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Day 2


There was a change.  A ripple. A discontinuity.  A singularity.

None of those words were exactly right, but there were no words for the profound sensation of difference that rippled through me.

I blinked, and too many eyes blinked together.  I tried to breathe, and found that I not only couldn’t, I didn’t need to.  And strangest of all, superimposed on the confusing shatter of images, but completely independent of any of them, I could see  Day 1.

It was just too much.  It wasn’t so much panic, or fear, as just too much different, and the mind simply refused for a time.

Eventually, slowly, I managed to put the absurd lot of visual input into good order.  It seemed I had many eyes this time, not just the usual two, and I was able to puzzle out something of the situation I was in.

There was an outside.  A wooded slope down, with details obscured by branches and leaves.  A steep rock face up, reaching to towering, snow-capped peaks, immensely far away.  And a rough cave entrance, to an inside.

The inside seemed to be worked, the walls smooth, and the floor clear.  But this was not entirely accurate, because proprioception still functioned, to some extent, and some of those walls were me, not just passages cut into rock.  The sense of self was fuzzy, but eventually led to one of the few rooms, where there was a grey crystal growing from the floor.  That seemed to be the most me, and was one of the vision sources.  

And there was a red crystal next to it, the pieces freshly broken where it had been shattered, which I didn’t like at all.  If I was one, had someone else just died there? If died was the word. I wasn’t fully certain what had happened, with my memory muddled like that.  Just that what I was now was...a thing in a cave.

I spotted my eyes, eventually, camouflaged as whorls of stone.  So that was one thing. But there was also the overlay, which was not from any of my eyes.  So, Day 2. That meant I’d lost an entire day to some sort of fugue, which was the least of my worries, but I also had some sort of external entity broadcasting into my head, or closest equivalent, which was maybe high up on the list.

I didn’t have any hands, or anything, and it was fortunate my new body didn’t seem to have panic hormones because that would have been an issue, but I could focus.  So focus I did, trying to discern anything I could from the overlay.  Which changed.

Dungeon Level 0

Core HP 1/1

Biomass 78/500

Stone 52/100

Eyes: 32

Roots: 2

Well.  That was different.  That was a statblock, my statblock, since I’d already counted the eyes, though not for any game I was familiar with.  I didn’t have a good explanation for it, but after considering it for a minute or three, decided an explanation wasn’t important.  It existed, and that one hitpoint concerned me greatly.

As did the shattered crystal next to me. 

The far wall of the chamber I was in had been destroyed, the rubble attested to that much, so I could invent very easily a scenario where someone came looking, knocked in a wall, and broke the crystal.  And now that the wall was destroyed, there was a clear path all the way to the outdoors if someone else came looking.  And not much I could do about it.  Possibly.

I switched back to the overlay, examining it with mental pokes and prods.  And a few bits of extra information revealed themselves.

Eyes provided vision, that much was clear.   According to the overlay, roots dissolved stone, providing the stone resource and expanding usable area.  Some tests and internal assessment located them at the rear of my chamber. And most importantly of all, I found a way to shift the overlay into a build/reclaim menu.

Okay.  Now I had some tiny idea of things, though not much of one.  No whys answered, or hows, or whats.  But I could at least manipulate my environment a bit.  

Architecture, Traps, Bait, Features, Breeding.

The last one was so strange it seemed out of place, and I skipped to that one first.  It only had one entry, a breeding station, costing a hundred biomass, and only stating that it was for breeding monsters. That was weird and uncomfortable and something I’d rather put off.  But I did want to block off my crystal, and as I’d figured I found it under Architecture.  Browsing the other tabs, under Features I found eyes, roots, and digesters, and Traps had simply sticky and spike traps.  Not much on offer, but it was a start.

