 “Of course.”  That had been first on my list, actually. 

Obviously one of the phantasmal boxes would go in Shayma’s Smithery, too, and maybe even Iniri would have some use for one. Ansae  might, but considering her perceptions were sharper than anything I could manage it might be redundant. 

Still would be worth offering, once she woke up. 

Which was something that I’d have to push to happen soon. I didn’t blame her for snoozing but among other things I wanted her feedback on traits, since I didn’t want to put off buying them  too long. Just in case there was some other catastrophe on the horizon. Besides which, it’d probably cheer her up to have a fanboy like Uilei-nktik stroke her ego for a bit. 

 “Thank you Taelah!”  I told her, and she just sort of waved vaguely as she peered at the beaker she had bubbling away in the Phantasmal Field. She was obviously very taken with her brand-new toy and I was not surprised to see she was leveling almost as fast as Shayma, though she didn’t have the capped Skills Shayma did. 

My Companions had all grown fairly significantly. Shayma was round about level forty, Taelah was near thirty despite having only broken through to second tier recently, and of course Iniri had hit fourth tier. Admittedly they’d been doing a lot of heavy lifting but, for example, Cheya had only gained a single level. Even that level had come only recently, as she was dealing with the documents she’d gotten from Bel Aci’s office. Maybe more relevantly, the Piping Hot Pies had gotten perhaps two levels apiece, and much lower ones than Iniri’s. I felt almost bad for helping my Companions cheat so flagrantly, but only almost. It wasn’t like they hadn’t worked for it. 

Iniri and Cheya were working at the floating fortress, actually, since there weren’t all that many people Iniri and I trusted to go through the thing and figure out everything that was inside it. I just didn’t have the knowledge to understand everything I was looking at, and my overlay was only variously helpful. It could identify discrete magical items, but less so rune inlays or any lingering spells my own mana didn’t purge. There were some, though not much. 

I glanced at them now and again, though I trusted them to know what they were doing, and they probably didn’t need my help. Shayma’s [Panopticon] and my own takeover had ensured there probably wasn’t anything left that might hurt them and any of the magic stuff they were looking at, I didn’t know enough about to be useful anyway. Despite the occasional attention, I completely missed the moment they found the one thing I really wanted to know about. 

“Blue, I think we have the Corekiller weaponry,” Iniri said, and that snapped me to her location instantly. She was standing in one of the narrow hallways that followed the

[Aercrys] the fortress used to carry magical energy, right on the outside of the fortress. That was exactly where I’d expect such a weapon to be, but the problem was that I couldn’t see anything. 

 “What? Where?” 

“They’re spaced all along here at intervals. I’m surprised you didn’t spot them first, since they’re buried in the rock.” 

 “Okay, what.”  I switch to looking through Iniri’s eyes, and then I could suddenly see the buried gleam of metal and crystal attached to the Aercrys line. I  really didn’t like that, but I hadn’t bumped up against one of those blind spots in a while and I’d nearly forgotten they existed.  “Turns out I can’t see them directly. Hang on.” 

Since I could cheat through Iniri’s senses, I pulled the rock apart where she was looking so she could get at the Corekiller weapon. Well, one of them. I didn’t like the idea of tons of them embedded all throughout my floating island. I  especially didn’t like the idea that, if I couldn’t see them, there were bunches of them where the other island smashed into my mountain. I was going to have to send someone over there to make sure they were all destroyed. 

The Corekiller looked like a four-meter-long metal latticework tube, the open spots filled with crystal. In the center of it, visible through the clear quartz of the filler, was what looked like a red core shard. I was a little bit baffled that I didn’t get any reaction from that on my overlay, but maybe when it was

all a single item, the Corekiller Armament, it didn’t count as a stray red core piece. 

“Yes, it’s a piece of Corekiller. It’s a Dungeonbane Mana Infiltrator,” Iniri reported to me, sounding a little bit horrified. 

I was a lot bit horrified. They sounded incredibly nasty and I didn’t know exactly how I was going to defend myself against them. Another topic to raise with my council, and probably a problem for people who knew more about magic than I did. 

 “How many of them are there, and what exactly does it do?” 

“I don’t know. Forty, fifty?” She shared a look with Cheya, who just shrugged. “There’s a lot, anyway. I can only tell so much from my divination and a cursory study, but it looks like it has some way to project a Dungeonbane mana construct.” 

“Mana Infiltrators are usually assassin’s tools,” Cheya added. 

“They push foreign, usually hostile mana into an existing construct, like a shield or a ward, or sometimes even a person. 

I’ve never seen them on this scale, but if the goal is to assassinate a dungeon it makes sense.” Well, that was horrible, and probably worse for me than a normal dungeon. I had mana flows on overdrive. 

 “You can keep one to study it and figure out how to defend against it. The rest I want destroyed.”  I didn’t often give orders, especially not to Iniri, but I did  not like having those around.  “I’m going to need someone to go scavenger-hunt where that other island landed and see how many survived the crash.”  At least I didn’t have to worry about the two islands I vaporized. Nothing short of Firmament or maybe Ansae could take my [Starlance] to the face and remain intact. 

“I wouldn’t want to see these in anyone else’s hands,” Iniri said in agreement. “I might just send the Ells out to check out the crash site.” 

 “Sounds good to me.”  I’d absorbed most of the stone and sequestered the remaining magical artifacts I could discern for Iniri’s later perusal, but that probably meant there were a bunch of these things simply lying out where anyone could stumble across them. Not that anyone had been near the place the island had gone down, but the principle was there. 

I had to follow Iniri for the next couple hours as she surveyed the hallway and located the pieces of Corekiller with her own eyes so I could see them. Each time I tore open the ground so she could pull them out, and aside from the first one she slagged them all with [Starlance] right then and there. It was definitely a load off my mind when she finally finished the circuit, though I knew some part of me would worry I’d missed one somewhere. Probably not, because they seemed to be plugged directly into the mana network, and it wouldn’t really matter without mana feeding into it, but I still didn’t like them. 

I couldn’t watch through the Ells’ eyes the way I did Iniri’s, and I didn’t really want to, but they were obviously finding bits and pieces now and again. Sienne had an even more thorough method of disposal than Iniri did, since she’d just light up the leftovers with void and they’d dissolve away. I could catch them once the bane broke, skeletal remnants dissolving into nothingness. I felt kind of bad that Sienne was peeling off skin every time she did it, but she had plenty of Taelah’s liniments and as soon as I had the extra Firmament she’d be getting a thank-you present for certain. 

By the time that was done, Shayma had come back from her voyage below the surface, her little group looking tired and happy. It was getting on toward evening, and I figured it was time to try and wake Ansae up again. I’d start out nice, of course, but I wasn’t above dumping a lake on her head to get her up. 

Day 176 - Iniri

Iniri glanced at the next petition in the stack and rolled her eyes, tossing it into the other pile she’d dubbed “Blue’s Dragon Problem.” For the most part she was happy to take care of all the diplomatic intricacies, but she wasn’t going to be able to wrangle The Silver Woe. The best she could do was assure people there wasn’t anything to worry about and that The Silver Woe was not concerned with them one way or the other. The people who suddenly felt like they needed to petition the dragon Power for something or other were on their own. 

Most were just crackpots and didn’t even make it to her desk, but there were a surprising number of people who wanted an actual introduction. It wasn’t exactly a secret that there was a dragon lurking about in Blue’s territory, not since the Piping Hot Pies had seen The Silver Woe incidentally, or that Iniri went off to important meetings with Blue at times. People were still capable of adding two and two, and realized she had a line to the most legendary Power in the world. 

She was going to just hand it off to Blue. Yes, she’d talked with the dragon on occasion, but that was more in the nature of business and Iniri had no idea what The Silver Woe might or might not want. Tarnil represented Blue’s interests, true, but there was a limit to what she could and should do as the reigning monarch. Blue’s dragon very firmly fell under Power business, and there she would stay. 

For herself, she was of at least two minds. There was no denying this would cause issues, issues that she could hardly afford to be distracted with as she tried to put Tarnil back together again. Not so much physically, because Blue sufficed for that, but the social and economic fabric of the country needed repair. Advancing to fourth tier had helped with that effort, as [Phantasmal Authority] clarified the relative merits of any course of action and cut through the obfuscation, purposeful and not, that her subjects threw at her. 

It was [Phantasmal Authority] that wouldn’t let her set aside the undeniable fact that The Silver Woe’s presence would attract the attention of more potential allies than enemies. 

Power always did. They’d be more interested in The Silver Woe than herself but as the country nearest her interests, Tarnil would be the beneficiary of their presence. If nothing else, it’d give Blue a chance to show off what he could make. She took up the next missive and started to read through it, but didn’t get far before Cheya slid into the room and waved a message scroll at her. 

“House Anell has decided to embargo us,” she said dryly. “It extends to everyone who does trade with us, too. For some reason they’re unhappy that we’ve been so high-handed with their trading ships. Curiously, there’s no mention of their assassination attempt.” 

Anell’s embargo of Tarnil didn’t mean much by itself. Even before the war there weren’t many Anell-flagged ships around, and if they tried enforcing the proclamation by blockade, Blue would give them a serious surprise. The extension to trading partners was more worrisome, since countries further south did rely on Anell ships to move their goods across the ocean and that was ignoring the sheer weight of Anell’s money and holdings. 

Judging by the timing they’d issued the edict  before The Silver Woe had revealed herself and Iniri had to wonder if there were people quietly panicking in the halls of power somewhere. 

Maybe not, since Anell was powerful and it wasn’t doing anything so egregious that it would draw the attention of the Silver Woe, at least to judge by stories. Petty politics was well beneath her, and anyone who caught the show knew that she had been defending Blue, not Tarnil. 

“We’ll have to put on a good show for Ir, then. Give them a reason to ignore or pressure Anell back.” She pointed at a second message scroll on the corner of a cabinet. “Wright himself is coming up to see us and Blue next week.” 

“I wonder if Uilei-nktik will still be around,” Cheya said, tapping the message cylinder thoughtfully against her chin. 

“The Leviathans don’t hang around near the surface very

much and even incidentally mentioning he’s around would be quite the feather in our cap.” 

“That depends on whether Blue lets him see The Silver Woe, I expect. Or whether Blue asks him. I’ll have to bring that up, as well as what else we’re going to do to get ready for Wright.” 

Actually, she was already thinking about having a complete list and itinerary to give Blue from the outset. It was more than obvious that fine organization wasn’t his strength and given his disinterest in politics he’d probably appreciate her assigning Shayma a specific role. Blue wouldn’t need to step in himself unless it was absolutely necessary, and if he did, she’d just have to work with it. 

“If we make Ir’s visit a direct reply to Anell, I don’t think they will be all that pleased,” Cheya said, not really objecting. 

“If Ir didn’t want me to make political hay from their visit they wouldn’t come,” Iniri said dryly. “It fits in with some of the other questions I’ve gotten from our nearest neighbors, too.” 

With The Silver Woe’s show of power announcing to all and sundry that the mage-kings were gone from Tarnil, messengers had started turning up in record time. Not just from Nivir and Haerlish, but from famously insular Orrelin to the south and Kinul from its place on the other side of Nivir, taking up the massive swamp on the western side of the lobe. 

For obvious reasons, they were nervous about the beams of fire lashing into the sky and the Power of serious renown hanging about. Of the four kingdoms, Haerlish had the least amount of diplomatic groveling, probably because they’d actually taken Blue’s measure and knew that he didn’t need

[Starlance] to enforce his will. Blue’s restraint in dealing with The Hurricane, and the subsequent good will she’d generated by actually coming to help during the attack, made them one of the few countries that actually had his measure. 

Nivir had couched its inquiries as worry about the young Esox scion, though Iniri doubted that Keri was going to be going home any time soon. There was also some between-the-lines handwringing over not helping with the initial invasion, which of course in hindsight looked to be a bad idea. Iniri didn’t hold a grudge about that, not after experiencing enormous amounts

of Depletion personally, but she wasn’t above using it as leverage. 

Orrelin and Kinul hadn’t been either enemies or allies for a long time, merely trade partners at a distance. The best route to Kinul went  through Nivir, and given the chilly relationship Tarnil had enjoyed with Nivir that meant there wasn’t much that made it from Kinul to Tarnil or the reverse. Kinul being mostly swamp and laden with rot Affinity meant that it really didn’t have all that much  to  trade, but the principle was there. 

Orrelin didn’t like to even trade with anyone. They were self-sufficient, living on their plateau and quite happy to remain above everyone else, both figuratively and literally. The confluence of earth and nature mana gave them two minor mana springs and all the food they could ever want. Combined with the annoyance of trying to assault a country up sheer cliffs, and nobody had bothered for a very long time. 

Personally, Iniri wouldn’t mind snubbing them just to push their noses in, but she couldn’t afford to be so petty. If nothing else, they were a trade partner Anell had no leverage on whatsoever. 

“We should hold a summit,” Iniri decided. “Invite everyone to come here when Ir does. Lay out Blue’s capabilities for everyone, as well as his rules. Our rules, if they want to trade with him. Assure everyone Blue’s not going to [Starlance]

them for fun, and incidentally show that Tarnil’s defensive power is greater than ever.” She smiled grimly. “I’m a fourth-tier defensive caster. The continent should know it.” 

Day 177 - Ansae

Over the five or so millennia of Ansae’s life, people had tried to wake her up in various ways. It certainly wasn’t the first time someone had dumped thousands of gallons of ice-cold water on her, but nobody had dared for at least three thousand years. Of course, she hadn’t been so  tired back then, so it had been a lot more amusing. 

She growled and pried her eyelids open, snorting water from her nostrils as she glared at nothing in particular. It took her a moment to remember where she was and why she had been so deeply asleep that she was actually disoriented on waking, something that came back to her the moment she felt faint magical vibrations from the stone about her neck. She took a moment to reconstruct the chain of translation she’d created, something that fortunately only needed a realignment of internal energies, an expenditure of will rather than mana. 

 “Sorry about that, but you wouldn’t wake up! I know you said one day but it’s been a couple, since you wouldn’t respond to normal wake-up calls. Hang on a moment.” 

The air around her perceptibly warmed as the water drained away, not that she was actually chilled. She was more or less immune to temperature, among many other things, but she could still feel it and appreciated the sentiment. What she appreciated more was the buzz of an intense regeneration field, little effect though it had on her depletion-crippled self. 

“I’m not exactly at my most perky when I’m running on the dregs of my stamina and mana,” she said, lifting her head up and blinking. It really was exhausting, even though she was used to moving and casting using one or two points at a time. 

The absolute amount of energy she had was not insignificant, especially with mana filling into the [Crown of the Silver Woe], but compared to what she  could have, she felt utterly drained. 

 “I imagine not,”  Blue said, sounding sympathetic.  “I’m glad you had enough left to do what you did, though. You kind of saved my life.” 

“That was the intent.” She snorted. “I’ve always found destroying  everything that could possibly be a threat to work quite well.” 

 “I’m not complaining! Though it did have a side effect. 

 There’re people who want to see you. Well, a person but I’m sure there will be more soon.” 

“Already?” She was surprised. Though it wasn’t likely that the world had forgotten The Silver Woe over the past four hundred years or so, she hadn’t been active near Tarnil’s continent for a very long time. Someone was moving  very quickly, and she didn’t like it. Especially not since she’d been asleep. 

 “Don’t worry, I’m screening your visitors. I haven’t told anyone you’re even asleep, just that you’re in seclusion and don’t want to be disturbed.”  She nodded thoughtfully, then winced. Ansae felt more muddled than she liked, though she wasn’t sure if Blue anticipating her needs helped that or only made it worse.  “He’s a Leviathan, by the way. Uilei-nktik, Level 178 [Wayfarer of the Abyssal Temple], if that sounds at all familiar.” 

“I’ve dealt with Wayfarers in the past, but not that one.” She stretched, gingerly, feeling the last drops of water evaporate from her scales. “I hope he was fairly polite to you.” 

 “Very polite, actually, even though I accidentally boiled a bunch of ocean and broke some windows or the equivalent.” 

Blue sounded contrite, and she snorted. 

“If that’s all you did then they don’t have much to complain about. Even regular dragons throw more damaging tantrums, though I will admit rarely are they as spectacular.” The lance of mana and light that she’d seen before Blue had asked her help had made her drool. Even the Silver Woe didn’t have anything in her arsenal quite that dramatic. Yet. “If you’d actually managed to kill a Leviathan by accident I would have been impressed. So would they.” 

 “I don’t really want to kill people by accident. It’s not like it’s difficult to do on purpose.” 

“True,” she said, completely in agreement with Blue there. 

Even the two mage-kings she had killed hadn’t been  that tough, at least not once she no longer had to worry about their depletion weaponry. It was only her lack of regeneration that made the effort significant. 

 “Anyway, he seems to be a big fan of yours, so he’s probably harmless, but I didn’t promise him anything. Oh, hang on, Shayma’s on her way.” 

Ansae snorted again. Blue was scattered at the best of times, but he seemed even more distracted than usual. Probably having to clean up after the battle, which was something she’d more or less always left to others. Destruction was more her style. 

Shayma popped into existence on her level of the tower, giving her a cheerful wave as she walked across the white stone. The place was still fairly bare, since Ansae didn’t tend to worry about carting dragon-size furniture about in her hoard, but she had a few keepsakes from past deeds taking up room. The fox-girl approached Ansae but stopped a little short, eying her warily. 

“You’re not going to try and make me a hug pillow again, are you?” Shayma asked. Ansae blinked at her. 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said, while Blue laughed in her ear. 

“When I tried to wake you up the first time you grabbed me like a teddy,” Shayma explained, and Ansae grinned. 

“Well you do look soft and cuddly,” she said, and snickered as Shayma flushed in response. Blue laughed harder, and Shayma rolled her eyes. 

“If you can restrain yourself, I brought snacks.” Shayma produced a basket from her pocket space, and even from twenty feet away Ansae could smell the pie and muffins and roasted meat. She wasn’t exactly hungry in the usual sense, thanks to the abundant ambient mana that Blue provided, but

she had long developed a taste for more mundane food. Not to mention that Blue’s fruits were so pure of Affinity that they could slip a little bit of mana directly into her reserves. 

“I could eat,” she allowed, and focused on shifting down to her lesser form. That was something that took almost no mana and hadn’t for over a thousand years, more an act of reshaping her own personal mana than expending any to change her flesh. 

Most dragons were as much mana as meat, but she’d passed that ratio long ago and ensured that her body bent to her will. 

Blue provided table and chairs as Shayma stepped nearer, placing the basket down and taking out the tayantan pie and spice muffins and a pitcher of chilled juice. The meat was not particularly mana-rich, but what was there had clearly come from Blue originally, so it was sourced from that little community Blue had adopted. 

Which was actually kind of cute. She’d tried that once, a long time ago, but hadn’t really had the taste for it. For Blue it made more sense, and given a few centuries could build into a very respectable power base. Especially since coming up with new and impossible materials and magical effects seemed to be his thing. 

She stifled a groan as she sank down into the sinfully comfortable chair that Blue provided. Her reserves were so low that even walking around felt like an effort, and while normally she didn’t care whether she was lying on cotton or stone the softness really helped this time. It was annoying to be so beset by mortal woes, but she knew that would be the price when she helped Blue, so she had no regrets. 

At least the food was tasty. It was actually, genuinely, some of the best she’d ever had of its type. People tended to serve the big scary dragon their fanciest possible dishes but there was a virtue in simplicity that she appreciated as she took a big bite out of freshly grilled scalehoof steak. A very big bite: Shayma had gotten a steak sized for her. 

“So, what does our visitor want from me?” She asked Blue, nodding appreciatively as Shayma cut a slice of pie for her before serving herself. 

 “I don’t actually know. I think he just wanted to meet you and get your autograph or something. He did mention you were his inspiration.” 

“I don’t imagine many people claim to be  inspired by The Silver Woe,” she said with amusement. “Terrified by, maybe.” 

“You know, I didn’t realize you were The Silver Woe before,” 

Shayma said. “I mean, you were only a  little scary. Not ancient legend scary.” 

“I  was technically in hiding,” she said. “Though I am rather impressed that you’re here even with my identity revealed.” 

 “I think I’m blocking most of your presence for her,”  Blue interjected.  “I wouldn’t want to try and bring anyone else her level here unless you made an effort to restrain it.”  Ansae nodded; at least it showed she hadn’t lost her touch. If she couldn’t even intimidate a second-tier mortal she would have been worse off than she thought. 

“Besides, I got past the scary part without knowing you’re this enormously ancient legendary Power, so it probably doesn’t change things?” Shayma said it like a question, and Ansae chuckled. 

“I did only allow you familiarity because of your relationship with Blue, at first,” Ansae admitted. “But it’s nice to have at least one person that doesn’t cower in fear at the sight of me. 

Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy the cowering, but after a few centuries of enforced downtime it’s nice to have someone to talk to.” She washed down the steak with the cold juice and turned her attention to the pie. 

“That’s good,” Shayma said, noticeably relaxing. “It would have been weird if I had to act differently all of a sudden.” 

“I expect I’ll have plenty of people arriving to bow and scrape,” Ansae shrugged. “Like this Leviathan. Though I’m not sure if I’ll receive anyone yet. I’m not exactly in the mood to entertain strangers.” 

 “Yeah, and that’s fine, I can just say you’re busy or working on something important or just pass messages,”  Blue offered.  “I definitely owe you for taking care of the mage-kings. Are you

 up for answering some of my questions though? I’ve got my trait points that need spending and I want your input there, plus just your general experience with certain other topics.” 

“I really don’t feel like thinking too hard at the moment,” 

Ansae said, taking another bite of pie. “What I really want to do is just go back to sleep, but that isn’t going to help. It took me over a hundred years to get a decent amount of stamina and mana the first time. Things seem to be moving on a much shorter timescale now.” 

 “Oh yeah! I’m up over four hundred thirty thousand mana now so I’m over halfway there! That’s actually one of the things I wanted to talk to you about.” 

“Oh?” Ansae leaned forward, a sharp thrill of excitement going through her. She had noticed a difference in Blue’s mana density, but it was hard to tell what could be attributed to a basic change in Blue’s abilities versus what was just some wrinkle that he’d put into the local environment. Like his

[Contained Stars], for example. 

 “So, I got an even hundred thousand from a unique core specialization, for stellar Affinity. It says it helps me govern stellar Affinity, and that I’ll get more mana from it ‘depending on use’ of the Affinity. I guess that means if more people use stellar, I’ll get more out of it, but I was hoping this might spark some more insight from you. I mean, if I have such a core for my one and only governed Affinity, it makes sense that the other dungeons have something like it too, right?” 

Ansae hummed thoughtfully. She had always wondered where mana came from, and not in the whimsical, philosophical way, either. Her Primal Affinity reached to the core of what mana was, and if she could pinpoint its fundamental origins, she might be able to refine it even further. With how much power she had already, she couldn’t advance by way of wanton slaughter like mortal adventurers. Even profound and judicious application of force to change the tides of the world only earned her a pittance of anything truly meaningful. 

Though getting rid of her depletion was more important by far, Blue also offered tantalizing insights on the nature and origin

of mana. Her investigations into mana springs and dungeons had yielded Origin Relics, but those were hardly an answer. 

They generated mana, true, but only as a consequence of crossing some threshold that brought them from mere concentrations of mana to an actual creator of it. 

The classic answer of simply ascribing its creation to the gods wasn’t good enough for her. They were certainly involved, but she didn’t believe the mechanisms were arbitrary. Her own Primal Affinity showed that it wasn’t necessary to break mana into all the different Affinities, but they were discrete and had stayed so for as long as she’d been alive.  Something was responsible for that, just as something was responsible for connecting the Akasha to the various Affinities. Or maybe that was the same thing. Her thoughts kept drifting, making it hard to focus as deeply as she would have liked. 

“I’ll have to take some time to think that over,” she said at last, shaking her head and finishing her slice of pie. “I think it’s clear now that dungeons are at the heart of mana in this world, but what that means is more difficult to say. It’s not exactly easy to think with my stats this low.” She scowled and took a spice muffin. The muffins didn’t restore any stamina or mana, but they really did make her feel better. 

 “Oof, I can imagine. I can just leave you alone if —” 

“No, I’m awake now, I might as well answer your questions,” 

she said. “It’ll keep me entertained at least. What traits were you thinking of?” 

 “Well, Shayma and I talked about them, so she has the list of ones I was thinking about buying.”  So prompted, Shayma conjured an illusionary Status list of Blue’s traits. 

 Mana Efficiency: Improves flow of mana within the Dungeon. 

 Higher flow provides larger benefits. (1) Burrowing: Upgrades [Boring Tendril] into [Burrower]. (1) Core Specialization: Ecology:

 Climate Biodiversity: Expands simple plant life in Climates. 

 (1)

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

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

 Core Specialization: Companion:

 Climate Caretaker: Allows linking of Companion to Climates. 

 (1)

 Companion Adaptation: Companions are immune to the negative effects of dungeon Climates. (4) Climate Empowering: Allows a Companion to be empowered by the nature of a linked Climate. (10) Core Specialization: Habitation: Grants Dungeon Skills based on species of Dungeon inhabitants. Improves the species traits of Dungeon inhabitants. (4)

 Designate ANATHEMA: Companions may adjust the dungeon’s ANATHEMA target. (5 points)

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

 “I have thirteen points, so I could buy something really expensive like Class Management. Though I honestly don’t see any problems with their classes as they are. Maybe it’s meant to be used with the option to swap primary Affinities…”  Blue trailed off, his voice fading away as he considered, then came back stronger as he focused on the task at claw once again. 

 “Since Shayma will earn points for me now they may not be as limited as before, so Climate Flourishing might be worthwhile once the Caldera is fully populated. I’d rather use something like that on a really big climate.” 

“Climate empowering is more tempting than Class Management, actually,” Shayma said. “If we’re talking about expensive traits. Iniri and I think he should specialize his fourth core into Habitation, then buy some of the one-point traits like Efficiency and Burrowing. Climate Caretaker, for Taelah. Maybe Companion Adaptation, given how extreme his Climates can get.” 

 “It would be nice to adjust my ANATHEMA, so I didn’t have to worry about that particular issue, but considering that the mage-kings appear to be neutralized for the moment it’s probably not an immediate worry.” 

“I can’t think of anything wrong with your logic,” Ansae said, after considering the list for a moment. “Climate Empowering sounds like the most powerful thing for combat, considering the sheer scope of what Blue has available, but Blue’s new weapon means he certainly has no lack of destructive capacity. 

Unless he runs into that weapon the mage-kings had again. 


What was it, by the way?” 

 “Oh, it’s a Dungeonbane weapon. A lot of them, in fact. It’s weird, I can’t even see them directly. Is that a dungeon thing or a Bane thing or what?” 

“Mmm, Banes are nasty that way. They aren’t exactly invisible, normally, but they’re hard to focus on, and easy to not even notice. Banes oppose everything about their target, and that includes their senses.” The stronger the senses, the worse it was, actually. Some dragons she’d known had thought cultivating esoteric means of perception meant they were invincible, and that was very definitely not the case. 

Dragonbane weapons were probably the most common of the Banes, and while they didn’t make the wielder any tougher against dragonfire, they were still very dangerous. 

 “That is incredibly nasty. Is that why they didn’t seem to notice I was eating up their depletion? It must be. Though I don’t think my Bane is as strong as that Dungeonbane thing, yikes. 

 How’d they make so many of them anyway?” 

“How many were there?” She asked curiously, since she hadn’t bothered with a deep scan of the fortresses. At least, not deep enough to find which part was the Dungeonbane. 

“Like, forty or fifty per fortress. A lot!” 

“Banes can only be made by someone with such hate and anger for a thing that they’ve directed their entire purpose toward destroying it,” Ansae said, considering. For obvious reasons, Bane weapons were something she was quite familiar with. “They’re not made for fighting. They’re made for  killing, 

and there’s nothing that limits what is made into a Bane. I’m sure the mage-kings have no shortage of people who hate what the red cores have done to them, and a compelling need to be able to keep them under control, so I’m sure they’ve made an institution of creating Dungeonbane items.” She took a break from speaking to down another glass of juice all at once, finishing it with a jaw-cracking yawn before she shook her head and focused again on the topic at claw. 

“Your Bane is probably linked to your ANATHEMA rage —

that’s almost certainly what gives it power. Without that, the effects will be fairly weak but might be enough that they write off something they see as irrelevant.” She waved it away, unworried about whether Blue’s Bane applied or not when he could already detonate stars, then paused in thought. 

“Actually, that’s a good argument for being able to assign your ANATHEMA. You could target your Bane how you wanted.” 

 “At the expense of getting stupid angry. I’m not sure it’s quite that valuable.” 

“It seemed to have some effect even if you  weren’t that angry this time,” Shayma said. 

“You can afford that, the Habitation specialization, and some one-point buys,” Ansae pointed out. “I can’t think of any other trait with more long-term potential, both for creating offense and removing your greatest weakness than Designate ANATHEMA.” 

 “It’s hard to argue that. I’ll get it.” 

Ansae nodded in satisfaction. More than a few people, Powers or otherwise, would have gone for something that gave them more raw force. There was nothing wrong with pure strength, but getting rid of weaknesses was at least as important and five times as difficult. With the flying island and Designate ANATHEMA, he could rid himself of two of his greatest weaknesses — his inability to move and the possibility that an enemy strolling into his territory could make him stupid. 

So far as new Powers went, Blue was doing quite well. Of course, that was because he actually listened to her advice. 

Over the centuries she’d been asked for her input on an enormous number of things, and it was surprising how often people didn’t actually listen. Maybe she’d been a little bit shorter with them since she didn’t need much from them, but that couldn’t have made too much of a difference. Probably. 

“Anything else? I’ll probably see that Leviathan in a few hours, when I’ve had time to work my way up to it.” 

 “There is one other thing. I wasn’t sure how to broach this since I didn’t want to come across as being coercive or anything, but here goes. I do have a breeding option that lets me restore stats. I’m not sure how much it will restore or how well it’ll work, but under the circumstances I had to bring it up.” 

Ansae sat up straight. She had thought she’d need to continue the slow restoration through food and regeneration Fields, dragging on for months or years until Blue’s mana capacity finally tipped over what she needed. If he could restore her stats directly, with his immense mana pool, she might be back to full capacity in a much shorter time. Blue might be a bit shy, but she had no problem with sex. 

“I haven’t been laid in centuries and I’ve seen what you can do. If there’s going to be any coercion here it’s going to be me extorting you to restore me as much and often as possible.” 

She grinned widely. “The Leviathan can wait.” 

Day 177 - Blue

Despite Ansae’s eagerness, she was still trying to wake up properly and was willing to give me a few hours, or so she claimed — I wasn’t really certain how to read her at the moment. So instead I decided to get my traits. I ran the selections past Taelah before I actually bought them, but she didn’t have any objections. In fact, she was looking forward to Climate Caretaker and Climate Biodiversity, to see what else it gave me and her. 

I decided to start with the one-point traits, since I figured they’d have the least effect and I could just move on. The bigger ones might throw me for a loop for an hour or two, so I’d do those last. Climate Caretaker was first and gave me similar feedback to [Dungeon-Companion Linking]. That was easy enough, so I connected Taelah with the Grasslands and Forest Climates near her. Obviously, I wasn’t sure exactly what it would do, thanks to the vague description, but I was confident Taelah could figure it out. 

“Ooh, that is interesting,” Taelah said, standing still in her garden and stretching out her hands in the predawn light. “It’s like [One With Nature] got a huge boost. I can feel out everything here without having to actually see it. I bet that…” 

She trailed off, brow furrowing as she concentrated. “Yes, I can use my Skills directly on plants without being there.” 

 “Oh, wow. That’s one heck of an expansion.”  It also meant that I could link her to Climates that weren’t particularly friendly, like the Swamp one, and she could examine things from a safe distance. Companion Adaptation would have been better for that, but I wasn’t sure if a horrific smell was actually included in the negative effects of a Climate. 

Climate Biodiversity was next, and while I wasn’t expecting much from a one-point skill I still felt a bit underwhelmed. 

Here and there mushrooms popped up, moss grew on trees, and generally things I’d consider weeds or decoration appeared. It had said  simple plant life, and that seemed to

mean both mundane and small. Though maybe if I got in actual animals at some point it would help there; real ecosystems needed an entire spectrum of life, not just grass and herbs and trees. 

I told Taelah about it but even she didn’t appear too excited as she felt things out with the Climate link. The best thing was, apparently, a type of clover that the scalehoofs liked. It stood to reason, though, that most of the important stuff would be either magical or cultivated already. No farmer worth the name would leave a useful plant wild if they could bring it home and tame it. 

With that disappointment I wasn’t really expecting much from Efficiency, either. After all, it was a one-point trait and I already had mana to spare and all the mana flow anyone could ever want. Even if it was made better, it was hardly a surplus I could use. Though maybe Tarnil would benefit, and that was reason enough to select it. 

When I purchased the trait, I could tell an immediate difference as inefficiencies I hadn’t noticed at all tidied themselves up, every little aspect of my mana workings becoming just a little bit tidier. That was what I had expected, more or less. What I hadn’t expected was for the shifts that occurred in my overlay. Specifically, it became suddenly  much cheaper to make advanced materials. 

Not the supermaterials, with the mana-anvils, but the ones I created by converting directly from raw stone or iron or the like. All the ratios improved — not the mana, which was never a problem, but the actual raw material costs. Instead of each Adamant Stone taking one thousand ordinary stone, it took more like one hundred. Mana Iron was closer to twenty iron instead of fifty. 

In a way it made sense. The advanced materials weren’t hundreds of times as dense as their progenitors, they were just more magical. Some of that magicalness came from just adding raw mana, but some seemed to come from converting the extra material into intent or something like that. The properties of stone and metal honed and exaggerated. There wasn’t any real reason I could think of that the ratio couldn’t

be one-to-one, like it was for the Mana Diamond Anvils, but ultimately I didn’t know much about magic so there was probably an explanation to be had somewhere. 

The actual degree to which the material conversions improved varied pretty widely, but it seemed that those which took the most material improved the most, like it was approaching some kind of asymptotic limit. Not one-to-one, not unless I was  really inefficient to begin with, but better than the thousands-to-one I had before. 

“Now, that I could feel,” Ansae said from where she was still relaxing in the chair I’d given her, slowly working her way through another spice muffin. “Not quite mana density but something close to it.” 

 “Yeah I think my mana just got more effective at doing mana things. What are the aspects of mana besides amount and density anyway?” 

“Strength of intent,” Ansae replied promptly. “Though that doesn’t really apply in your case. Precision of application and clarity of direction might, though. You can throw mana at something and it will work, eventually, but the more you know about where you’re coming from and where you’re going, the more you can do with less.” 

Considering the dungeon system did most of the work, that sort of made sense. It was clear that the dungeon stuff drew from my intent to make the infrastructure but, once it was made, I didn’t have the ability to alter it. It was pretty clearly a tool designed to keep the controller separate from the mana they controlled, and was probably why I couldn’t communicate, but that did make it fairly annoying to get some stuff done. 

The Efficiency purchase had another effect, which was to push the Caldera that final bit to completion. My Spatial effects sort of lurched forward and settled in, finishing up the massive area at last. It was still mostly bare, since the areas around Ansae’s tower and the Village were pretty much all that I’d landscaped. 

Those were thousands of square kilometers apiece, but the

Caldera was  huge,  and even combined they barely made a dent. 

I didn’t get any special feedback from my overlay, no achievement or the like, but it did seem that those got awarded at level increments. Not every time, of course, but often enough. Or maybe since I’d gotten past the earliest levels it no longer awarded things ad-hoc. Either way, the only reward for making it was having it, and I’d definitely start populating it with Climates of various sorts as soon as I got my traits out of the way. 

I bought Designate ANATHEMA next, and of course nothing happened immediately. It’d probably take Shayma doing something at a core to change it and she was still asleep after a late night. I did wonder about was whether it would require a sample, or if Shayma could just point at a random something and have it work. It would be interesting to see how specific it could be, whether she could point out a single person or a family or a country, or even a concept or something. We’d have to be careful experimenting, but maybe just seeing what her interface was like would answer the questions. 

The final purchase was the Habitation Specialization. This one I was braced for because I was pretty certain that it’d end up with a bunch of notifications and maybe some undocumented changes. As before, the change swept through my unspecialized core in a matter of moments, some sort of weird phase change that was just too fast and too complex for me to really understand. 

 Core Specialization: Habitation purchased. 

 Human-kin: All human-kin receive benefit as though possessing kinetic Affinity. Those already possessing such an Affinity benefit from an increase to mental reserves. All regeneration fields gain additional Stamina cost reduction effects. 

 Scalemind: All Scalemind receive the benefit of significantly increased adroitness with mental Affinity magic. Fields gain additional mental effects. 

 Dragon: All Dragons receive the benefit of vastly increased Affinity uptake and conversion. Climates now generate Affinity pools. 

I was a little disappointed that all the different human-kin fell under the same umbrella, but I could hardly argue with the benefit they got. I’d seen firsthand how much the addition of kinetic Affinity had increased Shayma’s and Iniri’s energy levels, and the concept of the  entire country having no problem with working all day was just boggling. 

When I had been moving people back and forth during the mage-king attack I had noticed a few non-human-kin races in little enclaves. Nothing as alien as the Chiuxatli, but there was a tiny settlement of [Stoneborn] people against the mountains near Wildwood and some dryad-looking [Barkwalkers] up near one of the peaks further north, by the Nivir crossing. 

Apparently, they didn’t count as proper inhabitants, since they looked like refugees or exiles or squatters, rather than proper citizens. I’d have to tell Iniri about them, and maybe get more benefits. 

The Scalemind benefits were less obvious, but that was probably my fault. I hadn’t had any in-depth conversations about what the mind magic was like, so I couldn’t tell how profound increased mental adroitness was. That said, if it was of the same scale as the human benefit it was probably something they’d really appreciate. 

Obviously the dragon benefits weren’t anything that Ansae would get anything from. She already had her Affinity, and I couldn’t provide Primal Affinity myself. That was uniquely hers. I could absolutely see how useful the Habitation bonus would be for any new dragons that came around, though. Both parts of it. 

The dungeon benefits I got were pretty clearly synergistic with the inhabitant’s benefits. Improved endurance with stamina reduction, mental adroitness amid more mental effects, and Affinity uptake coupled with pools of concentrated Affinity mana. Ansae would benefit more from the stamina reduction than the regeneration itself, and adding mental effects to

[Panopticon] and [Purgatory] would make them truly profound experiences. 

I wasn’t really sure what to do with the Affinity pools, since I didn’t know much about them. The most I knew was that Lockert had turned into a Wind Beast by jumping into one, which meant they were somewhat dangerous. Dangerous, but if they were some kind of liquid Affinity mana, I could well imagine it was incredibly valuable for crafting. Taelah and Shayma would love it. 

Obviously, the purchase came with new trait options. I hadn’t really discussed some of the new stellar traits with anyone yet, but I hadn’t been so impressed by them that I felt they were worth adding to the shortlist. 

 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

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

 Inspiration: Companions of Dungeon Inhabitant species gain natural leadership toward that species. (15) Affinity Infusion: Companions may infuse their Classes or Skills with any governed Affinity. (20) Core Specialization: Ecology

 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, repeatable)

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

 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)

In hindsight I probably should have bought Habitation first, since it came with new traits, but there wasn’t anything in particular that I wanted and could afford. Some of the options were interesting, like Pinnacle, but most of what Habitation unlocked was pretty underwhelming relative to what it actually had given me. 

The Depths of Space Field was the weirdest of the bunch, since it was the first thing that would let me manipulate either gravity or atmosphere. Not directly, of course, but even in pre-programmed Field form it would be cool. With mana overcharge and my ability to manipulate it, I might even be able to make a vacuum, which did have its uses. Corona, on the other hand, seemed redundant considering what else I could do. Admittedly it sounded like an effective defense without much investment, but it wasn’t particularly high on my list of priorities. 

Enough time went by while perusing my overlay that I started to see the effects of the new Core Specialization. The additional kinetic boost was obvious by how many people were stirring out of bed and looking rested instead of sleepy, and all at the same time rather than staggered about depending on their Affinities and duties. Iniri was one of them, but she already had kinetic, which had folded into stellar, so she’d been up early for days. 

 “So, just to tell you that I bought the Habitation specialization and now everyone in Tarnil has the benefits of kinetic Affinity. 

 Not the actual affinity itself, just the endurance boost. You should have some bonuses as well, since you’ve already got that.” 

“That is…” Iniri was speechless for a moment, her eyes flickering as she considered it. “I’m sure a lot of people would waste such a benefit, but that means that anyone can put in longer days and still feel rested. You’ve just effectively

doubled my labor force.” She waved a hand dismissively as she continued. “Oh, I expect in real terms it’s more like twenty percent or so, but that’s still amazing. Not to mention the morale benefits from feeling energetic and fully rested all the time.” 

 “Yeah! Though I bet parents aren’t going to thank me for making their kids even more rambunctious.”  Iniri’s expression flickered for a moment, then she laughed out loud. 

“Tell you what, I’ll take credit for the extra productivity and you can take credit for frustrated parents.” 

 “That doesn’t sound fair at all.”  Of course, I didn’t actually mind. I was glad to hear Iniri actually joking with me for a change. Generally she was more formal than I would have preferred, but then, she’d only just started being able to talk to me directly. 

“You should have thought of that earlier,” Iniri said with a smile. “Now it’s too late.” 

 “Darn it.” 

I could see a stir among the Scalemind when I was talking with Iniri, but lacking Shayma and One-Eye-Green, I’d have to wait to ask how the habitation bonus affected them. The affinity pools started to form too, as the mana flows throughout the Climates started to create little points of focus. 

They weren’t visible without mana-sight, since they were fundamentally  just mana, but they did have a physical effect on the environment. 

The volcanic Affinity pool bubbled and spat like lava, scouring the bottom of the ash-covered depression it collected in without actually destroying any material. Instead it just hardened the ash into a permanently swirling pattern as the pseudoliquid mana piled up. The water Affinity collected like a brine pool under a deep lake, displacing the water above it, and the air Affinity acted like a thermocline, filling a small hollow with chill mana. Storm Affinity was a stationary vortex, whirling up in the air, and earth was like a geode, swirling around in a stone hollow under the ground. 

Once the initial pool had formed, they slowly densified until each was physically visible, a sort of hazy outline. None of the pools were particularly large, maybe four or five liters at most, and didn’t seem to be getting any larger. At least, not at a rate that was easily discernable. From what I could see the larger climates generated larger Affinity pools, but not so much larger that I’d end up with lakes or oceans from the sizes I was planning for the Caldera. 

From what Ansae had said about dragon biology, I could well imagine dragons would love those pools, and probably drink from them directly. It was a bit of a partial step toward something like a [Contained Star], mana condensed and potent enough that it had its own physical presence, but not so much that it actually generated mana of its own. A quick test showed me that it did count as a liquid so I could actually handle it myself, which would probably be all kinds of absurd in the future. 

Speaking of Ansae, the mental component of my Fields became evident as she visibly perked up, her mental state being restored by the super-powered Rejuvenation Field I had going around her. While it probably wasn’t the same as [Light of Hope], which already had a mental effect, it clearly did something similar. The dragon stretched and suppressed a yawn, then grinned. 

“I’m ready, Blue. Let’s see what you can do.” 

Day 177 - Blue (Explicit) I was actually kind of nervous. It was one thing to pleasure humans and human-kin where I had some idea what to expect, and had a frankly completely unfair toolset to do it with. It was another thing entirely to deal with a dragon, and an ancient and experienced one like Ansae at that. If there was anyone I could actually  disappoint it would be her. 

Since she was already relaxing in a chair I’d made, I converted the chair to a breeding station. I could do that without affecting anything about it, a skill I’d taken advantage of more than once when it came to Shayma and Taelah. The moment I did that I could read Ansae through the link and it gave me an almost physical shock because Ansae felt  terrible. 

Even with my fields she was still in pain, not to mention exhausted both physically and mentally and strained due to being so low on resources. I’d seen that she was down on health from her maximum, but I hadn’t really thought much of it because she didn’t have any visible wounds. Not to mention that with Iniri and Shayma and Taelah I had never been intimate when they were hurt, let alone low by hundreds of thousands of health. 

“A mind magic link?” Ansae muttered. “No, it’s not that. 

What…?” 

 “Oh jeez, Ansae, I didn’t realize.” 

“Realize what?” She asked, and it occurred to me that she’d been operating on such low reserves for so long she barely even noticed. Oh, it wasn’t that she didn’t hurt, but it was like someone with a chronic illness who just forgot what being healthy was. “Oh,” she added a second later, as she understood what I was feeling. I could tell she was trying to close that off, shove it away. 

 “It’s a lot at once, isn’t it?”  I told her, trying to stop her from shutting down on me.  “You know I won’t kiss and tell, as it were. Hell, you know I literally can’t tell barring my

 Companions.”  Even ignoring the time she’d spent closed off underneath the mountain, I doubted that Ansae had shown any sort of vulnerability to anyone for centuries. It wasn’t just that she was a prideful dragon, though that was quite a lot of it, it was also that she was The Silver Woe, the greatest Power in existence. For a moment there was a stretched tension between us, and I was afraid she was going to do something rash. Then she let out a breath. 

“I’d probably kill anyone else who saw that deeply into me,” 

Ansae muttered, looking more tired than before. 

 “Really?” 

“Maybe,” she said, half-closing her eyes. “I haven’t had anyone close to me for a very long time. Immortality is a tricky thing and that’s before my earned title. Weakness is something that’s just part of being alive; it’s something you can work to change. Vulnerability requires trust, and it’s intimate.” 

 “Sex isn’t intimate?” 

“You’d be surprised,” Ansae said, but in a way I wasn’t. There were definitely people who had casual flings all the time and thought nothing of it. I was familiar with the type and tended to regret involving myself with them  — like with The Hurricane. I was not that way by inclination, and that inclination was only emphasized by the dungeon biology that connected me to my partners. As amazing as the breeding stations were, it was impossible to be casual with them, not when they connected me directly to the other person’s emotions as well as sensations. 

Ansae had hinted at wanting me to push her limits, or maybe my limits, with what I could do with a breeding station. She certainly wasn’t shy or reticent, and I was pretty sure that she’d tell me directly what she wanted. What she actually needed was a more gentle approach, something that soothed vulnerability she felt. I could feel the craving for it, though I doubted she realized it, not with all the layers of self-control she had built up. 

I did like Ansae, despite all her sharp edges, and while I didn’t love her, what she needed was some loving. That was something I was happy to do and made me far more comfortable for a first encounter than trying to imitate what I’d done for The Hurricane. Not that I didn’t enjoy it a little rough, at least with Shayma on occasion, but that seemed like something to build up to, not to start with. 

 “Well you’re just going to have to deal with someone actually caring about you.”  I told her, and she actually growled. Before she could say something or try to stir from her chair, I actually made it even softer, letting her sink in just slightly as I slid tendrils along her neck and around the base of her horns to rub at her scales. It was a little bit of an odd sensation, like touching living steel, albeit steel with a bit of yield to it. It wasn’t that her scales were slick, just that they seemed to be like hammered metal, still fresh from the forge. 

Considering her shapeshifting I wasn’t sure if the armor and clothing she wore was actual real, taken from somewhere in her hoard when she invoked the change, or if it was just shaped out from her actual flesh. My overlay didn’t tell me, but it had issues with Ansae  anyway. A few questing tendrils found the answer to that. The armor was real, and not just decorative, since it fairly hummed with all kinds of magic and had runes laced along the inside. That didn’t stop me from pulling it, and the clothes below, into inventory and putting it to one side, baring her upper body. 

“Like what you see?” Ansae challenged, but I could tell it was just reaction. 

 “Since you’re shifted, does that mean you sculpted everything yourself, to look humanoid?” 

“Of course. A form similar enough to human-kin but still recognizably me.” 

 “I must say I approve of your artistry.”  Her humanoid form was very Amazonian, the muscles obvious, but mostly by sheer mass rather than absurd definition. She looked like she could bend steel barehanded without looking like she spent her time bodybuilding. 

She had big, firm breasts, the smooth scales growing smaller where they framed pale violet areolae and nipples, which clearly had no place being on a reptile – or whatever dragons were – but it wasn’t like Ansae cared. It was obvious she’d made the form to be attractively female, while still keeping draconic characteristics like horns and teeth and scales. With the size of her frame the big breasts were even larger than they looked, and I had to vastly increase the normal size of my tendrils to wrap around them, sliding around from behind her to cup them. 

For a moment it seemed like she didn’t really care about my touches at all, then I felt her actually unlocking restrictions inside her, like turning valves to let things through. Suddenly I could feel her sensitivity to touch as I brushed along the soft mounds of her breasts – and they were soft despite the scales –

as well as the soothing caress along her neck and up around where her horns met her skull. 

“Thank you, I suppose,” she sighed. I shifted tendrils slightly, taking advantage of the fact that her back was sunk into my breeding station to find what points worked best. It wasn’t like she had any actual knotted or particularly sore muscles, but the missing hit points was reflected  somehow,  and I was sure I could at least soothe that while trying to get her in the mood. 

After a moment I realized I wouldn’t get very far with just physical stimulation alone, not when this was a body shaped with her will, so I pushed mana into the breeding station, pushing it out to give just a little bit of a pure-mana aura around the black flash.  That got a reaction, as I could feel the surge of sensation from her, every motion growing far more intense, as if before I’d been touching her through a thick blanket. 

“Blue  —” Ansae said, stirring. 

 “Relax, relax. I won’t do anything you don’t like. I can feel you through the link, and you bet I’m paying attention to it.”  I’d disturbed her poise more than I had expected, given that she was thousands of years old and all, but maybe thousand-year-old poise felt more unsettling when it shifted. She didn’t reply for a moment, still tense, and I ran a few tendrils along her

shoulders, reading her reactions as I soothed invisible aches, watching my mana ripple through hers. 

Finally she relaxed, just a fraction, and I continued my ministrations, winding my limbs around her breasts in a slow spiral. She just breathed while I squeezed softly, despite the fact that I could feel the first sparks of arousal from my flesh and mana sliding along her scales. It wasn’t until I reached the pale violet skin, thinning the tip of my tendril to wrap around her nipple and tug softly, that she let out a noise. 

“I have to admit that does feel good,” she murmured. 

 “I can’t take all the credit, your body is doing a lot. Gave yourself nice sensitive scales and big beautiful breasts.”  I told her, giving the breasts in question another squeeze before reshaping my tendrils to slide over her nipples, rubbing them with soft, silk-textured warmth. At the same time I didn’t stint with the soothing massage, or stroking, or maybe even cuddling. It was difficult to really categorize, though it could firmly be called foreplay no matter what it was. 

I kept up the slow caress of her breasts as I slid one tendril along her muzzle, rubbing along her jawline. Every single appendage I made had to be almost comically oversized, with her three-meter frame, but it seemed to work regardless as she tilted her head to lean against me. When I started to tease her nipples slightly harder, rubbing softly over their erect and hardened tips, she snorted and put her hands over the tendrils on her breasts. 

“It’s amazing how much males, even male dragons, like these,” she said. 

 “You’re liking them too,”  I told her, since I could feel that the gentle massage and silk-soft touches against her flesh were kindling a hunger deep inside her. Each stroke drew a little more of a thrill from within her, made her just a little more sensitive. 

“Well there wouldn’t be any point, otherwise,” she replied, and I had to agree. Half the fun was making her squirm from the sensations I was evoking, though I had to admit they were pretty damn amazing specimens. There was a benefit to being

able to reshape one’s body in totality, which made me wonder when Shayma would take advantage of it. Not that she needed much help in that regard. But it was time to focus on Ansae, so I cut that train of thought short and returned my attentions to the dragon. 

I stroked one thick tendril along her belly, tracing the muscles underneath her scales and feeling for sore or sensitive spots. 

One of the oddities of the shapeshift form was that she had no navel, just solid silver scale, but exploring the expanse of exposed scales I found that the rest of it was very similar underneath. Ansae hummed softly as I stroked back and forth over her belly, then slid my tendril back upward, sliding it between her breasts while I squeezed and played with her nipples. 

“Mmm!” Ansae said, I could feel something about that appealed to her. So, I made it thicker and kept up the slow, languid movement while I played with her breasts. I hadn’t yet turned any of the tendrils into breeders, partly because I was still working on getting her into the proper mood and partly because the idea that I was actually fucking Ansae was so insane that I wanted to keep myself under as much control as I could. 

I kept up that slow teasing for a while, feeling her relax into it and open up to wanting more, before sliding out some more tendrils to take off the bottom half of her armor. Instead of just taking it off using inventory, I went more slowly, using individual tendrils to puzzle out buckles and straps, pulling off the leggings piece by piece. Underneath she had silken leggings, and when I pulled those down, she spread her legs slightly, showing off the perfectly formed slit of her sex. 

Like her nipples, the flesh of her pussy was a pale violet, a narrow strip of flesh with the perfectly formed pearl of her clitoris just barely visible under its hood. I honestly wanted to dive right in, but I made myself wrap my tendrils around her thighs first, rubbing slowly at her scales and circling inward toward the enticing purple flesh. Small tendrils softly caressed her inner thighs, tracing the scale edges where they became

finer and more delicate, while I wrapped a thicker one about her tail, giving it a gentle tug. 

“Tease,” Ansae growled at me, though softly, tracing her claws along the tendrils squeezing and rubbing her breasts. 

 “You know it.”  Besides which, she wasn’t ready enough for me. Despite the fact that I could feel her enjoyment of the soft touches, the rubbing of her breasts, the sparks of sensation against her nipples, she wasn’t wet and so I wasn’t satisfied. I focused on teasing and stroking all around the slight mound of her sex, fine tendrils dragging inward toward her pussy before trailing off, letting it stoke her desire. 

After several minutes of sustained teasing and playing she started rolling her hips up against my attentions, the violet lips of her sex were darkening with arousal, starting to swell and gleam with moisture. I finally ran one tendril along it, giving her a long lick from the bottom of her pussy to the top of it. 

She shuddered softly, so I licked again, her soft skin burning hot against my flesh. Her sex parted slightly as I played with her, as if welcoming me in, but I restrained myself and kept teasing the outside of her pussy, making sure to lap against her clit slowly and firmly with every stroke. Ansae needed me to go slowly, not quickly. 

“I can feel you too,” Ansae murmured, voice rising in pitch ever so slightly as the textured tendril I was using on her caressed her exposed clitoris. “You’re holding back quite a bit.” 

 “That’s because it’s more fun to do things the right way,”  I told her, flatting my tendril over her pussy and altering the texture so it felt like a constant rolling stroke over her outer sex and her clit. 

“The right — ah!” The first orgasm took her by surprise, quite a feat considering the control she normally kept herself under, her hips arching into the air and her claws suddenly digging into the tendrils she was gripping. Into, and straight through, slicing the steel-hard breeding station flesh like it was powder. 

It stung like hell, but it wasn’t as bad as I might have

expected; certainly nothing like the organ-damage feeling I’d gotten from other damage. 

 “Ow.” 

“I did not mean to do that,” Ansae said, pulling back from the moment she’d just had. 

 “It’s okay, I have spares,”  I reassured her, regrowing the tendril in question and, after a moment, she dropped the severed end on the ground where I reabsorbed it.  “Obviously I need to work on making breeding stations more robust for you.” 

“I suppose — mm!” I wasn’t about to let her get pulled all the way out of her mood, so I squeezed her breasts harder, tugging her nipples as I sent small tendrils to spread open her pussy. 

Another set toyed with her clit, tiny filaments delicately stroking her sensitive pearl as I brought her mind back to pleasure. Only when I was sure she was back in the moment did I create a breeding tendril. 

I kept it untextured to start, and though it was large enough to be genuinely absurd for a normal human-kin, it was nothing extreme when considering Ansae’s overall size. The tip pressed against the lips of her pussy then thrust in slowly, and I could feel her tight folds squeeze around me, silk smooth and magma hot. This time she kept her claws to herself, slit-pupiled eyes sliding nearly shut as she welcomed me inside. 

“Ohh, is that good,” she said, the walls of her sex rippling around me as I drove into her, trying to pull me even deeper. I gave her what she wanted, driving into her until she was stuffed full then swelling to stretch her around me, getting another shudder. Then I started to actually thrust, a slow, smooth rhythm that let her get used to the feel of me inside her. Not to mention it let me get used to the sight and sensation of fucking an ancient dragon, shapeshift form or not. 

For a while there was nothing but the sound of Ansae’s breaths and the soft, wet sound of my cock driving into her. The mana that coated it made every thrust nearly electric, sparking all kinds of sensations as I filled her, while her pussy gripped me fervently and her hips rolled against my motions. Each stroke

drove her a fraction closer to orgasm, the pleasure building inside her as I watched her pant under my touch and felt her squeeze around my shaft. 

I was ready and waiting the moment she came, and suddenly started driving into her faster, plunging powerfully into her pussy even as she squeezed around me. The tendrils I’d let linger around her sex wrapped around her clit, squeezing in quick pulses as I fucked her. She hissed smoke out through her teeth, grabbing her breasts with her hands to keep her claws from digging into me as I pleasured her through her orgasm, driving her up to a rapid second peak, and the feel her sex became too much. Ansae arched her back and let out a deep groan as I came inside her, flooding her with thick, sticky cum even as my cock kept her stretched wide. 

“Mmn, I was wondering if you’d do that,” Ansae said languidly, then shivered as I adjusted my breeding tendril to be something rather more textured. Soft studs rose from the surface, pressing into the silken walls of her pussy and finding her most sensitive spots as I moved back to slow, gentle thrusts. “Ooh, and that.” 

 “How often have you looked in on me and Shayma, or Taelah, or Iniri?” 

“More than once,” Ansae grinned, looking down at the tendrils that engulfed her clit, keeping a soft, slow licking going as I filled her. 

 “Voyeur,”  I accused her, though if she had senses like mine it probably took an effort of will to  not see things. 

“I get bored,” she said airily, then moaned as I ‘punished’ her with a particularly hard thrust. 

 “No more peeking,”  I told her.  “I can entertain you any time you feel bored.” 

“I might – mph! – take you up on that.” Ansae replied as I flexed my textured cock inside her, pressing against her tight inner walls and sliding deep inside her with every stroke. It took longer to push her over the edge the next time, a long, slow, thorough fucking with the textured cock, her cum and

mine soaking her pussy, but finally she growled and shuddered for me. Immediately I began to suck her clit hard, rubbing and licking it with a finely-texture tendril as I fucked her through her orgasm, and her tail thrashed hard enough that I had to let it go for fear that it’d tear that appendage right off. 

“Mph – keep – going!” She demanded, and I did, hammering her though a second orgasm and then raising the stimulation again. The tendrils wrapped around her clit started to buzz, vibrating directly against it while I extended the studs inside her, stretching her even further as I drove into her as hard as I could before I came. The combination of the feel of my seed spilling out inside her, the massive, studded cock, and the vibration pushed her to her third straight orgasm and she snorted actual fire as she threw back her head and moaned. 

The breeding window still didn’t appear, but unlike with The Hurricane I didn’t mind how long it was taking. I had to ramp up the stimulation more, pressing vibrating tendrils against her nipples as well as driving inside her, but after two more paired orgasms she was finally sated, or the breeding station was, and the overlay notified me of my options. 

 Breeding options:

 Revitalize: Restore some health, stamina, mana: 120 biomass, 361,500 mana. 

 Restoration: Restore the body to prime condition: 120,400

 biomass, 178,800 mana. 

 Purify: Removes all forms of depletion by replacing all of target’s energy with dungeon core mana reserve: 602,010

 mana. 

I noticed right away that I had a discount on Purify –  maybe from [Efficiency] – and while it was still out of reach a sixty thousand mana discount was nothing to scoff at. I was still going to select Revitalize but judging from the biomass and mana cost of Restoration I actually could fix a good chunk of what was wrong with Ansae physically — though, considering it was shapeshift form, that might need to wait for using it on her in her normal form. I was curious as to whether that would top off her health or what, though the cost meant I’d have to

effectively convert all my storage crystals to biomass to get it done. 

 “All right, here goes,”  I told her, and she waved a hand, relaxed and smiling and messy. Revitalize didn’t take  all my mana, which was odd, because I could have shoved another forty thousand or so at it, but I had to assume there was a reason. I selected it, and watched everything started to glow. 

The first thing I noticed was that Revitalize was actually interacting with Ansae’s soul structure. The mana flowed in from the breeding station and saturated her body, but took shape from parts of the admittedly wrecked architecture, shifting and changing and doing complicated things. 

 [Soul Sight] advances to 7. 

I could understand some of it. Some of the mana was grabbing onto the biomass and performing healing, some of it was grabbing onto less biomass and restoring stamina. Some of it was shifting and altering into Ansae’s own personal mana, vanishing into her mana pool, the transformations based on some combination of mana biology and soul design. 

I could see why it didn’t suck up my full mana pool either —

the stress it put on her body and soul was actually a little alarming. Even if my mana was pure and Affinityless, it wasn’t  hers, so I wasn’t going to be able to pump her full of mana all at once. There was, in a sense, a cooldown. It would be poison to try and do more. That was something I wouldn’t have been able to see without [Soul Sight], and implied that the various safeties that restricted what I could do with my mana biology probably all had good reasons for existing. 