First came a bunch of roots under the crystal chamber, depleting my biomass stocks.  I wished I could move that crystal, because I would like nothing better than to put it on a different level than the initial one, just in case.  I didn’t know what exactly inspired that paranoia other than the broken pieces of maybe-something-like-me, but it was there nonetheless.  I could feel them emerge from the ‘stone’ of the chamber into genuine rock. Then I bought a wall, which I watched grow in place with some bemusement, until it was firmly and flawlessly flush with the previous one.  Which, from the outside, meant now that there was just an L-shaped corridor, leading nowhere.

Then, logically, there were bait, traps, and digesters.  Bait itself came in fruit and meat varieties, fruit costing a single biomass and meat costing five times that.  I eyed my corridor and decided that, what the hell, see if the logic worked. Placing bait was a matter of deciding where and then, of its own accord, a pitch-black tendril sprouted from the stone, growing fat before peeling away to reveal a pile of berries.  The tendril itself vanished to nothing. 

In front of the bait I put a sticky trap on the floor, and spike traps on the walls.  Those, I was pleased to see, did not look like much. Faint softening of the floor’s stone, faint tracery of lines in the walls.  And then I was down to all of three biomass, enough for a digester, and nothing to do with the stone I had. Nothing to do but wait.



Day 3


Whatever that bait smelled like, it worked. I couldn’t smell it myself and it seemed ridiculous it could attract animals at range, but animals arrived. Rabbits came in, got stuck in the floor, and then I activated the spike trap to make their insides outsides. The digester I purchased descended from where it hid in the ceiling, glommed onto the remains, and lifted back up to the ceiling to turn it into biomass. Thank goodness without making me taste it. Killing the rabbits didn’t bother me- I had been hunting more than once - but the idea of consuming them raw, bones, pelt, and all was not appetizing.

Then a deer arrived, cautiously walking in. The digester seemed to get rid of the blood and death smell as well, since it took slow steps forward without taking fright. I hurriedly reclaimed the sticky trap, not trusting that it’d hold something that large and only spook it instead. As it bent its head to the fruit, I triggered the spike traps.

They consisted, each, of a row of stone spikes that popped out of the wall, reaching somewhat less than halfway across the width of the hall. Which actually made the deer a better target than the rabbits, provided that they had the force to penetrate the hide properly. Something I was by no means certain of.

The spikes slammed out, and I tried to put some extra force behind them. It was, on one nonexistent hand, just a decision to trigger the traps or not. And it was, on the other hand, something I could feel, a vague twitch of muscles and nerves, so surely I had some control over it.

One of them caught the deer right in the neck, and it squalled, struggling, as blood spurted. And I realized I had no ears out in the hallway. The only hearing was from the crystal, where it sat in the dark room, and with the wall sealed up there wasn’t much to be had in that realm. Then the deer tore free from the spikes and made it all of three steps down the hallway before collapsing. Success! And my very first experience points.

I hadn’t even been sure those things existed in this world, or simulation, or construct, or whatever exactly was going on. The overlay had spoken of levels and hit points, but it did not mention anything I had none of, which was a bit irritating. And now I had a paltry five experience in my pool. Experience points that apparently could be poured into anything in my build list, both category and instance. Right now they all needed ten experience points to get anywhere, so that was going to be a while. I’d think on it while I constructed.

The digester, once I set it on the deer carcass, had to stay extended from the ceiling for a time, and whatever paranoia had made me start digging downward cautioned me that for big things like this I would want some way to seal off the area. Okay, well, that’s what doors were for.

I’d had time to sort through the architectural options, which were fairly narrow at this point. Doors, stairs, table, chair. No windows, not yet, though I only had the one entrance facing anything worth looking at. Walls, floors, ceiling. Boring, but I wasn’t bored.

I should have been. I had very little to do other than wait most of the time, and I had never been an immensely patient person, but now the passage of time didn’t grate so much. I should also have been panicked at the lack of limbs, of proper senses, of a normal body. But whatever body I did have didn’t have those responses, those chemical hormones. I was intellectually disturbed, but that was it. And now that I had the supernumerary inputs under control, the worst disturbance was taken care of.

I put a door in at the entrance. Not an interior door, which was entirely wood, but an exterior door, which was stone. I could trigger it at will, open and closed, with no apparent cost, but it looked like a door, albeit a large one, which seemed rather conspicuous to me. There had to be some way to make it stand out less.

Try as I might, I couldn’t figure a way to alter the door option. So I turned my attention to the door itself. There were little twitches of control, here and there, so maybe I could finesse what already existed.

Open, close, open, close. I focused on that, concentrating on the feel of things moving about. And managed to stop the door halfway through. Success! In more than one way.

The overlay pinged me with two updates.

[Control 1] learned.

150 Experience gained.

Well. That was a lot more experience than a random deer, and some kind of skill. Very nice. And it implied I’d do well to continue fiddling around with the edges of what I could do. So, skill first. Control: Temporarily take manual control of dungeon features. Simple enough.

And experience...well, I wasn’t really sure what to do with it. I didn’t know enough. Was trapping animals all there was to do? Surely not, I was at least told monsters existed. And something had broken down a wall and shattered a crystal, which I doubted rabbits and deer could do.

I decided, to start, to go with the paranoia option. First I upped each of the categories by one, which expanded my repertoire considerably. Windows (the shutter type), sliding doors, rotating walls. Pit trap, boulder trap. Ears, maws (which was kinda freaky). Money bait and grain bait. Money bait took resources I didn’t have. One gold.

So without clear direction, I followed paranoia, and improved my roots. Two level-ups took thirty-five points and made them faster and unlocked a submenu to change their size. Larger, or longer - I could chew away two hallway-widths of rock at a time, now. Or a full room height. I let them run, gauging how long it’d take to dig out the room I wanted. The answer was a full day, and in the meantime the original roots would keep going, opening more horizontal space.

In that time I experimented. I tried adding a wall to where a wall already was, at angles. Given my surplus of stone, I built and reclaimed at the dead end, trying for different shapes. By timing things, I found it took one minute to build and one to reclaim, getting half the resources back. And after much poking and prodding, stretching and flexing, I managed to get a few bits of stone to stick on the face of a wall. Not much, but another notification scrolled by.

[Alteration 1] learned.

150 Experience gained.

Alteration: Make minor modifications to dungeon structures. Key word, minor. Mostly cosmetic, at this point, though it did seem I could make the stone spikes slightly longer and larger.

[Spike Trap] advances to level 2.

It seemed worthwhile to try everything with everything, but given combinatorial explosion, that wasn’t likely to be possible.

Or was it? Did I really have anything better to do?

For the moment the answer was no, and I wished I had notepaper. Or maybe I did? There could be a note function in the overlay…

But no. I could finagle the real world, but the overlay didn’t yield to any of my coaxing. So I just tried to remember what I’d done, made a mental list, and worked my way through it. I replaced the front stone door with a sliding version of the same, to make it somewhat less conspicuous, then Altered the surface to make it fit in with the surrounding rock as well as I could.

[Camouflage 1] learned. Straightforward. Make things look like other things, within reason. The description specifically stated that things could only be camouflaged with small alterations...which was astoundingly vague.

Well, I'll take it.



Day 4


The lower room was ready, but I realized I had no idea how to relocate the crystal. I couldn’t build a new one, or reclaim the existing one. I couldn’t Alter it.

But I could Alter the floor under it, so I did. I lowered the floor, pushing it down. Down again. Down again. There were diminishing returns, and each alteration did take materials, but at this point I was capped on stone despite my playing around. And I altered the floor of the bottom room, upward. Frankly I wasn’t sure I could make the two meet, despite all the resources I was pouring into it, but just before I emptied the reserves, they did. At which point I reclaimed the upper floor and rebuilt it to cover the room with a hill topped with a crystal in the middle. Done. One hitpoint wonder hidden.

[Relocate 1] learned.

That could be useful, if I had any major rearranging to do.