Besides which, I didn’t mind doing it again. 

 “So, it’s saying you have a fertility penalty for this—”  I started to tell Ansae as I noticed that little notation on the overlay, and but it went away as soon as I said it. 

“Interesting,” Ansae mused, resting her claws on her belly. “I think it’s actually hijacking some parts of the reproductive process to get the access it needs. Future potential to fuel it, mother-child bond to touch the soul…” She yawned. “I’d watch more closely but I’m enjoying this too much.” 

Ultimately the three hundred thousand-some mana translated into a little over a thousand points in each of Ansae’s stats at a ratio just over one hundred to one. Which was horrendously inefficient but far, far better than her basic regeneration or even what she could get by eating my fruits. It also actually doubled her effective stamina and mana, and I could feel the improvement through the link as she was restored over the period of an hour or so. 

 “Feeling better?”  I asked, even though I knew the answer. 

She was far from feeling  healed, or at least, healthy, but some of the desperate exhaustion was gone. 

“Feeling good, even.” She grinned. 

Day 177 - Blue, Continued I left Ansae to bathe and nap, though she promised she’d be easier to wake the next time, and went to catch up on my material production. Not only had I neglected my Anvils while I was paying attention to Ansae, but my refineries had actually borne fruit. That surprised me for some reason, even though all of my dungeon stuff worked more or less as advertised. 

What it gave me wasn’t regular old quartz but rather

[Spellquartz], because obviously something as intensely magical as myself wouldn’t make  mundane materials. That was irritating because I  wanted ordinary quartz, though I probably should have been glad that I got quartz at all. I could easily have gotten magical stone or obsidian instead though, if I were to bet, I’d say obsidian had more volcanic Affinity than earth. 

Just because it was magical didn’t mean it wasn’t quartz, though. [Customization] still allowed me to change the texture and color of my Stonesteel and Adamant stone, and that was at least as much a change in elemental content as the various types of quartz had. My laser and the fusion origin of the

[Contained Stars] showed that atomic theory still held, so I figured other forms of chemistry did too, they were just muddled by mana stuff. 

I plopped down a bunch of it in crystal formations in the grasslands Climate, figuring that was fairly neutral, and started fiddling. Agate, amethyst, citrine, carnelian, onyx, rose quartz, smokey quartz. It more or less worked, each quartz variant shifting the mana that was inside it just slightly. It seemed the different varieties had different Affinity preferences, and I’d need to put the outcrops where the Affinities were to get something other than mildly Affinity-prone gems. Agate to Kinetic, amethyst to healing, citrine to fire, and the like. I could see how a Great Dungeon or mana spring would end up with outcrops of all kinds of out-of-place materials. 

With that experience, I linked a bunch of Refineries to different mana Affinity crystals and set them processing. From what I understood, my purity of mana actually worked against me in some ways, because while I could make this stuff pretty easily it didn’t have any specific character. It only got specific Skills or the like when worked into a finished good. I had Taelah and Shayma and an entire Village though, so that probably wouldn’t be an issue. 

“Blue, I’d like to discuss having a summit next week,” Iniri said, pulling my attention away from my fiddling. 

 “A summit? I think I missed something. Oh wait, Ir is coming, isn’t it? Er, aren’t they?”  I’d caught that much, at least, with Wright discussing a trip to come see myself and Iniri both. He seemed a fairly reasonable chap, which was encouraging considering all the unreasonableness we’d already dealt with. 

Especially since, as a fifth-tier and the ruler of a good chunk of the continent, he’d be a pain to deal with. 

“Ir, and I’m sending out invitations to our neighbors as well. 

Nobody missed the end of the battle, either your part or The Silver Woe’s, so there’s a good excuse to get everyone together and clear the air. Not to mention normalize relations now that Tarnil has come back to life.” 

 “Makes sense. Next week seems quick, though.” 

“Normally I’d want several months to prepare, yes, but better to take advantage of events as they happen. Besides, the sooner we can strong-arm everyone into acknowledging you as your own polity, the better.” 

 “Oh right! Yeah, that would be good. I’d hate to start a war by messing up some idiot who decided to go after you or my Village or my Scalemind or something.” 

“No, we can’t have that,” Iniri said with a smile. 

 “Right, so what do I need to do? I’m assuming we need to wow them somehow.” 

“Yes, the Palace will suffice for housing them, but maybe some sort of pavilion with your special touch would be good, and Shayma would join us of course. Taelah as well if she’d

like. I’m not sure about The Silver Woe — I’m hardly in a position to invite her.” 

 “You can still call her Ansae, I think. She’s not really involved in the politics of this, so she probably won’t care, but I’ll ask her when she wakes up again.” 

“Thank you,” Iniri said fervently. She was taking Ansae’s identity pretty hard, but maybe that was just because she didn’t have the interactions with her that I did. Nor did she get to see Ansae snuggle Shayma like an oversized teddy, which was amazing. “Besides that, a showing of what Tarnil has to trade

— so in a way, what  you have to trade. There can’t be a demand for something nobody knows exists.” 

 “Oh, that’s fantastic, since I have a bunch of stuff I can make in bulk now, as well as the supermaterials. I’ll get Shayma to bring some goods from the Village, and if you can rope in Piping Hot Pies, some pastries. How about showing them a

 [Contained Star] ignition? At a safe remove of course.” 

“Hmm.” Iniri tapped a finger thoughtfully against her desk. 

“It’s not like we can  hide that you’re making them, so showing it off directly is a fantastic idea if we couch it right.” 

 “There’s a wrong way to show off a star forge?” 

“Yes,” Iniri said firmly. “It needs to be something  you do, not something directly connected with my negotiations, so it doesn’t look like we’re threatening them. At the same time, it should come right about when people start digging in their heels, to remind them of exactly what you are.” 

 “I’ll let you be in charge of the timing. Easy enough for me to do it on cue once I have the materials saved up.”  That was the sort of political stuff that I wanted to avoid, but it was really petty to complain about just making sure I showed up on time and built a pretty showcase area. Sure, I didn’t  have to, but being a Power wasn’t an excuse for being lazy.  “Give me a minute and I can get you samples of everything but the supermaterials.” 

Thinking about it, I was pretty sure that nobody knew all the various types of stones and metals and glasses and whatnot I

could make. Even I was having trouble keeping track of it, though at least once I made stuff it got tracked in my overlay. 

Which meant my resource window was getting  really big. I started sorting and then realized that Iniri’s office was nowhere near large enough. 

Since I needed to show off the stuff anyway, I figured I might as well organize things real quick, and made a new room to handle it. In a way it didn’t matter where it was, since it was both temporary and something I’d be teleporting people to anyhow, but for the moment I put it under Shayma’s beach house. The final version would probably be somewhere they could watch the star forge. 

It was a hell of a spread when I laid it all out. Various ranks of stone, iron, copper, gold, silver, bronze. Glass, the normal stuff and a mana-tempered version I didn’t remember making, tayantan wood. There was one of the [Skystone] meteorites with flecks of [Sky Iron] and [Starmetal], which I desperately needed to test, along with the [Prismatic Glass] from where it landed. Bunches of Sources, and I set aside a stellar Source for Ansae when she woke up, and little samples of the liquid mana from the Affinity pools in tiny glass vials. I left the fruits and spices and so on for The Village; that stuff would be represented in foods and maybe something of Taelah’s if she wanted. 

Besides, if I were to have a full accounting of every useful thing in my Climates it’d take weeks to go through it all. As I understood it, none of that was actually unique, but rather was being pulled from whatever native area the Climate was aping. 

It was the tayan-stuff that was unique to me, though I had no idea what that prefix was supposed to mean. 

Once I’d scraped together a bit of everything, including the various magical gems I’d only just figured out, I opened a portal for Iniri. So far, I thought I was doing pretty good in my attempt to break the habit of just teleporting people where I needed them. I might still end up doing that when necessary, but now that I could more or less talk to Iniri and Taelah it was rude not to give them the choice. 

“Gods above, that’s a lot of things,” Iniri said once she stepped through the portal. Everything was arranged on pedestals, by category, in a big square room. Being able to see it all at once definitely heightened the impact. “I don’t know what all of it is, but considering it’s you I imagine it’s all potent.” 

 “Yeah, some of it is probably fairly generic, but since I can supply the [Spellquartz] and its variants in ten-kilo chunks I imagine the quantity will help. I don’t have any of the supermaterials here, I’ll leave it to you what you think is best to show off and what to reserve.” 

“Not Firmament, not yet. It’s unfortunate that Tor Kot knows about it, but that is just  too enticing. I’d be afraid that Wright would just want it all to himself. Most of the rest is more curiosity, especially since you can’t make it in bulk. Or nobody else could use it.” Iniri frowned thoughtfully. “Maybe the Anecrux. That’s something everyone could use, but doesn’t have a completely absurd property.” 

 “Yeah that makes sense. Especially since I’m not really interested in trading Firmament.”  Not until I had a goodly amount of [Contained Stars] and Sienne’s present finished anyway. 

“All this will definitely be a useful diplomatic hammer,” Iniri said. “Though I’m guessing you’ll have something a little more grand for the actual event? I don’t imagine you’ll want to present it in a big empty room.” 

 “Oh yeah. I’ve got an idea.”  I had hundred-kilometer-high walls around the Caldera now, which meant one hell of a view. 

Admittedly, a view of mostly bare stone, but some Climates could solve that issue fairly quickly. I needed to fix that anyway, so it wasn’t like it was any extra work. Iniri waited, an eyebrow raised, but I wanted to surprise her, so I didn’t elaborate on it. 

“Oh, while we’re discussing things, I have a number of petitions that are aimed at you.” She said, and she didn’t look particularly happy. 

 “Uh oh.” 

“Well, most of them just got burned. There’s no point in showing you anyone complaining about you saving their lives, but there are some that I need to put to you. Some, not many, but some of the dungeon-wives from the formerly-occupied cities have been petitioning to have  you take them up as dungeon-wives now that Tor Kot is gone.” 

 “Oh god no.”  I didn’t even have to think about it. Even if I technically had dungeon wives, the little I’d seen of Tor Kot and the red core dungeons made me want absolutely nothing to do with them. 

“I understand that reaction, but I’d be remiss if I didn’t point out that more Companions would help you. There’s only the three of us right now, and these dungeon-wives would be perfect recruits for you.” 

 “I mean. Yeah, I guess more Companions would be good in theory. But it’s not like just getting a new sword forged or something. These are people that I have to live with for the rest of their lives. Besides, they have to be aligned with me pretty strongly to get any use from them if we’re doing this pragmatically.” 

“I understand that,” Iniri said. “But you really should at least consider it. Maybe send Shayma around to talk to them?” 

 “I suppose so. I don’t imagine I’ll be interested though.”  Yes, having more Companions would make me more powerful, in theory. But it was an inconsistent sort of power and I was expanding my capabilities handily enough. I already felt I was spread kind of thin with three Companions to pay attention to, even if Iniri was mostly independent, and introducing probably-unstable women into the mix didn’t seem a promising proposal. Especially since they’d have immediate access to Companion Concord, so it wasn’t just my ear they’d be in all the time. 

The Hurricane had shown me how unpleasant it could be to run into someone whose interests were, to say the least, not congruent with mine, and I doubted any of these dungeon-wives would be on my side the way my other Companions were. Even if I had Dreams-Ahead make sure they were sane, 

they were volunteering either on the basis of sexual kink or theoretical luxury. Neither of which seemed appealing and I was well aware of how much I’d lucked out with Shayma and Taelah and Iniri. 

Iniri gave me a full schedule, albeit with large blank spots for me doing what I wanted to do, and went back to the Palace around the time Shayma was getting up. Which was amusing because they were so very close in space but still completely missed each other. As soon as Iniri was gone I Relocated the entire collection to the treasury and filled in the space beneath Shayma’s beach house. Though it did give me the idea to do some nice sea caverns just to have somewhere neat for my Companions to hang out. 

 “So, Iniri wants me to screen some of the former dungeon-wives who want to be my dungeon-wife instead as potential Companions. I don’t really think that’ll work but it might be worth it?” 

“Mm.” Shayma nodded. “If your leveling is linked to Companions and Depletion removal now, you really should think about it. Purifying them, even if you don’t make them a Companion.” 

 “I’ll think about it but no promises.” 

“I think you’d actually benefit more from getting Iniri to be closer,” Shayma grinned. “Poor thing could probably benefit from having your attentions on a regular basis.” 

 “I think you just want a repeat of last time.” 

“Maaaybe.” 

I distracted myself with Shayma for an hour or so before I let her go, though it was actually to meet with One-Eye-Green and not with one of Iniri’s candidates. Setting up meetings with the various women would take a little bit of preparation, on both Shayma’s part and mine. 

“Missus Shayma—” I had no idea when One-Eye-Green had started calling her that   “—Big Brother and Big Sister want to know if Mister Blue did something. Our memories? I think? 

Are different today than they used to be. There’s more to them now.” 

I’d forgotten about the Habitation benefit already, but the first thing the Scalemind asked when she saw Shayma made me remember. In truth I’d not really been treating the Scalemind as if they were as important as the Village, and I probably should have been. They were my link with actual monsters as well as the Underneath. The Underneath hadn’t yet thrown anything horrible at me, but it was probably just a matter of time. 

 “Umm. Habitation specialization, right. It said that the Scalemind get greater finesse with their mind magic. I hadn’t thought about the fact that would impact their own minds.” 

“You do too much stuff while I’m busy or sleeping,” Shayma said, shaking her head before focusing on One-Eye-Green. 

“Blue has provided a boon to all his inhabitants. For the Scaleminds, it’s improved mind magic finesse.” 

“Oh! That’s very nice! Thank you, Mister Blue!” 

 “You’re welcome,”  I said through Shayma. One-Eye-Green’s diction had come a long way since the Scalemind first appeared, and her hiss was barely noticeable.  “Any particular effects beyond clearer heads?” 

“Big Brother and Big Sister felt clearer when Sharing,” One-Eye-Green told Shayma. “You do too. I can almost hear Mister Blue Sharing with you.” 

 “Hmm.”  I had an idea, but I didn’t know if it was a good one. 

 “If they’ve got better finesse and insight, see if Dreams-Ahead and Cuts-Like-Cold think if they could manage visiting the Village. If they want ideas on what it’s like to be a civilized race, I can’t think of a better place to start.” 

“You should ask Taelah about that first,” Shayma pointed out. 

 “Yes, yes I should.”  I was glad I had people who reminded me of things like that.  “Taelah, would you be willing to entertain a couple Scalemind guests at the Village? It’ll have to be a tentative thing, in case they can’t manage it without hurting

 people, but I’m thinking you all are the best model they could have for becoming not-monsters.” 

Taelah was in the middle of what looked to be a community canning session, though using clay and alchemical sealant rather than glass jars, which made me realize that it really was getting on toward winter. I actually didn’t know if I’d get seasonal variations in my Climates, though I probably would. 

Even so, I could probably set it up so that the Village could harvest year-round, but so long as they had plenty of food, I didn’t see the point. 

“Certainly, husband, though I’ll have to meet them first,” 

Taelah said, scooping some sort of cooked root vegetable into the clay jars. One of the children ran past her toting a basket of berries, and Taelah grabbed a berry and popped it in her mouth. “Can it wait until after we’re done here?” 

 “Of course. I have to pitch it to them too. Just wanted to clear it with you.” 

“Maybe this evening after we get everything done, or even tomorrow,” Taelah suggested. 

 “Works for me,”  I said, and filled in Shayma, who outlined it to One-Eye-Green in turn. The expressions Taelah was making during the process made me think that Shayma was saying something over [Companion Link]. I was actually glad they had some way to talk that I couldn’t hear, but I was pretty sure they were talking about me. 

While Shayma and Taelah were doing their thing, I went and checked on some of my longer-term projects. The floating fortress was still being combed over by Iniri’s crew, but everything I wanted to do with it needed a lot of expertise. The existing armament and control schemes were entirely reliant on the mage-kings directing everything and I wanted to be able to do things on my own recognizance. 

I couldn’t just interface with the systems the way the mage-kings did. Shayma or Iniri or even Taelah probably could, given some practice, but I knew from experience that ordinary magical items didn’t play well with my dungeon biology. Even something as simple as the Status sigil was pretty difficult to

sustain without something terrible happening, so the finesse required for controlling those air engines was way beyond me. 

Not to mention everything else. 

There was probably something I could do with [Mana Geometries], even if it was just emulating simple logic gates or dials. The [Linked Core Lattice Gems] would probably be helpful too, since I was pretty sure they helped me exercise more direct control, but I’d have to work around the communications problem. No matter what the solution was, it wasn’t going to be one I could come up with or make by myself. It would also have to come after the summit. 

Moving on, I had enough material to build a few more Anvils, slowly expanding my manufacturing capacity. Unfortunately, it was still manual, so I had to poke them once an hour or so to cycle through materials and that was getting more and more tedious the more Anvils I had. Not that I was really complaining about having more supermaterials, but I knew I was going to start bobbling the timing and forget about it for a day or something. 

I set aside [Firmament] and [Stellar Fragments] for the showpiece [Contained Star], though I’d probably have enough for two stars by the time they swung by. Considering I still owed people stars – well, I didn’t  technically  owe them, but I definitely wanted to give them to my Companions and I really needed more of Ansae’s expertise – I’d probably be focusing on star production for the immediate future. 

From there I moved onto the Caldera. Since it was finally finished and stable, I had a couple million square kilometers to fill with Climates. The area around Ansae’s tower had given me a lot of practice with meshing together different ones as well as changing the way single Climates presented themselves, so I had a lot to draw from when I went to make the much, much larger versions. 

As a rough outline I raised a bunch of mountains in the north of the Caldera, linking up with the Caldera wall, and made a big lakebed between it and Ansae’s central tower. I bent it around into a sort of crescent, one shore of which was within a hundred kilometers of the Village. A little bit of tweaking

meant that the stream coming out from the Tree of Eschaton joined up with a river that fed it, so eventually there’d be a direct water connection. 

The Village itself was west of the center, so I kept the west of the Caldera generally flat, with nothing more extreme than a few rolling hills. The south got more mountains, but I planned for them to be volcanoes, so I put in a few lone and separated ones rather than a looming range like I’d put in the north. A couple of the southern mountains got massive craters around them, to be filled with jungle later on. 

The east mostly got some rolling hills and plateaus, though overall I didn’t have much definition. Since I was planning to put a desert there, I figured the sand, scrub, and dunes would make most of the landscape themselves. If not, I could always add in detail later. 

Once I had the basic outlines done, I started drawing in my Climates. The north got the Glacier climate, the high mountains forming a massive snowpack that swept down into a tundra, with a few glacial melt rivers feeding the giant inland lake. Filling out the Shore climate on the lake and the various islands therein helped with adding water, both directly as the Climate pulled it out of storage, and with water-generating flowers. I thought about moving Shayma’s beach house, but it was by salt water and the big lake was freshwater, so I’d have to ask her what she wanted. 

The south got steamy jungle, one enormous volcanic Climate against the south wall and the rest of it a hot, geothermally active rainforest. The heat went dry as I merged it into a Desert, which went from a hot to cold one as it reached toward the glaciers. On the Village side I made everything south of the stretch of Grassland a Temperate Rainforest until it got hot enough to be jungle, and to the north made things coniferous. 

While it was a nice microcosm for whoever was going to go traipse around and take advantage of all the stuff that populated the various Climates, I did get an unexpected result. 

The mountains I had raised weren’t completely solid, being shot through with tunnels and chambers so I could use less stone putting together two or five kilometer-high peaks. I had

expected the Climates to fill that in a bit, but not in the way they did. 

It was the first time that I’d actually put a Climate into a serious  volume. All my spatially-expanded dynamos were basically empty spheres that the Climates populated, and even the volcano defense in Tarnil had just been on top of the landscape. Now that I’d put a climate over a giant chunk of rock with hollows and caves and tunnels, the Climates filled those in with resources. 

They completely emptied me of iron, copper, and the like, running veins of metals along the interiors of passages and setting up chunks of crystal growing from walls. I would have been upset but for the way various Affinities, mostly earth and metal, latched onto the veins and flowed through them, chrystheniums blooming atop them. By guess and by [Blue’s Sagacity], I could tell those veins would actually  grow, and the chrystheniums would help replace all the resources they’d eaten. Some of the more advanced stuff was mixed in, too, like

[Mana Iron] and [Obdurate Copper]. 

There was a huge seam of coal under one of the desert plateaus, and diamonds were sprinkled in some of the passages in the volcanic jungle. All the gem outcrops were the variants of quartz that I’d made, which showed that only things I knew about – or more to the point, that my dungeon-self knew about

– qualified for seeding in the Climates. All the initial material came from my stocks, too, so while it was possible that it’d grow over time, if I wanted to make it in bulk, I still needed to use my Refineries and the like. 

One of the more amusing things was that there were pools of

[Celestial Metal] surrounded by stellar Chrystheniums nestled into the peaks of the high mountains. It seemed the flowers were putting out enough stellar mana to keep the stuff stable, or maybe the temperature helped, or maybe it was just that the metallic hydrogen wasn’t actually metallic hydrogen but the magical version of such. 

The resources weren’t the only things it added to the volume. 

The Climates changed underlying bedrock, adding permeability and populating aquifers, or in some places

changing it all to limestone. The volcanic areas got igneous and metamorphic rock, while the northern tundra was mostly sedimentary. Some of this pulled out more biomass and stone, especially in places where the soil was particularly deep, but that was less of an issue than the depletion of my metal stocks. 

Ultimately I left it as it was, and just grumbled about my resources being tied up for the moment, since with the metallic chrystheniums I’d be making it back at some point. I raised a ring of hills around Ansae’s central tower and associated interlocking Climates to help offset them from the surrounding Grasslands, and then put in my final touch: waterfalls. 

I had a thousand kilometers of wall for them, and while any water that started from the top would turn into mist long before it hit ground, I could still make some really damn impressive ones. I started out using my mostly-ignored [Fluid Handling] options to pipe and pump water out from the various lakes, but quickly gave up because the sheer scales I was working on. 

Instead I had to make sky-lakes just to feed the waterfalls, big chambers of water with plenty of the appropriate chrystheniums. I tried to make them fairly subtle, but the Caldera walls weren’t exactly thick, at least not inside the Spatial Expansion. Ultimately I had to nick extra stone from a couple mountains since I’d already used up all my stocks and reserves making the interior terrain. Mostly I took it off the mountain with my star forge, and since I didn’t want people climbing that anyway, making the slopes ridiculously steep was fine. 

I used some from my mountain too. I hadn’t figured out what I wanted to do with the exterior yet but at some point I’d want to landscape the slopes to look like something other than a generic part of a big mountain range. That said, I didn’t want it to be garish, either. A mountain was a really big canvas upon which to make really big crimes against good taste if I wasn’t careful. 

That got me enough to build lakes jutting out from the walls of the Caldera, stone half-bowls supported by buttresses, and set up waterfalls around three-quarters of the absolutely massive

perimeter of the Caldera. Even spacing them a few kilometers apart I ended up with several hundred enormous falls, and that was just at the one- to two-kilometer height. A few of the waterfalls were sited higher up, around the fifty-kilometer point, and they dissolved into mist long before they even got to the cloud height of the Climates. 

The fifty-kilometer mark was about where I wanted to put the summit, though even that might be a little high. The hundred-kilometer rim of the Caldera was  definitely too high. The vertical aspect of the Spatial Expansion resulted in having a perspective that was just enormously high up, though the air was still breathable instead of being bare wisps due to the spatial shenanigans. Even my tallest glacier-covered mountains were no more than five kilometers tall and as they were against the Caldera walls it wasn’t like they obstructed anything. 

Looking at the sheer scale of it all I was glad I was able to let the Climates do the heavy lifting and detail work, managing the precipitation and the rivers, building on the skeleton of the landscape below. They smoothed away some of the unnatural straight lines and symmetry that my quick work made, deepening crags and wearing at rock faces, or mounding dirt into hills and dales. The thought of trying to do all that manually over the massive size of the Caldera was pretty daunting. 

Somehow all this work got done without waking up Ansae, though to be fair the closest I came to the actual tower was the hill-ring to mark the outer edge of her territory. Plus, I’d already seen how deeply she could sleep, so maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised. Still, I was looking forward to seeing her reaction when she got up and there was suddenly actual terrain. 

Day 178 - Uilei-nktik

The world above the seafloor was always a strange one. Uilei-nktik was no stranger to the surface, not after centuries as a

[Wayfarer], but every time he left the comforting pressure of the depths it seemed like there was some new insanity on the part of the Surfacers. Not to mention the sun was bright and the color strange compared to the cool blues and purples and violets preferred below. 

Never before had someone brought the sun down to the ground, though. That vast flood of mana had been so antithetical to the cold, dark deep of his homeland that he’d suddenly had an inkling of what the thalassophobia of land-dwellers was like. It was a momentary glimpse of something vast and ineffable. Most of the time that was his role, and he did not appreciate the irony. 

The only entity he had expected to humble him was The Silver Woe herself. Where she was involved, nobody wanted to give offense, least of all him. Yet Blue had done it offhandedly, and in exactly the right way to make his attitude clear. An apology and a restitution gift, followed by an ungentle reminder of his power, established both his good will and the fact that Uilei-nktik was relying entirely on that good will rather than Blue’s awe of him. 

For the first few days he thought he’d have to return after only treating with Blue and Tarnil, which would have been disappointing, if understandable. Most of his time had been spent waiting in chambers prepared for him and exploring Tarnil with his senses, which had revealed a number of anomalies that provided corroboration for the claim that Blue was a dungeon. Which he didn’t exactly disbelieve, but not everything was honest about its true nature. 

His discussions with Queen Iniri and Speaker Shayma had been interesting, and far less stressful than some of the talks he’d had with other rulers, both above and below the water. 

Tarnil did not have the wealth of most Surfacer nations that

purchased passage across Leviathan waters by itself, but with Blue’s backing that was hardly a problem. Blue himself seemed to have little interest in politics, which Uilei-nktik quite understood, but at least he had empowered his women to negotiate on his behalf rather than pretending he could simply ignore the rest of the world. That was a mistake he’d seen more than once. 

His diplomatic efforts weren’t in vain though as Shayma, after a couple days, finally came to tell him that The Silver Woe was willing to see him. That message was followed by Iniri inviting him to stay for a summit in a few days where Blue would be showing off what he could offer to the local kingdoms. That might be crimping some tentacles in the case of Haerlish and Ir, which had their own agreements and designated representatives, but the point of [Wayfarers] was to cross lines of authority when it was necessary. 

It absolutely was here, especially if Blue could provide wind Affinity Sources with any degree of regularity, to say nothing of other surface-oriented Affinities. The Chiuxatli had stopped trading their Wind some time back, Tarnil’s Light sources were gone long before he’d become Wayfarer, and nobody nearby had any storm Sources. Then there was stellar Affinity, which he personally wanted nothing to do with, but he knew several younger, more cheerfully reckless Leviathans who would love to sink their teeth into the stuff. 

He’d accepted, of course. 

He sensed Shayma appearing in the moon pool chamber again, though the spatial magic itself once again escaped his senses. 

Blue’s mana seemed to be effectively invisible, even if he could feel the pressure and flow of it around him. They were subtle currents, but definitely there, and clearly spread over the entire country. Rising to the surface, he fixed his eyes on Shayma, slightly altering some of his senses to hear properly in the thin air. 

“Blue will teleport you to Ansae’s audience chamber when you’re ready,” Shayma said, referring to The Silver Woe by name as if she were a personal acquaintance. Something he couldn’t actually rule out, though historically dragons didn’t

get along too well with human-kin. Not to mention The Silver Woe was not exactly known for her enduring friendships with shorter-lived types. 

“I am ready,” he told her, though he wasn’t really looking forward to it. Teleportation tended to interfere with his own spatial senses and Skills, but if Blue was acting as The Silver Woe’s doorman, he hardly had a choice. Yet when the teleport came, it was unreasonably smooth, the water around him changing without any distortion or smeared in-between time. 

The first thing he noticed about Ansae’s audience chamber was that there was nothing to it.  Literally nothing — there were no walls, no floor, nor ceiling. None of his senses found anything beyond the expanse of the water, which was a perfect sphere. That was more than a little worrying, but it wasn’t even the most disconcerting part. The nothingness came with a strange introspective effect, as if all his faults were laid bare. It was a clear mental effect and one he blocked after he realized it, but it was still chilling. 

“Wayfarer.”  The Silver Woe’s voice came from everywhere at once, before she appeared herself, emerging from the nothingness in her own private bubble of controlled water. She was in her sea form rather than her sky form, an immense silver water serpent that could have eaten him in two bites, and pale violet bioluminescence flickered to tell him he had better be on his best behavior. As if he would do anything else. 

“What brings you to my waters?” 

“Great Lady,” Uilei-nktik said, flashing blue-green submission. There were other, older forms of address, but since she’d addressed him as Wayfarer, she was recognizing him in his official capacity. “I come to pay my personal respects, as well as those of the Abyssal Temple.” The Silver Woe flashed acknowledgement, the unique pale violet sending shudders down his spine. “I also bring you word of business pending for the past five hundred years.” 

There was quite a bit of it, actually, held in trust by the Wayfarers. Leviathans were the only race long-lived enough to keep up with the comings and goings of a true immortal, for whom a few centuries were hardly worth noticing. Uilei-nktik

himself had personally outlived several Surfacer kingdoms, some of which had simply been taken over by their neighbors, but a few of which had destroyed themselves or been destroyed by injudicious magic or natural disaster. 

“Do tell,” she said, somewhat less overwhelming than before. 

He was grateful for that. Just her words had carried enough physical impact that he had to brace himself against them, and the color of her bioluminescence was so sharp it almost hurt. 

“The last two Heirs of Solundon have been searching for you for almost two hundred years,” he told her, going through the list he’d memorized before he’d set out toward Tarnil. “I imagine now that you’ve revealed yourself, they will make their way here, but we can provide more direct transport if you so choose.” 

“Yes, do so,” she said, almost absently. Which was a relief, since he was certain that those events were already in motion. 

Some of the younger types were overly ambitious and had started arranging for all kinds of things to be sent in Uilei-nktik’s wake, even though there were no guarantees he’d even find The Silver Woe, let alone that she would be staying in the area. 

“There are half a dozen acolytes of the Silver Temple that are petitioning to enter your service,” he continued. Violet flashed in scorn, and he winced even though he wasn’t the object of her derision. The Silver Woe had never had a particularly warm relationship with her would-be worshippers. 

“Leviathans are not dragons, and dragons are not leviathans.” 

She said, emphasizing the statement with a swish of her massive tail. “I am not going to encourage their idiocy. 

Though, perhaps they could still be useful here. Send one of the high priests first.” 

“Yes, Great Lady.” 

Those three words mostly encapsulated his responses as she considered how to dispose of the list of items he’d brought with him. Five hundred years was a long time even for Leviathans, and a great deal of property had been put into storage or sold off to others in the interim. The items that

hadn’t been hers in the first place, just opportunistically placed in the places she frequented, she didn’t care about at all. Her personal items she surely did, and there were at least two individuals who would not be living much longer due to their mishandling of her property. 

Again, he was glad that she wasn’t aiming that ire at  him. 

At least she wasn’t interested in relocating either of her personal dwellings.  That would have been disruptive to say the least, and the Uphari territories were already disrupted enough with the families having to migrate away from the blighted areas around the mage-king’s archipelago. Which brought him to the most ticklish part of the conversation: telling her those personal residences were  occupied. 

“Great Lady, speaking of the Northern Spire and the Aencoral Dome — we needed space to house and feed refugees from the expanding Blight to the east. Of course, we can certainly vacate your houses immediately.” 

“No, that seems an appropriate use for them.” She said, flashing violet approval. “The Blight represents a threat that I will deal with, in time. Tell the Abyssal Temple I gift the residences back to them. I will be staying in Blue’s Caldera for the foreseeable future and will not need any dwellings in the depths.” He signaled acknowledgement, but he knew there would be a number of leviathans who would not like that one bit. Even though anyone with the slightest interest in history knew that The Silver Woe was not, and never had been, a creature of the seas. 

“The Abyssal Temple thanks you for your generosity, Great Lady,” he said, and The Silver Woe accepted his thanks with a brief flash of violet acknowledgement. He meant it, too. Both places were simultaneously works of art and enormous, sprawling citadels with excellent currents and temperatures for anyone who was fortunate enough to dwell there. They were treasures that the Temple would be glad to take. Personally, Uilei-nktik was glad that the gift came with the implicit command to keep using them for charitable works. 

“I am certain you have noticed the mana flows here,” The Silver Woe said, and he blinked blue-green agreement. “They have many interesting properties, but the one that is most important is that they purge depletion from the environment. I would suggest moving your most susceptible members offshore of Tarnil.” That made him stare for a moment, processing the implications of a dungeon that purged depletion rather than threatening it, before he flashed his bioluminescence again, holding it longer to emphasize his understanding. 

“I greatly appreciate the advice, Great Lady. I take it this knowledge should be kept obscured?” 

“To some extent. The fact that Blue provides a safe harbor against depletion cannot be kept a secret for long, but actually dwelling within his aegis is something to be negotiated with him.” 

“I understand,” he said. That was a warning that Blue was not her servant, not exactly. It would take some delicate inquiries to determine their exact relationship, but it was clear that Blue was not simply a subordinate. Some wouldn’t listen, of course, and simply assume The Silver Woe was controlling a dungeon, but after interacting with Shayma he was certain that was not the case. She considered for a moment longer, massive coils shifting and sliding in thought, then looked at him again. 

“Understand, too, that whatever agreements Blue makes are backed by  his authority, not mine. I am not the one who will take offense if someone behaves badly. But I would advise against testing Blue.” 

“I will most definitely convey  that to the Uphari,” he said fervently, the memory of Blue’s stellar Affinity demonstration seared into his mind. 

Day 179 - Piping Hot Pies A summons to a royal audience was not a common thing, even for the most successful adventuring team in Tarnil, and was met with varying degrees of appreciation by the four members of Piping Hot Pies. Maiyim was absolutely confident it was a good thing, but Calloway was less certain. There had been an awful lot of upheaval of late and since the last battle hadn’t demanded anything more of them than shooting helpless ogres, he expected the other shoe to drop any time. 

“Stop being a worrywart!” Maiyim said, taking advantage of the fact that Calloway had turned to look out the window to drape herself over his back. “We get to go to the Palace and everything! Besides, Blue likes us so he wouldn’t let Queen Iniri send us off anywhere bad.” 

“You  say Blue likes us. We haven’t even talked to him directly.” Terrance paused, considering his phrasing. “Well, indirectly.” 

“We talked to Shayma! That’s pretty much the same thing.” 

Maiyim made a moue at Terrance over Calloway’s head. He wrinkled his nose in reply returned his regard to the window. 

They probably could have gotten to the Palace faster on foot, at their levels and with their Skills, but there were certain formalities to observe. 

Those formalities were why Terrance was in dress clothing rather than his more familiar, and to him almost more comfortable, heavy armor. Not that he minded  that much —

even the Piping Hot Pies didn’t spend all their time fighting in the depths of Wildwood. Considering their pastry-related hobbies, their time was more evenly split than most would imagine. 

“I hope she’s not going to try and offer Crown sponsorship,” 

Tissaria said. She was the final member of their party, an Orrelin native with the odd nature support class of [Barkworn Leafcaller]. She was the softest-spoken of the four, possibly

because the gold-bronze skin and brass-colored eyes made her stand out as coming from the insular country. Not many people had good things to say about Orrelin. 

“Aye,” Calloway sighed. “How do you say no thank you to your sovereign?” The problem with a Crown sponsorship was that it came with certain assumptions. Namely, that the beneficiaries would end up in the Kingsguard or Queensguard. 

That was just fine for many, since very few people got past the third tier, but Piping Hot Pies was a labor of love that had gotten all four of them into their upper sixties. Calloway himself was ready to tick over to seventy, and none of them had plans to retire from adventuring anytime soon. 

The sound of the carriage’s wheels rattling against the stone of Meil’s streets changed as they crossed over onto the bridge that led to the Glass Palace. To their left, the strange spire of Blue’s stood out from the water, the portal at the top getting a longing glance from Terrance. He’d love to be able to open portals himself, but that was looking like a fourth-tier Skill at the earliest, and probably not one he could use as easily as his teleportation. Still, if he could create portals, even short-ranged ones, the possibilities for Piping Hot Pies were endless. 

The carriage slowed as it conveyed them to the front of the Palace proper, the silver-blue light from the metal threads woven throughout the massive building visible even in daylight, casting doubled or even tripled shadows as they got out of the carriage. The four of them headed inside, past guards that were obviously a tier below them. Maiyim frowned at them, trying to imagine standing around all day waiting for people to do something stupid and failing. It seemed like an awful waste of time. 

She adjusted her dress yet again, sneaking a glance over at Tissaria to see if she was looking as uncomfortable as Maiyim did. The dress wasn’t so much the problem as the lack of defenses  on the dress. Her battle-robes were almost as armored as Terrance’s plate and she was just nervous enough for that to make the back of her neck itch. Tissaria, on the other hand, was completely unperturbed. Though in fairness, Tissaria

could summon bark armor at a moment’s notice so she wasn’t as underequipped as Maiyim. 

For her part, Tissaria was spending more time staring at the exotic plants and trees scattered through the courtyard and contained inside the hollow glass pillars. Not that she’d ever pilfer from the royal palace, but her [Verdancy] Skill did best with seeds or clippings, and the more exotic and mana-dense the source the better. Just glancing around she could see dozens of options for poisons or protections or, most importantly, for food that she’d never had before. 

Of the four of them, Calloway was the one most focused on the upcoming meeting. He was the founder and leader of Piping Hot Pies and none of the others had the temperament for it anyway, so for the most part they were fine with letting him speak for them. Thus far he had been gratified that Queen Iniri’s attention was beneficial or benign, but he wasn’t confident that would last. Blue was clearly doing some major magic, as evidenced by the fact that as of a few days ago he’d felt like he was suddenly twenty years younger, and so had everyone else. He and Maiyim had already taken full advantage of that, but he was waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

Sometimes Calloway regretted not having any kinetic Affinity, though he could do more with his light Affinity than most would credit. The sheer amount of endurance a kinetic fighter had was breathtaking, and while Calloway was more of an ambush fighter, at the levels Piping Hot Pies dealt with it was nigh-impossible to avoid prolonged fights. Now he no longer had to worry about that and as a result the previous day’s foray up to the Wildwood Tree had been  extremely profitable. 

The courtyard gave way to the throne room, but instead of needing to wait with the other petitioners one of the guards recognized them and diverted them into the palace proper. The sheer wealth the enormous panes of glass and glowing threads of metal represented would have been staggering, except that Blue and Queen Iniri had raised the whole thing in the course of a day. Not that such a feat made it any less opulent. 

The guard passed them off to a page, who in turn led them up to the next level of the Palace and to an office that overlooked the courtyard. They all recognized the short figure waiting for them, and all went down on one knee more or less at the same time. Tissaria lagged behind, still uncertain where it came to Tarnil’s sovereign. 

“You may rise,” the Queen said, and they obeyed in a rustle of cloth. Iniri looked far more cheerful than she often did, almost happy, though still with the reserve expected of royalty. Her presence was far more solid than any of them remembered as well, enough that it was nearly certain she’d advanced to the fourth tier. 

“In four days we will be having a summit with Ir, Haerlish, Nivir, Orrelin, and maybe a few others,” she said, studying them to make sure they understood the import of such a thing. 

“Blue has asked for your services in the summit. Not as a protective detail, mind you. He actually wants you to make pies. Apparently even The Silver Woe had a favorable impression of your cooking, so he wants you to try with some of the more exotic supplies he has available.” 

Calloway blinked and glanced over at his teammates, who were just as poleaxed as he was. It was one thing to be known for their fighting prowess, it was another to be called on to cook for the leaders of five countries. Not to mention the idea that  The Silver Woe liked their pies, which was perhaps the most ridiculous thing any of them had ever heard. Finally, he shrugged. 

“We’d be happy to, Your Highness,” he said. All four of them had ended up with [Pastry making] as a Skill in addition to their more combat-oriented Skills, but none of them considered their pies an actual vocation. They were a difficult and tasty training exercise, and making good pies was something they took seriously, but it still took second place to their adventuring career. 

“Excellent,” she said. “Since this is a request from Blue, he’ll be the one compensating you for it, though I imagine the experience itself will be almost payment enough.” She tilted her head slightly, looking off to the side as if listening to an

invisible person. “He’ll set up portals for you, but for the duration he suggests you move everything you need to The Village.” 

“The Village, Your Highness?” Calloway asked. 

“Blue has a village,” Iniri told them. “So you won’t simply be following Shayma into the wilderness.” 

“I see, Your Highness,” he said, though all that was news to him. “How do we—” He hadn’t even finished speaking when Shayma appeared in front of him with a suddenness that made him twitch for the knives he wasn’t carrying. 

“Hello again!” Shayma said cheerfully. 

“Miss Shayma,” Terrance said in reply, sweeping her a bow. 

He was rather soft on the fox-girl, probably because he could actually talk teleport powers with her. Spatial Affinity was so rare he didn’t often run into anyone with any useful experience. 

“I imagine you’ll want to change into something less formal,” 

she said, looking over their suits and dresses. “Blue can teleport you back to your inn if you like. He wants you to get started right away just because of how many options you’ll need to look at.” Calloway looked to the Queen, who waved them off. 

“Go,” she told them. “I trust you’ll do just fine.” 

Calloway nodded to Shayma and their surroundings shifted without any sense of transition at all. It wasn’t even a bulk teleport, as ridiculous as such a thing might be. They had been put back in their pair of rooms, split into couples in a way that implied Blue had been watching them — Calloway and Maiyim, Terrance and Tissaria. Not only could Blue move them across the city with a barely-perceptible surge of mana, he knew enough to put them in exactly the right quarters. 

“Wow!” Maiyim said, bright-eyed. “I know that it’s Blue, but still, wow!” 

“It is always an experience to see him work,” Calloway agreed, already starting to gather his things from the chest at the foot of the bed. Piping Hot Pies actually owned property in

Wildwood, and the bulk of their stuff was there, but they knew better than to travel without multiple changes of clothes and, of course, weapons and armor. 

He stripped and put on his second-best town-clothes, not as protective as his armor but tougher than his suit, and watched appreciatively as Maiyim did the same with her dress. She winked at his leer and shook her hips before sliding on the red rune-embroidered robes she liked so much. In the other room, Terrance and Tissaria did much the same, if less overtly, before hefting their packs and stepping out of the room. 

Shayma was waiting for them on the bottom floor of the inn, letting them settle their accounts with the innkeeper before grinning at them. 

“Ready to go?” 

“I think so. You all?” Calloway looked at the others and got nods from two and a grunt from a third, so he nodded to Shayma. Once again their surroundings changed, but this time they were outside, in the middle of a village square. It might have looked perfectly ordinary but for the massive mountains ringing the horizon in every direction, unimaginably high. 

There was no place in Tarnil that looked like  that, though as far as anyone knew Blue  was Tarnil, so none of them had any idea where, exactly, they were. 

“Oh!” Tissaria said. “Oh, oh, oh! What is that?” She took a few steps toward the far end of the village square, where an odd-looking tree was set off by itself at a remove from the village, but was intercepted by a young woman. Despite her age she looked like she brooked no nonsense, halting Tissaria in her tracks. 

“Careful,” she warned. “That tree is likely to react badly if you try anything, even if you are level sixty-six.” 

“This is Taelah,” Shayma introduced them. “She’s one of the Elders of The Village and Blue’s wife, so you need to listen to her.” 

“His wife?” Maiyim asked. “How does that even — oof!” She scowled at Calloway, rubbing the back of her head

dramatically as if a light cuff could have actually hurt her. He ignored it and bowed to Taelah as if she were a duchess. 

“Pleased to meet you,” he told her. “My name is Joe Calloway, this is Maiyim Calloway, Terrance and Tissaria Caelon.” 

Maiyim and Tissaria curtseyed when he named them, and Terrance bowed. 

“No need to be formal,” Taelah said. “We’re just a simple village here.” Which was completely false, but she didn’t let that stop her. “Now, I understand you’re here to make pies. We have a large kitchen with big ovens set up over there.” She pointed at a large stone building in the distance with smoke rising from the chimney. “Just ask for Miss Burnhade; she’s in charge of the kitchen. If you want to pick fresh ingredients, come with me.” 

They barely needed to confer. Calloway’s focus was the dough, while Maiyim used her fire Affinity to do amazing things with actual baking, so they’d see what was available in the kitchen. Tissaria’s nature Affinity made her the best at selecting ingredients, and Terrance’s teleportation meant that he could cover an enormous amount of ground, so they were usually the ones who gathered fruits or vegetables or even game. 

While everyone around was far, far lower level than they were, nobody treated Piping Hot Pies like they were powerful. In fact, Miss Burnhade reminded Calloway of his mother and had absolutely no issues rapping his knuckles with a wooden spoon when he reached for anything she didn’t want him to touch. Not that it actually hurt him, but the reflex was ingrained from his childhood. Maiyim got along with her instantly, and inside of ten minutes they were gossiping like old friends. 

Calloway, at least, didn’t much mind. The four of them had gotten where they were from scratch, working hard for years and honing their abilities, saving their money, and taking risks. 

All too many people in the third tier were sponsored and didn’t really appreciate the hard work, but low-level [Farmers] and

[Bakers] usually did. 

The flour and eggs and butter were all very fresh but not particularly high in mana, which was fine for the most part, but some of the more interesting recipes worked better with fire or ice Affinity-infused dough. With any luck Tissaria and Terrance would bring back enough in the way of Affinity materials that they could make really exotic dishes. 

Maiyim found the ovens to be well enough made, and sturdy, but she needed something more specific to her talents if she really wanted to take advantage of her finesse. Something with more ventilation or, even better, variable ventilation. Miss Burnhade called over a [Stonecarver] and he started work right away, making a stone box to Maiyim’s specifications. 

Hours later, Terrance and Tissaria returned in Taelah’s wake, all three of them bearing bushel baskets full of the fruits of foraging. Tissaria was particularly happy, a number of small woven-vine baskets dangling off the end of her staff like a bindle. She waved energetically as she came bouncing over, eyes gleaming. 

“Blue has literally  everything!  Taelah took us all over the Caldera, they call it the Caldera, and there were herbs and fruits and vegetables I’ve never even  heard of!” She swung her staff over so Maiyim could take the baskets off and inspect the contents. Terrance dropped his bushel baskets next to the kitchen entrance, one of which was full of deep blue berries and the other of reddish-white kernels. 

“The weird part is no animals, no monsters,” he said. “It’s just eerie. On the other hand, they’re definitely high-mana areas. 

Firestorms, blizzards, cutting winds. Actual Affinity pools, which is where I found some of that stuff. Aside from Taelah there, I wouldn’t advise anyone lower than third tier try it.” 

“That bad?” Calloway asked, looking at the cracklenuts that Terrance had brought. There was more than enough there for several batches of spicy fire dough. 

“Get deep enough into one of the areas and you have to worry about Affinity poisoning,” Terrance said bluntly, since Tissaria was still quietly exulting over the spices in her baskets. “That’s ignoring wind that can literally cut stone, or fires that followed

me through teleports! Again, Taelah had some sort of control over it, or Blue did, but it’s mana spring type effects. Or dungeon ones, obviously.” 

“Oh, I have  got to go to the fire place,” Maiyim said, looking to Taelah. “Please?” 

“I wouldn’t mind,” Taelah said, and glanced at the other Calloway, gauging his expression. “But perhaps later. How are you finding the kitchen?” 

“Oh, it’s great,” Maiyim said, ignoring the standalone oven that was being assembled a few steps away. “They have coolers and freezers, guys! It makes everything so much easier!” It really did. The cracklenuts, just for an example, needed to be frozen before they could be ground into flour. 

“Well, that’s going to save  me a lot of time,” Terrance said. 

Usually he was the one who had to transport things to and from whatever source of cold they could find. “So, there’s fresh…” 

Calloway stopped listening, tensing suddenly as his instincts yelled at him. There was a monster nearby, and not an insignificant one. He spun around, hands dropping to his blades as he located the source. Terrance moved out in front of him, Maiyim and Tissaria readying their casting as the others picked up on his attitude and the threat. Long experience adventuring meant that none of them had to say a single thing. 

The monster in question was a grotesque colossus, standing almost ten feet tall and towering over the villagers walking on either side of it. It had an elongated reptilian muzzle, enormous scythes, and a long, snakelike body supported by dozens of bonelike legs. Oddly, it was dressed in something that was somewhere between an apron, a tunic, and a horse blanket, covering its front and the snake-bodied rear. 

After a moment he realized there was a second one, though much smaller and less threatening, no taller than a man and walking on two legs, though also dressed and even wearing a broad-brimmed hat. It wasn’t clear what was going on, but Calloway could only guess that the villagers were under thrall somehow and, unfortunately, they were too close to the

monsters to have Maiyim simply drop an explosion on them. 

He was working out the best way to deal with the monsters while keeping the villages uninjured when Taelah stepped in front of them. 

“That’s Cuts-Like-Cold and One-Eye-Green,” Taelah informed them. “They’re Blue’s guests.” 

“But they’re monsters,” Terrance said. 

“I know,” Taelah said. “But they’re with Blue. Cuts-Like-Cold has been helping butcher scalehoofs. Dreams-Ahead should be along any moment.” 

Calloway glanced at the others, seeing they were just as confused as he was, but he motioned for them to stand down. 

It went against the grain, with the feel of a nearby monster grating on his nerves, but a moment’s thought made it obvious that Blue wouldn’t let a monster roam around among his people if it was harmful. 

“Wait,” Tissaria said after a moment. “Isn’t the smaller one the monster that was wandering around Wildwood Retreat the other day?” 

“I guess it’d have to be,” Terrance said, watching the two monsters warily. He, too, was off-balanced just by the feel of the things being so close, especially since they weren’t at all hostile. The weirdest part was the fairly low-level villagers didn’t seem to care at all. “It looks harmless enough. If it was the other one, I think there would have been more of a stir.” 

“They use mind magic,” Taelah said, completely ignoring the looks of alarm — mostly from Maiyim, who was doing her best to plead with her eyes. What exactly Maiyim expected Taelah to do wasn’t clear, but the big sad eyes wanted her to do  something. If Taelah noticed, she did the exact opposite of what Maiyim might have wanted. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to them.” 

“Um.” Maiyim looked to Calloway, who in turn looked to Tissaria. Terrance was still focused forward, but clearly listening. Calloway made himself let go of his knives, partly because Taelah was so unconcerned and partly because the big

monster was looking directly at him and for all he knew it was reading his mind. 

“This is Blue,” Calloway said at last. “The Silver Woe lives here, we all saw those beams of light, and he has some hidden land that he can just teleport us to whenever. At this point, I think we might as well accept whatever he says is going on here is true.” 

“Uggh, fine,” Maiyim said. Taelah laughed. 

“Don’t worry,” she assured them. “You get used to it.” 

Day 180 - Blue

Things seemed to be going reasonably well. There were no disasters or impending calamities as far as I could tell. I had glimpses of the various rulers discussing the summit, and none of them were stating outright that they were going to try and sabotage anything, so that was good. Iniri had sent out messengers to the refugee bands I’d spotted, but only the Stoneborn had sent anyone. That might net me a new inhabitant species, which would be neat. 

I was half-expecting to get Chiuxatli inhabitants as well. I hadn’t kept up with whatever negotiations were going on, but Iniri had ended up quartering them in one of the weather towers, and the two of them spent a lot of time up there meditating on their Primal Sources. At least I thought it was meditation, though there was enough air mana cycling through that they could have been practicing Skills, too. 

They’d sent for a number of their kinsmen, though it would be some time before they arrived. It wouldn’t be before the summit, anyway. If enough of them came over I might have to expand, or Expand, the weather towers to do more than serve as waystops. The mental image of whole flocks of Chiuxatli hovering around the weather towers like crows about a roost was pretty amusing to me. 

Over the same period Iniri’s people had finished their sweep of the flying fortress, so I’d started rearranging it. I knew that I’d have to completely redo all the linkages and enchantments and so on, so I figured I’d do all the coarse changes first and then refine them once we had time to start adding the magical elements. 

The original layout was useless to me. I didn’t need any of the internal space, I didn’t need the central tower, I didn’t need an open courtyard, and I surely didn’t need fortress walls. The only way in and out would be teleportation, and I’d pattern the thing around actual air superiority rather than a mobile conventional fortress. 

The first thing was shape. I settled on a regular twelve-sided polyhedron, mostly because I had twelve intact air engines and those needed to serve as the anchors for the eventual magical conduits anyway. Partly though, it was because regular polyhedra weren’t really natural and neither were pentagons so just seeing it would send prickles of unease through whoever beheld the fortress. 

I tried several colors but ended up settling on black, partly because it looked nicely ominous that way and partly because a lot of the other colors just looked weird. All that stone rearranged into its new form wound up being about five kilometers in each dimension, which meant the air engines were closer together, but it didn’t seem to be unstable. The control room was more or less the same, even if it was unpowered. I didn’t know how much of it would translate to something Shayma could use but I wanted it in place for when we started hooking things back up. 

That was as far as I could get on the new fortress before the summit, but it did look damn imposing from where it floated near my starforge mountain, more like a starship than a magical island. Depending on what weaponry I could swing for it I could actually have overlapping fire arcs, too, though hopefully I wouldn’t need them. Thus far the air power I’d seen was not really much to worry about or, in the case of The Hurricane, not something to be fought conventionally, but with actual flying species there had to be some air force equivalents out there. 

While I was busy fiddling with that and regenerating the stocks eaten up by my massive Climates, The Village was fully invested in catering for the summit. When I’d brought it up, I was only thinking a few pies and muffins and maybe some examples of exotic spices, but Taelah had taken the idea and run with it. There were giant cuts of meat being slow-roasted, soups being made, salad ingredients being gathered, and of course the Piping Hot Pies working on desserts. 

The adventuring group had taken meeting the Scalemind fairly well, though they had more reservations than anyone in The Village did. It took them a while to be comfortable working

next to an aproned Cuts-Like-Cold, who was learning to chop meat and vegetables with her scythes. After they’d been properly cleaned and honed, anyway. She and One-Eye-Green and Dreams-Ahead were perfectly happy helping out around the village, even if Dreams Ahead had to have a special harness to carry things so he wouldn’t accidentally poison anyone, but I wasn’t sure if it was helping along the goal of getting them civilized and a Status. 

Cuts-Like-Cold was  really good at cutting. Admittedly I was sure magical butcher knives and the like could probably do a good job too, but due to monster magic or something her scythes were practically monomolecular edges. Dreams-Ahead, whose form I learned was called a Brother of Burden, was pretty damn strong and maybe broke physics a bit too with the loads he could pull. I could  almost  see how to get a useful division of labor but for the fact two of the three castes, or whatever, didn’t have hands. 

I could only spend so much time pondering on that, because there was a lot to do even without the summit. When Ansae woke up she wanted to see the Leviathan, but she also wanted an actual chamber to meet him in. That was actually not a problem, even though I wasn’t sure about the scale of what I was putting underneath her tower. Even for Ansae it seemed overly large. 

Of course, I should have realized she’d have more than one shapeshift form. If I’d thought her normal dragon form was big, her underwater form was absolutely titanic. I’m not sure why I was surprised that she could shift into something that dwarfed even a full-grown Leviathan, but I was. It was also enlightening to hear about the sheer amount of unfinished business left behind. Ansae hadn’t really discussed much of her past, so it was easy to think of it as being so long ago it no longer mattered, but that wasn’t actually the case. Though I doubted most human civilizations would hang onto someone’s artwork for five hundred years just in case they showed up again. 

After that discussion she was in a cheerful mood, despite having spent a few points of her stats. Unfortunately the timer

for [Revitalize] didn’t seem to be up yet; judging by what I could see in [Soul Sight] it would take closer to two or maybe even three days total for her system to recover, but just having the option was nice. The conversation had reminded me I’d completely forgotten to give Ansae a stellar Source though, so I snatched one from a handy flower and pushed it over to her. 

 “I know it’s a couple weeks late, but I do have them. It’s not a

 [Contained Star] but I don’t have enough of them just yet.” 

“Hmm.” Ansae tapped the small blue-white Source with a claw. “I actually don’t think I’m ready for this yet. With my Primal Affinity I’ve needed to work hard to understand all the information and interpretations behind each Affinity, otherwise I can’t use it properly. For the other Affinities, I studied the Classes and Skills of the masters and high-tiers, as well as the mana itself. 

“For stellar Affinity, there  are no masters or high-tiers.” She tapped the piece of core crystal hanging around her neck with the same claw. “But I don’t need them. You’re the one who made the Affinity, so what I need is  your knowledge.” 

 “I’m pretty sure that falls under the category of stuff I wasn’t supposed to tell you.” 

“That was then, this is now.” Ansae snorted and waved it away. “You’ve put stellar Affinity into the world; the only question is how quickly I pull out its secrets.” 

 “Hm.”  I considered it. Her original advice was pretty sound, and fusion was pretty near the top of the heap of concepts that were most dangerous to unleash, but it wasn’t like Ansae didn’t already have monstrous power. She had a  moon,  for goodness sakes, and could kill people just by telling them to die. Besides, she was right that she could wring fusion and whatnot from stellar if she wanted to. In fact, she probably had methods of interrogating the mana directly that I couldn’t even imagine. 

“I’ll even ask nicely,” Ansae offered, and I laughed. 

 “Okay, okay. It’s not like you’re going to be any more dangerous.” 

“Start with the lower-level Affinities,” Ansae suggested. “I can understand fire, but why gravity? Why  wind?” 

 “Hoo boy. Okay.”  I hadn’t really thought about it, but I’d internalized so much knowledge about stars that it hadn’t even occurred to me that the solar wind wouldn’t be obvious. Or the role that gravity and photon pressure played, and the balance between them that kept stars from exploding or collapsing. 

That fusion generated mostly high-energy photons, and it was their constant absorption and re-radiation that made stars act like blackbodies. Of course, all those explanations generated questions that needed to be answered, like what a blackbody even was. 

Depending on whether stellar just embraced stars or all of space, there could be ice in it as well, from the swarms of frozen planetoids and comets that circled the stars at far and frigid distances. There was just an astounding amount of context to get through before I could even think about discussing the mechanics of what made stars, stars. What made them something more than just balls of fire. 

I had to start with atomic theory, and was at least gratified that Ansae’s perceptions weren’t so good that she could see  that natively. She immediately seized on the potential for transmutation and synthesis, despite professing she wasn’t a crafter, and I ended up filling out the periodic table as much as I could remember for her. The lanthanides and actinides and a lot of the stuff at the very bottom and corners of the table I didn’t much remember, and I wasn’t sure I got many of the higher elements right at all. 

Honestly the idea that she could probably, with practice, transmute elements directly made my description of fusion a bit redundant, but it was important for understanding where the terrific energy of stars came from. The power involved in fusing hydrogen to helium, and how that fusion dictated the sun’s lifecycle. It took hours but I finally ended with talking about supernovae, neutron stars, and black holes, all of which made Ansae’s eyes sparkle like a kid seeing a candy store. 

 “There’s probably a lot of things related to stars that I don’t know,”  I told her.  “Like what the constellations are, or

 whether certain stars have special legends, or whatever. I imagine all that is as important to the magic as the actual physical basis.” 

“Yes, and it’s going to be different from continent to continent,” Ansae nodded. “Even country to country. That can be filled in later. I think I have a fair handle on it now. Let’s see.” She extended a claw and a flare of light manifested at the tip, fusion bright. 

 “Yeah, that looks like—”  I cut off as she flipped her claw and sent the bead of fusion zipping through the far wall, punching through the stone like it was nothing. It didn’t explode like I would have expected from a fusion bolt, instead whipping back through the hardened stone and returning to Ansae. The speck of nuclear fire orbited about her head, and while I wouldn’t have put stellar plasma so close to anything important, she clearly had it well in hand.  “Yep looks like you have it.” 

“Oh, this is barely scratching the surface,” Ansae told me. 

“Conjuring it as a blunt instrument. It will take time to become adept with its more subtle variations, even for me. Still, it’s a start.” She picked up the stellar Source and this time it melted away into her scales, blue-white ringing her horns for a moment as she absorbed it. 

I checked my overlay to see if she was listed in the Stellar Affinity core, but she wasn’t. Apparently just being able to use stellar Affinity wasn’t enough, and considering she was Primal Affinity that probably superseded stellar anyway. Though it would be interesting to find out if  other dragons that focused on stellar ended up in my list. For the foreseeable future any such hypothetical dragons would need to be here, though, and Ansae was the only one around. 

Apparently, she wasn’t satisfied with her glowing marble of doom, and with a negligent flip of her wrist a long whip of tightly confined plasma lashed out, dense with stellar mana. 