And now I was at a loss for anything of value. Despite the overlay having one suggestion of monsters, the only things I’d seen were rabbits and deer and trees out in front of the mountain. The occasional bird, bear or fox. Certainly no people. If this was a heaven or a hell, it was a particularly placid one. If it was a game, it was an uneventful one.

So I dithered, fiddling with what I had, building what new things I could afford - surprisingly few, since leveling up the categories very quickly required way more experience than I had. Not to mention some purchases required things I’d never seen, like iron. The default building categories were okay, but, I would have also divided things into furnishings, to make things appear like a normal dwelling, traps, to kill things, and biology, the weird bits that bridged the stone and wood (synthesized from biomass, it seemed) with the living structure.

I hadn't touched the fourth category, the monster breeding, but since I was missing resources, I decided I’d have to experiment. In the now-empty hidden room, I built a breeding station. I was expecting a cocoon, or maybe some vaguely organ-looking monstrosity, but what I got was neither. The black tendrils sprouted from the floor, forming themselves into something that looked like a bowl chair...with restraints. And appendages. And along with it came an incredible surge of lust.

It was actually terrifying, since the only input so far had been intellectual, and things like hormones and gut feelings had been entirely absent, along with any sort of tactile sensory input. But the station was directly connected to me, and I could feel it, twitching eagerly.

I reclaimed it instantly. If I had hands they’d be trembling, especially since the lust didn’t go away entirely. It was sealed off, vaguely there behind smoked glass, but still present. Which came with the uncomfortable implication that pieces of my mind were locked behind, or maybe wholly controlled by, things I could build. Shaken, I focused on the mundane aspects of building and expanding.



Day 5


The sun shone right in my outside eye for a couple hours each day, sometime just before noon when it cleared the peaks of the immense mountain until the trees blocked it. At night the sky was clearly a new one - the stars were scattered and sparse, and there were two moons. One was large and seemed to be more like a sister planet, given the colors, the other was small, red, and fast-moving, clearly in a much closer orbit. I wasn’t in the world I knew, but that was something I’d figured from the first.

Roundabout the time the mountains eclipsed the sun, the sound of horse’s hooves came from outside. That was something I recognized.

Two heavily-armored knights rode out of the woods.

It made me uneasy for no reason I could articulate, and doubly so as they swung off their mounts and went immediately toward the entrance of my little pocket in the mountain. The camouflaged front door was up at the moment, and I left it that way. If they saw me close it, they’d know there was someone home. Hurriedly, I reclaimed all the traps in the hall - thankfully, there were no digesters visible at the moment - and, as an afterthought, the wall in the original room that had been broken through. I was still Altering in rough edges and loose stones when the two came tromping up to the threshold.

Immediately the overlay pinged me.

Terreng Llan, Level 50 Knight

Yamal Iin, Level 50 Knight

Those were big numbers. Bigger than mine, anyway. 

They strolled in, Yamal taking a warhammer from a loop on his belt and swinging it casually as he walked through the hall. And just that hurt. It was like getting punched in the...something. I didn’t have a gut anymore, but my walls smarted from the proximity. I wasn’t sure what exactly it was, some sort of power he had maybe, but I could sure feel it. The pair of them strode down the hall, side by side, and went directly for the room. And stopped, looking.

"Well, the second one isn’t here."

"Yes, I can see that." Yamal spun that warhammer of his and abruptly slammed it into the wall. And now I know what caused the damage I saw on my first day, because it happened again. My wall exploded, and if I thought it hurt before, this was agony, deep and nauseating. And it was just as well I had nothing to vocalize with, because screaming would only give me away. I could do nothing.

"Still alive, a little bit." Terreng observed. I saw with horrified fascination a thick black ooze seeping from the broken pieces of rock where tendrils had been torn. It was rather like seeing your own guts exposed, but given that the wall wasn’t me and I could build a new one, it wasn’t as horrible as all that.

It still hurt, though.

"I bet he was here and took it."

"That or it exploded worse than the first one. If he did take it, Master’s going to have our heads."

"Unless we can find it."

"If he took it, it’ll be easy to find out. And if it was someone else...well, they won’t last long. We can track it down once someone starts feeding it."

"I hope so. Dammit!" Yamal knocked down the next section of wall with a frustrated blow of his warhammer, and there was nothing I could do about it but suffer. They were dangerous and my best, absolute best defense was to be stealthy. Inasmuch as an immobile building sort of thing could be.

After a few more glances this way and that, the pair of knights left, remounting their horses and heading back into the woods. 

[Intuition] gained.

Intuition: Gain insight into events with little data.

I determined that this particular section had to be discarded. Off limits. Who knew when that pair or someone else would come back, apparently looking for my crystal or something like it. I’d still need access to the outside world, but not that cave, not there.

I Relocated all the roots, setting them to bore through the rock beneath and to the side of that L-shape, while using Camouflage to make the remaining walls look like rough rock. Pretend that nobody is home. I was loath to actually reclaim it all because I still needed some source of biomass income from whatever animals wandered into my sometime trap corridor if I was to properly expand and set myself up. I couldn’t move fast, but nobody expected a dungeon to move at all.



Day 12


I ended up punching a hole into the wood downslope and a hundred meters or so to the side of the starting cave.  Not far, but maybe far enough for something that theoretically couldn’t move. It looked a bit more natural, especially since a tree fell over in the process, though I had no idea if it really fit.  The hole sloped into a three-way intersection, each with one of the sliding doors, for traffic control. I didn’t know if I’d need it, but it’d at least give me three options for traps and luring in the local wildlife.

I left my crystal buried deep.  Several floors deep, in fact, and figured out a way to fill the old cave up with rubble where it connected to my new area: ejecting my stone stockpiles.  It wasn’t perfect - I would have loved to have had solid walls - but maybe a bunch of collapsed stone would lend credence to the idea that whatever had been there was gone forever.

The only thing I left were some sensory organs on the other side of the rubble fill and a rock wall I’d spent so much time on I advanced Camouflage to level two.  But for all that work, the flow of animals seemed to have ebbed. The bait worked well, extremely well, but there were only so many large animals nearby. At least I didn’t need that income to live.  Or exist, anyhow. I never caught my stocks depleting on their own, so a lack of income was just a lack of expansion.  I still had roots chewing away at the rock, slowly expanding my usable space, but it wasn’t space I needed to use.

I’d set up various traps - a pit trap with a maw at the bottom was a lot faster and simpler for getting small game than my previous setup, and a few levels into the stone spikes had made them pretty potent - but under the limited circumstances I’d exhausted my needs pretty quickly.

So I set up a room on the left interior of the intersection, just before it split into the trap corridors, with a table, a chair, a bed, and some light.  Not torches, though I could make those, but a ‘false daylight’ feature.  I didn’t have any particular reason. I couldn’t use it, and it wasn’t even connected to my trap setup.  But it made me feel like there was some piece of normalcy there, even if all I could do was look.

My ears caught horse’s hooves, somewhere out of sight, headed up toward the mountain.  Then later, them leaving again, without coming into view. 

[Foresight] gained.

[Foresight] and [Intuition] become [Knowledge]

Foresight: Improved prediction of future events.

Knowledge: Combines [Foresight] and [Intuition]  Required for magic use.

New skills aside,  I was pretty sure I knew what that was about, and was glad to be quit of my prior residence.  If for no other reason than not having to suffer my walls being broken again.



Day 20 (Explicit)


 

At some point I slipped into a fugue again. It wasn’t boredom, exactly. I didn’t feel restless, but with nothing I could easily do I sort of drifted, watching the leaves rustle and the occasional forest animal plod past.

Then I heard someone running through the forest.

That snapped me into full focus, and I watched as a woman plunged into view, breathing heavily. Not entirely human, this woman, to judge by the tail and the ears - which I took at first for a costume. Because it was entirely pat to see a fox girl instead of something genuinely alien.