She sent it snapping and snarling through the air, then pulled it back and dissipated it. That was all well and good, but the next thing she did was throw a complex spellform into the air, something that looked like a tree or a mushroom to my mana-

vision. I didn’t understand what it did at first, until I saw that it blocked the sun and was channeling mana down to store at its base. 

 “Did you just make a mana solar panel?” 

“I’m not sure what a solar panel is, but I’m guessing I did by the way you’re asking.” Ansae fed the mana it was collecting into one of her runes, letting it flow into the etching. “Pulling mana from sunlight is not very efficient, since it doesn’t have much to begin with. But with stellar Affinity I can remind it of all the energy of its distant progenitor.” 

That actually wasn’t at all what a solar panel did but Ansae understood magic better than I did, and I could kind-of, sort-of understand what she was getting at. It was weird to realize that even after all my explanations she was still coming at stellar Affinity from a magical perspective, whereas I couldn’t really separate it from the physical and scientific one. For all that the entire world was magical, that still blindsided me. Yet, it was that same perspective that made me a Power, if my overlay was to be believed. 

I was actually starting to have some suspicions about my presence in the world. Which was fairly unusual for me and in a sense against my nature, but the more I learned about dungeons in general the more perfectly coincidental some things seemed. Which reminded me that I had to ask Ansae a very important question. 

 “By the way, are the gods at all active? Do they do things?” 

“It depends on what you mean by active.” Ansae replied, barely raising an eyeridge at the question. “They don’t manifest, but they supposedly still control the Great Dungeons. On rare occasion their blessing will come through the Class system, and even you and I would do well to be careful of that sort. The closest I’ve ever been to a living god was a thing that claimed to be the echo of a question one of the gods had asked. Now  that was terrifying.” 

If Ansae thought that was terrifying, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. Though it did imply there were some unseen hands manipulating things, albeit at a significant remove. The gods

being present yet so remote helped explain the lack of a strong religion, at least in Tarnil. Hell, it sounded like Ansae had more worshippers than the actual gods. 

Speaking of Ansae, watching her play around and learn new things reminded me I needed to work on one of the projects I’d left on the backburner. Specifically, one that I might have a better chance of accomplishing now that I had more practice with supermaterials and better [Soul Sight]. I hadn’t actually forgotten about Annit’s depletion, and her soul was still at a low enough level that I could actually see most of what was going on there even if I didn’t understand it. I wasn’t going to fix it manually,  that would be absurd and probably kill her, but with Argentum I might be able to outsource Purification a bit. 

Maybe. 

I still didn’t have a lot of the stuff to work with, especially since I was still mostly piling up [Contained Star] materials, and I needed more since I knew I wouldn’t succeed right off, but I had to start somewhere. Mimicking a Field into the Argentum was far, far different from mimicking a breeding option into the Argentum. I couldn’t just try and ape mana patterns, I’d have to try and shove an entire dungeon system into it. 

My first attempts were pretty disastrous. Well, my  very first attempts didn’t do anything, since just trying to will a piece of the overlay into the Argentum wasn’t enough. Not that I had expected it, given my inability to put intent into mana, but I could never quite tell with the dungeon system. 

Trying to effectively shove a breeding station inside a tiny strand of Argentum just resulted in a mess and destroyed the Argentum. It wasn’t what I would have called fun in any respect, and meant that I was going about things the wrong way. Annoying, but considering the amount of work that would be going on with the new fortress maybe I would get more ideas from watching people work. It didn’t help that I was out of Argentum, and since it explicitly carried dungeon Skills, I wasn’t going to be able to do much without it. 

Although I loved my supermaterial Mana Diamond Anvils, they were starting to really cut into my free time. They had a

reset or cooldown of about an hour, and I had to manually unload, load and fire them every time, which was maybe ten seconds for each Anvil. That meant that only thirty of the things was five solid minutes out of every sixty. Five  very tedious minutes out of every sixty, and that number would only climb as I made more. I was probably very close to the maximum  practical amount I could use, though having a huge array if I needed to grind through a bunch of supermaterials all at once wasn’t a bad idea. 

What I really needed was automation for them, but I wasn’t really sure how to upgrade my already obscenely powerful forges. Possibly by reconstructing them with supermaterials and maybe a neutron [Contained Star]. The crushing gravity of one of those was probably a lot higher than the compression forces I could make normally. I was reserving the ones I had for Iniri’s Artifact, though after her evolution I was less certain she needed the one I’d planned for her. 

While I was muddling about with various crafting and letting everyone else do the heavy lifting for the summit, another aspect of the Stellar Core Specialization revealed itself. It was probably something I should have seen coming, given that I supposedly governed the stellar Affinity, but it still surprised me when the overlay gave me a prompt. Which in and of itself was strange, since my overlay usually didn’t give me an option. 

 Suna Lin has qualified for Class: [Skywatcher]

 Skills:

 [Sunlight]: Bring the light of day. 

 [Moonless Night]: Become as trackless as a moonless night. 

 Abilities:

 [Skywhisper]: Unlocks mana use. Listen to the secrets the sky tells. 

 Approve? 

It took me a little bit to figure out who the heck Suna Lin was. 

The name was familiar, so I knew it wasn’t some random person on the other side of the world, but it took me a bit of

casting about to find that it was someone from inside the Village. Specifically, it was a girl who was pretty young to be getting a Class in my opinion, but it wasn’t like I knew what was normal for that. 

 “Hey, Taelah? Got a bit of a minor crisis here.” 

“Uh oh,” Taelah said, wiping off her hands from where she was helping wash dishes. “What is it?” 

 “I’m getting a notification here that Suna Lin is qualified for a stellar Affinity Class. It’s asking me if I want to give it to her, and I don’t know how time-sensitive it is or if I ought to consult her parents first or what.” 

“What?” Taelah blinked, and I knew that she wasn’t so much asking me to repeat myself as simply reacting to what I’d told her. “Could you teleport me to where she is? No, wait, Tessa’s right over there. Could you bring Suna to me?” 

 “Of course.”  I grabbed her off the tree she’d climbed – not the fate tree, just one of the ones lining the road to the ranches –

and plopped her down beside Taelah. She squeaked and looked around, blinking, before Taelah crouched down to talk to her. 

“Hello, sweetie. I had Blue bring you here.” 

“Hi, Missus Elder Taelah. Am I in trouble?” 

“No, not at all. It’s kind of the opposite, you have a surprise coming, but we should go talk to your mom first.” Suna made a face when Taelah suggested that, but nodded anyway. Taelah stood and extended her hand, and Suna took it obediently as Taelah led her around the washing station and toward the sewing circle where Tessa was making brand new potholders and mats. 

“Tessa? A moment?” From the look on her face Tessa thought that Suna was in trouble too, but Taelah set them both straight as soon as they were a little bit away from the others. 

“Blue just told me that Suna qualified for a stellar Affinity Class,” Taelah told them. “I thought you’d want to be there when she got it.” 

“I get a Class!?” Suna squealed, suddenly bouncing up and down while Tessa looked stunned. 

“Yes, sweetie. Are you ready? It’s a little strange when your Status just pops up on its own.” 

“Yes!” Suna said, and Tessa clasped her hands together. 

 “Okay, I’m going to approve it.”  I told Taelah, and signaled assent to my overlay. Suna’s eyes crossed as she looked at a Status window only she could see, then a little spark of stellar Affinity kindled inside her. What was really strange was that I could see her soul structure, even though she didn’t have a Primal. Compared to any others I’d seen it was incredibly simple, though given that Suna was only level one with three Skills that was to be expected. 

 [Soul Sight advances to 8]

It was still a complicated three-dimensional structure, but it was the first one where I could actually make out all the details and actually track the bits that governed Skills and Abilities and even the stats. The only reason I could come up with for that was that my governance of stellar Affinity granted me more insight into people who used that Affinity. 

I checked the Stellar Core overlay and Suna was listed there, so that checked out. A brief look at my mana showed me that my Stellar Core was giving me a grand total of four more mana than before. Four. Every little bit helped, but considering my total capacity that was a little underwhelming. 

It also meant that Iniri  wasn’t giving me any mana capacity, despite being a high level Stellar user, nor was Shayma for having the Affinity. The only reason I could think of for that was that she more or less got stellar Affinity artificially, and all her Skills were still very heavily light flavored, while Shayma didn’t have much of any stellar flavor at all. Suna’s first three skills referred to the sun, the moon, and the sky, so she definitely had a very direct stellar Affinity. 

“I’m a Skywatcher!” Suna cheered, and immediately was illuminated by a beam of sunlight. Considering it was still

daytime the effect wasn’t that dramatic, but it was still obvious. 

“Oh, Suna, I’m so proud of you!” Tessa just reached down and scooped her up into a hug, making the little girl squeal and giggle. While they celebrated, I grabbed a stellar Primal and put it on a chain. It wasn’t the fanciest of jewelry, but I figured that my first new stellar Class ought to come with the appropriate Source. I pushed up a small pedestal next to the trio and manifested the stellar Affinity necklace on it. 

 “That’s for Suna,”  I told Taelah. 

“That’s very nice of you, Blue,” Taelah said, picking up the necklace and holding it out to Suna. “This is from Blue, sweetie.” 

“Oooh!” The little girl gripped it tightly, looking at the Source as it changed to a star-spangled black. 

“What do we say?” Tessa prompted, looking at the Source. 

“Thank you, mister Blue!” 

 “You’re welcome. Oh, let me get you that sigil stone so you can see her Class.”  Shayma was down below with the Scalemind again, but it was the work of a moment for her to pull the stone out of her [Phantom Pocket] for me. I made it appear on the same pedestal, and Tessa let Suna down so she could check out her Status. 

 Suna Lin

 Level 1 Skywatcher

 Race: Human

 Health: 22/22

 Stamina: 18/18

 Mana: 18/25

 Stellar Class – Immune to Depletion

 Skills:

 [Sunlight]: Bring the light of day. 

 [Moonless Night]: Become as trackless as a moonless night. 

 Abilities:

 [Skywhisper]: Unlocks mana use. Listen to the secrets the sky tells. 

“Oh,  wow.” Taelah raised her eyebrows as she looked it over. 

“Stellar Classes are immune to Depletion?” 

“I guess?”  I was a little stunned too. There were a  lot of implications there.  “Hey Ansae, it turns out that stellar Affinity Classes are immune to depletion too.”  I knew she paid attention to a lot of things, but probably had missed this one. 

“Oh,  really?”  Ansae’s head snapped up and she grinned suddenly. “Isn’t that interesting?” 

 “Correct me if I’m wrong, but doesn’t that imply that the depletion immunity is linked to my authority as a dungeon?” 

Obviously Purifying people was different; that was a complicated operation. But being immune to it in the first place only made sense if it was my governance of stellar that did it.  “Plus, my Stellar Core asked me if I wanted to grant the Class in the first place, so I guess dungeons do govern Classes after all.” 

“Perhaps that’s why you’re not properly registered in the Akasha,” Ansae mused. “If you control it, you can’t be bound by it. The mage-kings must never have discovered this aspect of dungeons, and it’s certainly something that shouldn’t get out. If they could figure out how to affect other people’s Classes…” 

 “I’m pretty sure I don’t control anything about the Akasha. 

 Well, except the Class thing, and I guess I did add a new Affinity, but aside from that…” 

“Most people don’t control their own heartbeat or digestion, either,” Ansae said. 

 “Fair point.”  If dungeons controlled the mana and the Akasha, to a greater or lesser extent, that pretty much confirmed why I couldn’t talk or do magic. That kind of feedback loop could be anywhere from merely exploitative to world-ending, depending on the details. Just being able to give

people a heads-up about new Classes was probably a problem somewhere, but I wasn’t going to stop. 

My musings were interrupted by another notification from the overlay, though this one had nothing to do with stellar Affinity. 

 Companion Taelah Marn advances to Rank 10. 

 100,000 experience gained for advancing a companion to rank 10. 

 5 trait points awarded. 

 Dungeon has reached level 11! 

 1 trait point awarded. 

 “Taelah! You just hit Companion rank 10!”  Taelah blinked, a smile on her face as she watched the Lins celebrate Suna’s new Class.   ” Any particular reason?” 

“I’m not sure,” Taelah said after a moment. “It was just nice seeing Suna so happy,” she added, putting her hand on her belly. I could fill in the blanks, probably. I’d assuaged any doubts about how I’d treat  her children, maybe doubts she didn’t realize she even had. That was actually more important to me than the traits and levels, but it was really nice to see those anyway. 

I had an embarrassment of riches, and I’d have to call another quick meeting on what to spend them on prior to the summit. 

Maybe there was something that would be useful for the meeting directly, but if not, that was fine. It wasn’t going to be a war, so hopefully the only real conflict would be people shouting at each other. 

 “So, I know you’ve all been really busy, but how is everyone taking the catering thing?”  Taelah had been the one that volunteered the Village for it, and it looked to me like everyone was enjoying themselves despite the work involved, but I didn’t know to what degree the Village had the resources to spare. 

“Oh, it’s a good excuse to get everyone together,” Taelah said, making her way back to where big cast-iron pots and

cauldrons were being scoured. “Just as long as we don’t have to actually host the Emperor!” 

 “No, I don’t think anyone from the Village wants to go through all the rigamarole needed for entertaining royalty. Shayma’s the one who gets to do that. But I will make sure they know where the food came from!”  I hadn’t even thought of it when I suggested the initial muffins, but if I provided all the food that neatly solved any potential health-related political hazards. 

There weren’t going to be any spies or saboteurs sneaking into my kitchens. 

There were, sadly, spies and saboteurs sneaking into Iniri’s. 

Cheya had gotten five different agents already, though fortunately none of them seemed to have been sent by any of the countries involved with the summit. One was Anell’s agent, and the others seemed to be from minor houses in Ir. I was pretty sure Iniri was keeping them to give to Wright when he arrived, and wouldn’t that be fun? 

Shayma was actually spending a good chunk of her time with Iniri and her staff rather than out adventuring to catch up on etiquette. Not that I insisted on it – a lot of the expected modes of address and the like were irrelevant to me, and if Shayma called people by their first names that was fine with me – but Shayma wanted to learn. Mostly to not make a fool of herself, which I understood. If she was going to break protocol it was going to be because she wanted to, not because she was ignorant. 

All of which reminded me I actually hadn’t quite finished my contribution to the summit, which was to say, the actual conference complex. I was still poking at it, trying to get it exactly right, but the clock was running down. It would be awful embarrassing if I was the only one who  wasn’t ready when the time came. 

Day 183 - Blue

 “Thanks to Taelah, I have a bunch of trait points available,”  I said, and Taelah ducked her head slightly. 

“I’m falling behind,” Iniri said. “I’m only, what, rank six?” 

 “Yes, but if rank is dedication to me, then I don’t think you should be rank ten. You can’t put me before Tarnil.” 

“You  are Tarnil,” she pointed out with some degree of amusement. 

 “Okay fair, but you know what I mean.”  It was nice to be able to talk to all my Companions, and with enough fidelity that they more or less got me word for word. It wasn’t exactly perfectly for Taelah and Iniri, but it was so good I couldn’t complain.  “You’ve been scrambling to get things stabilized and dealing with wars and things. There will always be something you need to do with Tarnil.” 

“I’m glad I have such an understanding liege,” Iniri said with a smile. I was pretty sure that being able to hear my inarticulate self had helped her loosen up around me, which was nice. 

 “So, who has the first suggestions?” 

“Actually,” Shayma said. “I looked over your Status and you have lots of free experience and you have a lot of categories that aren’t maxed out. In fact, hardly anything in your categories has been increased all the way.” 

 “Oh,”  I said.  “Right.”  I had close to two hundred thousand free experience, which actually wouldn’t go as far as I would have liked considering how expensive some of the categories were. My breeding category  was maxed out, which was unfortunate because I wasn’t entirely certain how I was going to get a station that was sized for Ansae’s full form. That would be something I had to experiment with. 

The category that I  should have been incrementing and maximizing was Climates. It was still at the initial 5 and, considering all the work I was doing with them, I probably

should have pushed it to its limits far earlier. Previous category advancements demonstrated extra ranks weren’t likely to grant me additional Climates, those had to be earned by experimentation or other sideways advancement, but they would give me some sort of qualitative upgrade instead. 

Fortunately, it wasn’t as expensive a Category as some others so I could put just under one hundred thousand experience in it and cap it at ten. 

 Climates are more resistant to changes. Improved rate of resource generation within Climates. 

As I had expected, nothing new. The resource generation would have been nice but not overwhelming when it was just chrysthenium and plants, but now that I had metals, gems, and Affinity pools, even a minor boost was actually quite nice. A bit of strain that I hadn’t even noticed from having such enormous Climates eased, but there were otherwise no obvious changes. 

With my remaining experience, I could bump Fabrication by maybe two points, but that would only get it to eight, so it wasn’t really worthwhile. I had a number of Fields I  could maximize though, and maybe get some combinations or new Fields to play with. I checked to make sure I’d gotten all the combinations I could out of the Fields I already had before spending experience on any of them. 

It looked like one trick I’d missed was overloading [Murk], something I might not have been able to do at the time, but I definitely had enough mana now. I marked out a small area in the Caldera and filled it with [Murk], then plugged it into a dynamo. The darkness grew and deepened and changed, becoming something that disturbed me to look at. 

 [Hungering Dark]: Shadows eat away body and mind. 

The name alone sounded intense, and this Field looked like it was all bad news all around. I had a lot of positive Field effects though, so it had probably only been a matter of time before I ran into one that was completely negative. I could see inside with [Genius Loci] and watching the darkness devour the foliage and start chewing on bare stone was freaky. 

I banished the [Hungering Dark] Field and pumped [Murk], 

[Light], and [Regeneration] to 10. There were still a  lot of Fields to max out, but most of the others were either extremely expensive, as in the case of Spatial fields, or combination fields like Purgatory. That more or less ate up the last of my experience, though I had a decent enough income now that both Shayma and Taelah were at rank 10. There weren’t any combinations, but I did get some evolutions, which felt kind of strange because I hadn’t seen any of those for a while. 

 [Field: Light] becomes [Field: Greater Light]: Floods area with light. May incorporate aspects of any available Affinity. 

 Improved control over resistance to intruders. 

 [Field: Regeneration] becomes [Field: Greater Regeneration]: Improves Health and Stamina regeneration, and allows for replacement of lost limbs or organs. 

 [Field: Murk] becomes [Field: Deep Murk]: Floods area with darkness or mist. Amount of each is finely controllable. 

 Improved control over resistance to intruders. 

I wondered why [Growth] hadn’t evolved yet, since I had it at ten, so I poked at it and deployed a Growth field for the first time in what felt like ages – I was usually using [Abundance]

instead – and that did it. Which meant the evolution conditions were probably my level ten advancement. So, all the things I’d been ignoring like Fluid Handling or Bait probably had a lot of stuff they could do, but I never used them, so they hadn’t been getting any updates. 

 [Field Growth] becomes [Field: Greater Growth]: Significant growth improvement of flora. Mature plants may become exemplar specimens. Reduced [Fertilizer] use. 

It wasn’t a big difference from the original Growth, but the exemplar thing was neat. I’d have to see what that was like, especially since I had a trait that would make my Companions exemplars. That said, I wasn’t sure how much use I’d get out of some of those, since if I actually wanted to stop intruders I’d throw [Hungering Dark] or something at them rather than the far less scary [Greater Light] and [Deep Murk] Fields. 

 “Okay, that was a good call, though I don’t think it opened up any new traits.”  Nothing on the trait list looked new, anyway. 

 “So, do I get anything now or do I bank them?”  Shayma pulled up the trait list, the full one this time. 

 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)

“I think that Affinity Ecology is a worthwhile purchase,” 

Taelah suggested. “Especially if you want to show off things that are unique to you.” 

“Especially if that would increase the mana capacity of your stellar core,” Ansae added. I wasn’t sure it would; I hadn’t noticed a jump when I’d made a new [Contained Star] and if an Origin Relic blazing with Stellar Mana didn’t count, nothing environmental would. What I needed was more people like Suna, though I’d need a  lot of them and with much higher levels. That wasn’t going to happen anytime soon though, so I still needed to figure out more and better mana storage from other avenues. 

“You’ll want to get Burrowing before you start digging downward,” Iniri noted, “but it’s not critical right now. I’d say

bank the rest, start saving for something more expensive.” 

 “So no [Climate Flourishing]?” 

“You’ve been doing just fine without animal life so far,” 

Shayma shrugged. 

“I’d be worried about possibly dangerous animals ending up near The Village,” Taelah said. “I know you could wall them out or the like, but I don’t think we’re quite established enough.” That was something I hadn’t much considered. It’d be really irritating to have to get people in to exterminate critters I bought with my own traits if they turned out to be pests. Considering some of the hostile environments the Climates sometimes made, I could well believe there’d be some downright nasty specimens if I just got a bunch of random critters spawning in. 

Speaking of which, I was curious to see how that worked. So far as I’d seen I couldn’t generate creatures out of nothing. Or even plants, actually, because I could see that any new plants that grew were germinated out of, effectively, my dungeon flesh. They cost biomass, though my biomass generation due to Climates was so tremendous it didn’t really matter. 

That said, I did have that sort-of-nest that my basically useless boring beetles had spawned from and mostly just hibernated in of late. Maybe it would make a bunch of those and the dungeon biology would just synthesize critters from genetic code taken from the Akasha. Or whatever the dungeon-flesh-mana equivalent was, because I was pretty sure things like dragons were impossible from a strictly genetic point of view. 

 “Okay, buying it,”  I said, and purchased the one-point trait. 

There was an immediate ripple as new flowers and saplings poked out of the ground and vines wrapped around jungle trees. When I checked the actual plants, I found that what I’d gotten was mostly stellar-flavored variants of already existing stuff, rather than anything genuinely new. 

[Comet Creeper Vines] snaked through the ice of the northern Caldera, wrapping around the roots of bone-white shrubs, and

[Aurora Cacti] glowed in the desert biome. [Solarflame Apples] were spotted here and there among other wild apple

trees, and in the deep jungle [Starlight Blossoms] winked on and off, mimicking atmospheric scattering. Those weren’t the only things, of course, but at this point the area of the Caldera and my dynamos combined with the sheer size of the list of flora I had available made locating everything that had just appeared fairly tedious. It made me glad I knew what my chrystheniums felt like, as it were. I could locate them directly through a sort of proprioception type sense, rather than having to scan with [Genius Loci]. 

 “I’ll have to send you around to get things for the Village and the summit,”  I told Taelah.  “No problems though.” 

“Excellent.” Iniri said. “I agree with banking the rest.” She looked around the table and everyone nodded, except for Ansae who just waved a claw dismissively. Iniri seemed to be a little nervous around Ansae, obviously because of her identity of The Silver Woe, which amused the dragon to no end. But fresh off her third [Revitalize] session, she was mellow enough not to make trouble. 

“Our guests should start arriving today,” Iniri continued. “So, while we’re here, I might as well check that we’re all ready. 

Taelah, Shayma?” 

“What about me?” Ansae said, and I revised my opinion about her making trouble. 

 “I didn’t imagine you’d care,”  I told her.  “I mean, they’re going to talk about you I guess but it doesn’t really involve you. I think if you showed up yourself it’d kind of crash the party.” 

“I do enjoy it when someone argues with me,” Ansae said with a lazy smile. “That said, if all these people are going to be here it seems a good time to set out my policy for seeing petitioners. Namely, that they have to be on good enough terms with Blue that he’s willing to show them to the Caldera. 

If they can find my tower, I might see them, but they’d better be sure it’s worth my time.” 

It was a bit high-handed – or high-pawed? – but it was also tacitly allying with me by giving me carte blanche to deny or admit people access to Ansae. Sure, it was an obligation and it

meant I had to actually listen to idiots who wanted to talk to her, but I’d agreed to that anyway and the extra protection it gave me couldn’t hurt. 

I was pretty sure Iniri got it quicker than I did, because she had a satisfied look on her face. Heck, I wouldn’t have been surprised if all of them figured it out faster than me, because Shayma had been studying under Iniri and Taelah was an Elder so they all had more political experience and interest than I did. None of them looked offended on my behalf, anyway. 

“I will pass that along, Lady Silver Woe,” Iniri said, and Ansae grinned even more widely. 

 “That is such a mouthful. Though I guess most people don’t have the standing to just call you Ansae.” 

“Most people don’t even know my name,” Ansae said. “If it weren’t for Blue’s dungeon scrying you still wouldn’t.” She rolled her eyes but didn’t appear  that upset by it. “Usually I just go by The Silver Woe or Great Lady, and that’s what you will use to refer to me when talking with outsiders.” She leaned back in her seat and waved a negligent claw at them. 

“But in this council, you may use Ansae.” 

“Great Lady?” Shayma asked. “Really?” 

“The Church of the Silver Temple calls me The Great Goddess of Wrath and Wave,” Ansae said. “Aside from the fact that I’m not a god, imagine someone using  that mouthful every time they want to address you.” 

“I haven’t heard of the Church of the Silver Temple,” Taelah said curiously. 

“Leviathans.” Ansae said by way of explanation. “It’s even more convoluted in seaspeak. All those rumbles.” 

Taelah looked thoughtful, but eventually just nodded. Shayma looked sympathetic, but Iniri certainly did not. She might have been comfortable with me, but she wasn’t quite so relaxed when it came to Ansae. That was probably fair, too, since while both Shayma and Taelah were effectively representing

me, Iniri had to be aware of The Silver Woe as a political entity, rather than just the Ansae I knew. 

 “Well if you’re not coming that means I don’t have to change the meeting rooms I put together. I didn’t make them with dragons in mind.” 

“Oh, they’re ready? I’d like to see them ahead of time if possible,” Iniri told me. 

 “To make sure I didn’t forget anything? Good call.” 

“Oh, I’d like to bring Cheya along for her insight as well. I’m assuming you’ll make portals for the guests?” 

 “Yeah, I figure if I just portal them in on demand it’ll keep any potential issues to a minimum.”  I was going to set up teleports so Taelah could drop off food when it was necessary, but Iniri was going to be providing the actual servants. Partly because nobody in the Village knew how to do the serving thing correctly, and partly because I didn’t want them to have to deal with it. A bunch of high tier royals would probably be irritating for the villagers. I actually felt a little bad Shayma had to. 

Iniri teleported herself back to the Palace while I opened a portal for Taelah and Shayma. And Ansae, since apparently she was curious enough to come along, though I was pretty sure she’d noticed me making it. Though perhaps not, considering that I was making changes all over the Caldera all the time and she probably didn’t care to track every single thing I did. 

I’d put the meeting place twenty kilometers up the western Caldera wall, though honestly even that was high enough that it was difficult to make out any real features on the ground. 

Even Ansae’s tower was a mere speck a thousand kilometers off, though I wouldn’t make any bets that fourth- and fifth-tier senses would miss it. The only obvious features otherwise were the northern mountains, the southern volcanoes, and the eastern desert. The Village was almost entirely hidden in the forest and grasslands below, though I imagined that the fate tree would stand out like a beacon if it wanted to. 

Considering the view, I’d gone with a very open complex. It was built on top of one of the sky-lakes, and partly suspended over the edge on arches and pylons. That was mostly so Uilei-nktik could attend, and I landscaped the lake interior to reflect Leviathan preferences. It would probably still be awkward with him poking out of the lake while everyone else was grouped around a table or something, but there was only so much I could do about that. 

The centerpiece was a big marble platform, white with blue veins, that started in the middle of the lake and extended all the way to the edge, overseeing a waterfall plunging over the edge and cascading down the rock face before dropping into empty air. There were long, rambling walkways winding down the rock face, which bowed out slightly before becoming sheer, peppered with pavilions of various sizes. The main room was the size of one of Iniri’s ballrooms, while the smaller ones were more like her office. The only fully enclosed rooms were the bathrooms, the entrances to which were set discreetly into the rock below the main platform. 

The furthest point from the lake was fully suspended over the twenty kilometer drop and had a glass bottom, if anyone wanted the full experience of the altitude. Everything else was ringed by balconies and guardrails, even and especially the walkways, to offset the sheer immensity of distance below. I wanted to show off, not make people fear for their lives. 

Everything was furnished with tayantan wood chairs and tables and upholstered with what the Village had been sewing together. It was just white cloth but apparently the actual thread and stuffing was from some pretty rare and extremely comfortable plants pulled from the glacial areas. I could have leaned on Iniri to provide some of it, or just used the dungeon-provided version of furniture, but if the Village wanted to make stuff, I wasn’t about to turn it down. Besides, once the summit was done, they could use it for themselves. 

I lined the perimeters of all the outside rooms with pedestals for my samples. I had thought about putting them all under glass, but decided that if anyone was so stupid as to try and just steal a display item I would want to know. Besides, some

people might have Skills that needed them to touch an item to really get a handle on it, and I did want them to know what I could provide. I also decided I’d have to start trading out the Sources, now that I wasn’t so threatened by any given individual and the power boost from them wasn’t something that could really bite me. They’d make wonderful gifts to start the summit out, ones that couldn’t be resold. 

Shayma, Taelah, and Ansae stepped out into the middle of the main room, looking around at the architecture. Or really, the lack of architecture. Cheya and Iniri followed a few moments later, with Joce and another one of her Queensguard. My first thought was that she really didn’t need guards, but then I realized I was being stupid and obviously the Queensguard would be with her during the real summit and they’d need to know the layout of the place. 

Cheya and the Queensguard eyed Ansae uncertainly, before a flicker of presence made them look away. Ansae hadn’t even bothered to look in their direction. Iniri had obviously warned them about her because they took the warning as given and kept close to Iniri, doing their best to pretend they weren’t near a massively powerful dragon. 

“This is certainly secure,” Cheya said after a moment, stepping cautiously to the railing of the balcony at the edge of the main platform and looking down. Very, very far down. 

“How high up  is this?” Iniri asked, rather less affected by the altitude. 

 “Twenty kilometers. About twelve miles or so?”  Iniri just shook her head in disbelief. I well understood that; under normal circumstances she wouldn’t be able to breathe at that altitude, let alone be completely comfortable, but magic made all kind of things possible. 

“I like it,” Shayma said. “It’s very  Blue.” 

“I’m not sure what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this.” Taelah was rather less sanguine about the edge, turning to look at the lake instead. “Which means I have to agree with Shayma. It’s very you to do something strange like this.” 

“I would like to make a request of Blue,” Cheya said carefully, and that got my full attention. She basically never addressed me or named me, even when she was talking to Iniri. “I would request that he use his stealth-breaking Field to ensure there is nothing unexpected here, at the Palace, or near the guests as they travel.” 

 “Oh, sure, absolutely. That’s a great idea.”  I went ahead and put down [Panopticon] around the Palace and the summit buildings, but as far as I could tell none of the actual invitees were within Tarnil’s borders just yet. 

“You’re going to want more waterfalls so people can hold private conversations,” Ansae declared, prowling around and looking at the items on the pedestals. Again, I wasn’t sure if she was aware of all the stuff that I was making now that I had things going on all over the place. Plus, she was rather more distracted than she had been before. 

 “Also a very good point. But would that even matter to someone with fourth or fifth tier senses?”  I started planning how to split the waterfalls despite my question, since I figured that Ansae knew what she was talking about. 

“It’s more about the illusion of privacy,” she said absently, picking up the meteorite and giving it a lick. “None of them would talk about critical secrets here. Or in Tarnil at all, most likely.” 

“I wish they would, actually,” Iniri said. “Between you and Cheya we could hear so much. But the Great Lady is right. 

With all the magic in the Palace they would have to assume we can divine them without any trouble at all.” She kept looking out from the balcony, gazing over the Caldera. 

 “I guess that makes sense. So aside from the waterfalls, how is everything?”  I addressed the question to everyone, as they poked around the meeting site. Taelah kept away from the balconies, studying the lake and trying the chairs, but Shayma had no problem exploring the scattered platforms. Of course, Shayma could just blink back if she somehow fell so she had no reason to be cautious. If Taelah somehow toppled off the edge I’d have to flail around to find a solution, assuming I

didn’t just ask Ansae to deal with it. Though at twenty kilometers up, I’d definitely have time. 

“The walls are more than a little foreboding,” Iniri said after another moment or two. It took me a moment to realize she meant the  Caldera walls, not the walls of the little pavilions. 

“They’re just so  huge. It’s like seeing the edge of the world, especially since there’s no normal horizon here. Could you mask them with clouds or something?” 

 “I…hmm.”  I couldn’t exactly control the weather, since most of it was generated by Climates and by a lot of wind and storm chrystheniums that grew along the Caldera walls, and twenty kilometers up was higher than the cloud cover anyway. That wasn’t exactly right since the Caldera had magic keeping it at a very standard pressure despite the height, but I’d already seen that so far the weather conformed to normal height limits when by rights the clouds should balloon up like a superjovian. 

Though the Caldera had sucked up all my stone resources when I’d first sculpted it, I’d managed to build up a reserve since then. Instead of my frankly awkward sky-lake and waterfall setup, I could try sculpting the walls of the Caldera itself into something. I was still going to keep the suspended platforms and probably the sky-lake the pavilions were connected to, but the others could go. 

 “Right, okay, I think I can do that.”  I took a few minutes to ring the Caldera with a long series of shallow terraces, starting from the top and working my way down. I couldn’t make it anywhere near solid stone, even with my reserves, so I honeycombed the interior and used [Structural Mana Reinforcement] to make sure it would stay up. Part of me was a bit annoyed at having to use magic support, but that part of me was really silly considering I was landscaping a hundred-kilometer-high cliff. 

The bottommost terrace was about a kilometer above the floor of the Caldera, because I wanted some sense of the limits to remain. The rest of it got a massive Rainforest Climate, but I tuned it instead to produce a cloud forest, fog billowing up from the remains of the sky lakes as broad-leafed plants

climbed the rugged terraces. All that was more or less expected, but I hadn’t really taken into account the honeycombs when I was setting out the Climate. I should have, after what happened to the mountains, but I was so focused on the terraces it slipped my mind. 

The lakes suddenly started pouring through passages and caves cut into the honeycomb supports, the waterfalls I’d made before drying up and being replaced by ones punched through the rock face below each terrace. I ended up with a massive, interconnected network of aboveground and underground water passages, waterfalls spraying mist, and sheer cliffs full of greenery. Even the subterranean waterways were thick with moss and vines and tree roots. 

The end result was that the enormous walls of the Caldera were almost entirely cloaked in fog, save for brief flashes of green when the winds parted the clouds for a moment. I had to admit it  did lighten up the feel of the land, softening the shadows cast by the immense walls. The cloud forest blended with the Climates below, so in the desert the water came out in an underground river that fed oases, while in northern mountains it turned into sheets of ice and a constant snowfall. 

With the jungles and forest it melded pretty smoothly, enough that I actually considered merging them entirely rather than leave a kilometer-high drop. 

“I never get tired of seeing that,” Ansae commented, and I realized that everyone had been watching as I reshaped the Caldera walls. It had taken maybe half an hour overall, since the Climate did most of the heavy lifting, but that was fast enough that it would have been obviously visible from the platforms. I’d avoided putting a Climate directly on the summit area, so it wouldn’t be shrouded in clouds, but the terracing meant that it still had been pushed outward as I’d worked. 

“Husband is awe-inspiring,” Taelah agreed. “It does look better that way, too.” Even though the summit site itself was clear of cloud and fog, the Caldera walls nearby were still shrouded, giving the place an air of seclusion rather than just being high up. 

 “Oh yeah. This is awesome. Good call, Iniri.” 

“Just some greenery and I think it’ll be ready,” Shayma said, coming back from one of the pavilions. Since I supposed it was a little stark without any plant decorations at all, I ran a few strips of grass along the edges of the walkways and peppered flowers in-between. That took a few seconds, and Shayma nodded approval. “I can’t imagine trying to get something like this together in a week  without Blue.” 

“We could have used the Palace, though getting  that put together would have had the same problem,” Iniri sounded amused. 

 “Yes, yes, I’m wonderful.”  Shayma giggled, Iniri and Taelah smiled, and Ansae rolled her eyes.  “So, everything here is done?” 

“I think so,” Iniri said. “Have you spotted any of our guests yet?” 

 “Um.”  I had to check, since I’d been preoccupied, and found that actually Wright had just come into view from the south, riding an absolutely enormous ship that looked like a catamaran or a pontoon boat. It didn’t have any sails, pretty obviously using magic to propel itself along by what seemed like runework jet engines in the submerged hull. It was all metal, of course, with a pointed prow and significant superstructure, enough to mount weapons and house a full support staff. 

 “There’s Ir,”  I told them, and followed Cheya’s request by dropping a [Panopticon] Field in their area. It popped someone out of stealth inside the boat, but it was clearly one of Wright’s subjects rather than a spy someone had hidden away. Probably a good thing overall, since it let them know that they couldn’t send someone sneaking around and thusly wouldn’t try. 

“Then I need to get back to the Palace so I can greet him,” 

Iniri said. It would still be hours yet before Wright arrived, but she had a lot still to do. I wasn’t sure exactly what, but I knew enough that even another month of preparation would still result in last-minute scurrying about. 

 “I’ll keep an eye out for the others and let you know,”  I told Iniri, and she went back through the portal with her Queensguard. Shayma went with her, so she could represent me when Wright arrived. Taelah headed back to the Village by way of the teleportation I’d set up, but Ansae just vaulted over the balcony and transformed back into her dragon form, gliding down toward her tower. 

It seemed all I needed to do was wait. 

Day 183 - Wright

Wright preferred to be out on deck while at sea. Though the quarters belowdeck were comfortable and luxurious, they didn’t have the fresh air, salt spray, and the feeling of being connected to something as powerful as the open ocean. He also didn’t have to strain his senses so much to get through the heavy enchantments and runework laid into his flagship,  IIS

 Queen Linel. 

He could feel Tarnil before they crossed the borders, a spill of excess mana with unusual flavor like the heat and smoke spilling out of a smithy door and the moment they crossed into Tarnil’s waters it was like stepping into the smithy itself. There were even echoes of great craft somewhere in there, something that spoke to his blood and made him instinctively reach for his hammer. 

There was a forge on board of course, just in case the urge hit, but after considering it Wright decided against going belowdecks to shape metal. It was more important to try and feel what he could, despite the fact that he couldn’t see anything unusual with mana-sight. It was something more subtle, a flavor in the air. Which was amusing because the enormous lance of mana and the Silver Woe’s subsequent appearance had been anything  but subtle. 

He actually believed Queen Iniri’s claim that The Silver Woe didn’t have any particular relationship with Tarnil. Nobody in their right mind would want to tell lies about their alliance or lack thereof with the ancient Power, especially not when The Silver Woe was so close at hand. That was true for any Power, but The Silver Woe had taken violent exception to the misuse of her reputation in some historical accounts. Cities had burned. 

There was nothing to the air or mana off Tarnil’s coast that felt particularly draconic, but the core of power was still there, somewhere off to the west. Wright couldn’t put his finger on exactly how he could sense it, but anyone who was fourth-tier, 

or at least had a modicum of sensitivity, would know there was power there. People on the southern lobe could probably feel it, like sun on their skin. 

One of the strange, immense towers loomed out of the ocean ahead of them, the bottom covered with a strange organic pattern and the glass glinting in the sun near the top of the ridiculously tall structure. Not that he was one to criticize, considering some of the towers in his capital, but even the tallest spires of Invernir weren’t  that tall. Scrying Tarnil had found a lot of odd updates to be made to the official maps, including the towers and the city of Meil residing in a lake. 

Not to mention the diplomatic missive informing him that Meil was the new capital. Blue had wrought a lot of changes. 

Suddenly there was a flicker of something, a ripple of dungeon-flavored magic washing over the  Queen Linel  that brought with it a sense of absolute clarity. It was too subtle to catch exactly how it worked, but it was a clear sign that Blue was aware of them. He assumed it was Blue, but if not, the Queen Linel had more than enough armament to deal with anyone who would be so foolish as to attack the Emperor of Ir while at sea. They weren’t far enough out to rate Leviathan protection, but he didn’t put much stock in that anyway. It wasn’t like unhindered passage came with an escort. 

“Sir,” said Hanzell, climbing on deck rather than appearing in his shadow as usual. The raven-kin’s feathers ruffled in the wind, and he reached up to adjust his goggles. “Something is suppressing stealth around us.” 

“Just  something? ” Wright asked, turning to look at his spymaster. That at least answered why Hanzell didn’t arrive with his usual flourish. 

“It is certainly a dungeon effect,” Hanzell said. “Which certainly corroborates the claims that the same happened with the Haerlish palace incident. As does the potency of the suppression.” 

“I suppose it is of no moment,” Wright mused. “We have no need of stealth ourselves, and if it applies equally to other

attendees and potential foes it only helps. It might even do you good to be seen, Hanzell.” 

“Very funny, sir,” Hanzell said, his tone carrying no humor whatsoever. 

“Have we figured out those towers yet?” Wright asked, hooking a thumb at the half-mile or so of vertical stone passing by on their left. “They can’t be just decoration.” 

“They’re supposed to help with weather,” Hanzell replied. 

“Nobody knows any details, it was just mentioned in passing.” 

“The weather seems fine to me,” Wright said with a smile, teeth gleaming in the sun of a bright, clear day. “Though yes, that does seem odd.” Some kingdoms dabbled in trying to control their weather, and for some it actually worked, but it generally wasn’t a good idea. The ones that did usually had something more important to worry about than Tarnil’s apparently serene weather. He didn’t doubt Hanzell’s information, so there was obviously something hidden at play. 

Of course, that could be said for all of Tarnil. Unreasonably active mana, with touches of Affinities he didn’t recognize, potent effects with no apparent source, and tremendous changes in geography. Simply saying it was due to a dungeon Power didn’t explain anything. Wright wasn’t much concerned with treachery, but the only way to truly understand something and make use of it was to peel back all its secrets to get at the pure material beneath. 

The deck swayed gently under his feet as Hanzell brought him up to date with what few things had occurred since they’d set out from Port Lisholm. Nothing dire, though one of the nobles that they had been watching had, predictably, tried to start trouble the moment Wright was away from the capital. He was idiot enough to think that just because Wright had all four of his fourth-tiers with him there was nobody who’d deal with a power-grab. Admittedly a minor one, but he had a level forty duke sitting in a cell now. 

Wright snorted. He had  first tiers in charge of some aspects of the Empire. They didn’t stay that way for long, but it was an excellent opportunity for those with a mind toward

administrator Classes. Level alone didn’t give anyone authority; the rule of law was the only thing that kept matters civilized over the Empire. Or at least more civilized than what Wright’s ancestor had done when he’d first carved out Ir. 

There didn’t seem to be any other crises brewing, which was as it should be since he’d worked hard at keeping any potential disasters from germinating. He could spend the summit focusing  on the summit, though he had limited interest in anyone other than Blue and Queen Iniri. Orrelin coming down from their plateau was amusing, and he was looking forward to throwing a few barbs at whoever was representing them, but the other countries were insignificant. 

They passed more of the mysterious towers as the  Queen Linel followed the coast, skipping through the waves at a fair enough clip that it was only early afternoon by the time they reached the pair of towers that marked the entrance to the new canal. A few winged figures circled the tops of the towers, but they didn’t seem at all threatening, so he merely marked their presence for the moment. Smaller vessels made way as his massive flagship turned into the waterway, and Wright squinted at the strange distortion of the banks as the landscape seemed to rush by. 

“Is this a spatial tunnel?” 

“I think so,” replied Tendau, who was the closest to pure mage of any of his fourth-tiers. The [Arbiter of Stillness and Motion]

touched one of the runed disks he wore about his neck, peering off the side of the vessel. “It’s dungeon work so I can’t really read it, but I would surmise it has a compression ratio of approximately one hundred to one.” 

Wright whistled. That was a significant ratio, made even more impressive by how much real distance it covered. He’d seen an eight-hundred-to-one expansion once, but it was a small initial room, with an original size of something like ten feet cubed. 

The Great Dungeons were widely considered to use spatial expansion on far greater scales, of course, but there was a difference between seeing it buried deep in the earth and seeing it out in the open. 

That compression meant that the length of the canal passed in minutes, and the city of Meil appeared before them in the center of its lake. Aside from its location there was nothing particularly unusual about the city itself, though it was clear that the sprawl of docks and marinas growing outward was new. What really caught his attention was the attached palace, something with more glass than sense and traced with glowing metal. 

Even from across the lake the metal had his absolute attention. 

It glowed with power, to senses both magical and mundane, and in an Affinity he didn’t quite recognize. It was something complex, something that sang of immense potential to his metal senses and made him itch to get his hands on it. He wasn’t shocked that he couldn’t place the metal itself, because the variations on Affinities and the changes they could make were effectively endless, but he couldn’t even tell what its base form was or the Affinity it was using. 

That metal alone would have made the trip worth it to him personally, though as the Emperor he couldn’t go on trips just to find new materials. The sheer amount of it that had been used in the palace, as mere decoration rather than for advanced crafting, meant that it was something that they could export —

which gave Wright at least one real goal for the summit. Oh, he wanted to know what was going on as much as the next ruler, to see Blue and the Silver Woe, but that just wasn’t all that exciting. 

He continued to scan the palace with his senses, and under normal circumstances he’d call it the work of an amateur genius. There were no toolmarks, no joints or joins, and the way metal and wood and glass and stone linked to each other was absolutely sublime. Yet for all that technical skill, the palace itself lacked the artistic flourishes he would have expected from a master craftsman. There were no initials chiseled into hidden corners, no curls or motifs, no ornamentation that would have been put in over the months or years such a building would take to construct. 

In this case, it was obviously dungeon work. There was a sort of creeping horror to how pervasive and how obvious the

marks of dungeon work were, even in the little of Tarnil that they’d seen. The Great Dungeons changed slowly, and the landscapes beneath the surface that they created were mostly natural, save for places where they weren’t. Anyone who delved into the Great Dungeons eventually found places where monsters dwelt, savage and simple dwellings that nonetheless showed the signs of cunning craft. 

Some felt that they were created by the monsters who dwelled in the Dungeons, and others by the Dungeons that succored the monsters. Tarnil seemed to answer that question, but it also gave the impression that the entire country had been overrun and remade by monsters. Which wasn’t far from the truth in a way, from what he’d heard, but it still set his teeth on edge. At least until he spotted the portal. 

The bare spire of rock was absolutely stark compared to the island the palace stood upon, but the obvious arch of dimensional passage that sat atop it more than made up for it in opulence. Portals were rare, since even space Affinity didn’t guarantee that the wielder would be able to create them, and artificers had difficulty with the complexity of the task. There were occasional Artifacts, or ruinously mana-expensive prototypes, so actual portal use was restricted to emergencies and military strikes. Having one simply sitting there, unused, was quite the statement. 

The pilot steered  Queen Linel into the berth that had been obviously set aside for them, marked by a giant flag with twelve spears on a white background. Ir’s flag came from a rather more martial time, but it was a good reminder that the empire was still strong and still had the most powerful forces on Orn. Discounting The Silver Woe, of course. There were members of Queen Iniri’s Queensguard waiting on the docks with a large carriage, and he could make out the badge of a captain on one of them, but there seemed to be far too few of the guards. The area was cordoned off, but he would have expected a few score of guards keeping formation, not the mere company that was in evidence. 

“Hanzell,” he murmured, and his spymaster drifted over to answer his unasked question. 

“Queen Iniri is still recruiting to refill the ranks of her Queensguard, but she still simply doesn’t have very many guards that can be trusted. This represents most of her seniors, led by Captain Joce Tarek.” 

“Mph,” Wright said, and decided it wasn’t worth it to be diplomatically irritated at the low turnout. He didn’t care much personally, and if Queen Iniri was sending her elites, be they ever so scanty, that was clearly not a purposeful snub. He leapt from the deck to the dock in a single bound, followed by his four fourth-tiers. Tendau, Garus, Leon, and Capito joined him, each in their own way. 

“Your Imperial Majesty,” said Captain Joce, offering him a deep bow. “Welcome to Tarnil. Queen Iniri is waiting to receive you in the Glass Palace. She has provided the royal carriage for your convenience, though if you wish to use Skills that will be no problem.” 

That was an interesting concession. Politeness generally kept high-tiers from using movement Skills in cities, especially the sorts of Skills that could end up damaging people or architecture, so such a dispensation was effectively encouragement. At that, the stone underneath his feet seemed especially robust, and a brief scuff of his boot didn’t dislodge any debris, which was interesting given the strength he used. 

“We’ll use the carriage, Captain.” He was tempted to send his guards on ahead, but only Leon and Tendau had serious movement Skills and there really wasn’t any need to scout ahead. It wasn’t a long ride anyway. “Thank your Queen for me.” The rest of his retinue had their own transportation. He had a traveling staff of forty at minimum and it wasn’t wise to rely on foreigners for logistics. 

Unlike so many other things around, the carriage was clearly made by normal crafters, and showed some signs, to his senses, of having been in previous battles. There were some patched areas in the armored exterior, under the paint, that implied at least one serious attack. The carriage itself was comfortable, but Meil was not particularly interesting to be carried through, so Wright simply looked to his guards and raised his eyebrows. 

“There’s a Leviathan here,” Capito said in reply. “A few hundred feet below us.” The [Javelineer of the Wrathful Mountains] had a stone sense that vastly outranged Wright’s detailed perceptions, which explained why he’d noticed that before Wright had. 

“Lots of mana, more than I’d expect. It’s similar to Ir’s, despite northern Tarnil being supposedly mana-poor.” Tendau added, and Wright nodded. He’d noticed that himself, but it was good to have corroboration. It seemed it was difficult to tell the difference between Tarnil and Blue, if indeed there was a difference. 

The carriage ride wasn’t long and, when Wright stepped out after it came to a halt, he was impressed despite himself. It had been pretty from a distance, but when he stood in front of it he could really appreciate the sheer amount of glass involved, not to mention that fascinating metal. Wright ignored the honor guard that turned out to escort him inside and crossed over to touch the metal lining the exterior of the palace gates. [The Crucible] identified it as [Sunmetal], and told him that it was not only particularly mana-rich but also not made from steel or copper or any of the common metals. It was as if it was a pure metallic representation of the Affinity — and in fact it probably was, if that was what his Skill led him to believe. 

He ignored the chatter from behind him as he studied it, wishing he could just melt a piece off the palace but holding himself back for the moment. It took Tendau’s voice to pull him away, looking back just in time to see a stone arch raise itself from the flagstones outside the entrance to the palace. A moment later the view through the arch changed as a portal opened, and his eyebrows climbed up to his hair as the Orrelin delegation stepped through. 

That casual exercise of power was astounding, and he could tell that Capito wanted to throw a fit about the earth-shaping. 

He’d have to get the story of what exactly upset his earth-Affinity guard later, but for the moment he was entertained by the uncertain expressions of the Orrelin natives. They probably had never been through a portal before, let alone one of the size provided. While it was tempting to stay and be

entertained, he didn’t want to delay so long that the other delegation got ahead of him. 

He gathered up his guards with a gesture and swept forward into the palace, crossing a lush courtyard and striding into the audience hall. Queen Iniri was waiting for them, sitting on her throne, and he could feel her power resonating into the palace, through the Sunmetal, turning the entire thing into one massive magical item. He’d done the same to his own palace, and he knew how useful a trick it was. She was clearly fourth-tier, and it wouldn’t do to underestimate what she could do in her own home. 

“Welcome, Emperor Wright,” Queen Iniri said, rising politely after he was announced. “I trust you had a pleasant trip?” 

There wasn’t an ounce of subservience in her, which Wright personally preferred even if it sometimes made things difficult. 

“It was certainly interesting,” Wright admitted. “And instructive.” That got a flash of a smile from Queen Iniri, who certainly understand what he meant by that. 

“I have reserved our largest suite for your use,” she told him. 

“There is private access to the summit complex in that suite courtesy of Blue. I expect all the guests to be here soon, due to Blue’s spatial abilities, but even if they aren’t, we’ll have a formal dinner there tonight. Until then, I hope you enjoy Tarnil and the summit.” 

“Thank you for your hospitality, Queen Iniri,” Wright said, completing the formal exchange, and bowed again before turning to follow the servant holding the flag of Ir. There’d be franker discussions later, in private, and the rest of his baggage train would find out where to go through servant-to-servant communication. Or more likely, servant-to-Hanzell communication, since that was one of his favorite ways to snoop. 

The suite was commendably opulent, though Wright didn’t much care one way or the other. His days of sleeping on bare rock in the depths of a Great Dungeon were behind him, but they’d set the bar for what he really needed in life fairly low. 

He glanced around and let his guards fan out to check

everything and claim rooms, not bothering to do more than look at the master bedroom and prod the big table in the drawing room with a finger. It was the Blue-provided access that he was most interested in, since it meant that they wouldn’t be sitting around in the palace all the time, and the freestanding door to one side of the foyer was obviously it. 

By the time everyone was finished poking around the rest of the baggage train was starting to arrive, so Wright gave into temptation and opened the door. It was obviously another portal, since it didn’t show the foyer beyond, but rather a broad expanse of marble. He took one step through, then another, and gaped. It took a lot to impress him, after all he’d seen and all he’d made, but what was there was impressive. 

He’d never been so high up. So far as he knew there weren’t any mountains anywhere in the world so high as the ones that surrounded him, and while there might be a drop like the one before him somewhere in the Underneath, the blue sky above him denied that possibility. Wright had no idea where they were, and reaching the balcony he looked out over an immense hidden country. 

Barely visible in the middle of the immense valley was a white needle of a tower, the source of the draconic touch he’d sensed before. It wasn’t blatant, not like The Silver Woe’s reappearance had been, but it was implacably solid. Blue had to be The Silver Woe’s private retreat, and it seemed incredibly apropos that the oldest Power would have another Power just for a dwelling, but he did wonder what exactly drove either of them to finally open up, rather than just return to seclusion after killing the mage-kings. 

“What the fuck is this,” Capito said bluntly, not really asking a question, just objecting to it in general. The short, stocky fourth-tier hopped off the marble onto the rock face below the balcony, anchoring himself sideways and bringing up earthern armor to protect his formal clothing from the splashing water. 

“This is not natural.” 

“I never would have guessed,” said Tendau dryly. He didn’t jump over the balcony, though he was the only one of them that could outright fly. Leon practically could, and with all the

waterfalls and mist he wouldn’t have any issues forming his ice, but it would take a very, very long time to get down. “So far as demonstrations of power go, this is a damn impressive one.” 

“So, where are we?” Wright asked, glancing back at the portal they’d come from, standing on its own platform just to one side of the main expanse of marble. He didn’t feel particularly threatened, not simply by being somewhere he didn’t recognize, but it was a little odd to know that small link was the only thing that kept him from being completely lost. 

“We’re in a dungeon,” Garus said bluntly, sniffing the air. He didn’t have enough room to shift, but his senses were sharp in any form. “Completely. If it weren’t for the sky, I’d say we were fifty levels deep.” He squinted at the sky, then turned to Wright. “So far as position goes, I’d say we’re still in Tarnil.” 

“So, this is spatial expansion, but on such a scale…” Wright shook his head. This was absolutely the work of a Power. 

Nobody could make an entire pocket country. Or rather, until now nobody could have, and he wasn’t sure it was the best idea to show it off to people.  He certainly needed no more land, but judging by the landscape spread out below, there might be individuals who’d want such excess for themselves. 

Though, they’d have to conquer a Power so good luck to them. 

“Your Majesty,” Leon said, looking at one of the pedestals that lined the edge of the big marble platform. “A metal Source.” 

Wright crossed over in a single bound. Metal Affinity Sources were vanishingly rare and, considering how much work he did, he had an appetite for them that outstripped supply by orders of magnitude. Only his full combat armor and his hammer had metal Sources integrated into them, since those were all the ones he’d been able to find, buy, or steal. 

The Source resting in the slight depression was the size of an egg, which already made it twice as large as the largest one he’d seen. The polished silver sphere looked innocent enough, but he could feel his Skills reaching out to it. He stretched out a hand to pick it up but stopped as he felt someone simply appear behind him, whirling to see who it was. 

A young fox-kin looked at him, completely ignoring the tension from his fourth-tier guards and affecting no concern for his own presence at all. She seemed to be second-tier, judging from the mana density he could feel, but there was something far more to her than just her level. Under the circumstances, and considering Andis’ detailed description of Blue’s lone servant, he was pretty certain he knew who she was. 

“Emperor Wright,” she said, inclining her head. “I am the Voice of Blue, Shayma Ell. He welcomes you to the summit area and invites you to examine all the samples of what he can provide,” she added, gesturing around at the pedestals. “But I advise  against sending your mana through any of these display Sources unless you wish to be suspected of trying to steal them.” 

“Thank you for the information, Miss Ell,” he said, suppressing a grimace. It would have been an issue if he’d accidentally stolen something of Blue’s, so he was glad she’d interrupted him, but at the same time he  really wanted to play with the Source. At least he’d been right about the fox-girl’s identity. “Would Blue be willing to sell such Sources by chance?” 

“Everything on display here is something Blue can provide in quantity,” she replied, waving her hand to indicate all the pedestals scattered about. “Provided certain assurances can be met. Queen Iniri is handling most of Blue’s political interactions and she will inform you of the details.” 

It was all Wright could do to keep from rubbing his hands together. Just having access to metal Sources alone was worth all kinds of trade concessions, and there were a  lot of pedestals. He’d been ignoring them and focusing on the view, but the sheer variety of Affinities jangled at his senses. While Ir had a strong trade network and had no problem getting most things, much of what he wanted personally was not widely available. Even to the Emperor himself. 

“I will contain myself until then,” Wright assured her dryly, and Shayma gave him a smile and another nod before vanishing and reappearing near the Orrelin delegation, who

were coming through their own door. He shook his head, and shot Capito a look to keep him from exploding in indignation. 

An ordinary second-tier couldn’t get away with speaking to an Emperor like that, but Blue’s Voice absolutely would. 

He began to tour the platforms, both the main one and the smaller ones that hung out over the rock face, examining the specimens on the pedestals. There were all the standard Affinity Sources, which was a good start, but there were more exotic ones besides metal for him and others to drool over, like Volcanic and Illusion. He’d have to bring home one of the Volcanics for Lucile. Their marriage was more political than anything, but he still wanted to keep her happy. 

The other samples were interesting, but not as intensely fascinating as the Sunmetal found in the palace, with a few exceptions. Two of the best finds were in vials, one holding a liquid metal called simply [Celestial Metal], and the other holding a sample from a metal Affinity  pool. If metal Affinity sources were rare, metal Affinity pools were unheard of. He’d have  to get those two, and some of the others would be worth getting enough to play with, such as the rot-Affinity steel. He had a nephew with a high-level [Chef] class who would really enjoy some cookware to aid in pickling and cheesemaking. 

His fourth-tiers were attracted to other sample products, like Tendau not-so-subtly salivating over a chunk of kinetic citrine the size of his head. Garus held up a small vial of what seemed to be a bit of Affinity pool and sniffed at it, which Wright wouldn’t have done but Garus’ Class was a little bit strange to begin with. He probably knew what he was doing. 

The Nivir and Orrelin contingents were rather more impressed with most of it than he was, but predictably didn’t really understand exactly how valuable some of the Sources or stranger combinations, like the metal-Affinity onyx, were. 

Haerlish was represented by the actual royal family, the king and his two sons, but they’d fortunately left The Hurricane at home.  That one would have caused a diplomatic incident in ten minutes flat. So far as Kinul went, only Hanzell knew who they were. It was mostly just a big swamp, without even a

proper mana spring, so he never really bothered to learn about it. 

He did spot the [Theurge of the Purifying Flame] wandering about, which explained where Liril had gotten to for the past month or so instead of attending to his research in Ir, as well as a few people that were clearly not part of any of the countries involved. Some avian-looking types, who Wright realized must have been the same ones he’d seen at the towers near the canal entrance, and an ambulatory pile of rocks that looked more like a spirit than anything else but didn’t have the unnatural feel of a monster. He’d have to get Hanzell to catch him up on who they might be. 

Once all the delegations had arrived, Queen Iniri’s steward got everyone’s attention, getting them to assemble away from the large dining table and providing extraordinarily comfortable chairs for those tired of standing around. The reason for that became clear as people started popping into existence and setting plates and platters on the sideboard, quickly loading it down with an impressive array of foods. 

“Announcing, Her Royal Highness, [Queen of the Sheltering Radiance], Iniri Tarnil,” said the steward as Iniri stepped up to face the mostly-seated nobility, as if there were anyone who didn’t know who she was. Wright wasn’t intending to pay too much attention to the welcome speech, having heard and given them often enough, but Iniri had some Skill that grabbed his attention. That actually bothered him, since as far as he could tell it wasn’t really a compulsion, just something that echoed into magic itself. Mercifully it wasn’t a long speech, though part of him wished it  had been longer so he could figure out the Skill. 

“Announcing The Voice of Blue, [Noble Trickster] Shayma Ell.” Wright was rather more interested in what she had to say, considering that she was far more unusual than a queen. 

“Welcome, everyone,” Shayma said, looking around at them. 

“As Iniri said, Blue is backing Tarnil, but for most people that doesn’t mean anything. That is why Blue has provided this summit site. Everything you see here is his, everything on display is something he can produce, and every bite of food

was cooked by his people.” She waved out at the truly expansive view. “This is the Caldera. It is his territory, his realm, and it represents a fraction of what he can do.” She paused to let them take that all in. 

“For the most part, any negotiations with Blue will be done through Tarnil, but he does have a personal gift for all of you for coming tonight.” Shayma didn’t make any gesture, but stone pushed itself up next to each person in the audience, making more than a few jump. Wright could tell she wasn’t using any Skills, and judging by Capito’s quiet apoplexy it was the same as with the arch, where it seemed like the rock decided to move by itself. 

Little swirls of black popped atop each rock pole and a Source appeared. It was obviously matched to the person in question

— Garus got nature, Tendau got kinetic, Capito got earth, Leon got glacial. Best of all, a metal Source appeared next to him, and he wasted no time in scooping it up. It wasn’t a surprise that Blue knew their Affinities – fourth- and fifth-tier abilities were difficult to obscure – but to know the Affinity of every single person in the crowd was quite the intelligence coup. 

“These are Primal Sources,” Shayma told them. “They will bind to you, and nobody else can use them or take them from you if you do not wish it. Not only do they act as normal sources, but they will refine your Class and Skills as you use them.” Wright lifted his eyebrows, juggling the little silver sphere from one hand to the other and watching it shift color from normal steel to something darker and more burnished. 

Blue, he decided, was his new favorite person. 


Day 184 - Keri

Keri still wasn’t sure it was a good idea to get involved in the summit. Neither she nor Annie were properly part of the Village or Queen Iniri’s court, nor were they direct representatives of Blue. The only real reason for them to come instead of heading out to Wildwood with One-Eye-Green and avoiding the whole thing was that her family had asked for her. Annie had still objected, and Keri had agreed, especially after how her uncle had acted when Nivir had tried to invade, but apparently her mom and dad really wanted to talk. They’d brought cousin Sheryl, who was the one person she actually really  missed from home, which was completely unfair. 

So, she and Annie were grudgingly going along. At least Shayma had reassured them that Blue wouldn’t let them get forced into anything, and of course they were physically safe inside of Blue’s and Tarnil’s territory. She thought. Maybe. It depended on who else was in the party. Some of her relatives didn’t have half as much sense as they needed. 

At least she got to see Annie in her clan outfit! It was even chilly enough to wear the surcoat, so she looked very stylish. 

Keri knew that Annie really didn’t think she looked particularly good, especially in comparison to Keri’s own looks, but the patterned outfit really was striking. Keri’s dress was boring by contrast. 

She was mostly distracting herself from having to see her family again by watching Annie, waiting for Shayma to come and pick them up from a little room in Blue’s Tower at the Palace. Annie paced back and forth, fingers twitching now and again toward the place at her waist where she normally kept her bowgun. Keri was glad that Annie had ended up with a more potent weapon and was making some progress shifting her Class over, but that didn’t help much now. At least the room in Blue’s tower at the Palace was comfortable. 

“Ready to go?” Shayma asked, popping in from nowhere instead of arriving by the door, but Keri didn’t blame her. 

She’d teleport everywhere too if she could! 

“No,” Annie grumped. “But we might as well anyway.” 

“I’m ready,” Keri said, touching her Source necklace and then grabbing Annie’s hand, the one that kept trying to grip a nonexistent weapon. “Let’s go.” 

Shayma gave both of them a smile and turned to head back out into the Palace, this time normally. The building was enormous, and Keri probably would have gotten lost in it if it weren’t for Shayma, though she was pretty sure Annie knew her way. Even with their status as Shayma’s adventuring companions, they didn’t actually spend much time together outside of Wildwood or Blue’s territory. 

They took several twists and turns, going through the long corridors and passing more people than they usually would. 

All the various delegations had actually filled out the Palace and made it less empty and echoing than the last time she’d been there, though it was weird to see the occasional nonhuman-kin. Their goal was a small conference room on the third floor, which was better than being summoned to Nivir’s suite, but then of course Shayma wouldn’t have stood for being summoned to a suite to begin with. 

Her stomach was tight as they walked into the room and saw her mother and father in conference with Uncle Gerum. That wasn’t a good sign, especially not after the last time Gerum had seen her. Shayma went over to talk to them while Sheryl came running over to give her a hug, and Keri couldn’t help but smile. It had been over five years since she’d seen her favorite cousin and Sheryl looked good. Also heavily pregnant, her swollen belly bumping Keri before she stepped back and smiled. 

“It’s so good to see you!” 

“You too!” Keri beamed, ignoring the rest of her family for the moment, and gently put her hand against Sheryl’s rounded belly. “When did this happen?” She demanded, trying to think who she might have gotten married to. 

“Um.” Sheryl blushed. “When you left, they ended up switching the betrothal contract to me. I’ve been married to Lucien for two years now.” 

“What?” Keri stared at her. “Really?”  Her guts twisted. It was all her fault Sheryl had ended up that way, even though she never would have been able to stand the man herself. 

“Oh, he’s wonderful!” Sheryl said, laughing as she gave Keri another hug. “I’m actually  glad that it happened. You’d be amazed at how  boorish most of the peerage are! Or maybe not. 

You did leave, after all.” Keri just blinked at her, not entirely certain what to think of the news. She was glad that Sheryl was happy, of course, but it was hard for her to reconcile that emotion with the family mess she’d left behind. Not that she’d ever really known Lucien well, but still. 

“I guess that’s good?” She couldn’t be as enthusiastic as she would have liked, reeling as she was from both little Sheryl being pregnant  and married to her old fiancé, but she wanted to be positive. She wasn’t sure she made it; the idea was just too weird. 

“How about you and Annit?” Sheryl said, casting a look over at Annie, who was doing her best not to scowl. 

“It’s been interesting,” Keri admitted. “More interesting lately, since I got involved with Blue.” Sheryl nodded at that, then leaned in conspiratorially. 

“What’s it like?” She whispered, as if that would stop Blue from listening in on them. “What does Blue make you do?” 

“He doesn’t  make us to do anything,” Annie said, with a bit of a snap to her voice. “He asked us to join up with Shayma, and we have.” Keri suppressed a grin at Annie actually  defending Blue. Her mood had improved so much since One-Eye-Green had arrived. 

“Oh.” Sheryl blinked, a little taken aback. “I just thought…” 

Keri touched Annie on the arm and she unbristled ever so slightly. 

“Well, you’re here to learn about Blue, aren’t you?” Keri told her. “He’s very fair! But he’s also kind of scary with what he

can do.” 

“I saw that last night,” Sheryl said with a shudder. “That such a place even exists is terrifying.” 

“Really, Annie and I don’t have special insight,” Keri assured her. “We mostly work with Shayma. If you want to know about him, you have to ask her. Like mom and dad are doing.” 

Her parents actually seemed to be about done with their discussion, drifting their way, and Keri shuffled her feet slightly before turning to look at them. She really didn’t want to talk to them, but she knew it was inevitable. 

“Keri,” her mother said, and to Keri’s surprise pulled her into a hug. Uncle Bertram didn’t look particularly happy, but he didn’t say anything while her mom clung to her. Then it was her dad’s turn, and he practically lifted her up, which was very confusing! She had been expecting them to yell at her more. 

“I haven’t seen you for so long,” her dad said, putting her down and looking at her. “How’s my baby girl?” Keri was practically speechless. She hadn’t been expecting anything like this at all! 

“I thought you’d be mad,” she blurted out, then immediately regretted saying it, but dad just shook his head. 

“We were for a while,” he admitted. “But that was  years ago, Keri.” 

“Oh,” she said, feeling very small and silly. Then Annie put her hand on Keri’s shoulder, and she straightened up. Things might be fine  now,  but they weren’t  then,  so she couldn’t unwish what she’d done. If she hadn’t done it then, it wouldn’t be fine now. “Well I’m good now! I’ve been doing really well actually!” She pulled back far enough to show them the Source hanging around her neck. “I even got a healing Source.” 

“Oh, that is amazing,” her mom gushed, giving the Source an admiring look. “When we found out about the summit, we had to take the opportunity. It’s not like we have many chances to get out of Nivir, let alone go to Tarnil!” 

“I suppose there aren’t,” she admitted. Even if her parents didn’t qualify for the throne, her dad was First Councilor and really couldn’t get out of the country. 

“I’m glad we did though, and not just to see you,” her dad put in, the smile he was aiming her way sliding to something more serious. “It’s been too long since we had real discussions with our neighbors. You know how it is, probably better than we do! After all, you have an outside perspective.” 

“Which we don’t blame you for, dear,” her mom hastened to assure her, sensing Keri’s tension at her dad’s statement. “All the marriage stuff, leaving, all that’s in the past. We won’t bring that up any more.” 

“Oh,” Keri said. She had  never thought that would happen, and she felt almost lightheaded with relief from a tension she hadn’t even realized she’d been carrying. “Good!” She added, feeling far more cheerful. Maybe she could even visit her family again someday! 

“Yes, being here has given us an entirely new perspective on the state of things in Nivir,” her father said. “Especially since Tekaomi mentioned her talk with you.” 

“Oh, she did?” Keri beamed, amazed that Tekaomi had remembered. Maybe it wasn’t  that surprising since Keri was an Esox, but Tekaomi was a fourth tier! 

“So, you know there aren’t many people with healing Affinity,” her mother began, trailing off and waiting for a response from Keri. 

“Yes?” She said uncertainly, glancing back at Annie. Annie told her that she didn’t have any idea where this was going either with a brief lift of her eyebrow and Keri looked back at her mom. 

“I’m not sure exactly how to say this, but — well, Tekaomi is getting on in years and Nivir doesn’t have many good prospects for fourth-tiers. Tekaomi was favorably impressed with you and said you were actually fairly advanced in levels…” 

“I’m level forty-one,” Keri told her. Most of those levels had come from healing people after the various battles, but a few of them had come from heading out into the wildwood with Annie and Shayma. Actually, she’d gotten more levels recently with the addition of One-Eye-Green, who had a tendency to grapple things much larger than herself. 

Beyond that, her Skills were growing in unusual directions. 

Between the Primal Source and the occasional comments that Blue dropped, through Shayma, she was starting to feel out her own path in healing. Tekaomi’s interpretation of healing Affinity had been based on the nourishment of rain and water, but Keri’s was leaning in the direction of, well,  Blue’s knowledge. 

Knowing there were so many parts to the body, that there were incredibly small creatures that helped and harmed, that the difference between poison and cure was the dose  – and when Blue had mentioned  that offhand she could practically feel some of her Skills realigning  – meant that she had a different approach than anyone else. She didn’t know if that meant she could get to fourth tier, but it did mean that Tekaomi’s advice hadn’t been as helpful as she’d like. Oh, Tekaomi knew a lot about adventuring, but when it came to healing, they were a lot more different than Keri had ever thought. 

“There you go, you’re in sight of third tier already,” her dad said. “We were hoping we could convince you to come back to Nivir and work on trying to make your fourth tier.” 

“Um,” she said, and wasn’t really sure how to take that. She glanced back at Annie and then looked around for Shayma, since she didn’t want to answer it right away, if at all. Shayma was keeping Uncle Bertram and the rest of the Esox retinue at bay, but Sheryl was still nearby, and she put in her own plea. 

“Lucien and I are just worried about Nivir. Without a fourth-tier, how can we be really safe? How can my baby be safe?” 

She asked, which was just completely unfair. 

“At the moment,” Shayma said, coming to her rescue as she popped across the room in one of her short-range teleports, 

“Annit and Keri are in debt to Blue.” 

“Which we’d be willing to buy off,” Uncle Bertram interrupted, calling across the room as he hastened after Shayma. Shayma, for her part, ignored him. 

“Regardless of what Keri is willing to do, she will be leveling up with me so there is no need to rush things.” 

“But we can provide more—” Uncle Bertram kept arguing, until a glance from Shayma and a flicker of Presence silenced him. That gave Keri long enough to think it over, because while she didn’t like all the political stuff, she  had been raised with it, and wasn’t stupid. 

“I’m not saying no, but I’m not saying yes either because I can’t,” Keri told them. “Annie and I need to square things with Blue before we make any real decisions.” 

“If you people decide to get on Blue’s good side, you don’t need to worry about fourth-tiers or whatever,” Annie said bluntly. “Tarnil sure doesn’t.” 

“Annie’s right,” Keri agreed. “The friendlier you are with Blue, the less you need to worry about the future.” Her dad still looked hesitant, and she gave him another hug. “I’ll think about it!” She promised. “But I can’t give you an answer right now.” 

“But,” her mom started, and this time it was Annie who cut her off. 

“The more you try to convince her now, the less she’ll listen,” 

Annie told her, and her mom’s face made a complicated, unhappy expression. 

“Maybe we can talk about other things? Like what plays are at the theatres, back in Nivir? I haven’t had the chance to go to one for  ages. ” She couldn’t really call it home, but she still missed it sometimes. 

“Very well,” her mom said, then shook her head and smiled at them. “Why don’t we sit down?” That relaxed things a bit, and Sheryl looked grateful to have that part over with. Keri knew that they’d never really accepted Annie, and probably never would, so this was maybe as close as they’d get. 

Despite what she’d said to her mom she couldn’t see any way that she could turn down the offer, in the end. Maybe delay it for several years but, if Nivir needed her, she wasn’t going to turn her back on it. Which didn’t mean she was stupid; it was obvious that they wanted to control her and thought they could do it since she was part of the royal family. Maybe they thought they could even pry her away from Annie, which would never happen. She would make sure of that. When she did go back, she would make sure that Blue was behind her. 

Day 184 - Piping Hot Pies The Village was fantastic. Calloway decided that when it was time to retire, he’d retire there, monsters or no monsters. There was so much food, so many different types of ingredients, and a bunch of people who did not care how much higher level he was and would still whack his hand with a wooden spoon for trying to sneak cookies. 

To some degree it was strange to be doing domestic things. 

Making pastries, picking ingredients, spicing sausage, and then playing servant to deliver all that to the summit. But downtime was just as important as combat, and it wasn’t like they weren’t getting practice in. They all used their Skills to help make pastries, and with everything Blue had lying around they all had something to help with insight on their Affinities. 

Even Terrance, who always had trouble finding anything about spatial Affinity. He and Tissaria had been sticking close to Taelah for the maximum number of teleports and exotic plants. 

It was unfortunate that there didn’t seem to be any animals, but access to actual  Affinity Pools made up for it. 

He was saving the Affinity essence he had gotten for Breakthrough Muffins, that was for sure. 

Tissaria was just as happy as Calloway, partly for the same reasons but partly because Terrance was so ecstatic over being able to see portals and teleports close up, even if he couldn’t directly see the mana involved. The worry that Terrance wouldn’t be able to keep up was something that they all had, because spatial was just so rare. Terrance was a right terror with it, but he also didn’t have anywhere near the availability of the Affinity that everyone else did. Even Blue didn’t have a spatial Source for him, but apparently just walking through the massively spatially expanded Caldera was a help. 

The only dent in that happiness was, working in the open as they were, the constant sight of the one plant in the Caldera that had remained intractable. The strange tree by the village center absolutely refused to have anything to do with any of

her Skills, which was something that had never happened before. It only made her more curious, but Taelah told her to leave it alone and she wasn’t about to annoy their hosts. 

Besides, the tree gave her a gut feeling that she shouldn’t mess with it too much, and at her levels she’d learned to trust those gut feelings, even when they weren’t Skill feedback. 

She finished seasoning a savory meat filling with pyregano and left it to simmer while she went to help everyone move lunch over to the summit site. Tissaria wasn’t too enamored of making all this food for people who probably wouldn’t appreciate it, but it wasn’t like the Village wasn’t getting any of it. The amount going to the summit was somewhere around half of what was being created, with the other half being set out for everyone as part of an early harvest feast. 

Some of the platters were overly large, and after a quick glance around she grew some blades of grass extra-long and braided them into living rope. Several of the villagers didn’t have the strength or at least the leverage to easily carry certain of the dishes. She sent her rope to help them, and got a nod or two of thanks as they shifted over to the stone circle where Taelah waited to teleport them. 

The surroundings shifted as Taelah brought them to the summit site, which was frankly ridiculous, but since all they had to do was carry and arrange the food Tissaria didn’t worry too much about it. The guests were all royals or high-tiers, and Ir’s delegation was both, with Emperor Wright himself casually sauntering about as if he owned the place. She gave him a sideways glance but just focused on setting out platters and stabilizing a kid with a glass bowl of drink far too large for him. 

“Traitor!” The word, hissed out in Orrelin brogue, made her stiffen and turn around. Tissaria had known that there was a delegation from Orrelin around, but she hadn’t really thought that they’d notice her or even be around when she was helping out. Yet two of them had come up close without her noticing and were staring at her. 

“I don’t answer to you,” she told them stiffly. She would have preferred to not answer them at all, but she didn’t feel

comfortable turning her back on them. Neither of them looked familiar, but if they were sent out to diplomatic functions, they probably knew about all the exiles who wound up in Tarnil’s territory. 

“Everyone of Orrelin answers to me,” the man growled, lifting a medallion from under his tunic. Her heart lurched at the sight of an inquisitor’s medallion, but she simply lifted her chin. 

They weren’t in Orrelin and despite what he said, she wasn’t any more under his authority than she was under Wright’s. 

“I’m not of Orrelin anymore.” She felt Terrance and Calloway and Maiyim fall in behind her, anticipating a fight. Maybe. It would be the height of folly to start something where they were, but the agents of the Tetrarchy were selected more for their loyalty than their intelligence. 

“Ha! You may have denied the blood that flows in your veins, but it is still there!” The inquisitor started ranting along the usual lines of loyalty unto death and supremacy of the Orrelin bloodlines, but he didn’t make to draw weapons or use Skills, so she really didn’t care. She’d heard worse in the past so, when he just continued raving, she made a hand-sign to the others and turned to walk away. Mana surged and she spun around to throw up a bark shield, but a deep,  deep voice interrupted the fight before it started. 

“Is this any way for guests to act?” The Orrelinians and her group both froze as an enormous head with far too many eyes blinked at them from the water. In fact, almost everyone in the main pavilion was staring, though that may have started when the inquisitor started yelling at them, because it wasn’t every day that a Leviathan appeared in a lake hundreds of miles above the surface. Maiyim recovered first, prodding Tissaria’s shoulder. 

“I apologize,” she said to the Leviathan, doing a fair job at keeping her voice under control, but it waved a whisker at her dismissively. 

“Not you, little Leafcaller. I was merely thinking that even I would be hesitant to accost any of Blue’s servants in the heart of his own lands.” The rumble of the Leviathan’s voice

vibrated the marble underfoot, and Tissaria had the satisfaction of seeing the horrified expressions of the two Orrelin representatives. 

“Thank you, Uilei-nktik,” Shayma said, appearing from nowhere as she was wont to do. She offered the Leviathan a bow, then winked at Tissaria out of the corner of her eye before turning to the inquisitor. 

“Well?” She asked. 

“I am here by Tarnil’s invitation,” The inquisitor replied after a moment, drawing himself up. “Iniri should know better than to parade an exile in front of a true son of Orrelin.” Shayma tilted her head at him and then snorted. 

“Perhaps you should say that to her,” Shayma said, as Queen Iniri swept in with a thunderous scowl. 

“I am not impressed with your behavior tonight, mister Lacief,” she told him in a cold voice. Tissaria felt something inside her relax as the Queen defended her. She’d never really quite felt that she was one of Tarnil’s, but it was clear that the incarnation of Tarnil itself didn’t agree. 

“I am not impressed that you have an exile of Orrelin serving at an important function!” Lacief sputtered. 

“I see.” Iniri pressed her lips together, then shook her head. 

“Your invitation is revoked. If you would, Blue?” She added to the empty air, and Lacief vanished without a sound. Iniri regarded Lacief’s companion, who hadn’t said anything throughout the entire affair, and he ducked his head to her. 

“My apologies for Inquisitor Lacief, Queen Iniri. I did not realize—” he choked off what he was about to say, his eyes flicking to Tissaria and then to the Leviathan. “ —that he would be so intractable,” the man finished. Queen Iniri nodded and flicked her hand, and he scurried off. The Queen watched him go and then turned to the Leviathan. 

“You have my thanks for preventing a very regrettable incident,” she told the immense creature. It bubbled at her in amusement and submerged again, and she turned to regard Tissaria. 

“My Queen,” she said, kneeling, and the rest of her group followed suit behind her. She was vaguely aware that the rest of the villagers didn’t, and instead returned to setting up the lunch spread. “I hope I did not cause any trouble between Tarnil and Orrelin.” 

“Certainly not,” Queen Iniri said, completely calm. “If anything, it was Orrelin that caused trouble.” Tissaria nodded, but didn’t mention that she was sure they’d cause more trouble. The Queen gave them another nod and turned to rejoin Emperor Wright. The Leviathan drifted that way too, and Tissaria got to her feet even if she was feeling a bit shaky. 

“Are you alright?” Terrance asked, putting an arm around her. 

“I’m fine,” she assured him, leaning into the embrace. “But I don’t know about coming back here. Even with Blue’s protection, and the Queen’s, Orrelin isn’t going to be happy I’m here.” 

“Don’t worry about that,” Shayma said, making Tissaria jump. 

“Blue isn’t happy that he missed that guy yelling at you. He’ll be keeping an eye on you and Orrelin for now, just in case. If they give you any more trouble, he’ll teleport them all away. 

We aren’t going to yield  anything, and you’re part of that. 

Blue’s people are Blue’s, and that’s the end of it.” 

“I see,” Tissaria said, feeling somewhat more assured by Shayma’s statement, and glanced back at her group. 

“We’ll stick around,” Calloway said. “I’d hate to miss something interesting happening.” 

Day 184 - Taelah

“Excuse us, do you have a moment?” The woman who asked the question had the image of a cattail embroidered on the shoulder of her tunic, which meant she was one of the representatives of Kinul. Compared to almost everyone else, both she and her companion were underdressed, and certainly underequipped, with nothing more than some basic nature Affinity infused into their clothes. 

「I have some people from Kinul wanting my attention.」

Taelah sent to Iniri over the Concord just in case she hadn’t already noticed. Ever since the Orrelin representative had blown up at poor Tissaria she’d been somewhat on edge, though she could tell Blue’s attention was on her at the moment and there wouldn’t be any repeats of  that incident. 

The Village was slated to cook and bring food throughout the entire summit, and they had so far, but if people kept pestering them Taelah might have to rethink that. 

「Tell me if you need me to come by. Kinul has been fairly shy so far, though, so I’d appreciate it if you’d talk with them.」 Taelah barely stopped herself from making a face. 

She wasn’t at all interested in playing with larger politics, and so far Blue hadn’t really asked her to, aside from using her truth-sense that one time, so she was willing to help out Iniri even if she had doubts about dealing with international issues. 

“Yes?” Taelah asked them, setting down the pitcher she was carrying. “What can I do for you?” 

“I’m Elder Wren, and this is Elder Carrul.” She gestured to herself and her companion, who gave her a nod. “I understand you’re Elder Taelah?” 

“I am,” Taelah admitted. She wasn’t sure how they’d found that out, but it wasn’t like there was a real attempt to keep her anonymous. The fact that they called themselves Elders as well was a surprise, though they both looked like they were more of the proper age, with lines and wrinkles and greying

hair. Despite whatever age they had, both of them carried themselves with ease. 

「They say they’re Elders, like me.」

「Kinul doesn’t have a monarchy or nobility. They’re just a loose collection of villages, so it does make sense they’d send village elders as representatives.」 Iniri told her, and Taelah relaxed slightly. If they were like her, that explained why they weren’t comfortable with the emperors and diplomats running around. 

“Do you think we could talk less formally?” Elder Carrul asked. “We’re interested in trading with Tarnil and Blue, and we don’t have any problem recognizing Blue’s sovereignty, but we’re not sure what either of them would want from us.” 

“Especially something worth rot Sources. Those are very hard to come by,” Elder Wren added, displaying her own dark blue-black sphere. “No village in Kinul has enough to buy them.” 

“Oh, I see,” said Taelah, biting back the urge to tell them that Blue could provide a hundred sources a week if he really wanted to. 「What does Kinul have that Tarnil needs?」 She asked Iniri, while considering the question herself. Blue himself didn’t need much, of course, but Tarnil and the Village both had a use for people. Taelah really missed good cheese, for example, and since the Village lacked anyone with rot Affinity they could only do so much in that regard. 

「Food and labor.」 Iniri replied promptly, which mirrored her own thinking. So long as Taelah considered Kinul just another village, the answer was easy. 

“I’m sure you have quite a few of the younger generation who are restless,” Taelah told them. That was always the case in smaller villages. Most preferred to be [Farmers] or [Ranchers]

but some would always want to go out and see the world. 

“Tarnil just came out of a war and The Village is fairly small, so they and we could use some energetic people to come help teach and rebuild. Ones that aren’t all that likely to stay.” 

Some would, inevitably, but that was all to the better. The Village would need at least a  little new blood. 

The two elders glanced at each other, communicating silently. 

Taelah was pretty sure it was just that they knew each other’s body language, rather than something like Companion Concordance. She could tell they were still uncertain about it, possibly because they wouldn’t have any idea who would volunteer to go see another country for a while. 

“Tarnil could also use food. It would just be for this year and maybe the next, but we would be willing to buy as much as you have. Especially since I understand that you specialize in preserved foods?” Taelah didn’t know much about Kinul, but she did remember trying a jar of fermented pickled taro root, and while it was strange it wasn’t  bad,  and it certainly would last a while. Wren nodded, looking more confident. 

“Would your Queen agree to those sorts of terms?” She asked. 

“Oh, I just asked Iniri a moment ago and those terms are exactly what she wants. But to make things clear, she’s not my queen.” Taelah smiled at the Elders. “I’m Blue’s wife, not part of Tarnil.” The pair of them gawked at her, then started to stammer apologies that she waved away. “No, no, my role as Elder of The Village is all you need worry about. For personal deals with Blue, you’ll want to talk to Shayma. I don’t do any of that.” 

“But if you’re Blue’s wife, why are you helping carry dishes?” 

Carrul asked. Before Taelah could reply, Wren elbowed him. 

“Well someone has to carry it, right?” Wren told him. “Would you just stand and watch if your village was helping out?” 

Carrul had the good grace to look embarrassed. 

“My apologies, Elder Taelah,” he told her. 

“Honestly, I’ve gotten the same question from my own people more than once,” Taelah confided. “If you want, I’d be happy to show you around our Village, one Elder to another.” That wasn’t an invitation she felt comfortable extending to anyone else she’d seen so far. Nor did she think any of them would be interested. Wren and Carrul, though, reminded her of her fellow Elders and wouldn’t really look out of place. 

“We would be honored, Elder Taelah,” Wren said, then paused as Carrul’s stomach growled. “…after we eat, perhaps?” 

“Of course,” Taelah said with a smile. 「I’m going to be taking Elders Wren and Carrul to the Village to discuss things after we eat.」 She sent to both Shayma and Iniri. 

「Thank you, Taelah. I know this isn’t what you’re here for, so I greatly appreciate you securing Kinul’s support.」 Iniri replied. Shayma’s message was shorter and to the point. 

「Go Taelah!」

Taelah suppressed a laugh. She and her fellow Companions were very different people, but she liked having them around. 

They made it easier to deal with people outside the Village. 

The other Elders bid her a temporary farewell as she returned to oversee the teleportation and transportation of the food. It didn’t take too much more time, and when she returned everyone to the Village, they had their own spread to take from. It wasn’t ferried by servants, but she preferred the buffet-style layout anyway, especially since it meant she could sneak an extra berry tart or two since she’d been craving them recently. 

She carried her plate with her as she walked around the people eating lunch there, chatting now and then and making sure that nobody had any problems or complaints. The work of cooking and cleaning was just that, work, but with everyone together and with all the unusual food it had more the feeling of a celebration than of a burden. The Village was done and cleaning up long before Iniri told her that the official luncheon was done with, and Taelah teleported back to the summit to pick up Wren and Carrul. 

The moment they appeared in the Village they both turned to look in the direction of the tree. Taelah couldn’t sense anything unusual from it, and while it certainly had an unusual appearance, so did any number of mana-enhanced trees. All she could figure was that something about the fate mana inside it prickled the instincts of people since everyone turned to look at it when they first arrived. 

“Welcome to the Village,” Taelah said, gesturing around at the various buildings and the temporary outdoor cooking facilities that they’d put together for the summit. “We’re in the Caldera, even if you can’t see us from as far up as the summit site.” The Elders broke their gaze from the tree and surveyed the village square. 

“I expected it to have more marble,” Wren confessed. 

“Blue provided forests and quarries, but we built this all ourselves.” She told them. It was an important distinction, one that showed they were Blue’s people but not Blue’s servants. 

Even all the work they were doing for the summit was simply because they were asked, not because they were ordered. 

“Oh, that is interesting,” Carrul said, nodding sagely. Taelah had the feeling he followed her logic. 

“Yes, we live well, but by our own hands. Blue provides us with access to things we would not have in a normal village, but we still have to actually harvest and process stone or lumber or fruits.” She guided them away from the still-ongoing dishwashing and along the smoothly-paved path of the village square. “I think it says a lot that  we are Blue’s people, and he appreciates us for that.” 

“He does? It is rather difficult to really grasp what Blue is. 

We’ve met Shayma, of course, but she isn’t him.” 

“Oh, I quite understand where you’re coming from,” Taelah assured them. “It does take some getting used to, but I’ve always found Blue to be quite fair. In fact, I rather like him, obviously.” She chuckled, and Wren and Carrul joined in politely. “Quite frankly I don’t think you have anything to worry about when it comes to Blue. With Iniri, her kingdom and Blue’s interests come first, but I don’t think she’ll be anything less than fair.” 

“That was more or less what we were thinking,” Carrul said. 

“We’ve been considering the potential trade. We’re quite willing to send most of our stock of preserved foods to Tarnil, but sending people is more of an issue. You’re right that there are youths who really ought to see more of the world, but I

would feel more comfortable sending them to you. Tarnil might drown them.” 

“I see.” She quite understood what Carrul meant. “So long as there aren’t many at a time, I think we would welcome some visitors, but we have our own quirks they will have to get used to.” She pointed to where Dreams-Ahead was lugging a cart full of cut wood. He was less imposing than Cuts-Like-Cold but still clearly a monster to every sense. Wren and Carrul stiffened, glancing at her. “He’s one of Blue’s,” she said, by way of partial explanation. The full story was too complicated to get into right off. 

“Oh. I suppose…” Wren glanced at Carrul, who looked back and shrugged. 

“I suspect it will be good for them, in small doses.” 

“Why don’t I introduce you to the other Elders,” Taelah suggested. “And we can talk about who you’re going to be sending.” 

Day 185 - Blue

Things seemed to be going fairly well, but so far only Kinul had actually officially signed a piece of paper acknowledging me as a sovereign entity and exempt from the Common Hunting Treaty. I was aware that such things generally had a nice little ceremony at the end of a summit, but I would really have preferred a more serious commitment from the other nations. Though to judge by their attitude after I ejected the inquisitor – and just the term really threw up alarm bells, not to mention his conduct – Orrelin was not planning on conceding anything. 

I was relying on Iniri to handle most of the discussions, but I was damn impressed with how Taelah had charmed Kinul and I told her so. Watching her blush was a fun little diversion, especially since most of the summit was relatively boring discussions and negotiations over this or that trade good. Ir wanted to hog almost all the Sources, but Iniri stomped on that. On the other hand, nobody else much cared about Celestial Metal, and when I told Iniri I could supply it by the liter – well, gallon, for them – she only drove a harder bargain. 

For whatever reason, and I trusted her instincts, Iniri asked for me to show off a star ignition before the start of the morning’s discussions. I thought about putting them on top of my floating fortress, but that would be windy and uncomfortable and still would be below the line of sight, since I didn’t have the capability to  move the fortress yet. Instead, I just cleared out a space on a neighboring mountain peak, which was as close as I was comfortable putting anyone to what seemed to be a near-megaton fusion reaction no matter how contained it was. 

I whipped up a little viewing area, enclosed, marble, with slightly smoked glass because the detonation was  bright. That was probably offset by Skills and Classes and other benefits of high-level and high-tier people, but I didn’t want to burn out anyone’s eyeballs. Though thinking about it I went and asked Shayma to see if she could get Keri to be on hand just in case. 

Uilei-nktik got his own pool at one end of the viewing area, which made it not-so-little in hindsight, given that his size meant he needed more area than the rest of the delegation combined. 

 “Okay, Iniri, all set whenever you’re ready. I’ll pop a portal at your say-so.” 

“Thank you, Blue,” Iniri said quietly, and turned to give some instructions to her seneschal. He went about the job of rounding everyone up and ushering them back to the platform before they could get started on their individual discussions and haggling, which took a while with all the necessary diplomatic rigamarole. Eventually though, they’d all gotten herded over to the main platform next to the water. 

“Before we start today, Blue has given me leave to show you a certain magic of his, which he will be performing within the hour. I don’t wish to spoil the surprise but I, for one, feel that I am privileged to have the chance to see it.” The words came with a little bit of a blaze from Iniri’s Skill, making sure that they all knew she was being absolutely truthful. It occurred to me that Iniri hadn’t seen the ignition process close up either. 

Really, nobody had, save maybe for Ansae and even then she wasn’t directly overseeing it. 

 “Hey, Taelah, Ansae, I’m going to ignite another [Contained Star] for the summit here, if either of you want to come see.” 

With Iniri and Shayma already there I didn’t want to leave anyone out. 

“Oh, yes, please,” Taelah said, and then paused. “Can Suna and Tessa come along?” 

 “Certainly, though you’ll have to warn them it’s going to be very bright even with the shaded glass. Ansae? I can give you a platform closer than the one I made for squishy mortals if you think that’s safe.” 

“Squishy mortals.” Ansae snorted, amused. “Yes, I would like to see it more closely.” 

 “Rightyo, one close-up viewing platform coming up.”  I wasn’t going to put Ansae inside the starforge area itself, but the

circumference of scorched stone gave me a pretty good idea of the actual danger area and where Ansae’s perch should be. 

Since she didn’t need the smoked glass or anything, I just made her a nice circular marble platform with a rail. For both Ansae and the summit groups I opened portals, putting them inside arches even though by this point I didn’t really need to. 

Ansae stepped through and looked down at the starforge, then up, tapping a claw on the railing but staying there rather than jumping down to see things more closely. I wasn’t sure exactly what she was seeing, but the area was saturated with stellar Affinity mana. Even if it wasn’t actively generating more like a [Contained Star], it had changed the character of the area. 

From that mountaintop, the stars were out even in daytime. 

The guests filed into the portal I’d put up, stepping through the archway to the viewing room and congregating up against the glass. Shayma appeared with Keri and Annit, ushering them forward, and Taelah’s group went last, with Tessa holding tight to Suna’s hand. Looking at Suna’s low level and tiny soul structure I had a flash of worry so I laced some gold in front of where she decided to stand, to block or mitigate both normal radiation – which I didn’t think there was, but couldn’t be too careful – and the magical equivalent. 

Uilei-nktik got his own portal. He probably knew what was going to happen, considering his reluctance to go through, but he went anyway. Hopefully it wouldn’t be as bad for him when he was braced for the ignition. 

“Why is the glass so dark?” One of Wright’s guards asked. 

“For your protection,” Iniri replied, but I wasn’t really listening too closely as I set up the ignition. Three datapoints wasn’t a lot, true, but I hadn’t come up with a better way of setting up the [Contained Stars]. The dungeon system had refused to give me an official starforge as well, though considering the forces and amounts of mana involved I could understand that. 

“The Abyss is that?” Asked Keri’s dad, pointing at the big black dodecahedron floating off in the distance. Even though it was sixty or eighty kilometers off, the sheer size of my future

fortress made it more than visible and of course I had designed it to stand out. 

“Just one of Blue’s projects,” Shayma said dismissively, which I thought was a neat trick. Brushing away the obvious and impressive thing only made the anticipation for what I actually was going to show them that much greater. Which may have been an issue if a star ignition  wasn’t more impressive, but I was pretty sure I would wow them. 

 “Right, that far peak is the star forge.”  Iniri probably already knew that thanks to [Queen’s Insight] but I wanted to make sure that everyone was watching the right place. 

“Is that The Silver Woe?” Wright said abruptly, squinting at the star forge peak. “I can feel it from here.” 

“I have mentioned that The Silver Woe is lairing in Blue’s territory,” Iniri said, somehow managing to convey impatience without sounding impatient. “This magic is unusual enough that even she is interested in it.” That got a few looks, though I didn’t know whether it was about Iniri calling The Silver Woe she or just the idea that such a being would be interested in what I was doing. 

“Okay, going to go ahead and count down. Ten, nine, eight…” 

Iniri’s sharp warning meant that everyone was looking in the right direction when my lasers flashed and ignited the interior of the nascent [Contained Star]. As with every time, despite the firmament and the adamant stone surrounding it, there was the bright flash and crack of contained fusion with the burst of stellar mana lashing out and scouring the scorched stone. 

Ansae merely slitted her eyes, apparently not even noticing the shockwave as she watched the new sun stabilize. Kilometers away, on the mountain peak, people actually staggered from the impact of the mana wave while the flash lit up the inside of the room like a bolt of lightning, despite the darkened glass. I was glad to see my gold shielding worked and Suna didn’t seem to have any issues at all, though I saw that she jumped to level three instantly. I supposed that watching a star being made technically counted as skywatching, in a way. 

“Gods and little fishes,” King Harus of Haerlish swore. There were other curses, some more and some less intelligible. Uilei-nktik flinched but otherwise conducted himself with more aplomb than the first time he’d seen it. Keri looked around but it seemed that I’d put them at sufficient distance that it was merely bright and shocking rather than actively damaging to anyone. 

“That,” Iniri told them, “is the origin of the new Affinity you have all noticed. It is called stellar Affinity, and, roughly, covers the sun and the stars. So far, very few people have it, so information is limited, but we do have scholars looking into it.” That was news to me, actually, but it made sense that people would start studying a new Affinity. Where Iniri found the scholars I couldn’t say, but thinking about it I could see Tor Kot as the kind who’d preserve knowledge, so they probably were from one of the cities he’d taken. 

“Is this meant to be a threat?” The question, predictably enough, came from the Orrelin delegation. Fortunately, my fox-girl was ready with an answer. 

“That was an act of creation,” Shayma told him, voice  just this side of scornful. “Something Blue prefers to destruction. That is the point of  his participation in this summit. If you want threats, they can be supplied, but I advise against it.” 

That shut him up. I was a little irritated with Orrelin. They’d been standoffish from the beginning, before they even stepped through the portal I made to the palace, and the incident with the inquisitor had only made things worse. From what I understood they were generally prickly to outsiders and didn’t do much diplomacy, so it was only to be expected, but I didn’t like them being rude to my people. Yet, they hadn’t really done anything bad enough for me to eject the rest of them, so I had to leave it to Shayma and Iniri. 

“What was Blue making?” Wright asked, and he seemed curious more as a craftsman than as a politician. This was one of the things I wasn’t sure about. If we weren’t advertising supermaterials, I didn’t see why we should advertise the

[Contained Stars]. But [Contained Stars] were explicitly not for sale or trade, they weren’t materials, and I had no good

argument to the fact that I’d already made a couple openly and there was no hiding the amount of mana involved. I still was a little leery, but ultimately I just trusted Iniri knew what she was doing. 

Trust or not, I wasn’t going to be stupid about it. If I just showed off a [Contained Star] in the open  someone  was going to try and grab it. Maybe not to take it for themselves, but just to hold the shiny, shiny thing for the sake of it. With that in mind I raised a big pedestal in the back of the viewing room and wrapped the thing with glass strengthened by a few tens of thousands of mana of [Structural Mana Reinforcement]. Only then did I transport the [Contained Star] from the forge to the display. Since I was actually paying attention to my reserves, I saw that moving the [Contained Star] around was hellishly expensive relative to its size, but that didn’t really surprise me when I thought about it. 

A few seconds after I moved the [Contained Star] over so everyone could see it, Suna had her face plastered against the reinforced glass, which made me glad that I had added it. 

Nobody else moved quite as fast, but I was rather satisfied by the stunned looks on the various faces. Especially on Uilei-nktik’s face, because a big face meant a big stunned look. I did feel a bit bad about the Elders from Kinul, because they looked actually terrified and I wasn’t intending to scare them. 

“That might be a bit much,” Taelah murmured in Tessa’s ear. 

“It’s a lot of mana for someone so young.” 

“Yes, of course,” Tessa said, tugging on Suna’s hand, though the exposure clearly hadn’t been all bad since her level had ticked up again, to four. “Come on, sweetie, we can look at it later, but we don’t want to make you sick.” 

“Aww.” Suna said, but she didn’t resist when Taelah and Tessa escorted her back through the portal and took the teleport to the Village. Nobody else really noticed the byplay, since the various groups were muttering among themselves. Ansae, meanwhile, padded back through the portal herself, a thoughtful look on her face. 

“That was absolutely fascinating to watch,” she told me. “I’m an expert in fire but that was more than fire. It’s one thing to hear about the fusion explosion, but it’s another thing altogether to see it, especially with the way the [Star Heart]

converted from unaffiliated mana to stellar mana. That conversion almost  has to be due to direct authority over the mana.” 

 “It’s weird. I don’t have the ability to add intent, but I can administrate it and I guess perform million-mana conversions. 

 That makes sense I suppose, but it still feels strange.” 

“I’m even more impressed with the craftsmanship than I was before,” Ansae said, tapping her claw against the chunk of core she wore around her neck. “There are levels and levels to dungeon mana control I never suspected. Even seeing that ignition happen I’m not quite sure where to look for how it happened. I’ll have to watch another one, the next time you make one.” 

 “Sure, I’ll let you know.”  I actually had about enough to make a second one right away, but I figured it’d be better to wait until the summit was done.  “Oh, now that I’m thinking about it, I was thinking about putting one of the spent, neutron

 [Contained Stars] in Iniri’s defensive Artifact to power it. I’m assuming it’ll be an Artifact anyway. Do you think you can start looking at how to do that? I’m assuming that’s a rune thing.” 

“Certainly, I can take a look at it. Considering it’s a new Affinity, I’ll need to  invent some of the runes for it. I haven’t needed to do  that in centuries.” The prospect seemed to cheer Ansae, and I teleported over the pair of neutron stars for her to poke at. I was about ready to pull my new star away from where it was being displayed and put it somewhere safe, but people were still looking at it. 

“I really don’t even know what I’m looking at,” Harus said frankly, though he was talking to one of his sons in an undertone and it wasn’t really meant for me. Keri’s dad rubbed his temples, though I didn’t know if it was the mana saturation or a clash with water Affinity or just the idea of my being able to make such a thing that bothered him. The Ir contingent

looked like they understood the most, with Wright being nakedly greedy and even the short earth Affinity guy looking interested. That look made me decide to pull the star out before anyone got too worked up over it. 

Since the mana the [Contained Stars] generated wasn’t totally harmless the way mine was, I needed a good place to put them. I had the one down in my mountain, and I could probably put the second one there too, but I needed to get some idea of how they interacted with the rest of the world as opposed to solid rock. With that in mind I lifted a spire up from one of the plateaus on the Caldera desert and stuck the

[Contained Star] on top of it inside of a bracket of Adamant Stone. It made me realize that with all the mana they were pouring out I actually couldn’t make an arbitrary number of them without risking some sort of dangerous oversaturation. 

At the very least I’d need to build containment out of gold and maybe some kinds of supermaterials. 

With the show done and over with, Iniri had everyone head back through the portal to resume the various discussions. It amazed me that they had enough to discuss that it filled more than a few hours, but since it wasn’t just Iniri dictating terms to them there was a lot of back-and-forth. Besides, everyone was taking the opportunity to try and strike side-deals or revise existing deals among themselves, not just with Tarnil. Some people even tried to talk to Uilei-nktik, though from what I could tell he wasn’t too interested. I wasn’t even sure why he stayed, except maybe out of politeness to me or Ansae. 

That was when the dragons arrived. 

I had been focused on the summit, enough that I completely missed them and I really shouldn’t have. One of the downsides of being spread out as large as a country – well, half a continent, including the Caldera – without the processing power to match was that I didn’t much pay attention to things unless they were very dramatic. Winged shapes in the sky weren’t dramatic, so I hadn’t noticed. A whole flight of dragons circling around the star forge  was dramatic, and I  did notice. Two in particular seemed to be in the lead and judging by their names they were a couple. 

 Telmarch Ayn

 Level 62 [Pyroclastic Linnorm]

 Titles: Terror of the Sulchar, Son of Falling Ash Health: 7,820/7,820

 Stamina: 10,025/12,120

 Mana: 6872/6872

 Depletion: 56/248

 Kesteni Ayn

 Level 78 [Wyrm of the Lightless Chasm]

 Titles: Lurker in the Dark, Maw of Shadow, Umbral Devourer Health: 8,220/8,220

 Stamina: 9,272/12,780

 Mana: 18,080/18,080

 Depletion: 63/312

There were eight others besides, with levels all between sixty and eighty, and weirdly they were all paired up, which had to mean something, but I didn’t know what. It was the first time that I’d gotten to see a dragon other than Ansae, and for whatever reason it surprised me that they were almost the same size as her. For some reason I expected her dragon form to be relatively immense, just like her amazon form and her sea serpent form, but apparently not. 

Instead, the dragons seemed far more affected by their magic than Ansae was. She had silver scales, but seemed otherwise normal flesh and blood, which I realized now was incredibly deceiving. The volcanic dragons were all red and black and radiated heat, the shadow dragons were pitch black with glowing golden eyes and had vague outlines, the storm dragons had little flecks of lightning crackling around their wings, and so on. They didn’t appear to be composed entirely of their chosen Affinity, but there was clear evidence of what they embodied, enough that it would be impossible to mistake them for something else. 

The fact that the titles popped up on their Status was odd, too. 

None of the human-kin had them, and what was weirder, if they were a dragon thing, was that Ansae didn’t have any. 

Though, I still couldn’t actually read her level, or anything else about her Status, but I could glance over the dragons and tell they had Skills and Abilities like [Pyroclastic Dive] and

[One With Shadow]. It was probably mostly due to her sheer power I couldn’t see anything but the most basic statistics, plus a healthy dose of obscuring magic. I couldn’t see her allowing other people to scry her Status. 

 “Uh, Ansae?”  I said, while still keeping an eye on my visitors. 

They seemed unhappy with the empty star forge peak and shot off toward Meil. It seemed that the Caldera didn’t register nearly as strongly as the surroundings, since both the mage-kings and the dragons hadn’t even noticed it, and I wasn’t sure why. The only thing I could guess was that the spatial expansion didn’t mean the whole Caldera seemed, to outside senses, to be packed into a tiny space. The distance was preserved.  “Ten dragons just flew by the starforge.” 

“I see them.” Ansae said, her muzzle crinkling in a brief scowl. “Nobody I know. I expect they’ll make a nuisance of themselves, but try not to kill them. A good thrashing might be enough for them to recognize their place in the world, and then I’ll want to talk to them.” 

 “You don’t seem very complimentary to your fellow dragons.” 

“I was that age too, once,” she said in reply. “Old enough to have gotten some real power but young enough to think that power alone is sufficient to deal with the world. If they were here to pay their respects they’d be looking for me, not heading off to the capital.” 

 “So, um, why are they here? Something about the summit?” 

“I imagine almost every dragon in the world noticed when you made that first star. Every time you’ve made another one, they were probably following it.” She waved a claw. “So this morning they were close enough to find the source. I didn’t mention it because I didn’t think anyone would be so foolish as to come this way without seeking me out first.” 

 “I’m not sure if they know where you are.” 

“I was standing on top of your mountain and blanketing it with my Presence. If they missed that they’re blind  and stupid.” 

I wasn’t fully convinced, but it wasn’t like I knew dragons. If they were at least marginally polite when they got where they were going, I could just redirect them to Ansae and let her take care of them. Even if they wanted to be diplomatic, they were multi-ton flying apex predators with ridiculous stat totals and crazy magic so I doubted Iniri would make much headway. 

Thinking about it that way, I could understand why Ansae thought they’d be fractious. 

 “Okay, well, I’ll give Iniri a heads-up.”  I wasn’t sure how much Iniri had caught of that, so I focused on her and Shayma and filled them in about our unexpected visitors. 

“Gods damn it all,” Iniri swore, and Shayma shook her head. 

“Things were going so well, too,” my fox girl said, more amused than upset. “I’ll head back to Meil.” 

“Is there an issue?” Wright butted in, somehow having skated across several dozen meters without disturbing anyone between him and Iniri. She looked at him, considering, then nodded. 

“Blue has informed me we have ten dragons descending on my capital city, apparently drawn by the sheer magic Blue has. 

They probably aren’t a real threat, but they have rather inconvenient timing.” 

She was probably correct that they weren’t really a threat. 

Between them, Iniri and Shayma likely had enough punch to kill the dragons despite the massive stat totals the dragons sported, especially when the mana link came into play. But Ansae wanted us to  not kill them, which was a little bit more difficult. I started working on some containment chambers just in case, because if I got the chance I could always force teleport them into dragon jail. 

“That  is inconvenient.” Wright swiveled his head toward one of his fourth tiers. “Garus!” The named fourth-tier trotted over, looking inquisitive. “Queen Iniri has a dragon problem,” he

told Garus, and an expression of childlike glee flickered over the guard’s face. 

“If you would find it expedient, I would be willing to lend you the services of my guard,” Wright told Iniri. “He is particularly well suited to dealing with large creatures such as dragons.” 

“Blue has asked us to refrain from killing them, if they give us the option,” Iniri warned. 

“I can do that,” Garus said. “I am at your service, your Highness.” 

Iniri crooked her finger at her own guards and headed back to Meil with Garus in tow, arriving just after Shayma. That put them a few minutes ahead of the dragons, who were flying pretty quickly, more equivalent to a powered atmo-craft than a bird or a glider. 

“I’m going to get my dad,” Shayma said after a moment, considering. “The Tree is probably a great way to fend them off without, say, slicing them in two like my mom would.” 

 “That makes sense,”  I agreed, though I was a bit uncertain about that. There was a heck of a power differential between Giorn and even the lowest-leveled of the dragons, but on the other hand he was quite skilled and had an Artifact weapon. 

I’d be interested to see if the Tree actually did make up for what Giorn lacked in levels, though I was also going to keep my teleports ready in case he somehow got into trouble. 

Considering who he was fighting beside, and how I’d seen veteran adventurers fall into perfect harmony without any real discussion in prior fights, I wasn’t much worried. 

Of course, there were more dragons than defenders. It was a good thing I was on their side, since the equivalent of a quartet of fourth-tier dragons and six high third-tier dragons was not something to be laughed at. 

 “If you can force any of them to land, I can take care of them,”  I told Iniri and Shayma. The best case scenario was that they’d all land so I could grab them up with juiced-up teleports. I’d made big holding chambers under my mountain for them, since that was the best way to put them out of action. 

Nothing fancy there, just enormous amounts of rock, and Light fields for the shadow-Affinity dragons since they had Skills that sounded like some kind of darkness-based teleportation ability. 

Of course, this was all assuming they were rude. The  actual best case scenario was that they weren’t, and some idle chatter would direct them to Ansae and that would be that. Given that they were sniffing around after my [Contained Star] I had some doubts they’d be happy to find out that they weren’t going to get one. 

I kept Iniri apprised of the dragon’s progress while she got her crew out onto one of the roof gardens of the Palace and sent everyone else inside. The [Guardian Constellations] were still dispersed around the city and the Palace, so they were protected from wholesale destruction. Really, the dragons had no idea what they were getting into, but I didn’t want to underestimate them after seeing their stat totals. 

The pyroclastic one, Telmarch, circled around the Palace and swooped down toward where Iniri and Shayma waited. 

Apparently she judged that he was being too aggressive, because he got his first surprise when he bounced off a [Shield of Tarnil]. He was startled enough to flip off of it, a feat of acrobatics entirely at odds with his overall size and bulk, and hung in the air in utter defiance of aerodynamics. I’d never seen Ansae do that; even when she hovered in the air, she used her wings properly. Telmarch just kept them spread and seemed nailed in place. 

Kesteni and two more of their flight – Teekenu and Lorzent –

came down to join him, while the others stayed up in the air, circling slowly. Iniri simply crossed her arms and looked up at them imperiously. Giorn leaned on the Ell Family Tree and Garus flexed his hands, while Shayma swished her tail slowly and eyed them. The silence went on long enough that it was getting genuinely awkward, with neither side wanting to be the first to make demands. 

Iniri tapped her foot impatiently, and Shayma used her

[Liminality] to amplify the sound upward. That appeared to annoy Telmarch enough that he roared back down at her – not

words, just a noise – and Shayma used the same Skill to alter the noise into the sound of a tiny kitten meowing .  Simple, but absolutely hilarious and genuinely took the wind out of their sails. Finally, Kesteni spoke. 

“We demand the mana source!” It was obvious she was trying to bellow it, but Shayma pulled a similar trick and toned down the decibel level to something more reasonable. 

“You are not in a position to make demands,” Iniri said, voice cold and unimpressed. Kesteni scoffed. 

“You’re, what, a newly whelped fourth-tier? You can’t possibly know what to do with something that potent. Fifty dragons together wouldn’t!” She added, ignoring the fact that she’d only brought ten. In fact, I had to guess that she’d brought less. One pair of the four circling overhead were visibly wincing at Kesteni’s little monologue and exchanging glances. I’d give them the nicer cells. 

“This is Blue’s territory, and that is his mana source,” Shayma said, mimicking Iniri’s tone. “He is not impressed with the disrespect you’ve shown both him and Queen Iniri. I advise you rectify your behavior lest you irritate a Power.” She followed her words with the weight of Presence, shoving the hovering dragons back a few meters and making Telmarch growl, eyes narrowed. 

Kesteni stared down at Shayma and I saw a brief flash of runes over her scales, some of which I kind of recognized as Status runes. While Shayma could fake her Status I didn’t know if she was doing so at the moment, and besides nobody else on the rooftop could. Even if Shayma hadn’t hidden her Status, it was pretty deceptive relative to what she could actually do, so I didn’t think that’d help Kesteni too much. 

“A bluff!” She snorted pitch-black smoke, with little flecks of ember gleaming inside. “She’s not even level fifty!” It was true, but Shayma had been closing the gap in leaps and bounds, especially since she could exercise a lot of control with her artificially maximized Skills. “Take this building apart, find that source!” 

Giorn readied the Tree, Iniri flicked [Guardian Constellations]

out to circle everyone, and I got to see why Garus’ Class was

[Black Beast of Komasu]. A massive, black-furred form spilled out from where he stood, and kept spilling outward and upward, until after a few fractions of a second a hundred-meter wolflike form towered over the other three, his feet taking up most of the roof and squishing the plants. It took me a moment to accept it, but it turned out he was a were-kaiju. A werewolf kaiju. 

Things happened quickly from there. The four dragons dived downward and the hulking form of Garus swatted Lorzent out of the air, smashing him down into the courtyard. I triggered a teleport before he could get up and popped him into one of my dragon jail cells, where despite the impact he was down only about three hundred health. Giorn extended the Tree out to be something like five hundred meters long and thirty meters wide and absolutely clobbered Kesteni, using the Skill on the staff to shift the rebound from the first hit into a second, subsequent hit almost instantly. The resultant impact sent her on a long arc out over the lake, but she recovered before she actually hit the surface, unfortunately. 

At the same time Shayma teleported upward, a rapid-fire stutter-step that landed her on Telmarch’s back. [Eidolon Body] let her shrug off the heat of the volcanic body as she drove hands, formed into picks, into the scales between his wings. That by itself did no more than anchor her, but she threw out a powerful [Hungering Dark] Field around herself that completely enveloped the Volcanic dragon. He screeched from somewhere inside it and the blob of darkness started shaking wildly before climbing almost straight up. 

Four more dragons went down to meet him, leaving only the unhappy duo on overwatch, but before they could reach Telmarch he abruptly reversed direction and plummeted downward. Shayma seemed to have used an illusion to reverse what way he thought he was going. I was glad I had

[Structural Magic Reinforcement] on the Palace because otherwise Telmarch would have smashed  through the upper stories instead of into them. Between the [Hungering Dark]

and the impact he was down nearly a thousand health, which

was a lot, but it really emphasized how tough dragons were that they could take a full speed dive with no bracing and not be too badly off. 

Telmarch was the next into dragon jail, Shayma jumping off just as I teleported him, which was a feat of coordination that made me wonder if she knew what I was doing without my saying anything. She started scanning the air for her next target while Iniri summoned [Shield of Tarnil] to break apart the incoming formation of four dragons. At the same time, she fired off her [Starlance] at Teekenu, which the glacial dragon ignored at first, then yelped and threw up an icy shield when it turned out Iniri’s Skill could actually hurt her. 

Sadly, it seemed that Iniri could only handle one [Starlance] at a time, at least so far, but it was enough to keep Teekenu occupied and she had no trouble summoning up [Shield of Tarnil] at the same time. Honestly it was obvious she was sandbagging on the [Starlance] a bit, since she hadn’t pulled any mana from me yet. For the moment, at least, she was keeping things nonlethal. 

“Want a lift?” Giorn asked the massive Garus. The kaiju-wolf blinked, then stepped onto the oversized Tree that Giorn had stretched out parallel to the roof and Giorn launched him upward with enough force that he probably used up all his stored kinetic energy. The diving dragons had no idea what to do with a hundred meters of werewolf, so it seemed like a good investment. Garus grabbed one with his arms and another with his legs, grappling them as he began the plummet back to earth. 

Shayma passed him on her way up. She targeted a shadow Affinity dragon and instead of the [Hungering Dark] she blanketed him with a stellar-flavored [Greater Light] Field. It was extraordinarily effective, though since she pulled on my mana it was also extraordinarily expensive. She rode that dragon kicking and screaming down toward the ground while Giorn grew the Tree to its full kilometer extension and brought it down on Kesteni’s head, where she was flying in low above the water. 

The shadow dragon did try to dodge, but he clipped her wing hard enough to send her into the water. I couldn’t form a teleportation field there nearly as quickly as solid land, but she was also not as quick to move so I managed to snag her before she got airborne again. That made three dragons in stone cells, and when Garus pile-drivered into the top of the Palace hard enough to shake the chandeliers despite [Structural Mana Reinforcement], I had five. Shayma’s capture then made six, in the space of maybe thirty seconds. 

Given that none of this had inflicted more than a few hundred or at most a thousand damage on creatures with health an order of magnitude greater than that, I was glad we  were just trying to capture them. Without my ability to yoink them off the battlefield it would be far more of a fight and far more dangerous. The last two attacking dragons veered off, climbing upward toward their companions. I was considering how to get them, or if I should bother, but the two remaining pairs started squabbling about something I couldn’t quite catch, since they were above my [Genius Loci] perspective. 

Then the attackers left, fleeing south. They probably didn’t realize if they landed  anywhere nearby to take a breather, I’d get them. 

 “Let them go,”  I told Iniri and Shayma.  “I can teleport you to them if they start making trouble elsewhere.”  Shayma relayed that to Giorn and the still-massive Garus, then looked at the last couple of dragons that hung in the sky. Surprisingly, they actually started to descend, but far more slowly, making it clear it wasn’t an attack run. While their companions snarled and scraped uselessly at the stone of their prisons, or just paced slowly, the two came to a halt in the air and one, Syrinu Mache, called down in a tentative tone. 

“We’d like to talk.” 

Day 186 - Ansae

If there was any surprise about other dragons arriving, it was that they had taken so long. She had certain advantages in appreciating the sheer abundance Blue provided, like vastly superior senses and several months of familiarity with his particular brand of mana, but any dragon’s nose for magic would find Blue an appealing prospect. His Habitation changes made it even more ridiculous, though nobody would know of those if they didn’t consult Blue or his Companions. 

Five dragon couples together implied some territorial issues on one of the other continents, probably one of the closer ones. 

She used some of her tools to look up their lineages while they flew on toward Meil, but she had to go back quite a few generations to find any names she remembered. The composition of the group became clear once she placed their ancestry, or at least the ancestry of a few of them. The shadow and volcanic dragons all came from the same place, the Lokhar Range, a massive swath of powerful volcanoes that kept their surroundings dark under a blanket of ash. 

The sole light-Affinity dragon had to come all the way from the Summerlands, unless a new concentration of light mana had appeared in the past seven or eight hundred years or so, which meant the group had collaborated over two different continents. Considering their levels and apparent ages, Ansae doubted they’d done the organization themselves, but rather some extended families had coordinated the trip. Even for something so powerful as the [Contained Star], a dragon with a mana-rich territory, established lair, and their own family, wouldn’t go haring off into the unknown. 

That many dragons would be an issue for most kingdoms, despite Ansae’s low opinion of young dragons. She very much doubted it would be for Blue, though it was an open question how well he could fight nonlethally. Bringing overwhelming force was, frankly, quite easy, but wasn’t  actually the answer to every problem. Just an awful lot of them. 

In anticipation of the fight, she’d stretched out a little bit of magic to teleport some of the sweeter morsels from the summit’s side table. A few pastries and a platter of slow-roasted meat would be perfect for watching the show, but by concentrating on that she nearly missed the whole thing. While she’d been expecting little trouble on Blue’s part, she hadn’t expected it to be over quite so quickly. She judged most of that was due to the dragons getting the bulk of their levels from mana uptake and evolution rather than proper fighting, so they didn’t coordinate as well as they should nor did they really know how to use their Skills properly. 

It would have been far more of a mess if Blue wasn’t flagrantly cheating in all the best ways. She actually laughed out loud as he stole dragons off the battlefield one after another, turning what might have been a slog of a fight into a complete farce. Really, he barely needed the help of the mortals to get it done. 

 “Enjoying yourself?”  Blue asked, voice buzzing through the core piece hanging around her neck. 

“Immensely,” she assured him. “My favorite part was that nature shifter grabbing two of them at once.” 

 “Yes, well, he’s clawed up pretty thoroughly so maybe that wasn’t the smartest thing to do. Anyway, what do we do with them now? There’s two that don’t want to fight, and I’ll grab the escapees when they land, but I can’t keep them in dragon jail forever.”  She snorted at the phrase, which was classic Blue silliness but did seem appropriate. 

“I’ll take them,” she told him, spreading her wings and stepping off the top level of her tower, gliding down toward the audience chamber. She would have preferred to have more in her stat pools than she did, but dealing with low-level types like her guests wouldn’t be too difficult. Her Presence alone would probably be enough to cow them, not to mention her reputation. Though obviously they didn’t think The Silver Woe was around if they hadn’t gone looking for her immediately. “Send the two who don’t want to fight first.” 

 “On it.”  His attention went elsewhere, and she strode into her part of the audience chamber, where she could look down on her petitioners. That wasn’t too unusual a circumstance, but Blue’s [Purgatory] Field made it far more dramatic than any of her prior setups. Most higher-level types would be able to block out the mental component in short order, and maybe even pierce the Field’s effect entirely, but doing so while under the pressure she wielded would be difficult. 

Less than a minute passed before the first pair popped in just outside her audience chamber. They glanced about at the Caldera but weren’t so foolish as to try escaping, and stepped forward into the petitioner’s hall. They flinched quite amusingly from the effect of the [Purgatory] Field but kept walking forward, which was to their credit. Considering they hadn’t attacked, that was further evidence that they weren’t complete idiots like the rest of their flight. 

They were Akanen and Syrinu Mache, light and shadow Affinities respectively, which made them a bit of an odd pairing. The two Affinities didn’t usually occur near each other and neither of them were particularly complex, so they were considered rather less prestigious than something like Storm or Volcanic or Glacial. Even something like Earth was often considered more practical, both for how pervasive it was and how easily it could be used to form useful lairs. Almost any dragon clan wanted a few earth-Affinity types around, but Light or Shadow types were exactly the sort they’d push to find their own accommodations. 

Akanen and Syrinu walked forward, looking around, and when she judged they’d gotten far enough Ansae stepped forward, emerging onto her pedestal above them and directing her Presence toward them. It flattened them instantly, which salved some of her annoyance at having so little mana and stamina to work with, and she simply looked down on them imperiously while keeping them pinned to the floor. Akanen briefly tried to push against it but made no headway and tilted his head laboriously to look up at her. 

“Mercy, Great Ancestor,” Akanen pleaded. A standard greeting for an elder dragon of a Flight but one that always

rankled for her. The flare of irritation made Akanen’s head slam to the floor again before she pulled back her Presence to let them stand. It would not do to hurt them in a tantrum, though they clearly had  no idea who she was if they addressed her that way. 

“You are quite lucky that we  are merciful,” she informed them. “You blundered into the affairs of two different Powers at once. Either Blue or I could have crushed you like insects, and would have been right to do so. What were you thinking, coming here to demand a Power-made Origin Relic for your very own?” Blue had already shown off the [Contained Star]

so it was hardly something she needed to keep secret herself. 

“With respect, Great —” Akanen swallowed the last word of the greeting, glancing over at Syrinu. 

“Great Lady,” she prompted them, since they seemed hopelessly ignorant. “You  do realize who I am now, do you not?” 

“I…” 

“We didn’t know The Silver Woe was still alive,” Syrinu blurted. “We didn’t believe— I mean, we didn’t think —” 

“Clearly not,” Ansae said dryly, then sighed. “It is sometimes a problem for immortals like myself,” she said, which was true enough but she was playing it up for her audience. It was far from the first time she had returned from a supposed death, though usually that was simply due to sequestering herself for normal reasons. This time it had been far too close to  actual death for her liking. 

“What would you have of us, Great Lady?” Akanen asked, clearly at a loss. 

“Why did you come here? Spare me whatever official or practiced explanation was given to you or by you when you talked with your elders. Why did  you come?” 

Syrinu rustled her wings uncomfortably, tail swishing back and forth with nervous energy. When she didn’t reply immediately, Ansae let her Presence creep back, not enough to flatten them again but enough to let them know her patience

was not infinite. Besides, the longer she let them think the less likely it was they’d tell the truth. 

“There wasn’t a place for us back home,” Syrinu finally admitted. “Akanen has light Affinity and too many dragons had shadow Affinity and I didn’t want our children to be forced into Earth since the Elders felt we needed more of them but there just weren’t places with other types of mana,” she said, all in a rush. That any of the potential places for alternate Affinities were already claimed by someone who was too powerful to deal with was the unspoken addendum. 

“That, I believe.” They weren’t exactly children, but neither were they anywhere near the potency of the dragons that would be ruling the choicest spots and best Affinities. “The mana sources here are not available to be claimed,” she told them bluntly. “And though you have not offended Blue as much as your compatriots, you have not done anything to endear yourself to either him or me.” She paused, not to be excessively cruel, for neither dragon had earned her ire, but to drive home the extent of their folly. By the way they wilted, she had succeeded. 

“However, you are in my court now, in my petitioner’s hall,” 

she told them, tilting her head just so. Akanen showed he was at least moderately intelligent and immediately caught her meaning. 

“We would like to petition for the Great Lady’s intercession,” 

he said promptly. 

“And whatever help the Great Lady would be pleased to give,” 

Syrinu added, no lackwit herself. 

“I will think upon your petition,” she told them, and crooked a claw. Linked runes flared, opening the dragon-sized door in the side of her audience hall that led to the guest rooms without any expenditure of mana on her part. “For now, you may rest and refresh yourself. As you will have noticed, the mana field here is particularly robust. I will see to your companions.” 

“Are they…?” Syrinu dared to ask, only to trail off as Ansae lifted her head ever so slightly. Neither of the younger dragons

were in a position to be overly familiar with her, especially not when discussing people who had erred so grievously. As casual as she was with Blue, other dragons required a firmer paw to keep them from getting ideas. 

“Well, Blue?” She asked, once the two of them had left and the door was safely shut behind them. 

 “Er, I wasn’t paying attention,”  he admitted, which made her snort. He technically could see and hear everything that happened within the Caldera, but of course that wasn’t the same as actually doing so, and he certainly had enough to monitor with the summit in full swing. 

“Our young idiots have asked me to intercede on their behalf to stay your wrath,” she said, not bothering to keep the amusement out of her voice. 

 “But those two are the ones that I’m not actually mad at,” 

Blue objected. 

“Yes, but it sets a good precedent, and implies I have some sway over you.” 

 “Well, you kind of do but— oh, I see. You want to keep all of them?”  Blue asked, proving that he wasn’t a complete idiot either, despite acting that way sometimes. 

“I’m of a mind to,” she admitted. “So long as they prove themselves to be worth it to both of us. I have an idea of how they could be of use around the Caldera.” 

 “Oho? Do tell. I mean, I’m assuming you’ll keep them under control.” 

“Certainly.” She’d been thinking about the issue since she understood what Blue was, but it wasn’t until he’d made the Caldera that a solution had properly crystallized. It was always a good feeling to get just the right perspective to solve a problem. “You have all these Climates, and there’s an enormous amount of stuff in each of them. Even Taelah can’t catalogue everything and even if she could, she doesn’t have the instinct for mana manipulation dragons do. Not to speak ill of your wife, but we  live off of mana.” 

 “So, what, you’re thinking field researchers?” 

“More than that, though that is part of it. Things will change over time, especially with [Contained Stars] flooding the area with stellar mana. More importantly, a  responsible dragon will tweak the mana flows in their territory over time, encouraging certain things and discouraging others. Some don’t, of course, but I’d make sure  these ones do.” 

 “Right, that does sound interesting, but my Climates already manage the mana flows.” 

“Not with any great degree of imagination,” she said bluntly. 

“They will need some practice in actually  seeing yours, but letting them manage your various Climates could save you a lot of work. Especially since you don’t have, for example, a primarily light-Affinity based Climate and Akanen could help with that.” 

 “Hmm, that actually sounds like it could be really useful, but it’s not like they can report to me directly. You’re going to have to either play intermediary or get them to listen to Taelah and Shayma. Actually, you should do that anyway.” 

“That is true,” Ansae nodded, appreciating his priorities. “I will absolutely ensure they know your people outrank them.” 

 “Great! Let’s see, we have two volcanics, three shadows, one light, one glacial, two storm, one earth. No metals or illusion types, sadly.” 

“You won’t find any metal-Affinity or illusion-Affinity dragons,” Ansae informed him. “There just aren’t enough places rich in those Affinities to support dragon evolution. 

There might be for metals, but everyone wants those areas enough that there’s just no way to support a hatchling there.” 

 “Well, I could here.” 

“Yes, you could. There will be dragons  fighting to get in here, and not just for stellar Affinity.” Ansae frowned in the direction of what Blue called his dragon jail. “I expect they’re all here to raise families, and since they’ve been effectively kicked out of their clans that means you and I can claim all their loyalties.” 

 “That does sound pretty reasonable, if they listen. So long as they’re good candidates.” 

“I know more about dragons than anyone. I’ll  make them good candidates.” With the mana available and the benefits of Blue’s Habitation Core, there was no limitation on their mana uptake, so it all came down to training. Blue’s endeavors wouldn’t keep her occupied all the time, and with her tower’s protections complete she had time and certainly inclination for a project of her own. 

 “I can believe it, but I will want Shayma and Taelah and Iniri in to interview them before making any final decisions on whether they can stay.” 

“Certainly,” Ansae replied. It might take a little bit of time to ensure they were marginally polite to Blue’s Companions, but then again, maybe not. Not after the defeat they’d been handed. 

 “Hmm, okay, we’ll try it. If they start making trouble there’s going to be consequences, though.” 

“Yes, there will be,” Ansae said grimly. “I’ll put the fear of me into them before turning them loose, but I don’t think we’ll have any issues with those two, at least. The others might take some convincing. Could you teleport one of them into my audience chamber?” 

 “Sure, but good luck. They’re in a bad mood.” 

“All the better.” Ansae smiled, showing teeth. “It’ll give me an excuse to show them  exactly who they’re dealing with.” 

 “Ha! Right, incoming.”  Blue told her, and dropped a furious Telmarch into her audience chamber. Her Presence pinned him against the floor, and when she spoke her tone was cold enough to send frost creeping along the floor toward him. 

“Do you have any idea how much of a fool you’ve been, Telmarch Ayn?” 

Day 187 - Blue

Weirdly, the dragon attack seemed to have made almost everyone happier. Kinul was happy because it was handled so easily and showed we were strong, Ir was happy because Garus got to wrestle dragons even if Keri did have to heal him, and Haerlish and Nivir were happy that it didn’t actually interrupt things. Even Ansae was happy, since she had people to yell at now. I had the feeling that while she didn’t  mind being polite to me and mine, she was more comfortable lording it over others. 

Orrelin seemed actually annoyed, though they’d been grumpy for a while, enough that I wondered if they’d known the dragons were coming. I hadn’t taken note of their point of origin but the last two had flown south before they landed long enough for me to snatch them, which was more or less in Orrelin’s direction. That might have been a little too paranoid, but I mentioned it to Iniri just in case Cheya thought it was worthwhile. 

Wright was somewhat less happy when he had to deal with the spies – or maybe they were saboteurs – that Cheya and I had uncovered. Between her spy network, however it worked, and my [Panopticon] Field, we’d not only corralled several people from Ir but a few from Anell and a couple that fled as soon as their stealth popped. If I’d noticed them at the time, I might have been able to grab them, but I only found out later. 

Ansae’s point about my not having the time to make sure the Caldera didn’t catch on fire literally or metaphysically was a really good one. 

Despite negotiations still shaking out, I was pretty sure that everyone would end up signing on but Orrelin. Of the countries attending only Ir and Haerlish really had to think about the impact of Anell’s embargo, and for both of them the stuff I could provide was of more value. I got a quick and dirty economics lesson listening in, finding out that the volume of trade Anell did was  all high-value, artisan or at least highly

fungible goods. Nobody was relying on them to import entire missing industries, thank goodness. 

Given its isolationist nature Orrelin didn’t actually  care about Anell’s embargo, but it was obvious that they’d mostly been sent to make sure Tarnil wasn’t going to do anything hostile to Orrelin, but it took until the fourth day of the summit to decide to leave. In hindsight I regretted giving them Primal Sources, but the worst they could do with it was improve themselves. 

Considering that they were all approximately sixty in both level and age, save for the inquisitor, they didn’t present very fearsome threats. 

Everyone seemed happier once I teleported the Orrelin delegation and their luggage back to the base of the plateau by the southern end of Tarnil, where I’d picked them up. Well, Iniri and Shayma and Piping Hot Pies did anyway, which was what I cared about. That said, it still astounded me that it took four days to agree to things, even if those days were punctuated by meals and sleep and dragons and spies. 

While people were still nattering away to try and pin down trade agreements, the two non-human-kin attendees to the summit came to swear their oaths to Iniri. It was a private ceremony, and while I was getting only one Chiuxatli I was getting the full village of Stoneborn. I did listen in long enough to find out that the Stoneborn were actually fundamentally magical – and sapient – geodes from the Underneath, and the swarm of stones that surrounded them was something akin to clothing. It made me wonder what else I was going to find in the Underneath. 

 Core Specialization: Habitation:

 Stoneborn: All Stoneborn gain stonesense benefits as if they possessed earth Affinity. Those with earth Affinity gain additional fidelity to their stonesense. Earth mana grows geodes and crystals. 

 Chiuxatli: All Chixuatli gain flight benefits as if they possessed wind Affinity. Those with wind Affinity gain increased wing mana density. [Genius Loci] senses extend along wind and storm Affinity flows. 

I found it interesting that the Stoneborn and Chiuxatli bonuses were so similar to the human-kin ones, but they also reminded me that just because they were living stone and birds that didn’t mean they automatically had earth or wind Affinity. 

Which, I had to admit, I had been doing. It was just too easy to assume that non-human types had a singular Affinity the way the Scalemind did. Maybe that was another difference between monsters and Classed types. 

The dungeon gains were nothing to complain about. I already had some gemstones growing in the Caldera thanks to my Climates, but with the Stoneborn Habitation trait extra ones started growing everywhere. Mostly in the deep caves, but any place there was just basic stone and an earth mana flow seemed to be eligible. It wasn’t quick, not like when the Climates had drained my resources, but it seemed to be doing things the normal and natural way — at least, normal and natural when it came to mana. 

Being able to see further was nice, too. I still couldn’t affect anything far away from my ground, unless I did something like the spatial field for the Caldera and had anchors, but I could at least see and hear up around the one to two kilometer mark above the surface, sometimes higher depending on how the mana flows went. Within the Caldera I had almost complete coverage, for whatever that was worth. It was essentially just empty air, minus whatever weather the Climates were generating, but perhaps I wouldn’t miss dragons flying around the next time it happened. 

While I was poking around looking at my new stuff, I almost missed the chat Shayma was having with Wright. Amusingly enough Wright had been more interested in Iniri’s [Sunmetal]

than most of what I had, so Shayma hadn’t needed to answer many questions from him. If anything, Iniri was quietly annoyed by Wright’s intense interest in her summoned metal. 

“ —wish I’d brought Voigtsten,” Wright said. “He’d love these cliffs. Not to mention he’s  never been this high up before.” 

“We could go get him,” Shayma suggested impishly. “Invernir isn’t  that far away. I could get you and a couple guards there in an hour at most.” 

“You can cross half the continent in an hour?” Wright asked, one eyebrow raised. 

“There are benefits to being so close to a Power,” Shayma said with a grin. 

“Well, if it’s that easy…” Wright seemed entirely too willing to go along with Shayma’s suggestion, failing to finish his sentence before he bustled off to prepare. I’d already noticed he seemed, at least on occasion, more impulsive than I would have expected from a fifth-tier emperor, but he did make sure to inform all his people what he was doing. Maybe it wasn’t really a risk, though — he was fifth-tier, and it wasn’t like Shayma or I had shown them any ill intent. 

 “I hope you don’t cause a panic by randomly popping in, emperor in tow or not.”  I told her. 

“Oh, I know I can hit Invernir but I doubt I could drop into the palace or stables directly from deep in the Phantasmal Realm,” 

Shayma replied. “I bet the emperor showing up when he ought to be in Tarnil will be more of a surprise.” 

 “I mean, teleportation and stuff does exist. It can’t be that unreasonable.” 

“Your constant use of teleportation is what’s actually unreasonable.” Shayma laughed. “Which is part of why I offered. Doing a personal favor for the emperor and showing off at the same time? I had to do it.” 

 “That does make sense,”  I allowed. She wouldn’t even need to find Iniri and fill her in, because of [Companion Concord]. I had really gotten a sense for how amazing that Skill was over the summit, with how seamlessly Taelah and Iniri and Shayma worked together. Wright returned with Tendau and Capito in tow, and Shayma extended a hand. 

“Grab on,” she said. “And keep up!” The four of them clasped arms in a way that was completely free of awkwardness. It took me a moment to realize that of  course anyone at that level had dungeon-diving experience and there would be places where, even without magic, people would need to hang on to each other. I’d missed where Shayma might have learned it, 

but with adventurer parents maybe they’d taught her at a young age. 

They vanished from the floor of the summit and Shayma hauled them deep into the Phantasmal Realm, the strange transparency and vibrancy of the place surrounding them. 

Wright gave it an interested look, Tendau stared about with unabashed fascination, and Capito simply looked grim. The last had seemed a sourpuss from the start, but he hadn’t started any fights or yelled at anybody, so I was willing to put it down to loyal protectiveness toward Wright. 

The perspective of the world shifted oddly the deeper they went, landscape distorting and colors shifting, the hazy outlines of reality vanishing away. Despite the fact that the Phantasmal Realm was supposedly mine, I couldn’t personally discern what each of the landmarks that made up the Phantasmal Realm were beyond vague outlines. Shayma seemed to have no problem, though, running along on nothing in particular. Whatever the properties of the Phantasmal Realm, it seemed that it had good footing. None of them had issues keeping up, though Tendau was cheating since he was obviously floating instead of jogging. 

“What is this?” Wright asked, trying to figure out what he was seeing. 

“This is the Phantasmal Realm. It is uniquely Blue’s, and actually has quite a few interesting properties.” Shayma chuckled. “Including some that are useful for crafting, though of course you can’t find it outside of his realm.” 

“Useful how?” Wright predictably latched onto the statement, and Shayma smiled mysteriously. 

“I could show you, but I might ask you to make something while you’re at my forge in exchange.” 

“Deal.” Wright said immediately. 

 Shayma Ell has gained [Noble Trickster] experience. 

 Dungeon gains 145,234 experience from Companion Shayma Ell. 

Considering that Shayma’s [Smithery] would keep the knowledge that Wright put into whatever he made, and he was a  fifth-tier smith, that was insanely valuable. No wonder she got so much experience from that; Shayma was really living up to her Class. In keeping with that, for the remainder of the trip she did no more than hint at things that she or I could do, refusing to answer the direct questions about how many Sources I could provide or how much affinity Pool liquid I had lying around. 

True to her word, it took just under an hour for Shayma to get them to Invernir, though when Shayma dropped them out of the Phantasmal Realm they ended up ten meters above some rooftops in what looked like a market district. All of them simply hopped down, and silence rippled outward as people saw their Emperor wandering around with a pair of guards. 

“That is a fast travel Skill,” Wright said, and Tendau nodded agreement. “Right, we shouldn’t be gone from the summit for too long. This way, Miss Shayma, and I’ll show you to the stables.” I was expecting them to walk or something, but instead Wright turned off to the side and headed down an avenue toward something I recognized only after staring a while. It was a train stop. Kind of. 

It wasn’t a double rail with engines pulling boxcars. It was more like an elevated monorail, but the rail part was three meters across and plated in something that looked like bronze. 

The cars, such as they were, seemed entirely self-propelled and floated above the track, almost all of them round discs of a similar bronze and moving way too quickly for what were open cars. But when I looked at it closer it was obvious there wasn’t a breeze ruffling people’s hair or baggage, nor was there a jerk when things started and stopped. 

People cleared out for Wright without even looking, probably some lesser version of the Presence Ansae and I had, and he pressed his signet ring against a set of runes at the station where people waited. Despite my limited point of view, I could see platforms all along the way come to a halt and then move to float just off the edge of the track. What they were stopped for was obvious when a large, covered platform raced

into view at ridiculous speeds and stopped almost instantly in front of them. It was the royal car, clearly, with the insignia and everything. 

In truth I was more impressed by the magitek rail system, which had to eat up an enormous amount of mana and must have taken a huge amount of time to make. I wondered how the artificer had set up the logical processing, or if that was somehow abstracted away by magical stuff. At any rate, it made me wish there was more of that around Tarnil, though once Shayma actually boarded the rail and I had a better view out the window I saw there weren’t all that many of them to cover the city. 

 “Hey Shayma, could you ask Wright who made the rail system? Maybe putting one together for Tarnil could be a long term project.” 

“Blue would like to know who created the transport system,” 

Shayma said, settling into the opulent cabin while the landscape rushed past outside. At the speed they were going it wasn’t going to take long to reach the palace. 

“I made some of it,” Wright said, looking at Shayma with interest. “The original design was created by Haeran Sen — he designed it for Beacon and even had one built before the Northern Wastes were created.” 

 “Uhh, so it was invented in old Tarnil? That’s— no, actually that makes sense.”  Skills and magic instead of technology meant that they wouldn’t have massive scales of standardized magitek, but the basic principles being known and reproduced was ordinary human behavior. I hadn’t seen anything like the magic train in Haerlish, but they were water based so maybe there were powered canals or something I hadn’t noticed.  “I keep forgetting that the Tarnil I’m used to isn’t a good reference point for the rest of the world.” 

Shayma nodded, but didn’t reply, since there really wasn’t anything to say to that. The train car or whatever it was called arrived at the palace after only a couple minutes, and Wright vaulted out, seeming more at ease inside the grounds where people simply stopped and saluted. He didn’t give Shayma the

full tour, but he did point out the barracks and forges and meeting rooms and where smoke rose from massive furnaces smelting ore. Apparently Ir’s Great Dungeon had enough metal affinity that literal  tons of the stuff was pulled out on a regular basis. 

I had known in a vague, intellectual way that Wright’s mount had to be a flying one, but I hadn’t expected an oversized winged lion. An  intelligent oversized winged lion, since when he saw Wright he sprang to his feet and chuffed at him, clearly confused. The lion’s place in the stables wasn’t furnished the way a fully sapient being’s might be, but it was upholstered and decorated beyond something expected for a mere beast of burden. 

“I know I’m not supposed to be here, Voigtsten,” Wright said, breezing into the stall and scratching the lion under the chin. 

“But I had to come back and get you! There’s an amazing place for you to fly around in, you’ll love it.” He turned back to Shayma. “You can ride with me on the way back.” 

“Oh, I’ll just teleport you back,” Shayma said, leaning against the wall of the stable. I took that for a cue and took over some of the building briefly so I could send all of them, including Voigtsten, back to the summit. The poor cat yowled but fortunately didn’t react any more strongly to the change of scenery, while I pulled back so I could core recall Shayma. 

 “Oh Shayma, before you go back to the summit, you’ll want to touch a core. I just got a nice notification for you.” 

 Shayma Ell has gained [Noble Trickster] experience. 

 Dungeon gains 12,591 experience from Companion Shayma Ell. 

 Advancement to level 50 available. 

 Advancement to third tier available. 

Day 187 - Shayma

Third tier already. 

Shayma never thought that she’d make it to third tier before her mom. Sienne had always seemed absurdly competent, and really still did. Even if Shayma technically was going to outlevel her mother she didn’t have anywhere near the sheer practical experience that came with years of adventuring. It was only due to Blue’s gifts that she was advancing so quickly, and she knew she wasn’t anywhere near as practiced with all her Skills as someone her level really should be. 

That didn’t make it any less exciting. It did amuse her that it wasn’t the fight against the dragons that put her over the top, but showing off to Emperor Wright. Somehow that seemed only appropriate, though. Her Class wasn’t purely for combat, but rather for leading other people around by the nose. 

The Core Recall pulled her back to the beach house in the southern part of the Caldera, where Blue kept his Companion-specialized Core. She always used it for leveling, usually at the end of the day so she could sleep on the upgrades, though she was well aware that her situation was unique, and the sleep wasn’t exactly necessary. Blue’s core readjusted her at the time, which was an odd but thrilling sensation as she felt everything shift and improve. 

This time when she let Blue’s core level her, the feeling was far more intense. Her second tier transition was like five levels all at once, but this was something far greater. She could  feel her Skills shifting around, some of the strain from having so many of them easing as they connected to each other. While she could pull up her own Status with [Abstract Mana Shaping], her access to Blue’s Status meant she could directly see his feedback for her tier-up. 

 Shayma Ell Class evolves to [Trickster Imperatrix]. 2 trait points awarded. 

 [Seeker (Greater)] and [Luck] merge to [Quest]: Choose a goal, and you will find guidance on your path toward it. 

 [Liminality], [Dungeon Weaponry], [Phantom Presence] and

 [Awareness] merge to [Domain of the Trickster]: Within your domain, reality is your plaything. You can create illusions with physical form, project dungeon weapons and abilities, and alter the apparent nature of people or things. Even when not in use, your perception within this domain is total. Rank set to 1. 

 [Combat Shapeshifting], [Lesser Shapeshifting], [Eidolon Body], and [Body Reinforcement] merge to [Form of Thought, Shape of Will]: You can change your shape as you wish. Your mana naturally infuses your body to make it stronger, but with further expenditure you can significantly increase your physical capacity. This Skill aids in quickly learning combat abilities in any shape. Rank set to 1. 

 [Dungeon Smithing], [Alchemy], and [Weaving] combine to

 [Dungeon Crafting]: Hard work leads to good work. Allows for use of all dungeon crafting stations. Aids in learning crafting techniques and improves integration of experience held in dungeon crafting areas. Rank set to 1. 

 [Phantasmal Path] upgrades to [Wake of the Phantasmal]: You can walk beside the world in the realm of the phantasmal. 

 You can teleport short distances, or travel very quickly close to reality. If you travel deep into the realm of the phantasmal, you may cross vast distances at the cost of being imprecise about where you emerge. You may create a Wake anywhere within your [Domain of the Trickster] that allows anyone to follow the path you take for some length of time. Rank set to 1. 

 [Legerdemain] upgrades to [Phantom Form]: Your reach exceeds your grasp; your step exceeds your stride. Your ability to touch and manipulate extends outward from your entire body for a short distance. Rank set to 1. 

 [Phantom Pocket] upgrades to [Pocket Space]: You have access to a small space tied to you. If you wish, you may create a temporary opening to this space. Rank set to 1. 

No  wonder she felt so much less strained, if more than half her Skills and Abilities had settled in and merged with each other. 

It was a shame [Mana Manipulation], [Abstract Mana Shaping], and [Wisdom] hadn’t evolved, but that might happen yet, and she had to admit she didn’t use pure mana abilities too extensively. 

The new [Domain of the Trickster] was the most profound of the Skill shifts, the feedback reminding her a bit of when Blue had fed her some of his perception, though vastly reduced in scope. She had perhaps a twenty-foot sphere where her senses found everything, whether she was looking at it or not, though of course she could see and hear beyond that in the usual way. 

She stretched her illusions out through the sphere, finding them to be incredibly easy to create. An illusion of herself picked up an empty glass from her bedside table and tossed it to her. She tossed it back. Then she altered the glass to look like a ball, a duck, a miniature Core, feeling how the illusion masked the reality even when the illusion was far smaller than the original. Shayma turned it back to a duck and let it fly around the room, then stopped the illusion and caught the glass as it fell. 

 “Damn, that’s impressive,”  Blue said. 

“Yeah!” She replied, flipping out a hand and opening a Wake in front of her. She could feel the hole into the Phantasmal, though it looked more like a flickering haze that only hinted at the nature of the Phantasmal realm. Then she teleported normally, feeling how she could link that up with the wake —

or not, depending. Shielding her own Status was the same as before, but that same trick of anti-divination now worked in that entire sphere, which would probably give Cheya fits when she found out. She could even make One-Eye-Green look like a humankin to a sigil stone, though what fake Status she’d give the Scalemind she didn’t know. 

Shayma moved onto the shifting. [Form of Thought, Shape of Will] was a name to be expected from a fourth-tier Skill instead of third, but obviously the Blue-given class had already broken a number of rules so she wasn’t surprised. 

Transforming her hands and feet was quicker and easier than before, and it seemed to resonate with her illusionary Domain. 

If nothing else, she could use that interaction to convince her clothes not to rip when she changed. 

From the ordinary, limited shapeshifting of before she moved onto the full-body shifting. She’d discussed it with Ansae before, so as long as she kept to lower-mana changes she was certain enough about the process. First she reformed herself to Keri, then Annit, then shook her head and changed back to herself. Becoming other people just felt  wrong, both because she was in the body of someone she knew and because it felt like a fake shell rather than a true shapeshift. Deciding to be more adventurous, she reshaped herself into a Scalemind, a Scythe Sister, though she decided on a fox-colored red for her scale colorings rather than dark green. 

Strangely, her mind prickled, the exact same way it did when she wore the telepathy circlet. It took her a moment to really bring herself to believe the obvious — she was a Scalemind, so naturally she had, to some extent, their intrinsic mind magic. Not that there was anyone around, and unpracticed as she was it would probably be a bad idea to try it, considering how powerful that magic could be. Once again she reverted, and the prickle faded, so at least she knew it was intrinsic to the form and not a sudden and permanent addition. That was fascinating and made the Scythe Sister form quite powerful, but Shayma was glad that she could always shift back and have hands. 

 “You’re just completely absurd now,”  Blue told her with obvious pride.  “If I had to guess I’d say your Skills are at least a tier ahead.” 

“Oh yes, these are amazingly powerful.” Shayma stretched, feeling energetic and refreshed. “Maybe I should try sparring with Iniri. See what my fresh third-tier versus her fresh fourth-tier is like.” 

 “That would be neat, if it’s safe anyway,”  Blue said, though he did sound worried for her. “It will probably have to wait until after the summit, unless you want to show off to everyone.” 

“No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” She waved her hand dismissively. Sometimes Blue’s absolute political deafness

was astounding, but that was why he consulted with them. 

“Actually, I think I’d like to go try these out for real. I’m sure Keri and Annit would appreciate being rescued from having to deal with her family. They seem nice enough, but they press.” 

 “Sure, it looks like everyone is mostly haggling with each other over new tariff percentage points anyway. And Wright is watching his lion run around like a giant winged kitten.” 

Shayma snorted. Wright had not been what she was expecting from an emperor. For some reason she’d been thinking he’d be more like Vok Nal, but as yet she hadn’t run into any ruler quite as domineering. 

“Sounds like we can spare a few hours in the Underneath,” she said, and pulled on the teleport Blue had linked to her. Sure enough, she found Annit and Keri being imposed upon by the Esox component of the Nivir delegation, though they were at least diplomatic enough not to be pushing Keri directly to try and take up Tekaomi’s role. Instead, they were discussing this and that thing about her home in Nivir, which Shayma thought was rather more cruel than just pestering her directly. 

“I need to borrow these two for a while,” Shayma broke in, and Annit gave her a grateful look. Bertram Esox gave them a startled nod and she took that for enough permission to pull her friends out of the summit and back to their house. Blue had moved it into the Caldera, still in the middle of nowhere but there was some discussion of simply moving into the Village. 

“Whew,” Keri said. “I had forgotten how smothering mom and dad were! I know they haven’t seen me for years, but still.” 

“I hadn’t,” Annit said, without any rancor. “What did you need us for?” 

“Oh, I thought I’d just free you up and we could take a break to do some adventuring down in the Underneath,” Shayma told them, then couldn’t help an enormous grin. “I reached third tier! I want to try everything out!” 

“Here I knew you when you were level one,” Annit said, half-grouchy and half-admiring. 

“We’ll get you two to the third tier soon enough,” Shayma assured them. Even with the Depletion hindering her growth Annit was doing fairly well with her new weapon. It helped that she had Shayma to tinker with it, and at this point it was something she could fire faster than her old blowgun and with more force, though it wasn’t as good as it might be if she could conjure the ice directly. 

“I’d much rather work on that than deal with the Esox,” Annit said with relief, heading into the house to change into her adventuring gear. 

“Me too,” Keri confessed to Shayma before following after. 

They were back out in short order, properly geared and with Annit looking considerably more cheerful. Shayma used Blue’s teleports again, this time to get them all down to where the Scalemind had set up their pseudo-village. 

When she’d first arrived, they hadn’t set up anything more elaborate than firepits, and sometimes not even those, preferring the natural cave and a couple of underground streams. Since One-Eye-Green, Dreams-Ahead, and Cuts-Like-Cold had started visiting the Village, there had been a few changes as some of the more enterprising Scythe Sisters had tried carving blocks of stone out of the walls. There’d been a lot more of that since the last time she visited, and she pursed her lips looking them over. 

「Hey, Taelah? I think we might need to send some people down to show the Scalemind how to build things properly.」

She looked around at the big cavern Blue had made for them and shrugged. “Blue, I think you’ll need to give the Scalemind a quarry and a forest,” she said aloud. He certainly could have just made houses for them but relying on a dungeon to do things for them seemed at odds with their goal. Blue could make walls and furniture before he started bending things severely, so the simple furnishings found in Great Dungeons were likely provided to the monsters, and the idea was to move as far away from that as possible. 

 “Oooh, good point,”  Blue said.  “Or maybe I should expand downward and see if I can’t get some Underneath wood types. 

 I know they exist.” 

「Certainly! I’ll see who’s interested. Now that we’ve gotten used to those three, I expect people will be more amenable to helping out. After the summit, though, we have enough work for now.」 Taelah replied, slightly behind Blue. She was probably juggling some Elder work or maybe just scrubbing dishes. For all that she didn’t go adventuring, Taelah was far busier than Shayma ever was. 

「Thanks!」 Shayma sent back, then walked forward to meet One-Eye-Green as the Scalemind ran up to them. 

“Hello!” One-Eye-Green chirped cheerfully. “How are things going in the Above!” It wasn’t really a question, since despite the circlet that she was wearing One-Eye-Green still picked up surface thoughts and would have known if any of them were in a bad mood. “Oh no! Keri is unhappy why?” 

“Hello, Greenie!” Keri said, and got a hug from One-Eye-Green. “Just family issues, that’s all.” 

“We came down here to do some quick adventuring,” Annit said, checking over her bowgun. “Shayma there tiered up.” 

“Oooh? What can you do now?” One-Eye-Green asked. She knew about Classes and Skills as much as any Adventurer did, even if she didn’t have any herself. 

“How about this?” Shayma said, using her Domain to make One-Eye-Green look like a fox-kin while shifting herself into a Scythe Sister. The prickle returned, only this time with all the Scalemind around it was far more intense. The quiet cavern suddenly became full of raucous chatter and shouting, even more intensely than when she had worn the telepathy circlet. 

“Oh!” One-Eye-Green said. “I’m a soft thing!” She reached up and petted her own ears, making Keri giggle. Annit lifted her eyebrows at Scalemind-Shayma. 

“So full shapeshifting now?” 

“Among other things.” She actually had to shift back to answer, since the Scythe Sister mouth was not capable of some of the sounds of speech. Since One-Eye-Green seemed amused

to be a fox-kin, even in illusion, Shayma left that on for the moment. Within the Domain it was simple enough. 

“Follow me.” She said, and stepped into the Phantasmal Realm, this time leaving behind a Wake rather than grabbing her companions to haul them through. It was probably something she should have explained but she was just so eager to show off that she didn’t think it through. 

Fortunately, she didn’t have to go back and tell them, since her three adventuring companions stepped through the Wake and into the Phantasmal with little more than a few seconds’ pause. 

In the Phantasmal Realm, the Wake was obvious, a clear path through the otherwise hazy forms that composed the Realm. 

She beckoned them onward, heading downward to the lowway beneath Blue’s territory. 

It was an immense tunnel, partly worked and partly natural, with rough walls and ceiling but a paved floor, cut from large blocks of what Shayma thought was dungeon stone. There wasn’t any illumination in that part of the lowway, all the normal sources of Underneath illumination stripped bare by the Scalemind and other scavengers. She flooded her Domain with sourceless light, revealing enormous swaths of bare stone and a number of black openings where passageways went down into the depths. 

“Where were we?” She asked One-Eye-Green. Since they were being proper adventurers, their primary goal was surveying unexplored tunnels and dealing with any mindless creatures. The Scalemind were so attuned to their mind magic that they did not have much tracking or surveillance experience dealing with things like animate plants. Or even things like pockets of bad air, which was something Annit could spot from hundreds of yards away. 

“Tunnel Seventeen!” One-Eye-Green said, so they all turned to the odd side of the low-way and even a hundred feet away Shayma could read the scratches beside each of the openings. 

They trooped over to the tunnel in question, which dropped sharply downward and looked like it had been bored by a stonewyrm rather than cut by more intelligent inhabitants. 

Annit pulled a coil of rope and a piton from her pack and

tossed them to Shayma, who hammered them into place at the top of the tunnel. 

“I’m planning on this being backup,” she said, as everyone took ahold of the rope. One-Eye-Green had to be especially careful, even if it was supposed to be tough enough to stand up to her claws. “My illusion abilities are even better now, so…” 

She waved at the tunnel and conjured a steep staircase within her Domain. “Everyone should be able to walk on that.” 

“That  does make things easier,” Annit admitted, but they all still kept ahold of the rope as they descended. Shayma didn’t dim the light of her Domain until natural illumination from one of the innumerable pocket caverns that dotted the Underneath began to filter into the tunnel, some hundred or so yards away from the entrance. Most of the light came from creeping vines with red and orange leaves that crawled across the ceiling until they vanished into some hanging moss fifty yards off, but there was also a green glimstone half-swallowed by a near-spherical bush of some sort not more than three feet from the entrance. 

The bush hissed at them. 

Keri’s magic shield flicked up before Shayma could mention the thorns, blocking the sudden rattle of nasty-looking projectiles from the bush. Annit fired her bowgun a moment later, her ice-tipped bolt cutting straight through black leaves and blue branches to detonate inside the foliage. The ice effectively shredded the bush and One-Eye-Green took a few quick steps forward and hauled it out of the ground, ripping the glimstone from the bush with brutal ferocity. Then she dropped the still weakly writhing plant and came back with the glimstone, looking happy. 

“I hate those,” Keri said. 

“Can’t even eat them,” One-Eye-Green agreed, offering the glimstone to Shayma. She opened a portal to her new [Pocket Space], which looked rather like one of Blue’s portals and One-Eye-Green peered into it before tossing the stone inside at Shayma’s instruction. Even at first level, it was a larger space than her old [Phantom Pocket]. They moved carefully into the

cavern, Annit in the lead and listening carefully for any potential threats. Small lizards and insects scurried away into the spongy undergrowth of mushrooms and dark bushes and ferns. The cavern floor dropped away further as they moved forward, giving enough space for small Underneath saplings to sprout, some from the ceiling and some from the floor. Dark red leaves reacted to the sound of their movement, folding in on themselves to create a hard armor over the trees as they passed. 

“Burning ahead,” Annit said suddenly, and they slowed down, Keri’s magic altering slightly to deal with potential burn injuries. There were plenty of fire and volcanic Affinity things in the Underneath, and it wasn’t even entirely unusual to run across a pocket of molten stone or boiling mud. Equally likely was some frozen lake or ice-crusted column, not in this case. 

The source came into Shayma’s Domain before any of them could see it, a trail of fire Affinity slime winding through a burrow cut beneath the rock. She illuminated it for them, superimposing it on the ground so they could avoid walking directly above something that might have been weakened by a creature passing through. 

“Heat-gorger,” One-Eye-Green said suddenly. The number of Underneath creatures the Scalemind knew was almost endless, to the point where it was almost useless. At least, it was for One-Eye-Green, who didn’t quite know what to expect in which part of the Underneath. But she was pretty good at identifying them when they appeared, or sometimes even before they appeared. “They like hot, don’t like cold.” 

“Excellent.” Annit grinned widely as she hefted her bowgun. 

The heat-gorger itself came into view a few moments later, a nightmarish cross of slug and spider in dark red tones that was literally taking bites out of a flame rising from a vent at the far end of the cavern. The fire Affinity plants around it were already starting to wither. It didn’t deign to notice them as they arrived, probably because they weren’t nearly as hot as the actual fire. 

They exchanged hand signals and Shayma drifted forward alongside One-Eye-Green. The slug-spider didn’t look like it

had much of a mind, but if it had enough of one for One-Eye-Green she’d try and hold it still for an initial shot from Annit, at which point things would go as they went. A quick identification rune with [Abstract Mana Shaping] showed the beast was level 54 — high enough to be worth it for their level of party. 

One-Eye-Green waved a clawed hand and the heat-gorger froze mid-chew. Annit’s bowgun chuffed and spat a bolt that caught the thing in its neck, resulting in a scream at a volume that made Shayma damp it down inside her Domain just to keep it from bursting their eardrums. It turned with surprising speed and launched itself at them, but Shayma was already moving. She teleported just above the heat-gorger and dropped, shifting herself to be mostly [Cultivated Steel] and landing on the thing’s back with all the weight of a Shayma-sized block of metal. 

It screamed again as it squished unpleasantly beneath her, to no greater effect than before, while Annit’s bowgun continued to puff as she sank ice-tipped bolts into the thing. Then it exploded, or it seemed like that for a moment, a blast of liquid fire bursting out of its body and swamping everything and everyone nearby. Annit cursed, and One-Eye-Green made a sort of squeaking noise. 

Shayma herself was unbothered, since [Form of Thought, Shape of Will] meant that she could render herself fireproof at will, but her companions weren’t so lucky. With Keri’s healing there wouldn’t be any permanent damage except to their clothes, but there was no need to worry about that when Shayma had the tools to deal with it. She flickered them insubstantial, since they were both inside her Domain, and let them jump away from the pools of burning fluid. Keri’s mana shield had pushed it away from her own feet, so she alone had no issue. 

After that, between shifting her arms to poleaxes and Annit’s bolts, it didn’t take long to down it. One-Eye-Green couldn’t get in much actual damage, but she concentrated on keeping the heat-gorger from using its fire splash thing again, which more or less eliminated any real threat from it. On the other

hand, it didn’t seem to have a brain or anything particularly vulnerable under the squishy hide so they had to put a lot of holes in it before it finally went still. 

“I’m going to need better tools if we want to harvest something like this,” Annit said, frowning at the corpse, which seemed to be slowly dissolving into the burning liquid. It would melt Annit’s knives, or at least ruin them, and even Shayma didn’t carry a container that would properly contain the blood or whatever it was. 

“I’ll make you a new set of tools from some of Blue’s stuff the next time I’m free,” Shayma agreed. So far the tunnels they’d delved into had more earth-oriented or at least  solid creatures, and Annit was missing out on an awful lot of Class experience by not properly harvesting the corpse. Then a thought occurred to her and she grinned widely. “In fact, I think I have an even better idea.” 

An hour later and several unsalvageable corpses later, even though Shayma did try her best with shifted limbs, they decided to just go make the new dismantling tools and be done with it. Or rather, wait for Shayma to convince Wright to make dismantling tools. She had thought it was a fantastic solution, but Annit was somewhat less sanguine. 

“He’s the  Emperor of Ir.  I can’t believe you want to waste his time on knives and guthooks,” Annit muttered. 

 “Honestly I can’t think of a better thing to make. Most of the important stuff I need forged I’m going to use firmament for anyway, so there’s no point in asking him. Besides, I can’t think of another single small thing that would be as useful.” 

Shayma grinned at Blue’s argument and shook her head at Annit. 

“Even Blue thinks it’s a good idea. Wright might have offered to do some smithing work for me but he’s hardly going to make some impossible weapon from a few minutes of work. 

That’s Blue’s job.” She grinned and Blue laughed in her ear. 

“Keri, Greenie, did you want to go with Shayma or stay with me while she deals with the nobility?” Annit said, then frowned. “Actually, it might be dangerous for One-Eye-Green, 

since Wright could probably accidentally breathe on her and kill her.” 

“I don’t want meet someone like that!” One-Eye-Green said fervently. Shayma thought she could probably warn Wright, but it wasn’t worth the risk. Keri had looked undecided but when One-Eye-Green looked actually upset Keri gave the Scalemind a hug. 

“We’ll stay at the Village and catch up with you later,” she said. 

“Great,” Shayma said, and put her hand against the wall of the cavern. “Could you transport them back, Blue?” 

 “Sure thing,”  he said, and a few moments later they vanished. 

A few moments after that, Blue recalled her to the beach house so she could use his teleport fields to return to the summit. 

 “I’m really interested in seeing Wright craft,”  he added.  “If he’s a fifth tier blacksmith it’s got to be awesome to watch.” 

When she appeared on the marble floor of the summit area, Wright was leaning on one of the balconies, watching Voigtsten fly around over the void. The winged lion was just a speck in the distance as Shayma stepped up next to Wright. 

“You might want to make sure he doesn’t stray too far. There are a number of dragons in the middle of the Caldera,” she told him. They were a very, very long way away, but there was no telling how far and how fast a magical beast like Voigtsten might fly. 

“Oh, he knows better,” Wright assured her. “He won’t go much further than that.” 

“Do you have time to see Blue’s Phantasmal Field and do a bit of smithing now?” 

“I  always have time to do a bit of smithing.” Wright grinned. 

“Lead the way.” 

Only Garus stuck with Wright as she waved them over to the teleport area, pulling them over to the Smithery area. It was still fairly simple, basically a large box room with polished stone walls and filled with Blue’s Metallurgy stuff as well as more normal smithy and forging stations. The Phantasmal box, 

for lack of a better term, was a relatively new addition next to the anvil, but that wasn’t what caught Wright’s attention. 

“I’ve never seen anything like these!” Wright said, running his fingers along the Alloy Crystal before peering at the Infusion Crystal. “I can tell they’re meant for metals but even [The Crucible] is having a hard time identifying them.” 

“Nor will you see them anywhere else,” Shayma said, not bothering to explain what they were. She could use them, but Wright could not, and he’d have to stick to using the ingots already on the shelves and the more mundane forge and anvil. 

The emperor took her proclamation in stride and looked around, then bounded over to the wall that stored all the metals. 

“What is  this!?”  Wright said, holding up a tiny cylinder. The spare [Firmament]. 

 “Oops,”  said Blue. 

“Something that is not for sale,” Shayma said firmly, suppressing a little thread of panic. She’d actually forgotten that her Smithery held all of the more esoteric stuff. 

“Damn.” Wright said, putting it back before his eyes latched on the Ingot of Promise, which he picked up and actually hugged. “How did you…? I guess when you’re a Power you find all kinds of things over the centuries.” That made Shayma relax a little. If Wright accepted that Powers just  had these things sometimes, that helped, though it was amusing that he thought Blue had been around for a long time. Certainly not an impression that they would correct. 

Wright mostly seemed excited about the rarities that Ansae had traded Blue, probably because he’d seen all the Affinity metals and gems before, and Garus leaned against the wall rolling his eyes so hard it was nearly audible. Fortunately, there weren’t any of the other supermaterials lying around the Smithery, so most of the materials were far more believable. 

By the time he made it over to the forge and anvil he’d seen everything Shayma had stocked. 

“I’m actually surprised it’s so simple,” Wright said. “I expected something like my personal anvil, with all the enchanting and runes and mana feeds.” 

 “Oof. Yeah, I need to upgrade that for you. I’m sure there’s a lot I can do.”  She could tell Blue was mortified by the gentle criticism, but she’d already thought of the issue and had a ready answer. 

“That is my workstation, and I only just started learning smithing.” She told him. “I have some advantages, of course, but I haven’t had time for any significant projects. Blue plans to create something more elaborate eventually.” 

“Ah, that does make sense. Best to start with the basics.” 

Wright nodded and turned to the Phantasmal box, peering at it curiously. “How does this work?” 

“It lets you see the mana independent of the physical form,” 

Shayma told him. “Why don’t you try it? My friend needs new tools for dismantling things from the Underneath, like fire and water and glacial Affinity beasts. I hope the metal selection here will be enough for that.” 

“Really?” Wright sounded almost incredulous as he turned to look at her. “Most people I agree to smith for want legendary weapons or armor. Or even royal regalia.” 

“Neither Blue nor I are most people.” Shayma found putting on the air of mystery to be fun, especially when she wasn’t even lying. 

 “Why on earth did you get Trickster experience for that?” 

Blue muttered in her ear, and she grinned. Not only was playing the trickster fun, but with Blue telling her exactly when she got experience it helped a lot with leveling up. Less so with Skill use, but she was already cheating pretty flagrantly. 

“Hmm, well, what Affinity does your friend use?” Wright asked, walking over to the shelf of materials and surveying it with a critical eye. 

“Wind, for now, but she’s working toward Storm.” Shayma told him, and he nodded. 

“Very well, let’s see what we have to work with.” Wright reached out and started grabbing ingots, flipping them over his shoulder where they landed without sound or bounce on the stone edge of the forge. He chose three each of Steelwoven Pyroclasm, Steelwoven Frost, and Mana Iron, as well as selecting a log of Crystallized Tayantan Wood and a selection of magical milky quartz and chalcedony, for wind and storm Affinities, respectively. Those went on the workbench next to the forge while he arranged the ingots within the forge itself. 

Shayma watched in awe as he turned the Crystallized Tayantan Wood into handles with his belt knife, even though that clearly wasn’t part of smithing. The knife itself was clearly no ordinary blade, shining as it did with kinetic and metal Affinity mana, and it took less than a minute for Wright to cut the handles. It didn’t take much longer for him to cut the gems, rolling them between his palms to polish them from rough to gleaming in a matter of seconds before faceting them with his thumbs. She really hoped Blue was getting all this into the room’s knowledge because it was astoundingly impressive. 

She was watching with her eyes, but she also used the perception of her Domain to focus on his work. Wright poked at the ingots a few times, then finally pulled them out to start work on them, hefting his hammer and bringing it down. Not only did the metal instantly flatten on the anvil, there was a flash of light and runes printed themselves on it. He repeated the process with all three ingots, and then began layering the three types of metal together. 

It wasn’t just simple folding. There were patterns in the metal he was making, something more than the runes that flashed into the metal with each blow of his hammer. The layered metal got chopped into a number of smaller pieces, and he quickly began shaping them into the actual tools. More tools, in fact, than Annit had carried before and ones Shayma hadn’t seen before. As they took shape, however, she could see exactly what they were meant for. 

He set some of them by the forge as he took one of the naked blades over to the Phantasmal box. It only took a word from

her for him to understand how he needed to slide the blade in and then examine it closely. Then he blinked. 

“Oh, this  would make detail work easier.” He lifted his hammer again and brought it down, but with tiny, delicate motions rather than the powerful swings of earlier. She couldn’t tell exactly what he was adjusting, but he grunted and straightened after a few more taps. “This,” he said, pointing at the Phantasmal box, “is worth almost as much as the rest of your trade goods. Are you sure there’s no way I can get one?” 

 “No, but I might be willing to set up a place for him here as part of a trade deal.” 

“Unfortunately, such things must remain here with Blue. That doesn’t mean he’s not willing to provide access to such whenever you are here, given sufficient incentive.” She had to work to keep the awe at his work out of her voice. He’d been working less than twenty minutes, and had casually created a toolset of superlative quality and with obviously deep knowledge of exactly how they were used. 

“Bit far to travel on a whim,” Wright grumbled. “But I might take you up on that.” 

“You know transportation isn’t an issue for Blue and I,” 

Shayma said. “Though obviously I have many demands on my time.” 

 “You know, Wright’s actually been a really good guy, he might be a good candidate for finally making a Gate. We’ll see. 

 Don’t want to raise that just yet.” 

“True. We’ll have to see what we can work out later.” He sighed, then shrugged and continued forging, quenching the metal in Blue’s chilled oil barrel. In short order he was attaching handles to blades, fixing them in place by manipulating the metal directly, and finishing up with a simple patterned inlay made from some Adamant Stone. 

“That was amazing,” Shayma said, completely honestly. 

 “That is damn fine work. I’m pretty sure it’s got some nanoscale patterning in it,”  Blue added. 

“I had good materials to work with!” Wright said cheerfully. 

“What’s your friend’s name? These ought to last your friend into fifth tier at the very least,” he added, waving his hand at the tools laid out on the worktable. “Should be able to deal with most anything you could run into.” 

“Her name is Annit,” Shayma said, taking a step forward and conjuring an identification rune. 

 [Annit’s Harvesting Tools]

 Will consume mana to self-repair. 

 Highly resistant to heat, cold, and corrosion. 

 Significantly increases wielder’s resistance to heat, cold, and corrosion. 

 Significantly increases wielder’s senses and perception when harvesting. 

 Significantly increases all harvesting Skills. 

 Synergy bonus for wind Affinity: Improves wielder’s speed when using harvesting Skills. 

 Synergy bonus for storm Affinity: Improves wielder’s speed and strength when using harvesting Skills. 

While they weren’t as absurd as Blue’s Artifacts, in some ways they were even more impressive. Those were a  lot of bonuses, and they were all strong. Given how quickly he’d made those, she couldn’t imagine how many sets of absurd weaponry and armor the Emperor of Ir could make if he really set his mind to it. She was glad that Wright seemed to be on their side. 

Day 188 - Blue

 Nine people sat around a large and lavish table, but none of them seemed particularly interested in the fruits and wines and cheeses set on platters. Instead, they sat frowning at a circle of runes that projected the faces of five dead mage-kings. Most of them looked uncomfortable, as if they didn’t want to be there, or at least less than happy. Of all the people at the table, only two looked completely relaxed — the familiar pair of Yit Nev and Tor Kot. 

 “We have lost six cores to the self-proclaimed Power, Blue,” 

 said the one at the head of the table, one Rol Siw. 

 “What a stupid name,” Mil Tek muttered, and Rol Siw’s eyes pinned him in place before he went on speaking. 

 “He seems to be solely responsible both for the failure of our westward expansion and the destruction or seizure of six years worth of production.” He continued. “Tor Kot did, fortunately, salvage four wide-foundation cores before Blue could seize them as well.” 

 “He fled like a coward!” Mil Tek spoke again, and Rol Siw lifted a finger. 

 “Councilman Mil, remain civil and silent until the floor is open or you will lose your speaking privileges altogether.” Rol Siw aimed his deathly stare at Mil Tek, making no other sound or motion until he finally got a nod. Rol Siw dismissed the mage-king and went on, pale grey eyes flicking to each of the people around the table. 

 “With the loss of four war cores and fewer gains than expected from the Westward Project, our projections are that we will lose one hundred fifty miles of rift containment in the next five years. Already we have had three breaches due to redeployment.” Rol Siw’s voice was cold and hard. “Three. In centuries past that may not have been an issue but as it stands now, ladies and gentlemen, this is not acceptable.” Silence

 reigned for a moment, and several people shifted uncomfortably. 

 He turned to look at Tor Kot, his eyes holding no more warmth than when they did for Mil. “The Westward Project was championed by the Dedicateds. Now that it has failed, does your faction have any way to offset our losses?” 

 “A point first, Council Head Rol,” Tor Kot said, clearing his throat. Apparently even he was somewhat intimidated by Rol Siw. “I objected to Vok Lim’s coalition attacking Blue, an objection that was filed with his council before they left. I recognized the danger of using further force in the lands of Tarnil, so the war core losses were due to action against the advice and wishes of the Dedicateds.” That got a minute inclination of the head. “That said, we have some small reserves to dedicate to the defense, but we would suggest trying to open diplomatic relations with Blue.” 

 “That suggestion seems inappropriate considering what has just happened,” Rol Siw said, as disapproving of Tor Kot as he had been of Mil Tek. 

 “I submitted my report to the council, but I suppose subsequent events meant it did not get much credence.” Tor Kot looked around at the others. “Blue’s agent showed significant Depletion resistance, if not outright immunity. It was difficult to scry the attack Vok Lim made but there are hints of the same. That is not something any of us can ignore. 

 Even with our history we need to try! Furthermore, I have found he is recently in diplomatic talks with the rest of the continent and not many Powers negotiate.” Mil Tek opened his mouth to say something in reply to that but a flicker of Rol Siw’s cold grey eyes stopped him. 

 “If the Dedicateds wish to sponsor such a movement they may of course submit it to the Council. I will give it proper attention.” Though he put no emphasis on any word in particular, it was obvious he actually meant it. “In the meantime, we must decide how to allocate resources to prevent the loss of any more land.” 

It seemed that the mage-kings hadn’t forgotten me totally. I repeated everything to Iniri for Cheya’s later delectation, but even I could see that there was a lot going on over there. At least nobody was talking about attacking me again, though it did amuse me that apparently Tor Kot was being blamed for Vok Lim’s idiocy, at least by some. Even I could have seen that one coming. 

I would really have to think about whether I should entertain any diplomacy with the mage-kings. The idea of more warfare, let alone invading the mage-kings, didn’t appeal to me. 

Unfortunately, if I was going to deal with Depletion I’d have to go over there eventually. If I had support from the local government that would probably make things easier, but I’d seen what the mage-kings did and it was horrendous, so I wasn’t comfortable playing nice with them either. 

That was a worry for the future, and my current political issues seemed to be working out pretty well. Aside from Orrelin, which was isolationist anyway, everyone stayed and gathered together to sign the agreement that was the point of the summit in the first place. In a sense I no longer needed the protection as much, since I had the capability to defend myself – not to mention an additional flight of dragons to crispify anyone who wanted to annoy me – but it would still save an enormous amount of future annoyance. Of course, since I was my own nation now, I couldn’t just take over other territories willy-nilly, but it wasn’t like I was lacking space. 

The signatures on the pages were done in a special ink that could be imbued with the magical signature of the writer. It was the same sort of thing that was used in Iniri’s signet ring –

and presumably everyone else’s – and the ink itself changed color and character for each signature. Iniri’s actually glowed, Wright’s looked like it was made from mercury dribbled onto the page, and Elder Wren’s looked pre-faded, as if it had been there for years instead of days. 

When it came to my signature, of course Shayma had to sign. 

Instead of pushing her mana into it, she pushed my Presence into it, which was enough to stagger everyone around while she wrote my name. I wasn’t sure exactly how the magic

worked, but my name came out in enormous, printed block letters, shimmering the same colors as my core crystal and bearing weight, to judge by the way people squinted at it. 

There was no mistaking it was mine. 

After that came a celebratory meal, which was one of the last that the Village would be providing. I was sure they were tired of all the work after five days of it, though I noticed that a lot of people had picked up extra levels in the process of preparing it all. Probably due to a combination of the hard work and the exotic ingredients supplied by Taelah and the Piping Hot Pies, but for all I knew simply preparing food for high-status people contributed. It wasn’t like they hadn’t benefitted, but enough was enough. 

After the signing I asked Shayma to go down to tell the Scalemind about the changes I’d made to their little cavern. 

They weren’t ready to integrate with the Village – actually, they outnumbered the Village in terms of raw numbers – so I wasn’t going to transport them all up there, but I did my best to mimic some of what the Village had. I needed to go deeper and see if I could pick up some Underneath Climates to properly house them. Their existing cavern was a little underwhelming and could use some flavor. 

For the moment I just turned one wall into a quarry, with a nice flat face for blue-white marble, and stuck a Conservatory Field on it so I didn’t have to worry about them digging it out. 

That would do for stone, and for wood I just reused one of the toughest normal trees I had, some kind of oak looking thing. 

They wouldn’t know how to properly season it or anything, but it was a start. They got a grove of that off to the side, also under a Conservatory Field. 

The total effect wasn’t anything like natural, which I didn’t like and which [Blue’s Sagacity] suggested wasn’t the best idea for making them less monstrous, but it was a temporary solution. It was obvious that trying to just shove monsters into the Akasha wasn’t going anywhere. If I was going to do things, I was going to have to do them as Blue the Power, and one of the things that made me that was my non-magical

knowledge. Generally I tried to avoid too much bleedover, but things were long past that being an issue. 

 [Blue’s Sagacity] increases to 8. 

I was definitely right about that. Even if I wasn’t sure what exactly was going to send them over the threshold from monster to not, I found it interesting that everyone who wasn’t one of mine instantly knew the Scaleminds were monsters and the Stoneborn weren’t. I’d heard it described as a feeling of mana, but I had to wonder if it was a direct akashic thing, since even Classes without any explicit mana senses could tell. 

Then again, it seemed that at higher levels everyone could sense mana to some extent. 

Actually, the most interesting thing in my pondering is that none of my people – Iniri, Shayma, or anyone from the Village

– seemed to have the same issue. I was pretty sure that was due to me in some way, since I’d accepted the Scalemind as inhabitants, so something about that choice had affected mana or the akasha or something. My people were also immune to Ansae’s flattening Presence, but whether that was born from the same effect or not I couldn’t say. I wasn’t quite sure how to experiment either, since I still didn’t have the best control of my own Presence. Not compared to Shayma’s invocation of it from Promise. 

I had the feeling I was pushing at the actual logic – if it could be called that – underpinning the structures of the world. 

Obviously having a system that quantified everything, even in abstract ways, was artificial and all that data had to be assigned and generated somewhere. That somewhere seemed to be dungeons and the architects seemed to be the gods, but I couldn’t access any of that even though I  was a dungeon. I wasn’t even sure there was much value to figuring out more than that, but it never hurt to know things. 

Even if I couldn’t do much with the knowledge, I had the feeling Ansae could. She’d been around a lot longer than I, and had already made a habit of digging into the universe’s building blocks. Her specialty was magic rather than science but that was frankly even more impressive. Science didn’t change when someone looked at it funny, and magic did. 

Speaking of Ansae, she seemed to be having issues getting the other dragons to be able to see my basically-invisible mana flows. They could all see the [Contained Star], and I could tell she’d already knocked some heads over it, but everything else was below their normal senses. That would be a problem, if I wanted them to actually earn their keep and monitor the Caldera. 

 “Hey Ansae, maybe I can provide something that will help? 

 Possibly the Phantasmal field? Or how about I link some core lattice gems and bundle them up with Primals? That might, I dunno, slow it down or something for them. Or even show them one of the Anvils. I’m sure they’ll notice that if nothing else.”  For some reason Ansae seemed surprised when I offered to help, but that was quickly replaced by a toothy smile. 

“Excellent ideas, all.” She flared her Presence to get the attention of her students and waggled a claw at them. “Blue has some things that will help you acclimate to his mana,” she told them. “One of them will be unpleasant, but if you watch carefully you will learn quite a lot. The inner workings of a Power are not to be taken lightly.” 

 “I’ll need you to touch the core gems to one of my cores so I can link them,”  I told her.  “I’ll put the stellar core in your room for the moment.”  Ansae nodded serenely, and teleport-stepped to the top of the tower, or however that movement worked. I couldn’t quite follow it, and had to guess it was something of her own invention. 

I shaped ten core lattice crystals and ten appropriate Sources into interlocking discs and attached them to chains sized for dragon necks. Some of the dragons had horn or tail or claw ornaments that would probably serve to carry them later, but for the moment pendants would have to do. Ansae tapped each of the pendant to the core crystal to link them, then returned to the practice floor with another step. 

“Take note. In thirty seconds, Blue created these pendants for you. They each hold an appropriate Primal Source, which will bind to you permanently, as well as a link to Blue’s own mana. 

Valuable as they are, they are not a reward. They are a tool to

ensure you will  earn favor in the future.” Ansae flicked her claws, and the necklaces sped out to loop themselves over the proper necks. I was glad I did have Sources for everyone, though from what I knew of dragon biology it was extraordinarily unlikely I’d run into a dragon that used something like gravity or space or time Affinity. 

“Thank you, Great Lady,” Syrinu and Akanesh said, almost in harmony with each other. The rest were somewhat more ragged about it. “Thank you, Blue,” they added, after Ansae flicked the tip of her tail just once. I was pretty sure there was a great deal of dragon body language I was missing, since she seemed to be able to convey a lot with just minute movements of her head and tail. 

Though the obeisance was obviously rote, after a few moments they seemed to realize the virtues of the Primal Sources. Teekenu, the glacial Affinity one, jerked as if the glacial medallion had bit her and lifted it up to stare at it. 

Ansae gave them a smug look. In the meantime, I hastily raised the ceilings on the anvil area I’d made so it would fit dragon-sized people. I already had a fairly large complex for my anvils, since I had put everything in the same room to save on shielding costs, which meant I could actually fit them in with only moderate adjustments. 

 “Okay, ready,”  I told her, and opened a portal next to them. 

Ansae ushered the dragons through but didn’t follow herself. 

Considering how unpleasant it had been for her last time she ran into an unshielded anvil I didn’t blame her. For a moment I thought the portal itself would still be a problem but she flicked a claw, accessed her hoard, and pulled out a personal mana cage. It was made of gold and glass and actually wasn’t as well made as one I could put together. Thinking about it, I probably  should put one together. 

 “Hang on, let me make you a better one,”  I told Ansae. Thin wires, space-filling curves, and actually mixing gold and glass in my Infusion Crystal meant that a few moments later I had a parabolic shield big enough for Ansae to hide behind. Between the gold wiring and the gold-doped glass, which had come out a nice red color, it definitely would protect her. I popped it out

in front of hers, and she snorted as she stowed the old one away. 

“Showoff,” she accused me. 

 “Look who’s talking.”  Ansae snorted again and shifted the shield to just in front of the portal. On the other side, the dragons were gawking at the absurdity of my [Mana Diamond Anvils], dripping mana and all. It was really a great feeling to see them as slack-jawed as any yokel. 

“You do not need to know what these do,” Ansae said, voice carrying through the portal. “All you need to know is that they can emit strong mana waves.” Some of the dragons glanced back, then did a doubletake when they saw Ansae behind a shield. Lorzent glanced around at the room, spotting the gold woven into the walls, and his eyes widened in horror. 

“What—” he started, but Ansae interrupted him. 

“Go ahead, Blue,” she said, and I triggered one of the anvils. I knew it wouldn’t really injure them, and since it seemed to be more unpleasant the higher the tier, it probably wouldn’t be nearly as bad for them as it had been for Ansae. So far as I could see, she hadn’t even lost a single health point to it, so it was more like getting flashbanged than anything. Not that anyone sane would volunteer to be flashbanged. 

The mana ripple smashed into them, and the third-tiers cringed while the fourth-tiers staggered. The shield I made for Ansae stopped it cold. Actually, it was more effective than the latticework that I’d run along the inside of the anvil room, though that might simply have been due to a greater concentration of gold. 

“I’m going to be sick,” Kesteni muttered, pressing her paw to her muzzle. I didn’t even think that was possible for thaumivores. Did dragons vomit mana? 

“Did any of you get an idea of how to attune your senses?” 

Ansae asked, completely ignoring the dazed and nauseous looks she was getting. 

“Yes, Great Lady,” said Huran, the earth Affinity dragon. 

Ansae cocked her head and beckoned to him with a claw, and

he gratefully left the anvil room. It was clear nobody really wanted to stay but it was equally clear none of them were willing to go against her wishes. Fortunately for them, she only made them stay for two more anvil cycles. Three more dragons, including Kesteni, managed to get the hang of it in that time, which seemed to me to be pretty impressive. But given that dragons were more in tune with mana than anyone else, plus they had Ansae coaching them, maybe that was only to be expected. 

After they all filed out of the anvil room, I set up a big Phantasmal Field for them to play with. I might have gone overboard on the size of it, but I was really starting to warm to the idea of having a bunch of dragon guardians hanging around the Caldera. Even if they weren’t monsters that did make me rather more typically dungeon-ish than I had been before, and part of me saw the appeal. Not that I would ever consider trading my Companions for monsters. 

I left them to it while I watched the various delegations start to pack up. I was a little surprised nobody had petitioned either me or Ansae directly, since they all knew both I and the Silver Woe were Powers, but maybe none of them had anything they thought was important enough for our direct attention. 

Considering that Iniri and Shayma had almost total authority to trade my stuff and if either of them had questions they could just ask me, there just wasn’t anything aside from Bargains that would need my direct attention. The Silver Woe was, of course, The Silver Woe, and nobody wanted to bother her with petty concerns. 

In truth I didn’t even know what the end result was in terms of trade agreements. I wasn’t too worried, since if the amounts people wanted got anywhere near what I could generate I could always expand, or spend more time trying to figure out conversion methods. Besides, I figured that between them, Shayma, Iniri, and Taelah would get me stuff that was interesting and useful in return. More importantly, stuff that my Companions and villagers could use. 

 “So, did you get any knowledge from Wright?”  I asked Shayma, watching the Emperor pack up. Trying to herd a

flying lion onto a giant boat proved to be amusingly involved. 

“I did. Some of it is way beyond me, but other things…” 

Shayma shook her head. “He put runes in the  grain patterns of the metal. I never would have even thought about that. I’d have to practice to figure out how to do it, but with my

[Abstract Mana Geometries] I think I have a chance at it. 

Other techniques just require direct metal manipulation, and I don’t have that.” 

 “Yet! Never know what you’ll get from Transcription. 

 Speaking of, swing by once everyone’s gone and I’ll see if your tier-up will get me anything.”  I had been moderately intelligent and decided against doing a Transcription while people were still around, just on the off chance it changed something and I had to scramble to deal with it. Partly because I didn’t want to accidentally hurt any diplomats and partly because I didn’t want to look the fool in front of all the gathered nobility. 

Iniri herself gave each of the delegations parting gifts. For Wright, it was a dozen ingots of [Sunmetal], which he took with grave thanks and a beaming smile. Nivir received some sort of voucher for a lodge in Wildwood, Kinul received some Status Sigils, made from my [Adamant Stone], and the Haerlish royal family got a breeding pair of some fox-dog thing that I’d seen a few people keep as pets. I assumed they had a pedigree. 

I opened portals to get everyone home, or at least some people home. Ir and Haerlish had both come by ship, so they just sailed back out, Haerlish heading north and Ir heading south. 

Kinul had come along with Nivir, since the only way to get from Tarnil to Kinul was through the central country, and they got put right next to the mountain pass. 

In truth I owned enough of the mountain range dividing the two countries that I was almost in Nivir anyway, and with a little bit of effort I could get all the way through. Just because I  could didn’t mean I  should, though. Randomly opening a highway between the countries would result in all kinds of disruption and was the kind of thing that ought to be discussed first. In fact, I should have brought it up at the summit instead

of just realizing it when everything was over, but there was still time for that. Especially since Nivir and Tarnil were on far better terms now. 

Uilei-nktik was the last to leave, swimming back down the canal. Of all of them, he was the one I expected to see back soon, though it was for Ansae’s business and not mine. In fact, I might get a whole set of leviathans, and if I got  them as inhabitants that would be fascinating. So far none of the inhabitant traits had unlocked anything for me  per se, so I wasn’t expecting to suddenly get a bunch of leviathan-friendly Climates, but anything that made my lakes more lively would be welcome. 

Once the final guests were gone, the Village more or less came to a halt as everyone took a break. Iniri used her teleport to go soak in the hot springs. Even Shayma seemed a little fatigued. 

I felt bad that I hadn’t realized how much work everyone was putting in. For me, fixing up the summit area and providing the sample materials had been fun and barely any work at all, plus I didn’t fatigue and hadn’t been worried about the actual outcome of the summit. For everyone else, even with the benefits of kinetic Affinity, it had been a long and draining week. 

Shayma brought Annit and Keri to the beach house, since they had their own worries to try and escape, and while the other two swam in the lake Shayma flopped down on her bed and reached out her hand to touch my Companion Core. I triggered the Transcription process, though I wasn’t expecting much considering that most of her abilities were just merged versions of things she already had. 

 Transcribing Companion abilities:

 Transcribing [Quest]…Skill absorbed by [Tree of Eschaton]. 

 Transcribing [Dungeon Crafting]…Skill merge with Smithery, Alchemistry. New Companion Linked Area: [Companion Craft Hall]. All dungeon and manual crafting stations may be linked to the Craft Hall. 

 Transcribing [Form of Thought, Shape of Will]…skill merge with [Customization]. Breadth of [Customization] increased. 

I stared at the transcription. The tree ate my Skill! Though maybe that wasn’t true — not everything transcribed anyway, so perhaps without the tree nothing would have happened with

[Quest]. The way that line was phrased, though, made it sound like the tree got the Quest ability. I looked at the plant and I could  swear it looked smug somehow, even if it was just a tree. 

 “Um, Shayma? The [Tree of Eschaton] got your [Quest]

 Skill.” 

“What.” 

 “Yeah that was my reaction too. I’m not sure what it’s planning to do with it, or even if that’s the right word for a tree, but there’s not much I can do about it. It’s probably fine?” 

“I don’t…” Shayma shook her head. “I guess there’s nothing we can really do about it anyway. Maybe Taelah can figure it out.” She touched the core again and scanned over what she saw there. “[Craft Hall], huh?” 

 “Yeah! I’m glad that I have it all in one area.” 

Now that I was thinking about it, it made no sense to keep the various crafting areas separate. Alchemy would help any other type of crafting, and Shayma could forge stuff for any other type of crafting. I had a loom to start some sort of cloth section, and I was sure it would be easy enough to get other forms of crafting in. I’d need more Companions to make full use of it, something I was loath to contemplate, but Shayma was planning on interviewing the dungeon-wives over the next few days so it wasn’t totally out of the question. 

“Oh, good! It’ll give me an excuse to try and branch out a bit with this new Skill.” Shayma waved a lazy hand in the direction of my core. “Also give you an excuse to try and make more crafting stations. You’ve been shirking.” 

 “Yeah, yeah. You build an entire conference area and forge stars but it’s what have you done for me lately, Blue.” 

“Well, what  have you done for me lately?” Shayma grinned, and since Annit and Keri were off having fun a ways down the

beach I figured I’d take advantage of it. Which meant that Shayma was rather red-faced and shaky-legged by the time she joined them an hour and a bit later, but certainly far more relaxed. 

In all, I thought things had gone very well. Orrelin was the only country that had refused to play, and they weren’t really any threat. I’d gotten recognition and a bunch of trade deals, and best of all I acquired a bunch of dragons who only needed a minor attitude readjustment. 

Day 188 - Iniri

Iniri groaned as she stretched out in the hot spring. She was so stressed that she was very tempted to ask Blue for a more intimate service, but ultimately did not. Iniri wasn’t quite ready to cross that bridge yet, even if a lot of her really wanted to. It did help that Blue’s various Fields meant that all the tension aches vanished almost immediately, and beyond that there was still something soothing about the hot, mineralized water. Magic might heal injury, but active relaxation was something else. 

It had been the most complicated, highest-stakes political discourse she’d had in her relatively short time as Tarnil’s queen and she wasn’t interested in repeating the experience anytime soon. It wasn’t the same stress of dealing with her kingdom being eaten alive by invaders, but it wasn’t much better. Even if she knew none of the forces at the summit would dare attack Tarnil, her every word and gesture might result in a poor trade deal or a hidden grudge. Blue’s power couldn’t fix  that unless he wanted to subjugate the rest of Orn. 

The summit had also confirmed that there were no good prospects for a political marriage, especially with Tarnil’s new status. None of the people she’d met at the summit were great prospects for marriage, aside from Haerlish’s princes. Even with them, she’d have to wait to find out who  wasn’t going to be king. She wasn’t entirely certain it was the best idea to tie Tarnil too closely to Haerlish, even if that were to occur any time soon, in part due to the insanity of The Hurricane becoming her  aunt if she took that path . 

The calculations of dynasty were not simple, which was another reason she couldn’t indulge herself with Blue. She knew she wanted some things just because she wanted them, and emotion and hormones absolutely compromised her ability to think logically. She couldn’t think of herself. Instead, she needed to worry about the stability and safety of Tarnil beyond the immediate or even short term. Her spouse would have an

impact on who her children and grandchildren owed and who owed them. Which branches of nobility or which countries were closer, and which ones frozen out by the new family tree. 

Even the nobles of Tarnil were poor considerations for her. 

They had been badly fractured by the invasion, and though she’d raised up a number of higher-tier Classers to replace them, it hadn’t been nearly long enough to assure herself of their loyalty or stability or even competence. Most of the remaining ones had been in the cities Tor Kot had taken and nobody knew how compromised they might be. Even if Blue’s monsters were helping in that regard, she wasn’t sure how much she trusted them. Either the monsters or the nobles. 

Finally, while Tarnil was currently protected by Blue, that protection had a very sharp expiration date and when the countdown stopped, the country needed to be able to stand on its own. She wasn’t going to be around to see that so there was no guarantee the reigning monarch would even be on good terms with Blue. Unless, of course, she went the obvious route. 

Now that Blue was recognized, officially, by all and sundry she couldn’t avoid thinking about it. In a lot of ways Blue would be the perfect match for her. He wouldn’t claim the throne, nor would any other children of his bloodline, as it were. It would tie Tarnil to Blue for a very long time indeed, even after the Bargain finished, but it would mean her children wouldn’t have a father as such and there was no telling what Blue’s biological heritage would even  be. 

Iniri groaned and decided to stop thinking on it for the moment before she drove herself insane. She plunged her head under the water as if she could simply scrub out some the thoughts she was having and then resurfaced and took a deep breath. 

Really, she should be dancing with joy for how well everything went. Not only did everyone, save Orrelin, officially recognize Blue, they all agreed to extremely valuable trade agreements that would help stabilize Tarnil’s economy. 

Even Wright was practically eating out of her hand. If he weren’t already married she thought he might have actually proposed once he found out she could conjure [Sunmetal]. The

man could be rather intense, and not just because he was a fifth-tier Classer. It was just a shame Ir’s enthusiasm hadn’t convinced Orrelin to overcome their normal isolationism, even if she’d never been too confident that Orrelin would do anything. It was a worry if they had been involved somehow at directing the dragons toward Tarnil, but since Blue had taken care of them so easily, not much of one. 

She splashed into the deeper end for a moment, thinking of the beach house that Shayma had described, then sighed and pulled herself out of the hot spring. Taking time out to swim wasn’t something she could afford just yet. Maybe soon, if there were no other disasters, but not now. 

Iniri dried and dressed then teleported herself back to her tower in the Palace. She stretched and nodded to her Queensguard as she left her private suite, heading toward her office to try and take care of some of the last vestiges of paperwork. She could have zipped there with [Swiftray], but after the abundance of food at the summit she felt like she needed to walk some of it off, and besides, there was no point in having a gorgeous palace if she never appreciated it. 

She walked in on Cheya sorting through things on her own desk, and raised her eyebrows at her [Spymistress]. Cheya had the good grace to look slightly abashed, since she was supposed to be taking a break after the summit. It didn’t last long, and instead Cheya began tidying up the papers strewn across her desk. 

“Emperor Wright already sent us a message about the spies,” 

she said casually. At Cheya’s suggestion, they’d loaded all the people they’d caught trying to infiltrate the summit that were of either Ir or Anell provenance onto Wright’s ship. Tarnil didn’t have the leverage to do anything with them, but Ir might. 

“Do tell,” Iniri said, taking a seat at her own desk. 

“Two of them were just there to send advance notice of the summit’s outcome to their respective masters. Fairly harmless, as things go. One of them, though, has a patron that specializes in poisons. From what I understand that will be judged rather

more severely than those who were merely overcurious.” 

Cheya smiled without any amusement at all. 

“I wish him luck,” Iniri said. She was glad nobody from Tarnil had tried subverting things, especially considering how fragile everything still was. 

“The only other thing of note to report is that I think the Chiuxatli are having a disagreement with their homeland.” 

Cheya frowned. “I can’t actually understand their language yet, so I can’t tell you the exact nature of it.” 

“So long as they stick to their agreement,” Iniri said with a grimace. She was willing to host a reasonable number of Chiuxatli for the foreseeable future, but not if they brought their own politics into it. 

 “Hey, Iniri?”  Blue’s attention swept over her, and she cocked her head. She knew she didn’t necessarily have to jump when Blue asked for her, but the sheer weight of his presence made her reflexively pay attention. 

“Yes, Blue?” She responded. 

 “In maybe an hour or so, I’m thinking about getting everyone to interview the dragons I’m adopting. Make sure they pass muster.” 

“You’re adopting  dragons? ” Iniri asked incredulously, drawing a knowing look from Cheya. Her [Spymistress] was rather sanguine about some of what Blue did, but Iniri couldn’t help her voice hitting a certain pitch when Blue truly surprised her. 

 “Well, I’m planning to. But I want to make sure they’re worth my time, so they all need to listen to my Companions and you have more experience gauging people than I do, I think.” 

“Gauging people, not gauging dragons,” Iniri protested, but she already knew that she was going to agree. How could she not? “Very well,” she said, before Blue could continue arguing. “Two hours, you say?” 

 “About that, yes.” 

“I’ll be ready,” she told him, then immediately switched to Companion Concord. 「So Blue wants me to interview some dragons like they’re going to be members of my Queensguard.」

「Yes, he was just telling me about it.」 Shayma responded. 

「I get along with Ansae and she’s essentially the queen of dragons, so it probably won’t be an issue.」

「Husband does have lofty aspirations.」 Taelah added, half-amused and half-smug. 「They’ll help me with cataloguing everything in the Caldera as well, so I’m looking forward to meeting them.」

「Oh, I know it will be fine.」 Iniri told them. 「It’s just sometimes I’m still startled by Blue being Blue.」

She filled in Cheya and her Queensguard about the change in plans, not that there was anything particularly urgent scheduled for the evening. To some extent they weren’t particularly happy that she went off to see Blue on her own most of the time, but it was a bit of a special case. Blue certainly wasn’t any threat to Iniri, and if he was there was nothing anyone could have done about it anyway. 

She worked on tidying up after the summit for the next hour and a bit, signing off on messages going out to merchants and nobles with what they needed to do to fulfill the trade terms. 

Some of them went by messenger, and some by bird-construct, depending on the recipient. One thing the new trade terms gave her was an excuse to pull Wildwood Retreat back toward actual crown control, rather than being its own entity ruled by a retired fourth-tier. Monat was actually quietly happy to cede some administrative control, and the extra trade would probably offset the ire of the merchants who were used to operating without oversight. 

In truth she was more than happy to deal with dragons after spending time trying to figure out how to diplomatically tell people Tarnil wasn’t going to let them do whatever they wanted anymore. She headed back to her dedicated teleport

and pulled herself to the council chamber, finding it empty but with a portal open on one side. 

 “Just go through the portal,”  Blue told her.  “I don’t think any of them can shift like Ansae so the conference room would be, uh, a little crowded.” 

“I can imagine,” she said, and walked through the indicated portal. On the other side was a space that obviously drew inspiration from the summit platform Blue had put together. 

There were three chairs raised up high on a marble platform, one for each of Blue’s Companions, overlooking a large marble square. They were close to The Silver Woe’s immense tower, the structure rising high above them, and it was no longer just an empty building. There were winged shapes flying about within it, leaving and heading her way. 

Iniri trusted Blue and was sure The Silver Woe wouldn’t let anything happen, but just in case one of the dragons decided to be entirely stupid she wanted a little bit of insurance. She conjured some [Sunmetal] and a few [Guardian Constellations], forming a protective rune on the marble in front of the chairs. After a moment, the marble seemed to grow upward, encasing the protection. 

 “Good idea,”  Blue said.  “I think it’ll be fine but never can be too careful. Taelah and Shayma are on their way.”  The last sentence seemed almost redundant as Shayma came through the portal a few seconds later, followed by Taelah. Shayma smiled and gave her a hug, and Taelah nodded before glancing at the incoming dragons, then down at the runes. 

“Thank you,” she told Iniri. 

“These  are dragons we’re dealing with,” she said by way of reply, and Taelah laughed. 

“I’m just trying to think of them like angry family heads,” 

Taelah confided. “Easier that way.” 

Iniri snorted in amusement at the idea and took a seat, settling herself to look imperious. The other two joined her, watching the dragons arrive. The new ones lined themselves up on the marble square of their own accord, with The Silver Woe

standing behind them and looking stern. There was a sort of whisper on the edge of her perception, which she guessed was Blue talking to one of the others in particular. A guess confirmed by Shayma speaking, using her illusion powers to amplify her voice. 

“Who is it that stands before Blue’s council?” Shayma’s question actually clarified a lot for Iniri. She was there in her role as Blue’s Companion and advisor, not as the Queen of Tarnil. For this, Shayma and Taelah were peers. In reply, the volcanic dragon at one end of the line took a half-step forward, heat shimmering from the glowing lines tracing over her craggy scales. 

“My name is Murayl Silam, and I seek a home.” She took a half-step back and the bulky earth dragon beside her stepped forward. When he spoke, it was in a low rumble that Iniri could feel through her feet. 

“My name is Huran Silam, and I seek a home.” The introductions went down the line, with each dragon requesting the same thing. 

“I will guarantee their behavior and see to their education,” the Silver Woe said after they had all repeated the request, her voice full of authority, and the younger dragons all seemed to shrink slightly. 

「Can you amplify my voice, too?」 Iniri sent to Shayma. 

「Of course. Taelah’s, as well.」 Shayma replied, glancing at Iniri before looking over to Taelah, getting an affirmative nod in return. 

“You have told us your names, and that you want a home,” 

Iniri began. “Which means you did not find a home where you came from. Do you have any assurance that whatever troubles drove you to come all this way will not follow you here?” The light dragon, Akanen, stepped forward to answer that, scales glowing yellow-white. 

“I was the least favored of my siblings,” he said bluntly. 

“Which was why I left my home and found my mate in a far distant land.” He gestured with a wing toward the shadow

dragon next to him. “When the pulse of strange Affinity came through, it gave her clan an excuse to eject us. Nor were we the only ones. All of us were originally under Clan Shadowscale or Clan Firewing, and none of us were on particularly good terms with the elders. This journey was an exile, if unsuccessful, or an expansion, if successful. But we have sworn ourselves to The Great Lady, the Silver Woe, and have forsaken any other clan bonds.” 

Translated, nobody was going to be looking for them very hard, and when someone did, they’d have to contend with The Silver Woe. It was far better than adopting some band of criminals, though the idea of a roving band of criminal dragons boggled the mind. But Taelah confirmed the truth of it over Companion Concord, the dragons were the most harmless kind of refugees. Insofar as dragons were harmless, anyway. 

She nodded to her fellow Companions and Taelah stirred, looking down at the petitioners. 

“The Great Lady said she will guarantee your behavior and your education, and that’s good.” Taelah smiled at them. “I’m looking forward to working with you all. But I want to make sure you understand you’ll need to listen to us, even if we aren’t dragons. The three of us will always be superior to you when it comes to Blue, and you’ll have to treat all of Blue’s inhabitants with respect.” 

The dragon that Iniri recognized as the one who had led the attack, Kesteni, stepped forward to answer that. She had to imagine there was some conversation going on that they couldn’t hear, to determine who answered what question, but it wasn’t anything Iniri could catch. For all she knew, the dragons all had telepathy or the like. 

“We recognize that we are not the elders here,” Kesteni said, though she didn’t look entirely happy about it. “Swearing our fealty to the Great Lady and to Blue means that they decide where we fit in with their other subjects.” 

“More than that,” Taelah said sharply. “We’ll be neighbors. 

You’ll be living in the Caldera with the Village, and there may be others as time goes on. Good neighbors know each other and respect each other, and this goes both ways. I expect you

to respect people in the Village, and in turn, they will respect you. You may not think humans have much to offer in that regard, but consider who you will be getting any food or goods from here in the Caldera.” 

The last point seemed to make Kesteni actually think, at least for a moment or two. Iniri took that as a good sign, and it probably meant The Silver Woe had made sure they would actually listen. Making stubborn people pay attention was a skill that was difficult to master. Shayma took up the thread from there. 

“You have some understanding, then, of what we expect from you. Tell us, what do you have to offer Blue?” Iniri nodded to herself; she knew Blue had already talked about it a little with Ansae, but unless someone spoke it with their own voice no agreement could be expected to hold. 

The dragons had clearly been coached for this answer, which was more or less what she expected. Just because their offerings weren’t spontaneous didn’t make them any less worthy, and in truth she would have thought less of them if they hadn’t prepared for it. What surprised her was that they had more to offer than just claws and teeth. 

Apparently, dragons had schooling. Iniri didn’t know too much about dragons, but she never would have guessed that, at least when they were young, they were properly raised and educated, though not in any customs of the continent of Orn. 

Which meant not only could they read and write at more than a basic level, but they could also perform mathematics, and knew how to estimate, appraise, and tabulate. Those were the sort of credentials she’d expect on administrative staff, which made her revise her idea of dragons by quite a bit. 

They also had proficiency in areas she’d never thought of as existing. Akanen knew something about  thaumic declinistics, and could convince natural mana flows to diverge rather than converge. Tekeenu was an expert on different variants of ice and how they flavored everything from mana Affinity to water taste. Yiule, one of the storm Affinity dragons, seemed to know more about weather systems than anyone but maybe The Hurricane. 

On the basis of pure experience she had to admit they had something for Blue. It was their attitude and actual loyalty that was at issue. It was clear that they were quite aware of how bad an idea it would be to test either Blue or The Silver Woe, but that was far from the best way to instill loyalty. The carrot tended to be better than the stick. Of course, given Blue’s habitation bonuses and abundant mana, he had a very big carrot indeed. 

Of the ten dragons, the only ones who sounded like they could become an issue were Kesteni, which was no surprise, and Vientus, one of the other shadow dragons. Kesteni simply because she was smarting from being defeated so easily, and Vientus because he seemed young and rebellious in general. 

Overall, a better outcome than she might have expected. 

“Not a bad batch, Blue,” she said quietly, expecting that he could hear it regardless. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Shayma waggle a finger and saw illusion mana wrap around them, granting them privacy. “Just keep an eye on Kesteni and Vientus so they don’t do something stupid.” 

 “Oh, I plan on it. Actually, Ansae’s said she’ll take responsibility to make sure that doesn’t happen, since she has more direct options than I do, but still. I’m not going to have them around anyone else until I’m more confident in them. I don’t want them going to the Village unannounced.” 

“No, they’ll need my approval for that,” Taelah said. “Some of them might be welcome, others will need some time to adjust to being Blue’s vassals.” 

 “You’re the boss when it comes to the Village. I assume it’s the same for wandering around Tarnil for you, Iniri. Not like they don’t have enough room in the Caldera.”  Iniri snorted at that. 

The Caldera was ten times the size of Tarnil, and considering the height of the rim walls they might have issues getting out of it without Blue’s help. 

“Correct, though if they actually can improve mana flows and the like, I wouldn’t mind them looking at Wildwood eventually. It’s changing already, though nobody is sure how it will turn out just yet.” Maybe this was a service that dragons

actually performed on the continents where they were more common. Certainly, Einteril was known to have some and House Anell hadn’t been driven from its lucrative bay city, so there was some degree of coexistence. 

 “Ooh, yeah, and that’s probably due to my extra and different mana. Plus stellar Affinity. I don’t know enough to tamper with that, either. Anyway, Shayma? What do you think?” 

“I think they all remember how I crashed two of them into the ground.” Shayma grinned. “They seem fine so far, and I think it would be nice for Ansae to have them around.” 

 “Very well, let’s have them swear their loyalty and then we’ll keep an eye on them.”  Shayma nodded decisively and dropped the privacy shroud. 

“Syrinu Mache, come forth to swear your loyalty,” she said. 

Iniri relaxed slightly, but kept watching. It would take some time, and Blue should know if she felt that any of them were halfhearted about their oaths. 

Day 189 - Sienne

Sienne was a little irked that she hadn’t been able to fight the dragons and Giorn had. That Shayma had! Her daughter had been a Classer less than six months and she was already catching up to Sienne, if not surpassing her. In level, though not actual experience. She had even somehow gotten her third tier already, which was just ridiculous. 

Unfortunately, for all that she would have loved to be part of that battle she was well aware her talents didn’t tend toward the nonlethal. At the very least she would have had to sever a limb or two if she wanted to get the attention of something that size, and nobody was very amenable after such an experience. 

Though they probably  would listen to The Silver Woe. 

It was still hard for her to believe that Shayma was on speaking terms – on a  first name basis – with the greatest and most terrible Power the world had ever seen. Sienne could feel The Silver Woe’s presence even from the beach house Shayma had invited them to, despite the tower of her lair being only a smudge in the far distance. Shayma herself didn’t seem to notice but to both her and her husband it was like feeling a storm sweeping in from the horizon. 

Still she was determined not to let that ruin some precious vacation time. Tarnil’s beaches were less than amazing, certainly nothing like the excellent expanse of sand that stretched in front of the sprawling bungalow of a building. It wasn’t something she’d been able to see since she left House Anell, to the point where she’d actually had to go commission a swimsuit at Wildwood simply because she didn’t have one. 

Giorn seemed to sense her woolgathering and provided a distraction by wrapping his arms around her, tucking her against his naked skin. She looked up at him, and the sight of that wet and muscled chest made her want to take advantage of him right that moment. He noticed the look in her eye and laughed, lowering his head to give her a kiss. 

“At least wait until we’re back inside,” he teased her. “We don’t want to embarrass our daughter too badly.” 

“You’re no fun,” she accused him, glancing around to see Shayma off swimming with her friends. They probably were too close to get away with anything more than groping. So she groped, and got a deep chuckle from Giorn that rumbled through her and made her want to drag him off to the house. 

“I’m pretty sure they’ve already noticed we’ve taken more than our fair share of trips inside.” 

“You’ve barely done any swimming at all, thanks to that.” 

Giorn said. “You can’t bask in the sun the entire time we’re here.” 


“I can too,” she said, sticking her tongue out at him. 

“Not that I don’t mind looking, but I don’t want to hear you complaining about it later on,” Giorn said, his low voice making her ears twitch. 

“I won’t— hey!” She squeaked as he picked her up, then hurled her bodily out over the water. She tucked her body and rolled, then hit the surface a hundred yards out in a nearly perfect dive. It had been ages since she had needed that skill but apparently her body remembered. The water was just the right temperature and almost perfectly clear, so much so that she could see the plants growing fifty feet or more below the surface. 

She resurfaced and spat water, giving Giorn a mock-glare, which only got a laugh from him. He was right, she really would have regretted missing a real swim, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t tease him back. Unfortunately the big lug was  so big she couldn’t properly dunk him, so she’d have to use trickery. Which he’d probably go along with anyway. There was a reason they got along so well. 

Sienne took a deep breath and then dove downward, all the way to the rocky bottom of the inland sea Blue had made. 

Glowing flowers and some outcrops of sparkling gems made her adventurer instincts twitch, but she couldn’t ransack any of Blue’s materials. Unfortunately. Even if he  was kind-of-sort-of her son-in-law, which itself was one of the most insane things

she could think of saying, he was still a Power and it wouldn’t do to steal from him. 

She pushed off the bottom and resurfaced to find Giorn floating on his back nearby. Obviously, she took the opportunity to splash him and make him splutter before diving down again. It was really too bad that Blue didn’t have anything in the way of fish, though to be fair monstrous fish would make playing around in the water far less carefree. 

After the past few years, they really needed carefree. Even after finally making it back to Tarnil and finding that her daughter was whole and unharmed – though betrothed to a Power and wasn’t  that a shock – the past few months had been tense and busy. Finally, though,  finally, things seemed to be stabilizing. 

There were still problems on the horizon, there always were. 

Sienne knew that leaving house Anell and hiding out on Orn would have consequences eventually, but completely locking Orn out of Anell’s trade was beyond what she’d ever imagined. Fortunately, that was more Blue’s problem than anyone else’s, and if anyone could go up against the giant trade cartel it’d be a Power. In fact, after seeing his

[Starlance], she was sure he could take care of them himself. 

She wasn’t much of one to rely on someone else’s protection, other than Giorn’s of course, but she had to admit it was rather nice having something like Blue in her corner when House Anell had been the enemy lurking in the background her whole life. Part of her itched to go after them herself, but that was just the void Affinity talking. Sienne would have to satisfy herself by taking advantage of Giorn for a couple hours — or maybe three or four. He looked  good after a swim. Sienne popped out of the water again and clambered onto Giorn’s broad chest, making him grin up at her. 

“Hello again, darling,” he said, which never failed to make her smile. 

“Hello,” she replied, grinning down at him. Then her smile faded a little as she considered him. “Do you ever miss your family, honey?” 

“I have all the family I need right here,” he replied promptly, and she snorted and thumped him, though not very hard. 

“You know what I mean,” she told him. 

“I know, I know. But, auntie Biyu came by every couple years before everything here in Tarnil fell over and caught fire. It’s not like I’m cut off the way you are.” He reached up and ruffled her ears, which made her flush and grab his hand before he riled her up too much. 

“I’m just thinking of Shayma,” she confessed. “She doesn’t have void Affinity, thank the gods, but she’s got aunts and uncles and probably cousins by now who do. What do I tell her about them? If Blue sends her out against Anell, she might have to fight her own family.” 

“They already sent out one of the Ell family to kill Queen Iniri,” Giorn pointed out. “It’s not like she doesn’t know that.” 

“Even so.” Sienne sighed and stretched out on top of Giorn as if he were a raft, floating on the gentle waves. She nestled her head up under his chin and tapped her fingers against his skin thoughtfully. “If Blue is going to be destroying House Anell’s power anyway, maybe we can convince him to cut the Ell branch loose?” 

“Most of your relatives are addicted to things that are best left unspoken,” Giorn said softly. “You’re right, they should be freed, and they’re mostly just victims of House Anell, but that doesn’t make them any less dangerous.” 

Sienne nodded, though Giorn wasn’t saying anything she didn’t already know. If anything, she was lucky she hadn’t been hooked by the same drugs or diversions that many void users found themselves gravitating to. Of course, some people found her constant affections toward Giorn rather tedious, but they didn’t understand the way void magic burnt out any sort of satiation, even when it was rarely used. 

“I suppose it just feels very strange to try and ask such a large favor from our daughter. What happened to the little girl who’d come to me to lift her up so she could reach the shelves?” 

“She grew up,” Giorn rumbled. “I’m just as amazed as you are. I thought she was going to be tiny forever.” 

“Everyone’s tiny compared to you,” Sienne said with a grin, poking Giorn again. 

“And yet she never asked  me to lift her up so she could get to the shelves.” 

“Of course not. That would be too easy.” She chuckled and Giorn craned his neck so he could look down at her properly. 

“That seems like only yesterday, and yet now she’s sort of married to a massive dungeon Power.” He frowned slightly. 

“Speaking of which, when do you think Blue is going to make an honest woman out of Shayma?” 

“If she’s anything like me,” Sienne said, kissing her way up his neck, “he does that every night.” 

Day 189 - Blue

I was a terrible person. After all this time I still hadn’t officially married Shayma, and it took Giorn’s comment to remind me. It was true that I hadn’t known Shayma that long in absolute terms, but the Bargain meant we had a permanent bond already and Shayma had expressed interest  months ago. 

In truth I should have married her before Taelah, but Shayma hadn’t pushed too hard and there just seemed to be too much going on. Not that it was an excuse. I had to fix that immediately. 

 “So, Shayma,”  I said, trying not to give away the fact that I was a terrible person who had forgotten about things.  “Now that we’ve got some downtime, I think we ought to finally get actually married.” 

“Oh!” Shayma blinked, then smiled brilliantly. “Yeah! It almost seems silly at this point, but yes.” 

 “Did you have anything in mind in terms of ceremony or the like?”  I was sure there had been weddings at some point since I’d taken over Tarnil, but I really didn’t pay much attention most of the time, so I didn’t really know what the normal expectation was. 

“When I was little I imagined a big adventurer wedding at Wildwood,” Shayma confessed. “Now that I’m older, though, I think something private and small would be fine,” Shayma assured me. “Something more like Taelah’s wedding.” 

 “I’ll get right on it,”  I told her, but I wasn’t convinced something so utilitarian was quite right for her. I shifted my focus over to Taelah, who was taking her time off in her garden.  “Taelah, Shayma and I are going to go ahead and get married now before anything else comes up. Shayma said something private and small would be fine but I’m not so sure.” 

“Oh?” Taelah took a moment to think that over, her eyes glinting as she slowly smiled. “Oh. I think I know how to

handle this. I bet Tessa still has her measurements, too. Oh, but could you have Annit and Keri come by without her soon? 

And will Ansae still be officiating?” 

 “I think I can swing that, and I’ll ask her.”  I swapped my attention to Ansae, who was sending the dragons on loops through the circle of complicated Climates I’d put around her tower. I wasn’t sure what kind of training it was supposed to be, but even if it was just Ansae amusing herself it really wasn’t my business. It would become my business when they went to pick out lairs, since I needed to support them the way I supported the village, but until then they were in Ansae’s tender mercies. 

 “Hey Ansae, I decided I need to get married to Shayma before something new comes up and we don’t have the time for it. 

 Could I prevail upon you to perform the ceremony like you did with Taelah? I can’t think of anyone else that really has the gravitas for the role.” 

“Gravitas, is it?” Ansae laughed, grinning a toothy grin. 

“Certainly, I would enjoy it.” 

 “Great, Taelah is in charge so I’ll let her know. I’m not sure what she’s planning but I’ll keep you informed.”  I was sure Ansae could keep herself informed directly, but she was busy, and I wouldn’t put it past her to bring the whole dragon tribe to the Village to ask a question if I left it up to her. I didn’t think anyone was ready for that. Ansae simply nodded and I flicked over to Iniri. 

 “Hey, Iniri, I’m going to finally get married to Shayma properly if you can spare some time today.”  I knew that I wreaked havoc with her schedule, but I could almost swear she secretly enjoyed it. 

“Fortunately, we’re still keeping quiet after the summit so I should be able to spare the time,” Iniri told me from her office. 

“Just give me some lead time.” 

 “Fantastic,”  I told her, and returned my attention to Shayma. 

 “Okay, while we’re getting things ready for that, I think I have enough spare firmament for you to make Sienne’s weapon,”  I told her.  “I know dowries work the complete opposite way but

 I kind of feel we should have it ready beforehand.”  While some of that firmament was for [Contained Stars], I didn’t want to keep making them just because. I’d end up flooding all of Orn with stellar mana and that wouldn’t go well at all. So the firmament and [Star Hearts] were more or less strategic reserve. 

“Oooh!” Shayma perked up immediately, glancing over at where her parents were cuddling. Heavily cuddling. “Right. 

I’ve been looking forward to trying out that new crafting knowledge and Skill and seeing how it all works. I’ll go work on that right now.” She paused a moment. “What’s a dowry?” 

 “Oh. Uh, some people have the tradition where the bride’s family provides a bunch of money to the new couple.” 

Apparently, that wasn’t a custom in Tarnil. 

“That just seems weird,” Shayma said, shaking her head before turning to Annit and Keri, who were lounging on blankets on the sand and holding hands. “I’m going to go do some forging,” she told them. “I’ll be back in a while, or if you want to leave just ask Blue. I’m sure he’ll get you where you need to go.” 

“Have fun!” Keri said, waving at Shayma before the fox-girl went into the beach house to change. I waited until Shayma had pulled on the teleport and put herself in the Smithery –

well, the Crafting Hall now – before I told Taelah she could come pick up Annit and Keri. She appeared by the beach house and, at my direction, made her way down to where the pair of them were stretched out in the sun. 

“Hello, you two,” Taelah said cheerfully. 

“Oh, hello Elder Taelah,” Keri said. 

“Elder Taelah,” Annit said more cautiously, looking a little uncomfortable to be caught out on the beach. 

“I hope you two have some time,” Taelah told them. “We’ve got to get you new dresses for Shayma’s wedding!” 

“Shayma’s what?” Keri blinked up at Taelah. “You mean she wasn’t already married to Blue?” 

“Not officially. But she will be soon! I’m just putting a little thing together.” Taelah grinned. “I need to have Tessa make Shayma a dress for it, and you two are her closest friends so you get some too.” 

“I’m not much for weddings at this point,” Keri confided. “I had to attend so many back home. But for Shayma I’ll make an exception!” 

“I’ve actually never been to a wedding,” Annit said. “I’d love to go to Shayma’s, so long as I don’t have to wear a dress. I have a proper southern-style outfit, though, and I could even bring my flute.” 

“Oh, definitely bring the flute,” Taelah said decisively. “Your southern outfit will be perfect, so long as I can convince Tessa to leave you be,” she added with a smile. “After all, it’s about getting dressed up, not about the exact outfit.” 

 “Honestly I should pay Tessa for her work. She may be part of the Village, but she probably can’t afford to do that for free. In fact you’ll need to figure out what would be good as a reward for doing such a good job with the summit. I’m a bit stymied on what would be appropriate.” 

“We could use more for our smiths to do, maybe? Perhaps get some different animals in,” Taelah answered distractedly as Keri and Annit headed back to the house to change. “I don’t think Tessa would accept anything, not after what you’ve done for Suna.” 

 “Okay, that’s fair enough.”  Plus it wasn’t like Tessa had to pay rent to a landlord. Or rather, I was the landlord, and I wasn’t about to kick her out. So long as she could get the raw cloth fiber, she could make everything without having to buy any additional supplies.  “For the metals, we do have ore veins now! I can show you. Or, I just had an idea. I should get one of the dragons to show people. They’re supposed to be working on exploring the various Climates anyway.”  I’d still have to make portals or something so people could  get to the areas to mine, but there was no need for me to gift them raw metal. 

That felt more in the spirit of the Bargain anyway.  “For animals I’ll probably eventually get the trait for it but until

 then, it may be something to get from Kinul when they come by.” 

“We’ll want to wait a little on the dragons until I’m sure everyone is prepared for them, but it will be good to have a mine, especially if it’s soon.” Taelah said, tapping her chin with a forefinger. “We may even want to make a little outpost. 

We’d need more people though, so that’s not likely to happen anytime soon.” 

I wasn’t sure about that. A mining outpost might be perfect for the Scalemind to populate. They’d still be underground, but it would give them regular contact with people. Plus they’d be in my Caldera which I considered my main living area. The caverns where they were didn’t have any of the Climate benefits really, so it’d be good to put them somewhere that did. 

Which I could probably do once I had some way for them to get food aside from hunting around the Underneath. 

That was woolgathering for another time, though. While Taelah dragged Annit and Keri off and Shayma started fiddling with the [Firmament], I made myself useful by expanding my array of [Mana Diamond Anvils]. Since I had to trigger them manually I didn’t plan to run all of them all the time, but having a bunch I could kick into use in case of an emergency wasn’t a bad idea. 

I knew that Iniri’s Artifact – or at least, her gift that I was going to make her – was next on my list after Shayma finished making the Firmament rapier for her mother, but what I was thinking of for that needed more supermaterials as well as everyone’s input. It would be so much easier on me if I could figure out a way to automate or even partially automate the Anvils. 

 “So, Taelah,”  I said, deciding to ask an expert. I could have asked Shayma, but she was deep in her forging groove.  “I’m trying to figure out a better way to use these mana diamond anvils so I can provide more supermaterials. Any tricks that you use for parallel production or the like?” 

“Tricks?” Taelah frowned thoughtfully. “Not so much. Other than doing thing in big batches.” 

 “Hmm.” 

“Don’t you have that Field that superimposes things? Couldn’t you just join your anvils together like that?” 

 “Oh my god I am an idiot.”  Here I was trying to think of normal, mundane ways to speed up automation when instead I needed to be using my magical tools, however nonsensical they might be. Some Power I was. 

I had enough free experience to boost [Spatial Overlay] to eight, meaning I could connect three areas of space together and effectively allowed me to merge three anvils into one. I set up a little row to test with, linking the three chambers with the Field and then trying to insert three milli-units of silver. There was a moment of confusion, though I wasn’t sure if it was my confusion at what was going on or the Field-Anvil amalgam trying to sort out the inventory system, and then the three Anvils were filled. That meant I could trigger them all at once. 

Just like that, I made things three times easier on myself and it was something I could have done far, far earlier. Which wasn’t surprising, really. 

In a way it didn’t really improve my throughput, but it did make things a  lot easier on me, and if I eventually boosted Spatial overlay again, I could make it even more efficient. It seemed a shame I didn’t get a new version of the [Mana Diamond Anvil] but considering how extreme it was to begin with, it wouldn’t surprise me if it never got any upgrades. 

Actually, I was maybe a little surprised the mana ripple from the Anvil itself didn’t break the Field, even if so far the ripple hadn’t done anything but make people uncomfortable. 

While I was poking around at the Anvils, Shayma was hammering away at the [Firmament] I’d supplied. I didn’t know too much about magic smithing but I could see right away that her technique was different, her actions more deliberate and controlled. She was even using her [Abstract Mana Shaping] to form runes over the metal each time she hit it, though I didn’t think it was quite the same technique as Wright used. 

Either way, Sienne’s new rapier was taking shape. Shayma seemed to be going for a long, thin, double-edged thing, which more or less was the definition of a rapier but even for that it seemed pretty flat. Obviously she was taking advantage of the indestructability of [Firmament] by making it somewhat thinner than a normal sword, though I couldn’t imagine she’d want it too much thinner. Even though Skills did the bulk of the work I had to imagine Sienne would want a sword with at least  some heft to it. 

In the end though, Shayma knew her mom better than I did and probably had something specific in mind. It was unfortunate that the sword couldn’t be made with anything other than Firmament, but since I was lacking any void mana there was only so much I could have done anyway. 

Considering what I knew about void, it was probably for the best I didn’t have it, in the end. 

On Taelah’s end, she’d gotten Keri and Annit over to Tessa’s clothier shop and was talking with Miss Burnhade. I was glad it was Taelah and not me from the glint the old woman got in her eye when Taelah mentioned  wedding cake. I didn’t think the Village would be up to more effort after the nearly week-long cooking and cleaning marathon for the summit, but it turned out Taelah wasn’t intending to get everyone involved. 

Just Tessa, Miss Burnhade, and some carpenters. 

The latter spent about thirty minutes putting together a little gazebo out on the Village square. I’d seen crafting Skills in action of course, but it was still odd seeing something like that come together so quickly with only muscle power. Being able to bend seasoned timber without breaking it and without needing to steam it was absolutely a useful magic. It also reminded me that despite the fact that I could theoretically make this sort of thing myself, I couldn’t make it nearly as well. I just didn’t quite have the eye or the experience to make stuff that looked fine quality. The best I could do was well-polished stone. 

 “Oooh I almost forgot. Maybe One-Eye-Green ought to be invited to the wedding too?”  I asked Taelah, though I was pretty sure she’d say yes. I hadn’t spotted anything that looked

like marriage ceremonies or the like among the Scalemind, so maybe this would be a good influence. In truth, I didn’t know if it would even make sense for them. I still wasn’t entirely certain how their biology worked, what with the massive sexual dimorphism, though on a long enough timescale I’d find out, I supposed. 

“Oh, absolutely. Give me a moment to wrap things up here and you can send me down there to fetch her.” By the set of her jaw I could tell she wasn’t completely comfortable with the idea. Taelah was perfectly fine with the Scalemind when they were in  her village, but she was less enamored of heading down into their area. 

I always kept a close eye on my people when they went down there. Cuts-Like-Cold and Dreams-Ahead had a firm grip on their people, but they were all telepathic monsters, and they were capable of damage even by accident. So far there hadn’t been any incidents, but I wasn’t fully comfortable with them just yet. My bias, if I had to admit it, was less about their monster status or even their looks as the fact that they were still a tribal society. Those tended to be hazy on concepts like privacy and personal rights. 

One-Eye-Green had a simple wooden house near the teleport point, though I wasn’t sure if a one-room cabin was exactly a house, and she came out the moment Taelah appeared. 

“Hello Missus Taelah!” One-Eye-Green said cheerfully. 

“Hello, One-Eye-Green,” Taelah replied, though she looked a little strained. “I see that you’re working on getting roofs over your head.” 

“Yes! I don’t quite understand why since the ceiling is not crumbly, but it is still nice!” That was actually something I hadn’t considered. There was probably a distinct architecture for the Underneath, one that actually made use of the fact that everything was underground, and maybe instead of the Village I should get the Stoneborn to meet up with the Scalemind. 

Though, as ambulatory geodes, they didn’t have much in common with the Scalemind anatomy-wise. I hadn’t taken a close look at them, but I might not even recognize their tools. 

“I suppose you wouldn’t get much weather down here,” Taelah said agreeably. “But having your own space is worth it. I was just stopping by to see if you wanted to come to Shayma’s wedding.” One-Eye-Green opened her muzzle, then closed it, her tail wriggling, and I didn’t know what was going on. 

“What’s a wedding?” She asked after a moment, and I realized that she had probably been trying to keep herself from plucking the information out of Taelah’s head. At some point I would love to get mind Affinity so I could have telepathy circlets made for everyone who was going to come in contact with the Scalemind. For the moment, One-Eye-Green wearing it was probably the best compromise. 

I was glad that Taelah had experience explaining things to children, because I wouldn’t have known where to start with One-Eye-Green’s question. It was enough for her to go with Taelah back to the Village, at least, though I had a suspicion she was bored when she was at home. Though, if she was doing some sort of telepathic lecturing, it wouldn’t look much different from just sitting around, so I probably shouldn’t judge. 

Shayma, of course, had no idea all this was going on and I wasn’t about to spoil the surprise for her. Besides, she was fully concentrated on making Sienne’s new sword. Obviously it was slower going for her than it was for Wright, but it was looking really damn impressive to me. What was really amazing was that as she worked on the length of the blade it went from a dark steel color to something that looked like enamel white. 

 “That looks awesome. How did you do that?”  I asked, when she took a break. 

“My [Domain of the Trickster] lets me use [Customization],” 

Shayma explained. “I really need to look over your Status again since I can use  your Skills too. Anyway, it makes it a lot easier to change the [Firmament]. And yes, considering how void looks I thought I’d give mom’s weapon the exact opposite image when she was using it normally.” 

 “That is fantastic. I’m just not going to have any crafting to do now, not with you on the job.”  Shayma laughed. 

“I can’t make staffs that can become a half-mile long, so I’m sure you’ll still need to work,” she told me, switching to a smaller hammer to work on the blade’s edge. It was probably a good thing she had [Customization] available, because it wasn’t like she could use a grinder. I wasn’t sure how

[Customization] compared to the actual crafting Skill in how well it got things done, but since Shayma was using them in conjunction with each other, it didn’t much matter. 

It did look pretty amazing as she finished with the blade and started working on the hilt. [Customization] definitely did a lot of heavy lifting there, as she pulled out the rough shape of a basket hilt with quillons by hand, but then she got smaller tools and started filling in details. 

Each quillon got a little fox at the very end for decoration, and the dome of the guard was etched with a spiraling fractal in obvious homage, one end swooping downward to protect the grip. The grip itself was just textured metal, since any wrapping would burn off at the first use, and the pommel was a small sphere with a matching fractal design. 

The whole thing was sheer, unrelieved white, looking not even quite like a metal with the flat luster that Shayma had given the thing. It was a bit stark, but it did look incredibly impressive, especially since it was made entirely out of a single piece of metal. Shayma stepped back to regard it, then frowned and exercised her [Customization] again. The grip turned pure, matte black, starting just after the basket and ending just before the pommel, setting off the rest of the sword. 

“Done,” Shayma said, picking up the sword and holding it out, giving it a few swipes. She’d tested it now and again throughout the forging process, but with the finishing touches it was far more impressive. After giving it that test she pulled up some identification runes, and I read over her shoulder since I was never sure whether my overlay was anywhere near accurate. 

 [The Imperishable Blade]

 [Indestructible]

 [Buffers user against void Skill use]

It was simple, but it was all that it needed to be. Without involving any Affinity mana or materials I was a little surprised that Shayma had managed to get any effects on the blade at all, but obviously the information from Wright had helped. 

[The Imperishable Blade] wasn’t an Artifact, that much was obvious, but there really wasn’t any problem with that. It wasn’t really necessary and in truth I wasn’t sure a void Affinity Artifact would be a good idea. Especially an indestructible void Affinity Artifact. That wasn’t something I wanted to be responsible for unleashing on the world. 

 “Well, that is all kinds of impressive,”  I told Shayma.  “I bet Sienne will love it.” 

“I just hope it works like I think it does!” Shayma said, giving the sword a spin and then laying it down on her worktable. 

“Just need to put together a sheath for this and then I can go give it to mom.” Shayma paused for a moment. “Assuming that mom and dad aren’t, ah, busy.” 

 “Not at the moment,”  I assured her, after risking a brief glance.  “I should probably see about making some place with more waves. I think they’d have fun.”  My pseudo-ocean waves weren’t terribly impressive, but Giorn had still managed to body-surf his way onto shore with Sienne standing on his back. Shayma’s parents were silly and it was great. 

For the sheath, Shayma used leather from their Wildwood hunts along with some tayantan wood and ordinary steel. It came out as white as the blade had and looked pretty swank despite not having any particular magical benefits. If I’d had any extra it might have been tempting to make the sheath out of firmament too, as it wasn’t like she could dull the blade with incidental friction against it, but that would have been overkill. 

Shayma popped back to the beach house just as her parents were coming out of the shower, washing the salt water off so they could change back into normal clothes, as that section of Shore actually was salt water. I set up some stone and wood pillars nearby as they dressed, since Sienne would want to test her sword, then after some consideration made an iron one as well. It probably just wasn’t satisfying to slice through normal material when using a void weapon. 

“Hi, mom! Hi, dad!” Shayma greeted them as they stepped out onto the porch of the beach house. The sword wasn’t visible yet, hidden in Shayma’s [Pocket Space]. I had the sense she was anticipating a dramatic reveal. 

“Hello again, stranger.” Giorn grinned at her. 

“Daaad,” Shayma said with faux resentment, then laughed. 

“Actually! I have something for mom that Blue and I put together.” 

 “That’s honestly giving me more credit than I deserve. I just ran the Anvils.” 

“That Blue and I put together,” she repeated, with a bit more emphasis and a roll of her eyes to show she was talking to me. 

Shayma held out her hands, the portal to her pocket space sweeping left to right with a deliberate slowness, revealing first the sheath of the sword lying across one palm and then the other, before the hilt appeared and the portal closed. 

Holding her hands out, she presented it to Sienne. 

“Is this…?” Sienne didn’t even finish the sentence, taking the sword gingerly and putting her hand on the grip, but not quite drawing it. 

“[The Imperishable Blade],” Shayma told her. “Try it.” 

 “I set up a little target area for her off to the side,”  I told Shayma, though she probably had noticed that already. In reply, Shayma just stepped to one side and gestured toward the pillars with one hand. 

Sienne slowly drew the pure white sword from the pure white sheath, handing the latter off to Giorn as she settled into a bladework stance, making a few cuts, jabs, and feints. Then

she nodded and stepped forward to try the sword out on the pillars I’d made. They weren’t quite mannequins but that didn’t seem to matter. Sienne’s [Anell Style Bladeplay] meant she could cut through the wood and the plain stone  without having to resort to void Skills. Which was damn impressive. 

She fairly danced around the pillars, slicing off chunks or whole tops, before turning to the iron. The sword went black as she invoked her void Skill, and whispered straight through the pillar once, twice, a dozen times before it crumbled into pieces. Then she tossed [The Imperishable Blade] to her left hand and stared at her right, which for once  wasn’t skinless and bleeding. 

“This is not something I’ve ever even dreamed of,” Sienne said after a moment, and closed her eyes, taking a deep, shuddering breath. I was pretty sure I knew what was going on, and paying attention to my overlay proved it. 

Sienne had gone from a level 51 [Void Rapier Inheritor] to a level 51 [Imperishable Void Rapier]. The Class evolution was more like Keri’s than any of Shayma’s. Keri had been a few levels past the normal breakpoint of Class evolution too, though I was certain that the reason Sienne had been stuck was that she didn’t know how to move forward without the void destroying too much. With [The Imperishable Blade], she suddenly had an entirely different future and her Class showed it. 

 “Might want to break out the status runes,”  I told Shayma. 

 “Looks like your mom tiered up.” 

Shayma actually clapped her hands with glee but waited until Sienne stirred of her own accord and came back, sheathing her weapon.  Then she launched herself at Sienne yet was still somehow beaten by Giorn who wrapped them both up in a spine-cracking bear hug. It was a good thing both of them were high-level Classers. 

“Ha ha! I told you that you’d get it,” he said. 

“Only because Blue and Shayma are so generous,” Sienne replied, muffled by the fact that her face was pressed against his chest. She reached up and slapped lightly against his

shoulder. “Give me some breathing room, you big lug.” 

Shayma just laughed into the crook of Giorn’s elbow. 

 “I really did owe Sienne a favor though,”  I said as Giorn set them down again. Nothing like void magic to make sure there were no remnants of dungeonbane weaponry hiding out in Tarnil’s mountains. The very thought made me itch. 

“Blue says he owed you,” Shayma told her, this time actually getting a proper hug. “Not to mention that I wanted to make it.” 

“It is a kingly gift,” Sienne said, resting her hand on the pommel. “Or a queenly one.” 

“I’m glad it worked as well as it did,” Shayma said happily. I watched the Ells chat for a little bit, then Taelah called my name. I swapped my attention over to her while she was making her way back toward the teleport point in the town center. 

“I’m not sure how much you want to surprise Shayma with it,” 

she was saying, “but I can come get her any time.” 

 “Let me alert Ansae and Iniri and we’ll go ahead with things.”  Obviously Taelah could talk to Shayma and Iniri through [Companion Concord] but for something like this I thought I ought to take charge at least a little. Both of them were fairly un-busy and needed five to ten minutes before they arrived, but when I relayed that to Taelah she turned around and started heading back toward the gazebo. 

“I need to warn everyone about Ansae,” she said, even though I hadn’t even asked a question. Apparently her mom-instincts had evolved to wife-instincts while I wasn’t paying attention. 

 “Okay, fair enough.”  It was true that Ansae hadn’t actually been to the Village yet, in either form, and while they were at least academically aware of whose tower was in the middle of the Caldera it wasn’t the same as actually encountering the reality of a giant dragon. Even if they were used to strange things, the people of the Village might still have issues with Ansae herself. 

Ansae came winging in and landed near the fate tree, though I noticed she gave herself a little bit of distance from the thing. 

It was interesting to see that she had such respect for what was essentially an inanimate object, but it seemed everyone smart was careful about fate Affinity. I’d already planted the tree though, so done was done. With that taken care of, Taelah went back to get Shayma in person, teleporting over to the beach house and approaching the Ells where they were seated on the porch. 

“Hello, the house,” Taelah said, halting at the porch steps. 

“I’ve come to invite you all to join me. It’s time for Shayma to finally marry Blue and everything is ready in the Village.” 

Giorn looked instantly suspicious at that, glancing around as if he could locate me spying on him. Hopefully I wouldn’t have to admit I really had been reminded of it by his comments. 

“Oh, finally!” Sienne sprang up, hauling Shayma with her. 

“It’ll make me feel better when it’s official. You  are going to give me grandchildren, aren’t you?” She asked, poking Shayma’s belly. 

“Eventually, mom,” Shayma groaned, then looked suspiciously at Taelah. “Everything is set up, hmm? Why does it sound like you got put in charge of the wedding?” Taelah just looked innocent, which she was exceptionally good at. 

“Stop stalling and let’s go,” Sienne said, poking Shayma again. 

“Alright, mom! We’re going!” Shayma said, escorting her parents to the teleport point. When they got to the Village square Taelah hauled Shayma off to change. Iniri appeared while they were busy and made her way to the gazebo, grabbing a glass of punch and chatting with the Ells. Although technically I could have seen what Tessa had made for Shayma and her friends, I tried to be polite and focus on the venue, so I’d be properly surprised. At the same time, I moved the Companion Core normally kept in Shayma’s house to be over in front of Ansae, to give me a physical presence at the wedding. 

When Shayma emerged, she was in a flowing blue dress and clutching a bouquet of chrystheniums very reminiscent of the first one I’d made her. I had no idea if Taelah knew about that or if it was coincidence, but it was a nice touch. Keri had a white dress and Annit had a southern pseudo-tartan jacket and kilt thing, but in much more subdued colors than her other one. 

Taelah clapped her hands and directed people to line up in front of Ansae, which was probably good because she was eyeing the gazebo and the big cake Miss Burnhade had made. 

Another few minutes and there might not have been a cake left. That, or Taelah and Ansae would have a showdown and I didn’t want that either. 

While Shayma approached Ansae and my core, Annit produced a flute from her pocket and started playing with a solemn air. It was completely unfamiliar to me, but as she played people straightened their backs and looked more attentive, watching Shayma arrive in her new dress. When Shayma stopped in front of Ansae the tune wound down and silence fell. 

“Attend, all,” Ansae said, turning serious and releasing maybe a little bit of her Presence, but not enough to flatten anyone in attendance. “We are here to witness the marriage of Shayma Ell and the Power Blue.” 

“Shayma Ell, you have already given yourself to Blue body and soul through a Bargain,” Ansae said, looking at Shayma with as stern a look as I’d seen. “Today, you rededicate yourself to him. Blue, you have made Shayma your Voice and your representative, but today you swear yourself to her as a partner. Do you have your vows?” 

“I do,” Shayma said, standing straight and speaking clearly. I was sure she’d had them for a while. “I vow to love and support Blue, to do what he can’t and be where he must. I vow to stand with him and for him, always.” Damn. That was one hell of a vow. 

“Blue?” Ansae asked. Fortunately I’d been thinking about mine on and off for a while too, and more closely since I realized this was going to happen imminently. 

 “I vow to love and protect Shayma, to stand behind her choices and desires, to uphold her independence and her freedom.”  A little bit different than most, but I needed to address the control that I had over her by virtue of the Bargain. 

 “I vow to honor and keep her, always.”  The last was cribbing her lines but they were so good I couldn’t resist. 

“I pronounce you wed,” Ansae said formally, and at that precise moment a white blossom sprouted on the Tree of Eschaton. That was either a very good sign, or a very bad one. 

Day 192 - Blue

Just like with Taelah, my honeymoon with Shayma was three full days of my focused attention. We’d been together for some time, though, so it wasn’t like it was just debauchery; she actually spent a lot of time smithing things and we talked about possible project and plans. Sometimes it was just about little alterations to the beach house or the beach itself. Just things that were hers and mine, like raising the question of whether she wanted children as well, now that the immediate danger was passed. She brought it first, though, before I could figure out the best way to ask. 

“I think I want to wait until I see Taelah’s,” Shayma told me. 

“Not that I doubt your abilities or anything,” she added with a grin. “For now, maybe another dungeon seed. I don’t think I need any new Affinities.” That seemed entirely reasonable to me. 

At night I worked on experiments. I had a number of things I needed to do: find some way to deal with Annit and Keri’s depletion, start on Artifacts for Iniri and Taelah, consider some sort of weapon for Shayma, see if I could replace or upgrade some of my Dungeon mechanics by substituting in supermaterials, and generally check to make sure I hadn’t missed things. Which I probably had. 

One of the most useful things would be to get better storage crystals if I could convince the dungeon system to, say, use

[Hyperthaumic Phase-Condensed Aurum] and [Firmament]

instead of just plain gold and steel. Unfortunately, it seemed I couldn’t integrate materials into my existing crystals without breaking them, and while I tried putting a matrix of Aurum and [Firmament] into a chunk of quartz and shoving mana at it, I didn’t get an additional type of storage crystal. 

Frankly that didn’t surprise me. Tor Kot had mentioned that the storage crystals were a standard part of a dungeon setup, so they were probably less prone to alteration or creation than some of the fabrication stuff I’d gotten the system to accept. 

Blindly fumbling at things early on seemed to have worked, but after all the low-hanging fruit was plucked it seemed I needed to have some specific idea of what I was doing. 

To that end I tried to be more deliberate with my experiments regarding Annit’s problem. I couldn’t just crudely shove dungeon stuff at materials and hoped it worked. Instead, I considered the problem from the perspective of dealing with souls. Since [Purification] fixed the soul, it had to address the fundamental soul structure, and that was something I could actually see. It was insanely complex, yes, but I had all the hours when Annit and Keri were sleeping to study and copy out their soul structures. 

I was making models, tiny ones, out of [Hyperthaumic Phase-Condensed Argentum]. Fortunately, they weren’t gaining much experience with Shayma taking a break from adventuring, so there weren’t many changes. The fundamental shape didn’t change much anyway, only the fine tips of the complicated structure where new growth happened. Tier changes were where real changes happened and those were far away as yet. 

I couldn’t guess at the structure which had been torn off from Annit’s soul by Depletion, even if I could see the raw wounds of it, and I had to hope that the Skill would fill in some of those details if it had a starting point. It was a lot of exacting work, and even with the extra ease of using Anvils it took a good chunk of supermaterial output. I wasn’t sure exactly how I would use those models to deal with things, but it felt like I was on a right enough track to spend the time on them, even if it would take days and days. It’d never be something I could mass-produce, but it was better than nothing. 

Mass production was something that had been on my mind, too. I wasn’t sure it even  applied in a place where intent and Skills were a thing, or if it did, that it would be particularly worthwhile. I knew that there wasn’t an actual lack of technology, despite how little I’d seen in Tarnil, but since it was magical technology I didn’t know quite how to read it. 

The monorail I’d seen in Invernir was inspirational, but I shouldn’t just wholesale put something like that up across

Tarnil, even if I could. Major economic disruption wasn’t my call to make or my task to perform. Even if I just restricted myself to the Caldera, I could just put in portals wherever I wanted so stuff like that was not as useful as it might be. I really wanted to do some sort of magitek infrastructure, but I wanted it to be  useful, not just a vanity project. Considering that the Village already had heating, cooling, and plumbing in even the remote farmhouses, I didn’t have much I could easily work on. Except I did have the ability to make [Adamant Stone], which was the base material for Status Sigils, and those seemed to be very important and useful. 

I glanced at the ones that existed and shaped a few pieces of

[Adamant Stone] to the proper size. Considering that it needed magic to run, I added in a little bit of [Core Lattice Anecrux], but I couldn’t do the finishing touches myself. I just had chunks of [Energized Adamant Stone] ready for carving. It was really irritating that I couldn’t even do runes, since from what I understood they were actually standardized, to get around some of the issues with intent-based magic. 

Shayma was happy to turn them into fully-functional

[Energized Status Sigils] in between playing around with metal. I handed four of them off to Taelah, since there was no reason not to, and four more to Iniri to make sure she had extra. At least one for the Palace and one to replace the Sigil that had been taken from Meil. They were easy enough for me to make, so I might as well. 

For those three days Shayma wasn’t the only one crafting. 

Taelah was focused on her own pursuits, including the task I’d set her and nearly forgotten about. I wasn’t expecting Taelah to suddenly laugh and hold up a plant and shout my name. 

“Blue, husband! I did it!” The overlay agreed with her exclamation. 

 Taelah Marn has gained [Phantasmal Druid] experience. 

 Dungeon gains 44,831 experience from Companion Taelah Marn. 

 “Did what now?”  I peered at the plant, which had a single flower with a deep grey bowl. The overlay labeled it  [Gravity

 Chrysthenium].  “Oh! Awesome!”  It was interesting that I hadn’t gotten it in my system yet, but I probably needed to actually have it planted so my dungeon biology could interface with it. 

“It was very odd. I had to change the actual physical look of the flower before the Affinity would catch,” Taelah mused. 

 “I guess that makes sense. They’ve all done something to look at least vaguely like their Affinity.” 

“But why a bowl for gravity?” 

 “Because gravity pulls down, I suppose?”  The distortion of space and time due to gravity was far more complex than that, but the idea of a gravity well physically looking like a bowl was a handy enough metaphor and probably good enough to start when it came to magic. 

“Hm.” Taelah pursed her lips. “It doesn’t seem to be doing anything either.” 

 “I think you have to plant it. I’m pretty sure they don’t do anything unless they’re connected to me.”  Taelah immediately stepped outside and placed the plant into the dirt of her garden, her Skills meaning she didn’t need more than her bare hands to plant it properly. 

 [Gravity Chrysthenium] discovered. Aligns local gravity. 

The various Climates placed the [Gravity Chrysthenium] only sparsely, mostly concentrated on steep slopes. That meant the vast majority of them were spaced around the Caldera walls, resulting in areas where, in theory at least, people could walk up a near-vertical slope. It wasn’t the whole perimeter, just a few places here and there. It would be a few days yet until I could get gravity Sources and thus start properly producing gravity Affinity materials, but I was absolutely looking forward to that when it happened. 

 “You are amazing, Taelah,”  I told her, and got a smug smile with a hint of a blush. 

“Thank you, husband,” she replied. 

I wasn’t sure how I was going to get space or time or mind Chrystheniums, not yet, but if Taelah could create a new one then it was probably just a matter of time. The Scalemind used mind magic Affinity all the time, so there was surely some way they could help. That, plus maybe asking Ansae about it. I couldn’t imagine where in the world mind magic collected naturally. 

The Scalemind were actually first on my list for the meeting once the honeymoon was over. They had been monstrously helpful so far and good enough guests, so I owed it to them to give them some useful guidance. So far I hadn’t given them that guidance, and while I had some thoughts I figured it wouldn’t hurt to solicit some extra opinions. 

“It seems it’s more like something  they need to do,” Shayma pointed out, lounging back in her chair and looking around at the rest of the council. 

“The demihumans I saw come out of the Great Dungeons some, oh, several thousand years ago seemed to have done so all on their own.” Ansae rumbled. 

 “Ansae, did you notice, when they came out, were they tribalistic or had they started to specialize?” 

“Tribalistic? I’m not certain I know what you mean by that. 

They were certainly more organized than monsters.” 

 “That’s what I thought. It sounds like when they’re in the Dungeon they’re put under pressure to start the tool cycle. Not the way I would have done it, especially since they can’t be properly sedentary until they leave the dungeon, but I can see the logic. If the iterative mindset is how they get connected to the Akasha, we need to start from first principles.   Of course the Scalemind are pretty well fucked in that regard since neither of their adult forms are really capable of advanced tool manipulation.”  I had been musing aloud in hopes that someone had input, but apparently I’d lost them somewhere along the way. 

“You sound like you’ve done this before,” Ansae pointed out. 

 “Well, I mean. I’ve been involved.” 

“I’m really curious how you could have been involved in that but not know how it works with dungeons,” Iniri said, raising her eyebrows. “If it’s something you can share, of course.” 

“Yes,” said Ansae, grinning wide. “Do tell.” 

 “Um,”  I said. Most of the time it didn’t come up, even to me. 

It wasn’t like it mattered if I told them, but actually couching it in something that didn’t require hours and hours of explanation was a tricky thing. There was a surprising amount of technological and societal development on Orn, but they didn’t really have the referents. Though when I thought about it, that wasn’t quite true, and it made my presence in the first place slightly more understandable. 

 “Where I’m from, my purpose was actually to create an Akasha,”  I said, which was effectively true, if phrased differently than my operating parameters.  “There were many versions of me that lived out various sorts of lives, then came back together and sort of put it all together. I’m probably one of those shards, since I don’t have access to that Akasha I made.”  Gestalt seeds, synthetic intelligences, designer habitats, none of those would really mean much to the people here. 

The truth was I was  obviously not the prime, since I was both in standard life mindset and didn’t have any of the databases or the full gestalt. The prime version probably wouldn’t have worked anyway, given the relationship between dungeon and akasha and the general system of magic so far as I understood it. On the other hand, the lack of database access meant that I only had a human mind’s worth of memories — working as intended, for a shard, but slightly annoying in the position I found myself. 

Generally it was not in my nature to dwell on things like that, since a gestalt that did nothing more than consider itself was kind of useless, but at this point I was pretty sure I had been stuck into a dungeon because it  sort of matched what I was meant to do. Aside from being nominally designed for humanoid bodies, which this wasn’t, but in the end I was probably better at coping with that than most would be. 

“Wait, so you’re some sort of spirit thing?” Shayma asked curiously. 

 “I guess? Kind of? I don’t know what I am here. Where I came from didn’t have magic.” 

“That explains your knowledge,” Ansae said thoughtfully. 

“Everything you learned had to be learned in an entirely different perspective.” 

“Where  did you come from then?” Taelah said, frowning. 

 “I’m not even really sure at this point. It could be nearby, or it could be another dimension or something. I’m guessing, though I have no proof, that the gods snagged me for this —

 but it’s possible that the general world magic just pulled me out of a transmission and put me inside a core since that’s what I matched up with anyway.” 

“If it weren’t for the timing, I would suspect the latter over the former,” Ansae tapped her claws against the table. “Even brief contact with the gods would likely have been unforgettable. 

Perhaps not even survivable, from what I know. But getting Depletion immunity now…” She didn’t have to voice the obvious implication. 

 “To be fair, I’m not sure that was requisite. I had the Purification option early on, so I don’t think I started with the Depletion immunity, but if there’s meddling from higher up it’s easy to just go in circles questioning what was planned and what was coincidence.”  For all I knew, the exploded core from the first cave was a less fortunate version of myself. 

“I did use a fate-based Skill to find you,” Shayma said thoughtfully. “I wonder if it was something to do with fate Affinity instead of the gods?” 

 “Honestly we could speculate all day,”  I said, not entirely comfortable with reflecting on it myself.  “I’ll let you know if I find something else out though. For now, well, I’ll probably need to talk to One-Eye-Green, Dreams-Ahead, and Cuts-Like-Cold about how they need to start. Taelah, if you could track down any crafters who have gone through the process of iterating tools and can speak about what they were thinking.” 

Apparently, my attempt to change the subject was good enough, because both Shayma and Taelah nodded, the latter actually making notes on some paper. Actual paper, not parchment, though I wasn’t certain where it came from. 

Maybe someone in the Village was starting to make the stuff. 

 “Next, I have several crafting projects that I can’t do on my own. Well, not easily anyway. I have a defensive artifact to make for Iniri, some gloves to make for Taelah, and then there’s the entire floating fortress. We need to figure out something that will let both me and Shayma control it, as well as giving the thing weapons. I’m thinking Iniri’s [Starlance]

 primarily, and then my big [Starlance] as the main gun. Power the whole fortress with a star too, plenty of mana there. Oh! I also need to make a weapon for Shayma, and given the whole shapeshifting-illusion thing I have no idea how to work it so it’s something to think on in the background.” 

“I assume that both Iniri’s and Taelah’s items will be using stellar mana.” Ansae didn’t exactly ask it. “I have been working on the rune vocabulary for stellar Affinity, and I’ll finish it up once I’m sure my idiots won’t do anything rash if I sent them off to find lairs. A few days.” 

“What sort of item did you have in mind for me, Blue?” Iniri asked. “Not that I’m objecting, certainly.” 

 “After that assassin almost got you, I wanted to make sure you were safe, so I was thinking some sort of [Shield of Tarnil]

 armor initially.”  Iniri blinked at that, looking both surprised and pleased. “Of course, [Guardian Constellation] seems to be way better at what I was intending. So we’ll probably stuff that into it, power it with the neutron star. Neutronium, the stuff inside those stars, is the densest and toughest stuff in the universe so I’m sure you or Ansae can use that to make the defense even better. Plus, now that I have gravity Affinity, there might be a way to add flight into it.” 

“That sounds involved, but also amazing.” Iniri shook her head. “But I’m certainly willing to do my part.” She shot a glance across the table at my human wife. “What about for Taelah?” 

 “I’m wondering if I can somehow make a bracelet that acts like a glove, protection-wise, so you can effectively be wearing it all the time, but either way right now I think I’ll be bundling a bunch of Fields and of course appropriate Sources into it.” 

It was harder to think of something that would be useful for Taelah, simply because so much of what she did was careful and methodical more than powerful. The best thing I could add would be [Customization], though it remained to be seen whether that was possible. 

“I’m not certain how much of that I can aid with, but I can certainly inscribe or create runes. Though I doubt I have anywhere near the skill of the Great Lady,” Iniri said. 

Honestly, it bugged me a bit how she was so deferential to Ansae, but I wasn’t quite in the position to tell her to treat The Silver Woe as casually as Taelah and Shayma did. 

“Oh, I certainly won’t be doing all the runework,” Ansae said dismissively. “I’m more interested in delving into the esoterica, but I’ll pass on everything I invent.” 

“That would be much appreciated,” Iniri said. 

“I think we’re all going to be busy. I haven’t heard anything about alchemical treatment in there but I’m sure there’s room for it,” Shayma observed. 

 “Oh, absolutely. I just don’t know enough about it to have a really good imagination for what it can do. When we actually start work on things, I want all of us to get down to details, since we’ll all be contributing.”  I figured it’d actually be rather fun to all go through a project together. I could do the materials and the weird dungeon stuff, Shayma the smithing, Iniri the runecrafting, and Ansae would contribute some of her immense knowledge. 

“That’s a lot of projects,” Iniri remarked. “I’ll definitely have to think on some of them, especially Shayma’s weapon. I’m sure there’s some records of shapeshifter weaponry somewhere. Oh, and Blue, I’m thinking we might want to put a warehouse underneath the Palace for the trade goods of yours we’re exporting. I expect we’ll see some merchants arriving very soon.” 

 “Oh right, absolutely. Just get me the list and I’ll fill it up.” 

Fortunately for me, Iniri had some people go through the display samples and do conversions between the units on my interface and the weights and measures they used. It was nice having people who did stuff; it saved me so much work. 

Following Iniri’s suggestion I carved out a sub-basement below the palace, filling it with shelves, tubs, and bins, and mentally checking things off from the list that Iniri produced from somewhere. I wasn’t surprised she had it with her, since I’d given her forewarning of the council meeting. 

 “Okay, done. What’s next?”  Iniri blinked at my response and then looked around at her fellow Companions. They all sort of collectively rolled their eyes back at her, and she just laughed before moving on. 

“Blue says he has some metal veins and crystal deposits in his various climates already. Ansae, could you send one of your dragons – Huran, perhaps – to guide some of us from the Village to the nearest ones?” Taelah said, looking to the resident dragon. 

“That will be an excellent first task for him. In fact, I’ll have them all bring surveys of their own specialties to you over the next week or two.” 

“Hmm. We’ll need a map of the Caldera, and a good one.” 

Taelah considered. “I suspect you might be able to make one, Blue, but there are a few people who might be able to lean toward cartography and divination that I should try first.” 

 “If the divination doesn’t work, you can always just bring them up to the summit site. I could add extra vantages at the cardinal points, too. That should give you enough height, for sure.” 

“Yes, yes it would.” 

“I would like to verify you’re fine with my pairs creating lairs around the Caldera, so long as it’s not by the Village of course.” 

 “Yeah that’s fine, especially since they’re supposed to modify things to make them better anyway. Though I kinda thought

 they’d want to stay in your fancy tower.” 

“Not young couples,” Ansae snorted. “Perhaps if some older, more mature dragons who don’t need the room to explore their Affinities appear they can stay.” 

 “Fair enough,”  I said, amused by the idea of Ansae running a dragon retirement home. Though I could imagine the young dragons weren’t sleeping too comfortably with The Silver Woe upstairs from them. 

“One last thing,” Shayma said, before I wrapped up the meeting. “I do have those dungeon-wives to interview, if you could set that up for later today, Iniri?” 

“Certainly,” she said. 

I wasn’t much looking forward to that, but it was something that had to be done and there was always the possibility there’d be someone worth considering. With nothing else on the docket, they all went back to their own things, because everyone was busy. Even Ansae wasn’t lazing around now that she had pupils. 

Shayma went straight down to the Scalemind. I wasn’t exactly an expert in civilization and uplifting, but I had gone through the process which meant I actually knew what the cornerstone was. Which was to say, not housing or agriculture or the wheel, but the concept of making tools to make tools. It was not as easy a concept as it seemed, especially if the species had all of its immediate needs satisfied. 

Fortunately, the Scalemind were pretty bright. It might have been because they were based on mind magic, which probably had certain benefits. If kinetic Affinity people were more robust physically, surely mind magic people were more robust mentally. One-Eye-Green, Dreams-Ahead, and Cuts-Like-Cold met with Shayma by One-Eye-Green’s pseudo-shack, and while the other Scalemind didn’t crowd in, I was certain they were listening through telepathy. 

 “While I can’t give you Status directly, I can give you the tools you need to achieve it. I believe I understand how it works now, and why just having you build houses wasn’t going

 anywhere,”  I told them through Shayma. The next hour or so was spent on a philosophical discussion of how civilization worked. Specifically, why toolmaking was important and how it applied to concepts and ideologies and not just physical items, and how iterating on it could get them into unique paths. How passing those techniques on honed and polished them. There were a lot of moving parts to a civilization, but I was sure I could get them started. 

“We understand, we think, but in what direction do we go?” 

Dreams-Ahead asked through One-Eye-Green. “We have food, we don’t need shelter, we have the ability to fight. Where do we start when everything aside from the lack of Status seems fine?” 

 “Hands. Scalemind don’t have hands in your adult forms, but there’s no reason you should let it stay that way. With your mind magic you could keep some sort of animal that has hands you can borrow. Or you could go the route of creating magical artifacts that operate through mental commands, like the circlet One-Eye-Green wears. Or both. Just start thinking about how to do that, and you’ll find you need to invent a thousand things to get even the simplest attempt done.” 

“Also, your mind magic is really rare,” Shayma added of her own accord. “What Blue has you do to fix people is something that would be really useful for other people, and maybe a technique that you should think about honing and writing down. Or otherwise recording it. Even though we have Skills, some people record their techniques so other people can get those Skills easier. Organizing things, just by itself, is incredibly helpful.” 

 “It might be worth your while to think about what direction you want your people to take as a whole,”  I added.  “Most civilizations sort of blindly grope ahead but you have some knowledge of what a possible future might look like. Especially with so few of you. You’ll want to get your philosophical tools in order.” 

“We thank you for your wisdom, great Blue,” One-Eye-Green said for Cuts-Like-Cold, apparently meaning it. “We have much to think on and much to do.” They absolutely did. I had

a few ideas if they were stuck, but the more they did on their own the better. 

Shayma left them to their work and headed back up to the Palace, in order to interview the dungeon-wives. I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to watch, but Shayma’s approach was enough to make me stare a while. Even before the first one was ushered in, she shifted to her Scalemind Scythe-Sister form and stood, invisible, in the corner while creating an illusion of her normal self, sitting in the chair. 

It made sense once I thought about it. With the telepathy of her Scalemind form she could root through people’s thoughts while she asked them questions and find out how they actually felt. Or if they were some kind of crazy. 

The first applicant was dressed for the job, or rather, undressed for it. I wasn’t sure who had prepared her but if they thought that revealing clothing was going to help they didn’t really understand the point and purpose of a Companion. True, Shayma had turned my nonexistent head early on but I had better control of myself now and I was well aware of how damn lucky I was Shayma had turned out to be a good person. 

I almost felt sorry for the woman because in very short order it was clear that she really only wanted the luxuries. She was willing to be loyal, but it was obvious it was a purchased loyalty and came with no willingness to contribute anything meaningful. I could tell that without telepathy, so I could only imagine what Shayma was finding beneath the surface. Unless there wasn’t anything beneath the surface; sadly, not everyone had more to them than it appeared. 

Then I felt sorry for Shayma because the woman did not take rejection well. Things did not quite escalate to the point where Shayma had to call the Queensguard outside the door to drag her away, but it was a close thing. Once she was out the door, Shayma released her illusions and her shapeshift and rubbed at her temples. 

 “I’m sorry you had to deal with that.” 

“Oh, it’s no trouble.” Shayma shook her head. “Really, it’s a shame. There’s no way they’re ever going to have normal

lives, but it’s not like we can fix that. Even if you accepted one of them, you aren’t going to pamper her with candies and cloud beds between sessions.” 

 “I can’t even make candies and cloud beds. Otherwise you’d already have ‘em.” 

“Here I thought you were holding out on me.” Shayma grinned. “There are two more here in Meil that are waiting, hopefully they won’t be as bad.” 

 “Hopefully!”  The first one seemed somewhat more sane, but after Shayma sent her away she shook her head. 

“All she was thinking about was her family status,” Shayma said. “Not that I blame her, but she certainly doesn’t care about you.” Of course, none of my current Companions had fallen in love at first sight either, but they’d been serious about it and circumstances were different now. My standards  should be different, and I was to let Shayma figure out which ones I should actually pay attention to. 

The third one, though, made Shayma banish her illusions and shapeshift to grab the bewildered woman’s arm after asking only a few questions. She hauled the poor thing through her

[Wake of the Phantasmal] to the teleport point and jumped down to the Scalemind enclave. I glanced over what the overlay had to say about Shayma’s captive, and thought that Glaci Naran, Level 26 [Inspiring Bard] didn’t seem very fearsome. 

 “What’s the problem?” 

“It’s like there’s a complete fracture in her mind, it’s really disturbing,” Shayma said, and considering that Glaci was completely unbothered by being surrounded by giant scythe-armed telepaths, I had to admit it did seem that there was something wrong with her. She was just looking around, a little bit confused, and that was it. 

Dreams-Ahead came up to them, and Glaci crumpled with no forewarning whatsoever. None to me, at least, though Shayma caught her and eased her onto a divan that Shayma conjured up with her Domain. The Scalemind made a noise like a sigh

and looked over at Shayma, and it really was annoying that I couldn’t peek in on telepathic communication. 

“She damaged her own mind,” Shayma relayed to me. 

“Dreams-Ahead isn’t completely certain he can fix it. He might have to even wipe some memories for that to work.” 

 “Ah.”  I turned my attention to Iniri.  “You should probably send someone for whatever family the applicant Glaci Naran has, because it seems like she’s pretty messed up. She might need transport home or something.” 

“I will send someone,” Iniri said immediately, turning from her desk to scribble a message for one of her pages to take. 

Since that was the extent of what I could do there I watched nothing much happen down with Shayma. All the work was invisible to me, though since Shayma had assumed her Scythe-Sister form again I assumed she was watching. Which made me wonder, if she got some sort of mind magic Skill, would I be able to get mind magic through transcription? 

To be honest, that was something Shayma was probably thinking of too. Whether any of these people had any Skills that would be worth transcribing, in addition to being not creating any friction within my existing circle of Companions. 

However, Glaci was definitely not an option if what had happened to her was enough to cause some sort of mental breakdown. 

While Dreams-Ahead worked, Iniri’s guards escorted an older man and woman, and three younger men closer to Glaci’s age into Shayma’s tower. The overlay confirmed they bore the surname Naran, Glaci’s family, and the fact that they were all there for this made me think they knew something was wrong. 

Times like these it was kind of irritating I couldn’t talk on my own, but Iniri was far too busy and I wasn’t about to interrupt Shayma in the middle of a delicate task to tell them exactly what was going on. Instead I just quietly informed Shayma they were waiting and let her work. 

It took a few hours, during which time Cuts-Like-Cold came by to help for a short time, which probably didn’t imply very good things about Glaci’s mental health. Or at least what was

needed to address it. Eventually though, her eyes fluttered open. While her expression was still confused, it was a far different look of confusion than before, something more vulnerable and genuine than the bright and blank face she’d shown before. Shayma was pretty obviously blocking out Dreams-Ahead’s bulk, because Glaci didn’t even seem to notice him, fixing her eyes on Shayma instead. 

“What…?” She said, her words coming out slightly blurry. 

“Where…?” She blinked slowly. “You look familiar,” she told Shayma. 

“I’m sure I do,” Shayma told her, helping her up off the illusionary divan. “I’ve been trying to help you. You’ve been ill, but I think you’re better now. I’m just going to bring you to your family, alright?” 

“That sounds good,” Glaci said, leaning on Shayma’s arm as they walked the short distance to the teleport point and popped into existence at the bottom of the tower. Their sudden appearance made the rest of the Naran family stand up, looking anxiously at Glaci where she gripped Shayma’s arm. 

“Papa?” Glaci said, and that seemed to be the trigger for everyone to come and crowd around her. It took a little bit, but eventually her mother and brothers steered her back toward the outside while Horace Naran stayed back to talk with Shayma. 

“We thought…” He swallowed. “We thought that since a dungeon had done this to her, made her this other person, another dungeon would fix it? I just, I owe you and Blue for this. Glaci actually seems more like her old self.” 

 “I will accept that debt.”  It didn’t feel right to just brush that off, though I wasn’t sure what the Naran family could actually supply. I’d have to put it to Iniri later.  “Shayma, if she has a relapse or something can we just bring her back to Dreams-Ahead?” 

“Blue accepts your debt,” Shayma told Horace. “As part of that agreement, if Glaci needs further help, bring her here. 

When Blue is ready to call in your debt, I will find you.” 

“Thank you,” Horace said, and meant it. 

Day 194 - One-Eye-Green One-Eye-Green knew that Blue was a Big Thing but trying to understand the knowledge that he’d given them made her think that he was even bigger a Big Thing than she thought. The ideas were so big that she couldn’t keep them all in her head which was strange because normally it took lots and lots of different ideas before that happened. But Blue seemed to have many and many of the really big ideas, and just kept giving them more. 

Secretly One-Eye-Green had been wondering if Blue was actually going to help them since while Big Brother and Big Sister liked the cavern that Blue had given them, and it had water and food, and everyone could go hunt in the tunnels, nobody had Status yet. Even though she was doing things with Shayma and Keri and Annit and learning a lot it wasn’t the same as Status. Now that Blue had decided to bestow— that was Blue’s word. She liked the way it sounded in her head. 

Bestow. Now that Blue had bestowed the knowledge upon them, she was sure they could get it. 

Even if it was still confusing. 

Big Brother and Big Sister called everyone into a single Sharing, which hadn’t happened in a while. Even though all the Brothers of Burden were doing the heavy lifting of keeping everyone connected it was still so very loud. Partly because people kept asking her about it! She wasn’t Big Brother or Big Sister but since she had been there and she was the one who spoke to Shayma she was actually kind of important which was strange. 

Big Brother started putting ideas in order in the Sharing. Other Brothers helped, building a long fuzzy chain of concepts that everyone could look at, held in the Brothers’ heads. The Scythe Sisters were there to ruthlessly cut away frivolous ideas at Big Sister’s direction, keeping the architecture of what Blue had told them free of confusion. They didn’t have anything to fill it yet but Big Brother showed them the shape of what the

entire future could look like, if they could start filling out the first steps. 

“Blue has given us knowledge as someone who has  raised civilizations,” Big Brother told the Sharing. “He believes, with good reason, that we must embark on that process in order to receive Status and stop being monsters. There are benefits beyond that. One-Eye-Green has gone out among the civilized and seen what they can create,” he continued, and she obliged by Sharing some of her memories of Wildwood and the Village. 

“We can take inspiration from what she has seen, and Cuts-Like-Cold and I have done, but he was very clear that we must make our  own path. To follow someone else’s path is to become them. To let someone else plan our path, even Blue, would be to become their pet.” One-Eye-Green bobbed in place. Big Brother was so smart! She understood what Big Brother was saying before but she wouldn’t have been able to put it well herself. 

“One thing that is clear is that we can no longer simply subsist as we are. Hunting alone is not enough for Status,” Big Sister said, to the shock of most of the Scythe Sisters in the Sharing. 

“It will be necessary for some time yet, but we will have to learn to do other things.” The other Scythe Sisters sent out blank thoughts in reply, which mirrored the blank building blocks that Big Brother had put at the front of the Sharing, of being unable to imagine what would go there. 

“You see how difficult it is,” said Big Brother. “We do have some places to start. Blue has let us have contact with his people, so we can trade with them. But we need to find things they will want, harvest them, and then bring them in quantity.” 

“The Brothers of Burden have many, many memories stored from long ago. When we are not hunting food, we should hunt those memories for anything we may want.” Cuts-Like-Cold added, which generated some amusement at the way she had altered the concept of hunt. 

“What do we do?” One-Eye-Green asked, because none of the other young ones were really paying attention. The Sharing

was too big for most of them to really understand. 

“You, specifically, should continue working with Shayma,” 

Big Brother said. “We need adventuring Status just as much as anything else and you’re our closest connection to Blue.” One-Eye-Green nodded at that. She was important so she had to do important things. 

“I’m a diplomat!” She said, taking the word from something that Miss Taelah had said. Big Brother took the word from where it was in her head and put it into the big chain of concepts and One-Eye-Green felt special because she was the first one to have something on the ideas of the future. “We’re going to need more words,” she said, looking at all the blank spaces. There were a lot of words that the Brothers of Burden had, but she didn’t know how many of them would be useful. 

“Then you should go ask Shayma or Taelah about where to get more words,” Big Sister told her. 

“I will!” One-Eye-Green said, then asked Big Brother to Share how to keep questions organized because she thought she would have a lot of questions to ask once they were done. 

When Big Brother showed her that he just  remembered, she wondered if there might not be a Sharing way to make a list because Miss Iniri constantly was thinking about lists and that was how she remembered stuff. 

Big Brother put lists on his chain of things for Brothers of Burden because making Sharing things was their job and if they needed new Sharing things they should work on that. It sounded complicated and One-Eye-Green had never learned any of the complicated Sharing stuff so she was glad someone else had to figure it out. 

She was already starting to see what Blue had meant when he said that trying to do anything meant doing a thousand other things. Hunting was easy but making new things was complicated! Young ones like her knew how to do things with pelts and wood and such, but none of that took more than claws so it was really simple. But maybe it wasn’t actually simple and it just seemed simple because it had already been figured out. 

One-Eye-Green decided she was going to have a lot of questions to ask. 

Day 196 - Blue

I was pretty excited to finally start work on the new magic items for my Companions. Maybe they’d even be Artifacts, when all was said and done. I had a pretty good track record on that score, though I had a feeling that was more due to my putting ridiculous things into their construction than any skill on my part. Either way, I’d gotten my stocks of supermaterials and normal materials up, so we had plenty of stuff to work with. 

Amusingly, I couldn’t work on Iniri’s right away because she had to oversee the fall festival holiday for Tarnil, the one which the Village had celebrated during the summit. It really would have been a pathetic celebration if it weren’t for the extra trade in food and the magical crop boosting, and even as it was some people seemed a little daunted. At least it was a better Harvest than the past few years. In truth, the delay was just fine since it would take some time to get gravity materials finished anyway. 

Instead we started with Taelah’s. I still didn’t have anything close to a supermaterial cloth, and while the Climates were producing stuff with a touch of Affinity, it didn’t really compare to the things I could make with my willful abuse of the dungeon system. Which really drove home what Ansae was saying about how dragons could improve the way mana worked. I wasn’t lacking in mana, so why did I not have wood and fiber and fruit as mana-dense as my [Adamant Stone] or the like? 

Regardless, the intent was for actual magic to make up that gap. I had seen how Annit’s magic items boosted her, and with a little bit of work from Shayma and maybe even from Ansae, we were sure we could get a bracelet to apply protections to Taelah. My job was to create the basic structure, Taelah would use her alchemy to infuse and adjust things, Shayma would forge in magic, and Iniri would apply runes. Ansae would supply commentary. 

She already had a bunch of stellar-oriented runic script etched out on a metal plate for everyone to reference, which meant it probably was going into the Akasha soon if it hadn’t already. I would have thought that being effectively immortal she would have mastered crafting, but after listening to her speak I realized the issue was one of preference rather than competence. She was a mathematician, not an engineer. It was obvious that she preferred to play with pure magic, rather than items  — though that didn’t stop her from gladly accepting the gravity Source I offered when the chrystheniums finally fruited. 

Since Taelah had nature, earth, light, and water Affinities, I started out with an ingot of each of those Affinity metals and used my [Infusion Crystal] to alloy them with their appropriate Sources. Taelah bound those to herself before Shayma made wire from them, which went back to Taelah to work alchemical magic on. Between the various flavors of anecrux, the Affinity pool liquid, tesseracted catalyst, and all the normal and supermaterials I could provide, she had a lot of choice. 

I didn’t completely follow what she was doing, but it was something to do with mimicking the normal interplay of the Affinities, how earth, water, and light fed the growth of nature. 

That was primarily for her herbalism and Druidry Skills, but there was also alchemy to consider. I was actually going to be providing some of that with infusing dungeon Skills into Argentum. [Customization] and [Temperature Finesse] were both invaluable options, especially after seeing Shayma use them. 

The whole production was significantly more complex than it had been for [Promise], which made me wonder about how I’d gotten that to be an Artifact in the first place. Maybe because of the base material, but maybe simply by virtue of being the first thing I’d really made for someone. Or maybe just because it represented a promise from a Power. That seemed to be about right for how Artifacts were all strange and unique things. 

Even though I had a lot of trouble trying to get my

[Purification] options working on Argentum, instilling my

normal Skills into the silver wires was pretty easy. It was even easier than putting my Field into [The Ell Family Tree], which hadn’t really been hard, just tedious. All I needed to do was focus trying to use the Skill on the wire without really doing much to it and after a little bit the Argentum shifted slightly. 

The last bit, from my end, at least, was providing little beads of material to lend their properties to the bracelet. Not so much the metals, because those were easy enough, but [Incipex Thaumaglass] for its frictionless quality and [Adamant Stone]

for temperature immunity. They wouldn’t act as a permanent boost, not the way the benefits bound into the bulk of the bracelet would, but according to Ansae there were techniques to use them temporarily. Obviously, that took more mana, but mana was not something I was lacking. Just to be certain, though, I packed a linked core gem with core anecrux to give the bracelet a huge mana reservoir. 

From there on I was out of it, so far as the crafting went. I had no idea whether that would be enough to make it an actual Artifact but it surely was going to do what I wanted it to do, which was protect and help Taelah while she was dealing with hazardous plants or concoctions. I wasn’t worried about her accidentally poisoning herself so much, especially not with Keri around, but Taelah didn’t have superhuman constitution. 

Unless I specifically adjusted things for her, she couldn’t even travel into some of my more extreme Climates. 

While Iniri’s item needed to wait on gravity materials, and Taelah’s item needed to wait on Iniri, I could at least get some work done on my fortress. While I’d made no real progress on figuring out the air engines, as they were off-limits to me the same way most every other magical item was, I could at least run the plumbing, so to speak. I knew I wanted to have stellar mana powering the thing, and I’d already seen the way mana lines had been run, so I could copy that. I could probably just manipulate the mana flows into the proper direction, but I didn’t want to rely on that, so I spent a lot of time making sunquartz and installing it. 

Ultimately I would want a lot of Iniri’s help for the Fortress, because I really liked the idea of putting a sunmetal-rune

Guardian Constellation on each face. Even without that protection it would be amazingly durable, since I was going to use [Adamant Stone] for the faces and my magic was strengthening the floatstone that filled the interior, but if it was going to represent me I wanted it to be invulnerable. 

To some extent I didn’t need to worry about furnishing the interior. Since the dungeon seed kept it connected to me, I could just link portals to my Caldera. Which actually would be kind of hilarious, to have someone walk into this giant floating fortress and come out under sky. That said, I still wanted a little bit of a control room and living space so it felt a little less like an oversized remote drone. 

Part of me was really tempted to make a chunk of interior space and Expand it so I had a huge open area that I could cart around, but there wasn’t any point. I had more than enough room available in the Caldera, and when I installed a

[Contained Star] there’d be more than enough mana without dynamos. While I could Expand space inside it, I was leery of doing so without good reason. It wasn’t like I couldn’t add things in later on. 

While I was on the materials and infrastructure kick, I gave a lot of thought to the item I was making for Annit. Despite the various approaches I’d tried to take to shoving the breeding station’s [Purification] into an item, it wasn’t working. Part of me wasn’t surprised, because it wasn’t anywhere near a direct skill and, given that it gave me the cost at the time, it probably needed feedback to begin with. 

I stopped trying to mash the two systems together and tried looking at it a different way. That had worked with the Scalemind, or at least I hoped it would. If I wanted to Purify someone outside the bounds of the breeding station it was obvious that some things needed to happen. Gaining soul access was one, but for Annit I’d have to leave that process to Keri, as it were. The access really only happened at a moment of complete vulnerability or something similar, which was not the relationship I had with her. 

On the other hand, the soul mana swapping and the fact that stellar Classes were immune to depletion meant that my

authority and role as a dungeon were involved. It was my mana, specifically, that made them Purified, and was probably why it was possible to link them as a Companion at all. Stellar was mine, because it was the Affinity I governed, but it wasn’t personal. My property, but not me. 

I wasn’t sure if I could get the [Purification] soul rebuild to happen just from doing a mana replacement, or if it would simply immunize her against further damage. With that immunization in place, the soul might fix itself on tier-up, as I’d seen a lot of movement in Shayma’s soul during the process. With a solid foundation and my mana, it might trigger a rebuild of some sort. 

I wasn’t done with the model, since it was insanely complex even at Annit’s level, but when I was, I’d have to figure how to make it do what I wanted. I would have to bring her under my authority, and she didn’t seem the type for stellar, but there had to be other ways. There was always the idea of a Bargain but I really did not like that concept, partly because I couldn’t control it and partly because I really wanted to figure out how to do this under my own auspices. A Bargain wasn’t repeatable, but a mechanism or item, no matter how involved, might be. 

However it worked out, I still had to finish the model of her soul structure. No matter how I went about things I needed something to start from, some place for the magic to get its intent since I couldn’t do it directly. I was perfectly fine with that, too. If my intent did flavor my magic, I would have ended putting my intent into other people’s souls and that just seemed like a very bad idea. 

There was also the question of what I would need from Annit. 

Figuring out a way to fix depletion or otherwise interact with souls outside of the breeding station would benefit me, certainly, but it wasn’t like I could gift her with an item and a process that cost millions of mana and hours of time. I was sure that it wouldn’t be  just magic involved, but also some Power-specific processes. A touch of fate mana, maybe. 

Which meant that it was absolutely not going to be a gift, but a trade or even a Bargain. 

Fortunately, I didn’t have to ponder it over by myself. Before I got much further on it, I’d get Shayma and Taelah and maybe Iniri to help me chew it over. They knew Annit and Keri better than I did, and would have a better idea of what the two of them could help with. There was no point in doing all this work if we couldn’t come up with something palatable enough for Annit to accept. So, I brought it up when Iniri came back from the Harvest celebrations to dig into proper runecarving. 

“If nothing else, you’ll want to take advantage of Annit  not being a Companion,” Iniri said, etching runes onto the beads for Taelah’s bracelet with a chisel tipped so finely it was practically invisible. While the Adamant Stone was fine by itself, I’d enclosed the glass in a metal shell so it wouldn’t break. “We three are, to some people, compromised because of that. Shayma is your Voice, so that doesn’t matter so much, but neither Taelah nor I would be viewed as having any independence, politically.” 

“The Village doesn’t think of me that way,” Taelah interjected. 

Iniri nodded to her. 

“The Village is not a kingdom, and you need not worry about your enemies besetting you from all sides. I’m actually rather envious of your position in that respect. I do wish I could know all my subjects as well as you know yours.” Iniri shook her head. “Generally, kings and nobles are the suspicious type, for good reasons and bad. Regardless, if Annit is perceived to be a free agent, her behavior and opinions will be considered in a different light.” 

“Annit might be willing to do a lot to get rid of her depletion, but she isn’t very diplomatic. She’s fine with Blue now, but if she ends up resenting him then everyone will know,” Shayma said, watching Iniri work. Shayma’s rune skill wasn’t as good at creating physical runes as Iniri’s, though being able to summon them temporarily was still absurdly useful. 

“The trick is figuring out the right framing,” Iniri said, finishing with the stone beads and moving onto the glass ones. 

“Annit is attached to Keri. She would be absolutely fine with any interests of yours that helped Keri as well, which is probably quite a lot. Keri is a good-hearted girl, she’ll be on

your side unless someone else turns her against you. Which is exactly what you’d have Annit there to stop.” 

 “Huh, you know a lot about them,”  I said. I hadn’t expected that Iniri was familiar with Shayma’s friends, since they didn’t really move in the same circles. 

“Keri is part of Nivir’s ruling family and both of them are close to the person who embodies your will,” Iniri said with a wry smile. “Cheya made sure I was fully briefed.” 

 “That does make a lot of sense,”  I admitted. 

“Keri’s parents did put a lot of pressure on her to move back home,” Shayma said. “I don’t think that she’d really work against you, Blue, but they might be able to convince her to take actions that weren’t good for Tarnil. Or just try and coerce her. They seemed rather cold-hearted when I saw them.” 

 “So, you’re saying, empower Annit to guard Keri’s free-spiritedness?” 

“The best way to get someone to do what you want is to convince them it’s what they want. Not that I’m any good at that,” Iniri said with a sigh. “I’ve years yet to go to really gain the proper skills.” I’d actually thought that Iniri was doing a pretty good job so far, but I was biased. Not that it mattered. 

 “Honestly, I think you’re doing great,”  I told her. “I mean, Tarnil seems to be doing pretty good even beyond the Bargain stuff. Especially the summit, that turned out great.”  Iniri visibly perked up at that, smiling as she ducked her head slightly. 

“Thank you, Blue,” she said. “I know that it may sound like a strange trade, but if Keri is anything like Tekaomi, she’ll end up traveling all over,” Iniri continued. “One of the reasons Nivir is in such good standing with countries halfway around the world is that Tekaomi has gone to help where others can’t. 

Healers are not common enough to be in every city. I don’t even have a dedicated high-level healer for my own retinue.” 

 “Oh. So, making sure nobody snatches her up and making sure every place she goes gets the good word of Blue at the same time.” 

“I don’t know of any place you can get healing Affinity materials like yours,” Shayma said. “You could equip Keri more richly than any other healer in the world. Even if she weren’t  your healer, as such, you’d be credited with her actions some, maybe?” 

 “I guess it wouldn’t hurt my reputation any. I’ll still have to chew over it some, but I think we’ve got the right direction. Of course, that’s all assuming that I can actually finish this non-breeding-station-Purification project.” 

“It’s not even been six months. Even for you, husband, it might take a while to figure out something that complicated.” 

Taelah said. 

 “Well, I appreciate the confidence,”  I told her. I was rather spoiled by how quickly a lot of things had come together. The dungeon system had shortcut a lot of tedious work and figuring out details I probably didn’t have the background to perfect myself, but some things just took time. 

“There,” Iniri said, finishing the etching of the beads. “Those should work, you just need to merge the mana flows with the wires,” she told Shayma. For her part, Shayma slipped the beads into her new pocket space and grinned. 

“Time to finish it up,” she said, crossing over to her section of the new, well,  crafting hall that I’d made for my [Crafting Hall]. While she could maybe have bent the wires into the bracelet with her bare hands, it seemed the process of doing things the proper way with proper tools was important to making magical items. 

Shayma twisted all the prepared strands together, the various alchemized Affinity metals as well as a strand of Firmament. 

Each of the beads went inside the twists, regularly spaced, so they were captured by a cage of metal, though she threaded the Firmament wire through the center hole of each bead to ensure it stayed in place. 

Watching the mana was fascinating, though it was obvious I didn’t quite have the knowledge, or maybe just the mana-sight acuity, to understand everything that was going on. Shayma’s mana and intent pulled things together, easily coloring the

intent-free mana that was held in the anecrux and mingling with the bound metals. Finally, she joined the ends, merging the wire ends together with [Customization] and letting the enormous amount of mana involved flow around in a loop. 

Slowly at first, then more quickly and with far more complexity than the structure warranted. 

The final product looked fairly ordinary to the naked eye, a tasteful beaded bracelet, something that didn’t look out of place compared to Taelah’s normal work clothes. In fact, Shayma had used [Customization] to alter the physical look of the bracelet to something close to that of copper with jade beads, matching Taelah’s brown hair and green eyes. It was a small detail, but one I was glad Shayma had thought of because it was perfect. 

“What do you want to name it?” Shayma asked Taelah, holding it out to her. Taelah’s eyes unfocused for a moment, looking, I assumed, at an Artifact Status since that was one of the few aspects of the Status that appeared on its own. 

“[Vow],” Taelah said, and letters suddenly glowed on the twisted braid of the band, forming words that I recognized. 

The wedding vows Taelah and I had exchanged. I thought it was Artifact magic at first until I saw Shayma’s grin, then I realized that she’d done it on the sly without anyone knowing. 

 “Sneaky sneaky! I love it.”  I told them. I was quite happy that it had worked and impressed that Shayma had even guessed right about Taelah’s intentions. Plus, I even got a little bit of a bonus out of it. 

 Shayma Ell gains [Trickster Imperatrix] Experience. 

 Shayma Ell gains Crafting Experience. 

 Received 87,800 experience from Companion Shayma Ell. 

 Received 4,500 experience from Companion Taelah Marn. 

 Gained 1 trait point for Companion involvement in creating an Artifact. 

 “Does it do what we wanted?”  I asked them. As always, I didn’t trust my overlay to really let me see what an item did. 

Shayma provided the Status scry. 

 [Vow]: This Artifact signifies the bond between Taelah Marn and Blue. 

 This object cannot be lost or stolen. 

 Acts as a Primal Source for nature, earth, light, and water Affinities. 

 Provides the bearer with use of [Customize] for objects under the effects of their Skills. 

 Provides the bearer with use of [Temperature Finesse] for objects under the effects of their Skills. 

 Bearer may convert water to nourishing water, dirt to fertile dirt, and light to restorative light. 

 Bearer may invoke [Vow] for protection from temperature extremes and corrosion. 

 [Instant Growth] and [Plant Control] have significantly increased range and area of effect. 

 Bearer may store up to three extracted properties from

 [Phantasmal Gardener] in the Artifact. 

 Potency of [Dungeon Alchemy] creations increased. 

 Bearer is protected from negative effects of alchemical processes. 

 Bearer may alter friction of alchemy equipment under the effects of their Skills. 

 Bearer Represents Authority. 

 [Vow] grows with Bearer and Authority. 

That was a complicated and many-faceted Artifact for certain. 

In keeping with Taelah’s nature it didn’t have any direct combat or offensive abilities, but it did make her better at everything she did. The bit with [Phantasmal Gardener] was fascinating, too. It meant she could go from essentially magical hybridization to something closer to actual genetic tinkering. 

I certainly didn’t mind that Taelah got  Bearer Represents Authority the same way Shayma did, but I wasn’t sure how

useful it’d be with her. She wasn’t going to be dealing with people as my Voice the way Shayma did. Still, I was sure she’d find it useful somehow. 

 “That is fantastic.”  I said, and Taelah nodded agreement. 

“I got the Artificer title,” Iniri said, with a strange look on her face. “I didn’t know that would happen. I feel like I barely did anything! Not that I’m complaining, it’s just…” She shook her head. “Thank you, Blue.” 

 “Hey, don’t thank me, it was your own work that got it for you.”  Honestly, at this point providing the special stuff wasn’t even work. I had the feeling that I wouldn’t be able to squeeze many more Artifacts from the supermaterials. Even with

[Vow] I had a hunch that it was mostly an Artifact because of my Skills and Mana being invested in it. People weren’t supposed to have access to dungeon abilities. 

“I have to be honest, this is actually the most fun I’ve had doing runes. Normally they’re just for work, not for something exciting like an Artifact.” 

 “Well, considering that I’d like your help with your Artifact and my fortress, there should be lots of exciting work ahead. 

 Though, I bet the fortress will be tedious. There’s a lot of it to cover.”  That made Iniri snort in amusement. 

“I wonder if all rulers with crafting Skills wind up doing a lot of crafting work. I know Wright does, but that’s just how he is.” 

“It’s better than paperwork,” Shayma pointed out with a smile. 

“Yes, it is,” Iniri agreed. 

Day 199 - Blue

I finally had gravity Affinity materials. There were metals, stone, and gemstones of the new Affinity and I was ready to see how they worked. Attraction, repulsion, blocking gravity or multiplying it, all that. Controlling gravity was the kind of magic that I thought I might actually properly understand. The force was fundamentally straightforward, if powerful. It seemed actually a little odd that it had its own Affinity, but it didn’t really fit anywhere else and it probably was necessary to keep the gravity reasonable considering the size of the planet. 

I wouldn’t be able to do any of the fine magic that a Classer could, or even just a mage with something like Iniri’s Skill that let her use other Affinities, but that was no problem. I didn’t need more than the very coarsest of control. What I was really looking for was the ability to project some sort of gravity anchor or a reverse gravity field or anything where the gravity material pulled on itself. I didn’t know if that would exist, but it was worth trying. 

I set up a test field in a small pocket cavern because I didn’t want to accidentally launch something into the sky on the off chance I reversed gravity or something. For similar reasons I put it off away from the Caldera, just in case there was a massive gravity increase that collapsed the ceiling. While I could contain the havoc a maximum-power Climate could wreak, an overpowered gravity effect might well just go straight through everything. Or it might not, depending on how magical gravity worked. 

The metal didn’t exhibit any particular properties on its own, but I had expected that. Without intent, Affinity had a limited amount of usefulness. However, I did have access to something that sort of substituted for intent, in an analog-dial sort of way, and that was mana iron. As an actually mana-reactive substance, my hope was that it’d give me at least a touch of control. 

I couldn’t push mana into it directly, but I  did have a gravity Affinity mana crystal and [Mana Geometries]. Though even with that, it took a few tries. The mana iron and gravity metal alone didn’t seem to do anything obvious, though I could see the magic surrounding the sample I had plugged into my Affinity crystal. The gravity quartz just conducted it, confining it better than I could have on my own. 

It wasn’t until I alloyed the mana iron and the [Steelwoven Potentia] that I got what I was looking for.  Projected gravity. 

Or even vectored. The latter didn’t make much sense physically but considering that gravity chrystheniums just made local gravity aligned to whatever it was growing on, I couldn’t complain. The thin end of the plate wobbled upward, and some of the pebbles I’d strewn around to see effects flew upward toward the knot of gravity mana that was flowing outward from the edge. 

 “Yes!”  I said, wide-broadcast enough that Ansae tilted her head, pulling her attention away from the remedial class. Only Vientus and Murayal were still having issues with being able to see and interact with my mana flows, mostly the latter, so they were still directly under Ansae’s tutelage. Shayma yawned and cracked her eyes open. 

“What is it, Blue?” She asked. 

 “Just some experiments turned out well. Nothing to worry about.”  I didn’t need to keep her up late, and hopefully by morning I’d have something more interesting to show than my experimental setup. 

“Something interesting?” Ansae asked, while I was still replying to Shayma. She was probably looking with her senses for what exactly had prompted my outburst. 

 “Kinda. I’m still working on it, but I think I’m going to have something really cool soon.”  Hopefully, something to replace the wind engines that nobody had any idea how to operate, let alone hook up to me. Depending on how much power I could pump into it, and how much I could control it, there were all kinds of applications for directing gravity. 

Since the edge of the [Spellwoven Mana Potential] was where the gravity manifested, I went with a series of fins formed into concentric rings, starting with ten of them at ten-meter spacing and feeding them through gravity-quartz channels slotted into the back of the fins. It was a completely mechanistic way to get at what I wanted, but that seemed to be what worked for me anyway. 

When I connected it up to the Affinity Crystal, I had confirmation that it had worked by the metal breaking off from the finger-width of quartz anchoring the whole thing and hurling itself through the air. So it worked maybe  too well, and I needed to make things a bit more robust and try again. 

Possibly tone down the rate of mana throughput, which I could probably do by adjusting the size of the quartz conduits. 

I tried one more time, this time anchoring the fins properly in the floor with metal roots and reducing the mana flow simply by sizing the quartz conduits to hair fineness. I could see the gravity Affinity mana forming up, pulling on the loose gravel to form a sort of dome about half a meter in front of the fins. I didn’t have any instrumentation to tell me how potent the gravity field was, but it was more than good enough. 

Especially since this was something I could  scale. It was clumsy, but it was a useable gravity drive. 

I waited for a moment, but the overlay didn’t ping me with anything new. Possibly because it was already doing what I wanted to and didn’t actually need any help to bridge the gap. 

Or maybe gravity Affinity was just weird. There wasn’t any magic symmetry, so I didn’t necessarily expect it to play by any of the rules of the others. 

By the time I’d finished all that Ansae had sent off her pupils and was snoozing herself. It was late, but I needed the clock in the palace to tell me it was several hours past midnight. 

Unfortunately, my overlay didn’t come with hours and minutes. That was fine, though, as I still had some extra refinements I wanted to try. 

Considering the acceleration I’d seen, I was pretty sure the gravity magic wasn’t generating an enormous pseudomass, since that would have jerked all of Tarnil – well, the entire

 planet – out of bed. To say nothing of tidal effects. On the other hand, the ambient gravity magic might balance that out. 

It was difficult to say, but considering that I had magic-blocking materials it was worth seeing if I could confine the effect more closely. 

I took the most expedient approach and made a thin gold dome over the gravity array. I had other, more complex options, like that gold-doped glass I’d used for Ansae’s shield, but the point was to see how well it worked. For the moment I could turn on and off the array by physically disconnecting the gravity quartz with [Customization], but I would definitely make an effort to try and make at least simple logic. Worst case, I could use heavily modified doors as physical switches. 

It worked. The dome blocked the mana from expanding beyond it, so long as I kept the total amount low, and none of the test pebbles outside the dome moved. It was so perfect I went ahead and started as much gravity metal cooking as I could manage with my storage crystal allotment. If I was expecting to apply a reactionless drive to a multi-billion-ton stone fortress, I was going to need a lot more of it. 

I set aside a reasonable amount of it for Iniri’s item, too. If I could get a gravity impeller going with my terrible control of the stuff, certainly Iniri and Shayma and Taelah together could make it work as some kind of Skill. Even if they couldn’t figure it out, I was sure Ansae had some trick or another to help. If I’d gotten some skill from it, like [Gravity Control], or even a gravity control Field, I would have shoved it into some Argentum without a second thought, but alas. 

Sometime around dawn I noticed some odd behavior offshore, or rather, off-shelf, since it was down past where I’d claimed, in the depths where the leviathans dwelt. Even though I didn’t have the best visibility in the water I could catch glimpses of leviathan bioluminescence and the light of their coral architecture, enough to see that a small town or some equivalent thereof had started to be assembled down at the bottom of the ocean. 

That wasn’t too unexpected, and in fact Uilei-nktik had alluded to something of that nature before he left. They

weren’t actually going to be in Tarnil’s territory, so it wasn’t much of a worry for either me or Iniri. It made sense that they’d set up some form of trading outpost, now that Tarnil and I were willing and able to trade stuff to them. The weird thing was that there seemed to be a long line of leviathans swimming in, like a huge caravan or something. 

“I don’t think there’s much we can do,” Iniri said, since I told her the moment she woke. Well, not the  exact moment, I at least waited until she got out of the shower. “Uilei-nktik did say he’d be back with a signal device, but until then it will be a bit difficult to talk to them. Besides, if they aren’t on Tarnil’s land I don’t have any authority over them.” 

 “I guess it’s not like they’re going to invade or anything.” 

Aside from the fact that they didn’t use the land at all, Uilei-nktik had seemed pretty respectful of both me and Ansae. Not that he necessarily represented all the leviathans, but I was pretty sure he had a lot of sway. While I’d certainly be keeping an eye on them, I didn’t think I had to worry about anything aggressive going on there. 

While I was surveying things, I took a look at the Scalemind. I found it interesting that they had effectively a diurnal cycle despite being underground where there was no sun. 

Glimstones, which seemed to be naturally-occurring light Affinity crystals, dimmed and brightened a little bit but it wasn’t much variance. Certainly not enough to account for their behavior. 

Ever since I’d given them the talk about how people become civilized, they’d been diligent about their activity. There weren’t people lazing around campfires after the hunt. It was probably partly my fault that they’d gotten into such bad habits in the first place — civilizations didn’t rise where people didn’t have to work to survive. Since I’d given them water, shelter, and resources, everything but food, there was no real incentive to try anything else. 

Of course, I preferred the directed path more than the purely Darwinian pressures of a hostile environment. In a real dungeon, those Scalemind would be forced to adapt or die, but I just didn’t have the heart to try and kill them off solely so

they could learn. Even if I did, that was a multi-generational thing and I wanted to see results sooner than that. 

Already, there were young Scalemind carving up chunks of Underneath wood. Not unusual, but the important part was they were trying to make tools the Scythe Sisters and Brothers of Burden could use rather than just skewers for roasting meat. 

One thing looked like some sort of sled for the Brothers of Burden, which wasn’t much above the crude saddlebags from before, but it was at least an improvement. At the same time, some Scythe Sisters were being fitted with what looked like a cuff that went around the base of their scythes, right at the joint. 

Even if it wasn’t especially advanced technology, it still showed attempts at innovation and more importantly, division of labor and specialization. Given their telepathy, specialization might not be as important as it would be for other species, but someone still needed to do the work in the first place. It was encouraging to watch, but I’d have to wait to see if any Status stuff happened before I could call it successful. 

I just wished I had mental Affinity chrystheniums. Without them, I didn’t feel I was quite able to provide everything they’d need for the future. At some point they’d need to make magic items that interacted with their native biology and I just didn’t have the resources for that. Considering that all tech was also partly magic, that was a serious lack. 

That thought brought me back around to Iniri’s magical item. I definitely had all the materials for that, including the absurdity of an actual [Contained Star] or two. The neutron star variation, of course, considering it was about the size of a grape instead of nearly as big as someone’s head. The thought of trying to hang a normal [Contained Star] around someone’s neck was pretty amusing, but only Ansae was large enough to pull that off. 

I brought out the entire remaining stock of [Firmament], as well as gravity and light Affinity metal. Iniri’s [Sunmetal] was far better than my own stellar Affinity versions, and more attuned to her besides, so she was going to be supplying that. 

Then, of course, there were assorted sources, magical gems, and Aurum for capturing Iniri’s [Guardian Constellation]. 

Ultimately, this was meant to be not just Iniri’s item, but something for her entire lineage. An heirloom piece of regalia, which meant the actual sources would have be socketed so they could be replaced in order to allow for it to be passed down. I was actually kind of proud of the solution of supplying primal gem sockets to sidestep the binding issues entirely. 

My first thought had been some sort of crown, but since this was meant to be something she wore all the time, that was out. 

It had to be robust enough to handle everything going into it, so rings and bracelets wouldn’t work either. Iniri came up with the idea of a torc, and since she and Shayma were responsible for most of the work anyway I was happy to oblige. The only Skills I had to add to the thing were [Customization], because it was pretty amazing as a Skill, and [Warding]. 

“Some of these runes…” Iniri studied the etched metal plate that Ansae handed her. “These are more complex than any that I’ve studied or gotten through Skill insight before. You’ve got to be an absolute grandmaster.” 

“More than that,” Ansae said lazily, sprawling out in the

[Crafting Hall] in full dragon form because I’d made it that large. I knew she’d want to watch at some point. “I made runic magic myself. Why do you think the connections between shape and intent are so rigid? You’re mimicking  my intent when you shape a rune.” 

“Oh,  wow.” Shayma stared at Ansae. “I guess it makes sense. 

Runes work for all kinds of magic. But to make an entirely new branch of rune magic…” 

“It’s not quite as amazing as you might think,” Ansae told her. 

“People pioneer new paths all the time, and the Akasha remembers them. For example, I believe your Trickster path is a new one, and anyone who does will be inheriting your work.” 

 “I guess I’m doing that on fast-forward with some of my transcriptions. Or creations. I suppose the [Mana Diamond

 Anvil] is now something that could be created by others. Or even the [Contained Star].”  It would take a ridiculous amount of effort for anyone that wasn’t me to do it, but it was technically possible for others to do. As opposed to the Primal Sources, which were explicitly mine and mine alone. 

“I  think so. Dungeons and the Akasha are rather strange, so there’s no telling. But anything that’s become a Skill ought to influence what’s available to other people as they explore their Classes. I wouldn’t be surprised if some scaled down version of [Starlance] or [Wake of the Phantasmal] starts showing up in the future.” 

“Kind of like Lineage Skills,” Iniri observed, shaping

[Sunmetal] into the rune shapes Ansae had provided. As a testament to their complexity, or at least their difficulty, it took her several tries before she was satisfied. Even I could tell they were containment runes, and they made a complete circle around where the [Contained Star] would go. It said a lot about the power of such a star that it took two types of containment to make it safe for humans to handle. 

 “So how does this work, exactly?”  I asked, providing the two neutron stars for Iniri to start wrapping in runes. 

“Excess stellar mana strengthens the containment, pushing back against the amount being generated until a balance is achieved,” Iniri explained, glancing at Ansae occasionally to make sure she was getting it right. “I’ve used this kind of containment before, but not for anything of this magnitude. I might worry about it holding up, even with [Sunmetal], if we weren’t embedding it in [Firmament].” 

“Don’t forget the stellar Affinity liquid,” Taelah put in. “It will act as a buffer for any sudden changes in the mana flux.” 

 “Clearly I missed some design discussion somewhere.”  I didn’t actually mind, it just amused me that I’d somehow managed not to notice them collaborating. Or maybe they just used [Companion Concord]. Either way, they knew what they were doing. 

The skeleton of the torc was [Firmament], of course, with a network of runes in [Sunmetal]. The liquid stellar Affinity

mana was used to fill channels inside the metals, which together with the runes formed the foundation of mana flow in the item. I provided a [Portable Affinity Crystal] tuned to gravity, [Customized] and compressed to fit into the curve of the torc, which was used to filter the gravity component out of stellar for the gravity Affinity metals. The actual methodology they’d use was again beyond my comprehension, but the gravity metal was shaped to look like a pair of kirins, hiding the runes. 

Iniri and Shayma together shaped [Sun Aurum], a crystal-created alloy of Aurum and Sunmetal, into runes for [Guardian Constellation]. It was just one intricate protection rune, with the glowing orbs of the Skill itself at each junction and terminator. The Skill inside the [Sun Aurum] would be constantly reinforced by the mana flowing through, and the runic design would augment the Constellation’s effectiveness. 

Once again, I didn’t have anything to do but sit and watch as everyone else went to work. I was really good at making raw materials, but the only special crafting method I had was the Fabricator, and Shayma’s ability to work metal and use

[Customization] rendered that mostly unnecessary, especially for detail work like the torc. By empowering my Companions I’d effectively rendered myself obsolete, at least when it came to these things. I’d have to figure out some new creations so I could keep up. 

After several hours of work the neutron stars went in the ends of the torc, shielded by [Sunmetal] latticework, energizing the runework and making the Sources glow in their sockets. I could really appreciate the shielding involved, since the enormous glow of stellar mana coming off the stars was contained to a more reasonable level. It didn’t run the risk of poisoning low-level people anymore. 

It was true that I didn’t need to use  both of the neutron stars to make it, but it seemed appropriate. I’d spent those two in the defense of Tarnil, and considering the weight of intent when it came to magic I didn’t think any other use would quite fit them. It wasn’t just sentiment, either. [Blue’s Sagacity]

suggested it pretty strongly, which meant it either conformed

with fate mana or just general mana rules. Either way, I was fine with it, since I could always make more. 

 Shayma Ell gains Crafting Experience. 

 Received 3,200 experience from Companion Shayma Ell. 

 Received 1,125 experience from Companion Taelah Marn. 

 Gained 1 trait point for Companion involvement in creating an Artifact. 

The overlay confirmed that the ridiculous thing counted as an Artifact, which meant I had a pretty damn good record for making them. Though I was absolutely abusing things like putting two Origin Relics into a single item and other such nonsense. I knew we still weren’t experienced enough to make them from skill or Skill alone. 

 “So how’d it turn out?”  I asked, and Shayma pulled up the status. 

 [Regalia of Tarnil: Torc of the Stars]

 Indestructible. 

 This object cannot be lost or stolen while bonded to a Bearer. 

 May only be used by members of the Tarnil Lineage. 

 Channels socketed Sources: Light, Stellar. Currently bound to Iniri Tarnil. 

 Supplies Bearer with a large, constantly renewed reservoir of stellar mana. 

 Bearer can use [Customization] on summoned light constructs and [Sunmetal]. 

 Bearer is permanently protected by [Guardian Constellation]. 

 Bearer may use a powerful [Starlance] that takes some time to recharge. 

 Bearer gains Skill [Gravity Control] within a narrow range. 

 The stars themselves watch over Tarnil and those who rule it. 

 “What on earth does that last entry mean?”  I wondered. It was kind of a rhetorical question, because there was no way

that anyone could precisely know, but I had to ask it anyway. 

“I suspect it’s either a touch of fate mana or something like

[Queen’s Insight].” Iniri said. “Just one of those things Artifacts can do that make them different from normal magical items.” 

 “Well, it’s pretty awesome anyway.”  I suspected the description was also underselling exactly how much stellar mana Iniri could draw from it. It was more or less perfect for Iniri, though, and it came with a lot of interesting ramifications. For example, whoever inherited it from Iniri would be able to shape her [Sunmetal] at will, which only she and I could do at the moment. I could well imagine there’d be a  lot  of [Sunmetal] around Tarnil by the time she was ready to pass it on. 

“It is amazing. Thank you, Blue. Thank you, Shayma, Taelah, and Great Lady.” Iniri said, sliding the torc around her neck. It was perfectly sized, thanks to Shayma’s skills, and I had to wonder if Shayma would have to readjust it for Iniri’s heir or if magic would take care of it. So far everything I’d seen was custom-made, no automatic sizing without a Skill being used, so if one of Iniri’s descendants had a build more like Giorn there might be issues. 

 “You’re quite welcome! It turned out amazing!” 

“It was nice to get back to runework,” Ansae admitted. “I haven’t had a challenge in a while. Your Fortress is next, and finding a way to contain your [Starlance] so it’s more efficient. 

Then there’s a shapeshifting weapon for Shayma. It should be fun.” 

“These projects have been great,” Taelah agreed. “I enjoy my herb gardens and alchemy but working on something big like this is a treat.” 

“So let’s see you fly,” Shayma added with a grin. Iniri rolled her eyes but smiled. 

“It’s going to take a bit to get used to the Skill, so no laughing,” she warned. 

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Shayma said innocently. 

For flying practice, they went back out to the Caldera, specifically out to the beach house so Iniri could practice over the water. I was sure the torc would protect her from accidentally smacking into the ground or some stray tree, but a little caution was a good idea anyway. Especially since the first time she activated it, she went tumbling through the air and almost crashed into the water. 

Shayma did her honest best to refrain from laughing, but Ansae had no such compunctions and made her amusement known as Iniri adjusted to the [Gravity Control] flight. The Skill probably could be used for things besides flight, too, but considering how it flung her around it’d take more finesse. I was glad Iniri was fourth-tier because it probably would have been pretty uncomfortable getting jostled around like that at low levels. 

“So what are you going to choose for your first [Quest]?” 

Taelah asked while they watched Iniri practice. I’d asked the question myself days ago, but Shayma hadn’t had an answer then. 

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Shayma admitted. “Now that we’re actually safe we can start taking action. I want to be careful about involving Blue in things, but there’s one thing where he’s already involved. We need to punish House Anell, and one way to do that would be to free the Ell branch and take away their void users. I’ve never met them, but I must have aunts and uncles and cousins under their control…” 

Shayma’s voice made it clear how she felt about that. 

 “I think that’s a fantastic idea. I might not be satisfied with that as the only punishment but it’s certainly a good bare minimum.”  I wasn’t sure how to go about fixing things like how the void users were kept leashed by drugs or the like, but getting them out from under the heel of Anell was the first step. It wasn’t like I didn’t have anywhere to put them, either. 

“That’s my [Quest], then,” Shayma said firmly. “Freeing the Ell branch from House Anell.” I half-expected the proclamation to come with some kind of effect, but there were no sparkles or sounds, or even a notification from my overlay. 

Shayma herself just cocked her head to the side, ears flicking. 

“I think that worked,” she said, a trifle doubtfully. “I’m not getting any sudden urges to do anything in particular, though. 

It’s really a strange Skill.” 

 “Well, the first step no matter what is getting the Fortress finished, unless you want to head over there by yourself. 

 Which I wouldn’t suggest.”  Shayma was incredibly powerful, but I didn’t like the idea of her staying in hostile territory overlong. Better to bring along a giant floating fortress both for her to stay in and to make the point that I was taking things seriously. 

“No, I’m not planning on it. We need to figure out what to  do with the Ells before we start making demands.” 

“Depending on how many there are, the Village can take them in,” Taelah suggested. “I can’t imagine there’s hundreds of void users running around, but we could handle four or five families. Especially ones that could teach the more adventurous children about combat basics.” 

“I’ll ask mom and dad,” Shayma said thoughtfully. “Mom should know more about what to expect from the Ell branch, and dad’s family is one of the few fox-kin families that isn’t associated with either Ell or Anell. So, he might have a more objective perspective.” 

 “In the meantime I’ll just keep making more stuff for it. I’m really hoping this gravity stuff works for the fortress because those air engines are just completely impossible for me to deal with.” 

“The mage-kings must have some talented artificers to be making those things,” Shayma agreed, then laughed. “But they aren’t Artifacts!” She said, touching [Promise]. Taelah’s hand went to [Vow] and she smiled as well. 

“I know I’m not anywhere near master rank in alchemy,” 

Taelah said modestly. “But it is still amazing what I’ve been able to do with husband’s aid.” 

 “Don’t sell yourself short,”  I told her.  “Extracting gravity Affinity and giving me a new chrysthenium was absolute genius. I’m sure given time you might figure out mind, or even

 space and time chrystheniums.”  Taelah did blush briefly when I complimented her but bowed her head in agreement. 

“I think I’ll have enough in the Caldera to keep me occupied for the rest of my life, especially with interesting projects like that,” Taelah said. “I’ve only just begun to explore what can be done with Affinity liquid, for example.” She lowered her voice, leaning in toward Shayma with a glance at Ansae. 

“Miss Burnhade has started cooking with it, though. Brave woman.” 

“Is that safe?” Shayma asked. 

“Maybe not for you, but dragons will eat it,” Ansae rumbled. 

“Extra mana just makes it more flavorful.” 

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Taelah said, shaking her head. “Ever since Piping Hot Pies came by, she’s been branching out into more recipes.” 

“Well, I sure appreciate it,” Shayma confessed, watching Iniri wobble back toward the shore. She hadn’t quite managed to avoid dunking herself, and gotten completely soaked from spray kicked up from clipping the lake surface, but the actual impacts hadn’t hurt her, and the one time she’d been immersed entirely there had been a pretty obvious shield. That more or less answered the question of how well the torc would protect her while flying. 

“That was fun!” Iniri said, smiling more than almost any time I had seen her, barring certain intimate moments. “A little weird at first to get used to, but being able to actually fly around is amazing!” She dropped the last meter or so to the ground, landing with the grace of a fourth-tier Classer. 

“Yes, it is,” Ansae agreed with perfect aplomb. Iniri blinked at Ansae, then nodded to her respectfully. 

“It never really was my dream, to make it part of my Class, but now that I have it I wish I had been able to fly earlier.” She stretched and tugged at her dress. “Unfortunately, I’ve got salt dried all over me, now. Is there a shower I could use?” 

“Of course,” Shayma said, showing Iniri into the beach house. 

“I feel a little bad for Iniri,” Taelah said once they were both inside. “She’s not much older than me but has so much to worry about.” 

 “From what I’ve heard she inherited a hell of a mess even before the mage-kings attacked. It’s going to be a while until everything is fixed even with my help.” 

“Kingdoms rise and fall all the time,” Ansae volunteered. 

“Iniri is exceedingly lucky to be presiding over the former rather than the latter.” 

“Certainly,” Taelah agreed. “I think we are all thankful for my husband.” 

Day 202 - Blue

I was not the most observant dungeon. Part of that was just because I was so large, and part of it was that I refused to try splitting my mind again because I hated being dumb. That was why I had missed the dragons initially flying in, and that was why I missed a swarm of things crawling up from the Underneath until One-Eye-Green called my name. 

“Mister Blue! There’s Blightbeasts!” 

 “Say what now?”  Of course, One-Eye-Green couldn’t hear me. There were some Scalemind hunting parties hurrying back ahead of the swarm, and the weird thing was that it looked like a bunch of different monsters. Most of them looked like they belonged on the surface, too. 

There were scaled cats and giant lizards and ambulatory masses of vines. Here and there I spotted an oversized humanoid with a club, and there were even some giant birds that really seemed out of place in the confines of the lowroads. It seemed like some sort of bizarre monster mob to me but when I looked at them the overlay had no information. At all. They obviously existed and I could see them and their mana but my attempts to identify them were like they just registered as empty air. 

Then the first ones, the ones pursuing the Scalemind, hit my mana field and ANATHEMA surged up. If One-Eye-Green hadn’t alerted me, that surely would have. It wasn’t enough to make me lose my mind, but I did dump a bunch of lava into one of the tunnels without thinking about it, almost catching some Scalemind in the process. Unfortunately, that by itself didn’t do much, since it seemed most of the Blightbeasts had enough mana to just power through mundane heat. Those that didn’t crisped pretty much instantly, which was satisfying, but I’d have to use actual magic to kill them off. 

From my perspective on the Underneath, where my vision penetrated into the lowroad itself, there were thousands of

things swarming through, almost mindlessly. Not completely mindlessly, since they didn’t attack each other and there were clearly groups going down side-tunnels, but none of them evinced what I would call normal behavior. For beasts or for monsters. 

The swarm wasn’t really a threat to me personally, but I couldn’t deal with it with the Scalemind there, and I was itching to deal with it. There didn’t seem to be much in the way of infrastructure in the Scalemind’s cavern yet, nothing like an actual town, so I grabbed everyone and everything with teleport Fields and dumped them into the caves beneath my northern mountains in the Caldera. There was plenty of room there and they weren’t pocketed with lava reservoirs like the volcanoes. 

 “Hey Shayma, could you tell the Scalemind that I moved them so I could take care of the Blightbeasts?” 

“Um. Yes?” Shayma blinked, and I teleported her over into the same cavern. I’d have to link up a permanent Field some other time. Not to mention filling in Shayma on what was actually going on. 

With the Scalemind out of the way I supercharged my [Boring Tendrils] and took over an extra chunk of Underneath, encompassing the lowway entirely. Then I simply blanketed the entire area with a maximum energy volcano Climate. 

Which was probably overzealous, but I wanted them  gone. 

A few dozen cubic kilometers of Underneath basically exploded, superheated gasses foaming liquid rock, all of it heavily laced with my volcanic mana. I shoved several hundred thousand of my own, Affinity-less mana into the Climate too, doubling down on the destructive power of the Climate, and the earth shook as bedrock fractured and pockets of water flash-vaporized. A huge chunk of the Blightbeasts outright vanished, and even more simply melted as my mana cut through them. 

Above the ground, Tarnil trembled from the force of the underground eruption, and even the leviathan settlement seemed stirred up by it. The imperative urge to  deal with  the

creatures faded as they all died, or at least, all the ones I could see died, and I realized I might have used a bit of overkill. It wasn’t as bad as [Starlancing] them, but a giant magma lake had replaced the area with the lowroads, almost fifty kilometers long and five wide, and the pyroclastic blast of lava and superheated gas had seared passages out of my range of vision. At least I got something out of it. 

 Depletion sources removed. Requirements for level advancement reduced. 

 Dungeon has reached level 12! 

 One trait point awarded. 

If it weren’t for [Amplified Presence] strengthening the rock above the new, enormous cavern, there would have been more collapses and maybe even eruptions as the heat and pressure tried to force its way upward. Instead it was forced out along the lowway in both directions and out into the Underneath in general. Hopefully I didn’t accidentally flood an actually civilized area, but I figured that if there was anyone nearby the Scalemind would have noticed them already. 

“Blue, is everything alright?” Iniri asked, her hands on top of paper stacks to keep them from falling over. There wasn’t any actual structural damage as, again, [Amplified Presence] made things just slightly tougher and kept roads and walls from cracking. 

 “I had a slight Blightbeast problem. I don’t know what they are either, they just came from the Underneath, thousands of them. Pretty sure I wiped them all out but there may be more where that came from.” 

“Where  did they come from?” Iniri frowned. “Is that just something that happens in the Underneath?” 

 “I need to ask the Scalemind, hang on.”  I focused on Shayma, who was chatting with One-Eye-Green.  “Sorry about that, Shayma. It was a little urgent and I had an ANATHEMA reaction, so I wasn’t thinking my best. Could you ask One-Eye-Green exactly what the Blightbeasts are?” 

“They’re from the blight where the other dungeons are,” One-Eye-Green told Shayma, waving in a vaguely eastern direction. Considering I’d teleported her to a new place and the surroundings were different I was surprised that she knew which way was which, but underground species probably had some way to tell. I had guessed the provenance of the Blightbeasts from the name, but knowing that they were from the mage-king’s area confirmed it. 

 “Seems like they spilled out from the mage-king’s lands,”  I told Iniri.  “I guess this is what they meant by losing containment?” 

“That  is concerning,” Iniri said, rubbing her temples. 

 “I don’t think you have to worry about it. They set off my ANATHEMA so I’ll definitely notice any time they come near, and I can certainly kill them. Maybe warn other people though? I don’t know if any of these surface kingdoms are connected to the lowways at all, and for all I know there are Blightbeasts headed to other areas.” 

“Yes, absolutely.” Iniri reached for a fresh piece of paper and started penning a missive. “If these pop up anywhere else it might well be considered a fresh declaration of war from the mage-kings. Not that anyone really needs one.” 

 “The weird thing is that I couldn’t actually identify them. It was like they didn’t have any Status at all, not even as monsters. No level, no stats. The only thing is, I’m pretty sure they had depletion stuff clinging onto them. I can’t tell for sure because they’re all gone now, but I wouldn’t advise anyone get near the things.” 

“Maybe Uilei-nktik would know more, if the Scalemind don’t.” Iniri tapped her lower lip with her pen, frowning thoughtfully. “We’re protected by your mana, but other people aren’t. Something like this would actually be an issue for other countries.” 

 “Yeah, and it actually makes me worry about what the heck is going on over there.”  If a minor breach meant thousands of weird depletion beasts wandering around, what did a major breach look like? That was assuming most of the Blightbeasts

had ended up in the lowway underneath Tarnil. For all I knew, this was a bare fraction of what had actually been released and there were millions of the things spreading out beneath the ground. 

I had to wonder if that meant the mage-kings had billions of things penned up over there, or if the ‘rift’ that Tor Kot mentioned spawned them if containment failed or what. There was really no conclusion that wasn’t horrendous, so I decided I’d have to double down on my fortress. My best way to erase depletion was just flood an area with my mana, so a mobile means to do that was imperative. While Tarnil and my people were my first priority, ignoring the rest of the world would just result in more trouble down the line. 

Of course, sterilizing several hundred kilometers of the Underneath was going to result in more trouble too. Even if I didn’t screw up anyone’s back yard, the Scalemind were going to have a lot of trouble hunting. I dialed the volcanic Climate back down but since I was lacking anything appropriate to the Underneath the best I could do would be to put a Forest type climate down instead. That, unfortunately, would seed stellar chrystheniums and create a false sky so it wouldn’t be like the Underneath at all. Not to mention it wouldn’t provide however many kilos of meat a thousand or so carnivores needed every day. 

 “Okay, crisis over,”  I told Shayma.  “Thanks for covering for me. There iiiiis a bit of a problem though, and that’s where the Scalemind used to be is now a giant lake of lava.” 

“So that’s what all that shaking was,” Shayma said with amusement. 

 “Yeah, I overdid it a bit. I don’t think there’s going to be any place for them to hunt nearby, so I need to figure out how I’m going to feed them. Or at least provide so they can feed themselves.” 

“That might be a problem.” Shayma frowned, clearly thinking along the same lines I was. “They could probably hunt the Wildwood, if adventurers wouldn’t hunt them at the same

time. It might be easiest to just burrow down somewhere else in Tarnil and find a new part of the Underneath.” 

 “True, I probably will have to do that anyway, but I’m not keen on expanding downward from land that I’m only leasing, as it were. I mean, I still have a hundred years on it so I guess I shouldn’t be.” 

“You’ve got time,” Shayma agreed, amused. 

 “Yeah, okay. I kind of want to keep them in the Caldera but I guess that wouldn’t work out quite yet. I need to make contact with an actual Underneath civilization.”  Assuming there  was one around. If that sort of swarm happened even once every couple decades that might be enough to dissuade anyone from living nearby.  “Hate to keep imposing on you, but after you get the Scalemind settled, could I have you go to the Stoneborn and ask them about local Underneath settlements? Should have done that ages ago.” 

“Certainly,” Shayma agreed cheerfully. “You don’t want to explode them by accident.” 

 “No, no I don’t.”  I started pushing my way downward out near Wildwood Retreat, reasoning that a mana spring might have some sort of underground mirror that would make something other than solid rock more likely, and flipped my attention over to Ansae. 

 “Sooo, if you felt that, I had to kill a bunch of things in the Underneath.” 

“With fire, as is proper,” Ansae said with a grin. 

 “With fire,”  I agreed.  “Here’s the weird thing. I couldn’t get any read on the Blightbeasts. It sounds like they’re coming from the depleted lands, and they didn’t seem to have any level or stats. It was like they were totally disconnected from the Akasha, though they did have mana.” 

“I don’t recall that when I went there a few hundred years ago.” Ansae frowned thoughtfully. “There was a heavy depletion storm and there were mana-beasts that had grown from it, but they didn’t have  no akashic connection.” 

 “Well, we do know that it’s gotten worse over time. Maybe it passed a threshold of some sort.” 

“Something certainly changed.” Ansae scowled. “If it’s sending things out into the Underneath on a regular basis it’s gone beyond just the depletion.” She lashed her tail in annoyance, putting aside her rune tablet. “That’s usually the sort of thing I’d take care of, but I can’t.” 

 “You normally deal with big existential threats?”  I’d heard a few legends of the Silver Woe, and they were pretty much all of the  she burned a continent to the ground and  she slaughtered an entire clan and things of that nature. 

Admittedly, there was a dose of  they had it coming with some of the stories. 

“Well, if I toppled every tyrant or killed every mad mage, nobody would learn anything,” Ansae pointed out. “Besides, tyrants and madmen are right more often than you’d expect. 

But there are things that scar the world or threaten it, and most mortals either don’t see or can’t imagine anything beyond their immediate circumstances. I try to keep the place where I live generally intact.” 

 “Makes sense to me.”  It probably wasn’t quite that simple, since there were Bargains in the mix and whatever Ansae’s own goals were. She didn’t strike me as someone who wanted to babysit the planet for all eternity, but she wasn’t irresponsible, either.  “So that’s why you went after depletion in the first place?” 

“Yes, it was slowly poisoning the world. It still is, but if it weren’t for this Blightbeast issue I would still consider it only a long-term threat.” Ansae scowled. “You need to increase your mana capacity. I admit the stat replenishment is fun, but it’s no substitute for having my full capabilities back.” 

 “It is fun,”  I agreed, though it still occasionally involved a severed tendril or two.  “I’m still not having much luck with artificial mana storage, but now that I have a new leveling schema I might be able to hit the needed level fairly quickly.” 

“You just need to make sure your Companions are active, then.” 

 “I actually did just get a level for killing the Blightbeasts. 

 Well, I got a requirement reduction. I guess having them make Artifacts counted toward Companion advancement?” 

“Sounds like you have work to do.” Ansae smiled toothily. “In a few days I think we’ll be ready to start selecting lairs for my pupils. They can easily set them up without help, so you might want to officially approve the locations they select.” 

 “Absolutely. I mean, most of the Caldera is empty so I’m sure it’ll be fine, but it’ll be interesting to see what they have in mind. I only have so many mountains…”  Ansae just laughed at that. 

Since I had to split my attention between the Scalemind, the exploratory dig, my Anvils, and sculpting metal into my Fortress, and finishing up the Annit soul-sculpture, it was surprisingly easy to while away a day or so without much noticing it. It wasn’t that I ignored anyone, it was just that it was, for once, not a crisis anywhere and aside from ensuring the Scalemind had enough to eat I could pretty much relax. 

Until I secured another Underneath area I was just snatching game from the wilderness that led up to Wildwood. It wasn’t the best solution, but the move had made the Scalemind aware of the need for farm animals so they had started actually ranching some of the mana-infused deer and the like. They had a bit of an advantage when it came to domestication thanks to their mind magic. 

I was talking with Shayma about some ideas for getting new crafting stations up and running when something itched. It was a really weird sensation, and made me focus in on it, right at the edge of the Caldera. What I found was some construct of pure mana shoving through the spatial weave that separated the outside mountain with the inside Caldera. 

 [Spectre of Hate]

 Level 100 Spirit

 Dragonbane

 Health: 10,000

 Mana: 10,000

I had never seen a spirit before, aside from the race Shayma was presumably supposed to be but kind of wasn’t, and I was surprised that they were definitely  not the same as normal people. For one, it lacked stamina entirely, and for two, it seemed to be completely ethereal. It seemed to be an exceedingly complex knot of primarily shadow Affinity with some extra Affinities bound up inside it, which meant it could go straight through stone. 

When it hit the weave of spatial magic, though, it had stuck. 

Not completely, but it had to shove enough that I had noticed it. For all its level it didn’t seem particularly bright, since it seemed to be trying to shove its way forward by main force rather than trying to slip its way through the spatial matrix, but it was one hell of a level. 

That said, the even numbers of the level and health and mana were incredibly suspicious. It looked like it was somehow artificial, and by the  Dragonbane tag my guess was that it  was artificial and a weapon of some sort. The question was whether it was targeting Ansae or one of my other draconic guests. 

I wasn’t about to let it go about its business unmolested, though it annoyed me that I hadn’t noticed it until just now. I needed a better way to keep track of weird things that entered my territory. Unfortunately, it was in the middle of rock and my spatial weave, so I couldn’t teleport it, but I could try to contain and kill it. 

Since it was moving straight forward I cleared out a space on the other side, where it would have gone into the cavern-riddled part of the terraces, and readied a Greater Light Field. I wasn’t sure how fast the thing would move once it got through so I kept a close eye on it while I called up Ansae. At level one hundred it might need more than overcharged light to deal with, and if so I might need Iniri’s help. It’d be a good target for her Artifact [Starlance]. 

 “I have a level one hundred dragonbane [Spectre of Hate]

 here. I’m going to contain and kill it with a Greater Light Field but is there anything you want to do with it first?” 

“Gods above, no. A dragonbane spirit? I didn’t know there were any of those left.” Ansae looked disgusted. “Murder it with all prejudice.” 

 “Great. So you’ve bumped into these things before, then.” 

“You don’t get to be The Silver Woe without making a few enemies,” Ansae said dryly. “At some point in the past a large circle of talented mages put together a number of dragonbane spirits to go after me. They’ve been irritating to deal with.” 

 “I can imagine.”  If Ansae thought they were irritating, they were probably downright horrifying. I contacted Iniri, just to let her know I might need her to blast something really quick, and waited for the thing to finish disentangling itself from my spatial magic so I could vaporize it. 

Considering it was magic I was using some of my relatively scant magical knowledge and shielded the containment room with a gold lattice. As a magic insulator it’d probably do more to stop the [Spectre of Hate] than any of my alternatives other than actual Fields. I was pretty sure [Greater Light] would be pretty deadly to the Spectre, especially since I could make it stellar flavored, but that didn’t necessarily mean that it would be trapped. I didn’t want it to escape and be forced to chase an intangible dragonbane shadow ghost around. 

It wasn’t quite as dumb as I had thought, since the moment it broke through the spatial weave and into the caldera, finding itself in the killbox I’d made, it jerked back the other way. 

Perhaps it just didn’t have the senses to deal with spatial expansion. Regardless of the thing’s intellect it recognized the trap, but too late. A gold-lattice door slid down over the opening and I turned on the Field. 

For being made wholly out of mana it could make a lot of noise. It let out a terrible, high-pitched steam-whistle scream, the vague wispy outlines of clawed hands trying to drive their way through the gold lattice. From what I could see that was actually hurting it, though probably not as much as the overcharged stellar and light mana that was melting through its mana body. 

It didn’t waste too long just trying a physical attack. After a moment or two it gestured and its mana dropped as a thin shadow beam pierced between the threads of the lattice. It didn’t reach far, but the Spectre seemed to grab it and sort of pour itself along the shadow-beam, even as it crumbled under the assault of the Field. That might have been a problem if I couldn’t simply extend the Field, which I did. 

It spent more mana to conjure a shield around itself, burning through mana at a rapid clip as it tried to move through the Field. 

Even diving down into the stone didn’t do much for it, since the Field extended there, too. It wasn’t quite as potent, but my mana still shredded away its shadow Affinity body and restricted its movement. The Spectre tried casting a few other spells, but they melted away under the influence of Greater Light before they could properly manifest. I was actually pretty darn impressed with that, considering the thing was at fifth tier. Admittedly, it was a construct so it might not follow the usual rules. It certainly didn’t seem as impressive even as the dragons I’d thrashed. 

That said, I didn’t relent on the Field until the thing dissolved all the way away, hitpoints and mana both hitting zero and the actual threads holding it together vanishing in my mana sight. 

It had taken a good five minutes to burn through the combined twenty thousand stat pool it had, but it hadn’t given me any real problems. 

Not that I was satisfied with how I handled it. Containing it with mana-blocking material was a good idea, but I should have used a solid plate or something to keep it from escaping. 

If it had been some Affinity I  didn’t have a perfect counter for, it could have gone and slaughtered my new dragon guests or even taken a chunk out of Ansae. In hindsight I probably should have brought in Iniri to have her try and one-shot the thing. It was a stupid risk to run trying to take it out myself, though unless it was supersonic I could have always played teleport keep-away with its targets. 

Regardless, it was gone. I kept the Field up in the spot just in case, but it wasn’t like Ansae was going to be eager to check. 

Besides, since it was actually a dragonsbane set of mana she might not even be able to see it. I knew from experience how damn insidious bane weaponry was, and a pure mana bane with no physical presence would be an utter terror. 

 “All gone,”  I told Ansae, once I was really, really sure.  “Thing was annoying but not really that much a threat to me. Not with how big a light Field I could throw at it.” 

“I do appreciate it,” Ansae told me seriously. “I thought I had gotten all of them, but as you can imagine it’s difficult to be truly certain.” 

 “So I’m guessing it tracked you here after you showed yourself?” 

“Almost certainly,” Ansae confirmed. “Though why it didn’t find me before I went into seclusion I don’t know. Perhaps someone bound it in some corner of the world and didn’t tell me, and it got loose sometime in the past four hundred years.” 

 “Hmm so there might be more of these things. Is there any way that I can get some sort of alarm if something enters the Caldera that I didn’t personally teleport in? I don’t like the idea of potentially missing anything like this but I’ve got a lot of territory to cover.” 

“Classically that’s what wards do, but you have the problem that you can’t really link them to yourself. You can’t touch the mana with your intent, after all. You could link them to Shayma, though, or to a magical alarm if you’re willing to monitor it.” 

 “Or a series of alarms. I assume wards can be made complicated.”  I kind of liked the idea of an alarm room, though I’d need to put a core there to make sure I was actually in a position to hear everything. I kept forgetting that magical stuff was an advanced field, since Tarnil was a war-ravaged, mana-poor backwater and didn’t have any significant infrastructure. 

“They can. Your [Warding] is potent but very basic, just obscuring everything by sheer mana overload.” Ansae told me, which clarified matters. I had a jamming field, not anything

approaching engineered countermeasures. Useful, especially since I had a  lot of brute force behind it, but not exactly the same as surveillance and countermeasures. It made me wonder exactly what Ansae had put into her tower protections, considering the sheer number of runes involved. 

 “I suppose warding the entirety of the Caldera would take a while, even if you went along the outside. I should probably think about starting to do it though.” 

“Definitely. Many countries do ward their borders, at least for sensing, though that can get extremely expensive and mana-intensive depending on technique and how many miles you have to cover. But you have the resources and mana to spend on it, so you should.” 

 “I don’t want to overload the Village, but I’m starting to get the feeling I have a ton of infrastructure I need to install…” 

“A common lament. I’ve set myself up in hundreds of different places, and balancing the small number of trustworthy people with grand projects is always a challenge.” 

 “So how did you solve it? I mean, I guess I could just buy expertise. Get some people in to make or train people, and ultimately I probably don’t need too many who can build amazing wards or whatever.” 

“Keeping good records, mostly.” Ansae chuckled. “I have libraries upon libraries in my hoard, memory recordings, techniques to advance certain Classes as quickly as possible, with and without sacrificing future growth. I don’t tend to trust outside specialists too much, though I admit there’s always someone out there who’s figured out something new.” 

 “Well, that’s certainly a place to start.”  I had to wonder how many lairs or dwellings Ansae had abandoned over the centuries. It was easy enough to imagine how much attention she’d draw over time, given what had happened already. 

“You should take your own advice, the advice you gave to the Scalemind.” Ansae remarked. “You ought to be planning years or centuries ahead. Believe me, there’s nothing worse than

finding out you built a bad foundation five hundred years back and you have to redo everything from scratch.” 

 “Yeah, fair enough. I really should, I just don’t have a handle on what can be done quite yet. Besides, it hasn’t even been a year; I’m still flailing around trying to figure out what’s going on.” 

“True. It is easy to forget that you  don’t have actual years of experience with magic, no matter that you sound it.” Ansae flicked her tail lazily. “Maybe once my pupils have properly started grooming the Caldera you’ll have a better understanding of how you want to move forward. Once you actually see properly high-magic areas and effects you’ll have more appreciation for what can be done.” 

 “I’m looking forward to it, actually. Some of what already exists is pretty wild.” 

“Yes, the confluences are rare and strange, but your pure Affinity areas are rather underwhelming. No matter, they’ll be tended to soon enough.” 

I had a lot to think about. In fact, what really got me was that Ansae pointed out I wasn’t taking my own advice, though to be fair I didn’t think I knew enough to make good plans. 

Beyond finishing the fortress and dealing with the depletion and blight stuff, I wasn’t sure what I  did want to do. I had to do  something, because sitting on infinite resources and mana without applying it was terrible. 

Plus, I had to take it up with Shayma. Though I hadn’t much thought about it until now, the fact that the Spectre spirit had been around for hundreds of years implied certain things about Shayma’s lifespan. Not that I objected, not at all, but it did mean that a five-hundred-year plan was going to be a joint one. 

Day 204 - Iniri

It was actually snowing. It was not entirely out of season, since it was well past Harvest and moving into winter, but snow was fairly rare in Tarnil. Or had been, anyway. With Blue’s towers providing the weather, it might be more frequent in the future. The snow and the frost wasn’t entirely welcome, but according to the reports she had been keeping studious track of, it wasn’t a disaster, either. 

They had enough food built up to feed everyone over the winter, taking into account some of the higher level [Farmers]

could still keep growing. Plus with the excess mana, winter crops were viable, as well as the huge amount of warmth stones Ir had sent up. The outlier villages had plenty of lumber, and the trees were growing faster anyway. Despite all the devastation and the almost complete breakdown of infrastructure, they didn’t have to worry about starving or freezing over the winter. 

Naturally, the plants in the Palace stayed lush and green. The sheer amount of [Sunmetal] used in its construction meant that the chill didn’t reach inside, the snow melting where it landed on roofs or windows. Iniri wouldn’t call the Palace a singular magic item quite yet, but it was getting there, and constant, pleasant temperature was definitely a magical effect she appreciated. 

She had hopes that some of the frantic scrambling she’d been doing to keep the tattered economy and infrastructure from collapsing completely would go away fairly soon. Some of that would be replaced by efforts to actually  improve things, now that Blue was enhancing Tarnil’s mana and augmenting its citizenry. Most of the wealth and infrastructure of Old Tarnil had been destroyed when the Wasteland had been created, and the southern part of the country hadn’t had anywhere near the wealth or expertise to recreate it. 

Now, they did. Even without directly getting money from Blue’s insane number of resources, the increased mana flow

coupled with Blue’s Habitation bonuses meant that more Affinity materials were being created. Her connection to him meant that polities like Ir were suddenly interested in dealing with them, and fourth-tiers from other nations had reason to come by. It wasn’t just the Wildwood that Tarnil had to offer, anymore, and even the Wildwood was being slowly taken back under Crown control. With Grandmaster Monat’s blessing, even, because he was absolutely happy that Tarnil was coming back. 

In a sense it was very strange to finally start looking toward the future, but it was also a relief. Admittedly, the future held some problems she didn’t quite know how to solve yet, and others that she was still working on. The most intractable of which was the heir problem. 

Tarnil absolutely could not afford to remain as isolated as it had in the past. There had been no ties by blood to other kingdoms or empires for three generations, or maybe two, depending on how accurate the rumors about her great-great-grandmother were. The consequences of that had been abundantly clear in how nobody had come to their defense at all. Not only had Tarnil lacked defensive pacts or alliances, which was only to be expected under the circumstances, but it had lacked even distant family to speak on its behalf. 

Yet at the same time there were no good prospects. Not  zero prospects, as Andis was fairly obviously available, but someone like him was potentially more harmful than no outside marriage. Blood ties went both ways and while Tarnil wasn’t strong at the moment, it had a hundred years of Power-backed growth that she didn’t want dissipated by a bunch of useless hangers-on. 

All of that contemplation had led a seed of an idea, planted by an offhand comment at the Summit, to germinate. There was, after all, a full  hundred years of Power-backed growth, which meant that it was more the future investment that had value than the present state of Tarnil. In a sense, it wasn’t so much Iniri who would have an incredibly valuable and powerful kingdom, but her children. 

Wright was too old for her and married besides, and his heirs were already tied up with the Empire, keeping the most important families bound to the Wright bloodline. His grandchildren, though, were still infants or as yet unborn. 

Joining the Wright and Tarnil families was absolutely possible, but not for her. 

Iniri felt a little guilty about considering an arranged marriage so early on, especially since it meant that  she  wouldn’t have to sacrifice anything for that political consideration, but that was just part of being a monarch. In truth her parents should have been thinking about her betrothal long before they died, though they probably didn’t have good options either. 

With some degree of hesitation she opened the paired notebook that Wright had given her. Specifically  her;  it wasn’t meant to be the official channel of communication, like the one her advisors had access to. It was a personal channel of communication between two monarchs, a rather politically daring gift, but one that seemed only appropriate for Wright. 

Or perhaps she should think of him as Adrian, considering their friendly relations. 

 I have been considering the heir topic you raised at the Summit. She wrote.  After fully reviewing my options I think there is a lot of merit in setting up a betrothal between one of my children and one of your grandchildren.  Which ones was a little tricky, since Tarnil was rather too far from Ir to be properly incorporated and Iniri didn’t have any intention of ceding sovereignty, anyway. On Ir’s end, the candidates would have to be one of Gavin Wright’s children, since he had the metal Affinity that meant he’d inherit the throne. But whomever was selected couldn’t be in line to inherit, which was a delicate issue. 

There was no immediate reply, but Iniri didn’t expect one. If he was as busy as she was, he might check the book once a day, if that. He might put it somewhere where he could see if she’d replied at a glance, but obviously that wouldn’t be out in public. Either way, even if it was a direct line it wasn’t quite a face-to-face conversation, so she’d have to be patient. 

In the meantime, she had plenty to do, both with Tarnil and for Blue. The [Torc of the Stars] around her neck, shedding a little bit of its own warmth, was a reminder of just what level could be reached when they worked together. Not just Blue doing his own absurd thing, which he absolutely still did, but cooperating with him and his other Companions. 

It was oddly reassuring that he needed their help to create more complex items. To some extent what Blue could and could not do seemed very arbitrary, but there was definitely a hard limit on shaping mana and infusing it with intent. He could make incredibly powerful effects with either no direction or a very generic one. It had taken people who could actually properly touch magic to harmonize the stars that had defended Tarnil with a magic artifact and to get what seemed to be the protection of fate itself. 

There was no telling what the effect might be, but the fact that the Torc’s protection extended to her entire  kingdom made it worthy of Artifact status, indeed. In the far future, even after their Bargain with Blue was complete, the Torc by itself might be enough to prevent another invasion like the one the mage-kings had fielded. She reached up to touch it, feeling the immense power humming beneath her fingertips, and shook her head. It might well be more powerful than the Adamant Fortress, even if it was far simpler. 

The thought made her shuffle through her paperwork, looking for some of the reports related to  Blue’s Fortress. He had some ideas for it but didn’t have any knowledge of how to implement most of them, and while her runework Skill was fairly good, she knew there were specialized techniques in all kinds of magics that would help. Unfortunately, most of the records had been lost in the invasion and her inquiries had shown that they’d stayed lost. 

In a way it was churlish to worry about the loss of material and money when the real cost had been paid in lives, but the fact was that an enormous amount of the royal treasury and library was simply gone. Giorn and Sienne had been highly effective in what they  had recovered, but there was sadly a lot that had vanished into private hands. Or had been flat-out destroyed, 

burned or melted in the fighting, or even taken by the mage-kings at some point. It was the sort of damage that was incredibly difficult to recover from. 

“I think we’ll want to get in some experts from Ir for your Fortress, Blue,” Iniri said aloud, and felt his attention fix on her. 

 “Yeah? For which bits?” 

“All sorts of things. Complicated wards, dynamic illusion generators…” She shrugged. The list was endless. “There just aren’t many people left in Tarnil with the expertise in advanced magical artifice that you need.” Even in the Wildwood, most experts were focused on equipping adventurers, not fortresses. 

 “I don’t know…”  Blue sounded uncertain.  “I’m not sure how much I like the idea of other people working on things. Even if Wright was pretty friendly.” 

“I’m sure the Great Lady would deal very severely with anyone who tried to raise subverted wards around her home,” 

Iniri pointed out. “Not to mention, it’s not like your Fortress is secret.” 

 “I guess it is kind of hard to miss.” 

“If we’re lucky, some of the specialists we invite in will stay, too. Tarnil desperately needs high level artisans to provide guidance to the next generation.” 

 “Oh! Yeah, definitely. I’m a little surprised they haven’t come already, but I suppose it wasn’t until the summit that anyone had any idea I was willing to trade stuff. Or that I really existed.” 

“The Anell embargo is going to prevent people from further continents from getting here easily. Most everyone goes through Einteril to get to Orn, though occasionally someone will come from Hoarast, to the south.” Most things from Hoarast didn’t venture far outside the icy continent, finding even the mild temperatures of Orn or Einteril distasteful. 

Though if she had to guess, that was where the glacial dragon

Tekeenu and Wright’s ice-oriented fourth-tier originally hailed from. 

 “Ugh. Yeah, we need to deal with the Anells as soon as I get my fortress up and running. See how much they like me blockading them instead.”  Iniri laughed at the mental image. 

She’d not seen Port Anell itself, but she could imagine Blue’s giant black fortress hovering out in the bay would cause a lot of consternation. 

“I look forward to that, I really do. Though you’re going to be making a lot of enemies going after them. They do business on five continents.” 

 “Hey, if they didn’t want me to bury them alive, they shouldn’t have attacked you.”  The protectiveness behind the statement brought a touch of color to her cheeks. She wasn’t on nearly as familiar terms with Blue as his other Companions or even the Great Lady, so she didn’t really expect that kind of emotional consideration from him. It was nice to hear, though. 

 “Besides, from what I’ve heard from Sienne they’ve had it coming for a while,”  Blue continued.  “The entity that controls the flow of money always ends up corrupt and tyrannical and usually very bad things happen when it dies. Still better than letting it continue on.” 

“True enough,” Iniri said, though part of her worried about Blue getting into the habit of toppling governments. Though, she was pretty sure the only reason he cared to begin with was because of her. Suddenly she understood Ansae a little bit better. It  was pretty flattering to have someone crush a major political player for offending her. 

 “Oh, this doesn’t look good. Cheya’s on her way over,”  Blue said suddenly. Iniri winced. She’d been hoping to have some time before the next disaster, but it seemed that was not to be. 

Cheya came through the office door a moment later, looking fractionally perturbed. 

“The Chiuxatli want to see you,” she told Iniri. “A messenger flew in a few minutes ago and they’re in quite a state. I’m assuming this is connected with the issues they were having before, but I haven’t been able to translate their language yet.” 

Cheya frowned slightly. “I will have to learn it if they’re going to be staying here.” 

“As will I,” Iniri agreed, actually looking forward to it a bit. 

The world was a big place, and she wasn’t going to have the opportunity to see much of it, but with Blue a lot of it would be coming to Tarnil. “I suppose I can see them now. In the White Room, I think, they seemed to like that one.” She called in a page, informed him, and had him repeat the instruction before he bowed and departed in haste. 

“What’s your guess?” Iniri asked, checking over her desk and shielding it before rising. While it wasn’t strictly necessary within the Palace, she’d started to cultivate the habit of protecting her work by simply conjuring a shield of

[Sunmetal] over it, like with her desk. Eventually, she wanted to make saferooms and vaults wholly enclosed in the material, because the Torc meant that a ruler of Tarnil could use

[Customization] to simply open a door. If she wanted them to be  really secure, though, she needed the exact same expertise that Blue was considering. 

“My guess is someone overstepped their bounds and we have a lot of Chiuxatli coming. More than we agreed on. Though it may be to take our guests back; I suspect they’re more important than simple diplomats.” Cheya shrugged, but Iniri had guessed as much herself. While she didn’t know much about Chiuxatli politics or families, using the spare heir or a close cousin for delicate diplomatic work was fairly common. 

“I gave them residence, not sanctuary.” Iniri’s lips thinned as she contemplated potential trouble. “We shall see. I won’t be bullied by the Chiuxatli but I’m not going to insist our guests stay, either.” She walked to the White Room, flanked by her Queensguard and trailed by Cheya, and entered through the royal door. Three Chixuatli and their interpreter bowed as she entered, and she seated herself before she bid them rise. 

“I understand you may have some news from home,” she prompted, waiting to see what they’d say. Feathers flashed brilliantly and the interpreter bowed again before replying, a sign of nervousness. 

“Yes, Queen Iniri,” he said. “Two weeks ago, a swarm of monsters came out of the Underneath below Chiuxatlan. They carried massive amounts of depletion that began to rapidly infect the nearby landscape.” Iniri raised her brows, thinking immediately of the Blightbeasts that Blue had destroyed. 

Saying that they’d come out somewhere under the Chiuxatli’s entire country was quite vague, but considering how many there might be, it could be they swarmed up through dozens or hundreds of passageways from the depths. 

“Flight-Alpha Tlulipechua oversaw an evacuation of all the survivors and began a voyage here two days ago. Our paired link was destroyed during the initial attack and it was not until this forward scout reached us that we knew any of this.” The interpreter continued, and a chill went down Iniri’s spine, especially at the term  survivors. 

“How many Chiuxatli are coming?” She asked warily. The refugees turning into invaders was not really a worry, not with Blue involved, but Tarnil was not at all capable of absorbing many refugees. 

“Somewhat over three million,” the interpreter told her. 

“Flight-Alpha Tlulipechua mustered most of the Great Host onto long-flight platforms in the first few days.” Iniri just stared, barely able to grasp the scale of it. 

“That…” She stopped herself and asked the salient question. 

“When will they be here?” 

“According to the scout, they should be visible in six hours.” 

Day 204 - Blue

I refused to believe that the Chiuxatli didn’t have some way to get word over to us faster than a few hours before they arrived. 

Instead, I was pretty sure it was a case of begging forgiveness being easier than asking permission, since any sane person would reject taking in millions of refugees. Those numbers matched or dwarfed any of the kingdoms I’d seen save Ir, and while there were probably larger pockets of sapients somewhere on the planet, incorporating a whole nation’s worth of a different culture ranged from a really bad idea to actually impossible. 

Regardless of the reasoning, the magnitude of the issue meant that it was no longer Iniri’s problem, but mine. I didn’t even wait for her to process fully, because I knew she’d try and figure out what to do  without bringing me in. Not because she didn’t want my help, but because her role was to act as a buffer against normal political stuff so I wouldn’t have to deal with it. This was not normal political stuff. 

 “Yeah, that’s not a good thing. I’ll talk to them,”  I told Iniri, where she was giving the Chiuxatli thunderously displeased look.  “Just let me shake Shayma free of One-Eye-Green and I’ll summon them into the audience chamber.”  Iniri smiled at that, and it wasn’t a particularly kind smile. 

“I do not appreciate your Flight-Alpha’s invasion of Tarnil,” 

she said, and then ruthlessly continued onward past the wildly flashing plumage of the Chiuxatli and an attempted protest from the interpreter. “I am not  completely unsympathetic to being driven from your homes by an invasion of monsters, but the threat that you have decided to pose means that Blue has taken a personal interest. You will deal with him.” 

“Queen Iniri, we did not intend —” the interpreter finally said, and Iniri waved a dismissive hand. 

“He is not giving you a choice,” she said. I had to appreciate the tone. 

 “Hey, Shayma,”  I said, interrupting her discussions with the Scalemind. My first probe had broken into a massive underground sea, which did brim with all kinds of strange life, but wasn’t what the Scalemind were used to. I was trying for another bore but in the meantime they were doing their best to understand the esoteric concepts of fishing.  “I need you to act as Voice because the Chiuxatli are coming with three million refugees after some Blightbeasts messed up their homeland.” 

“…what.” Shayma said, blinking as she took that in. “That does sound like an emergency.” 

“Is there a problem, Miss Shayma?” One-Eye-Green asked, and Shayma favored her with a smile. 

“Just a problem Blue has to deal with,” she reassured the Scalemind. “I’ll be back in a little bit.” She blinked over to the teleport point and transferred herself to her perch in my audience chamber, at which point I grabbed the still-protesting interpreter and his Chiuxatli. They popped in right in front of the dais and Shayma practically flattened the bird-people with my Presence. 

 “I want to know why I should allow the Chiuxatli to come here,”  I said bluntly, and Shayma was no more diplomatic. 

Iniri had it right — I was sympathetic to their plight, but arriving here en masse without notice was not something that could go unpunished. It was an invasion that used civilians to pretend they weren’t coming with an army, which made it even worse than simply invading. Colored plumage flashed as three of the four individuals struggled to remain upright, only the interpreter being spared the pressure. 

“My Lord Blue,” the interpreter began, “Esteemed [Slicer-of-Lies] Huyaceotl protests that he did not know anything of what was going on, and that he has not had contact with the Flight-Alpha for weeks. He agrees the situation is provocative, but does not have the authority to speak for Flight-Alpha Tlulipechua.” 

That was fair enough. Assuming they were telling the truth, anyway, which made me think I ought to have Taelah around just to advise Shayma the next time I had an interrogation. No

matter how I squeezed those three, they weren’t the ones making any decisions, though it was important they knew I wasn’t happy. It would make them more convincing when they reported to Tlulipechua. 

 “Tell Tlulipechua that before any of his refugees enters Tarnil airspace, he will come and speak with me. If he tries to invade, well, you have seen what I can do. That is all.”  Shayma repeated my words to them, and then lifted the weight of Presence with a negligent wave of her hand. I took the cue and teleported them back to their tower before they could protest. 

“I can’t even imagine,” Shayma said quietly after they were gone. “Millions of them? That’s more than the entire population of Tarnil!” 

 “I know. I really don’t want to have to kill that many people, but if they try to take things by force I will.” 

“If they don’t? I suppose the Caldera has room…” Shayma said thoughtfully. 

 “Oh, I’m sure that they know that. The Chiuxatli were at the summit, after all. Though I wonder how bad it was if they decided that moving their entire population over an ocean, around the mage-kings, was a better idea than fighting back.” 

“That’s a little terrifying to think about.” Shayma said. “But I guess a lot of people did leave when the mage-kings invaded.” 

 “There wasn’t much depletion outside the actual red core dungeons, either, so this is something a little different. 

 Poisoning the land, I guess.”  It was obvious why such a thing would force the Chiuxatli to evacuate. If anything, I should be marveling that the Flight-Alpha managed to get everyone loaded up and moving in such a short amount of time. 

Some twenty minutes after I plunked them down in the weather tower, the scout went winging back east, so he was clearly taking things seriously. That said, if Tlulipechua was only six hours away, I was surprised I couldn’t see the force already. Though, they were clearly moving a  lot faster than the mage-kings, if they’d covered twice as much ocean in two days as the mage-kings had in a week. Probably more, since I

imagine they had to bend their path around mage-king lands. 

Still, I was pretty sure I’d be able to spot them from pretty far out. 

Three million people were hard to miss. 

That said, I still missed it at first, because it looked like nothing more than clouds out on the horizon over the ocean. 

Only after the clouds got closer did I realize that they were actually ships and platforms. Tens or maybe even hundreds of thousands of them, surrounded by Chiuxatli flitting between them. The line stretched for miles, a mind-bogglingly huge column coming up from the southeast. 

As they drew closer, I could see they weren’t just hacked together floating pieces of wood or metal, or even oversized fortresses like Vok Lim had brought. There were intricately carved ships with sails above and below, blazing with a combination of different mana types and ranging from a crew of maybe four or five to probably multiple thousands for the huge dreadnaught at the forefront of the column. 

That thing was heavily runed, all the way down to being stitched into the actual sails, and had weapons that looked quite a bit like the mana projectors the fortresses had toted around. It was also towing a number of floating platforms nearly as large as itself, each one festooned with colorful tents and swarming with the bird people. In fact, every proper ship seemed to have some extra platforms attached, though some of them were so small they could only support a single tent. 

I was actually feeling a bit nervous as that huge armada got closer to Tarnil. Not because I couldn’t deal with it, though they were riding higher in the sky than the fortresses. I might be forced to [Starlance] them if they actually attacked, which of course would definitely work. It was more that I didn’t want to be forced to do so. Still, I started putting together the cores for new [Contained Stars] in case I needed them. 

Fortunately the riotous colors of the Chiuxatli slowed down as they neared Tarnil’s shore, the column crowding in to spread out without actually crossing the border. I started making preparations to relocate all the coastal population yet again, 

just in case, but it seemed like Tlulipechua was willing to talk first. 

It was pretty obvious who Tlulipechua was, partly because he had a  lot of fancy jewelry on, not to mention brightly colored cloth tied around his wrists and ankles. Mostly, though, it was the fact that he was a full size bigger than the rest of the Chiuxatli, making him a fraction taller than Annit, though broader and quite a bit fluffier. His colors were also more vibrant than any of the others, which was saying something when they could flash some pretty eye-searing shades in the first place. 

He took off from the dreadnaught, accompanied by a half-dozen others and holding a massive spear in his hands. 

Considering how much wind Affinity mana I could see swirling around inside, it was probably something like Iniri’s Torc. Maybe not an Artifact, but something pretty damn close to it. 

The seven of them flew down toward the canal, taking advantage of the spatial compression to make the trip in a reasonable time. He and his companions were extraordinarily quick, their flight speed rivaling at least that of a prop atmo craft, so I called upon Shayma to take her place in the audience chamber again. 

I thought that he might be going to see Iniri, so I was surprised when they shot out over the lake and aimed directly for the portal I’d installed instead. Between that and using the canal he clearly had foreknowledge of Meil, but the Chiuxatli had been around for a while so it wasn’t too unreasonable. The fact that they could fly sort of subverted the ascetic stair I’d put together, but oh well. They flew through it regardless, landing on the other side. 

 Flight-Alpha Tlulipechua

 Level 108 [He Who Rides All Winds]

He was pretty impressive to my overlay, slightly higher level than Wright, even. Definitely fifth tier, and his title was reflected in his actual  name in his Status. Definitely not someone to take lightly. 

Shayma watched them as they walked in, Tlulipechua in the lead with the six others in a wedge stretching out behind him, or rather, like a small flock. Tlulipechua walked straight ahead toward the dais, and while some of his compatriots paused slightly, shifting a bit as if looking about despite their eyeless heads, he did not. Instead he stepped onto the dais and immediately knelt, the spear held down and sideways and wings spread out as wind magic sparked. 

“Oh, great one,” Tlulipechua said through wind magic, the words thrumming and sighing. “Please, save my people.” 

End of Book 2
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