But fox girl she was, with bronzed skin and red hair (fur?) to match, leather armor, and a bundle clutched in her arms. She was breathing heavily and had twigs tangled in her hair but was beautiful nonetheless, bare arms and legs fit and toned, shapely under the armor, and most importantly she moved well. Even though she was clearly tired, there was a certain intrinsic grace to her movement, the kind I’d only ever seen in martial artists.

I was watching closely as she stopped and looked around - she was gorgeous, and it was by far the most interesting thing that had happened in weeks - but it took me a minute to realize that she’d spotted the entrance to my halls. And then she darted for it too fast for me to close the entrance.

As she ran inside I did hastily close the doors to the three trap-halls. And the overlay pinged me.

Shayma Ell, Level 6 Seeker.

Shayma darted down the hallway, reaching the end of it and leaning against the door there, panting and gasping. And the moment her bare skin touched my wall the lust that had simmered, banked behind smoked glass, shattered through and flared up again.

I wanted her. I wanted her badly. 

All the eyes I had in the hall were focused on her, drinking in every last detail of her skin as part of me plotted to open a pit trap and drop her down to where she could never escape, I could have her to myself...a thought that jerked me back slightly, since that was not the sort of person I considered myself. But under the sudden pressure of carnal need those sorts of things kept skittering around the edges of my mind.

So did other things. There were more noises in the forest as four others came into view, humans in loose chain with swords and without mounts. "She’s nearby!" One of them called to the others, studying some crystal he held in his hand, and his voice echoed into my hall.

"Oh, no…" Shayma whispered, then turned and ran her hands over the rocks, looking for something. Possibly a secret exit; she may have very well seen the doors closing. And I, struggling as I was with dark and carnal fantasies, had an idea. Somewhat.

I put out fruit and meat bait onto the table, the latter Altered to be cooked. And replaced the chair with a breeding station, which at this point did not affect my state of mind in the slightest. Then I installed a camouflaged door into the wall, waiting impatiently for the long, long minute until it was finished, then at the same time opened that door and the door to my heaviest trap corridor.

She froze, and stared. I activated the traps in the corridor, letting her see what was that way. And light poured out of the room, letting her see the other option. It was a suggestion, or at least I hoped she read it that way. She could go back out, or she could take refuge and I’d take care of the hunters...if she took care of me. Or maybe she thought it was an offer to die or submit. Either way, I thought it was pretty clear what the breeding station entailed.

Shayma didn’t have much time to decide. The men were coming closer. She looked one way, then the other. Then bit her lip, and darted into the lit room.

I closed the door hurriedly, and, despite the distraction of every breath she took, labored to retool another of the trap corridors for heavier game. Then flung up the door that led to it as the men stepped into the entrance corridor. Now it was a dimly lit T-junction, with the ends of the branches left in complete darkness.

Tek Ten, Level 4 Hunter.

Ensen Grel, Level 5 Hunter.

Hurn Llep, Level 3 Warrior.

Tell Ten, Level 3 Tracker.

Shayma had one furred ear against the closed door, which I swore I could feel despite nothing else of the dungeon having any sense of touch, listening as the men moved forward. The one with the crystal, Tell, was focusing on it to the exclusion of anything else, trying to wring more information from it. They reached the junction, and with brief hand motions, split to go left and right. Which was just as well, since my trap corridors weren’t really long enough.

And at the proper moment, I activated all my spike traps. I was focused hard on it, given that I was trying to push away the most violently lascivious thoughts about the fox-girl stuck in my room, and so I had a good view as three foot stone spikes slammed through the four men. And it didn’t really bother me.

In fact I was a bit detached as I watched them struggle for, really, quite a while, and the screams and bubbling cries were a little bit upsetting, but not as much as I thought they’d be. It helped that Shayma was definitely satisfied by those noises as she leaned against the door.

It actually took rather a while for them to die. A full minute, at least, when even the bear I’d lured in once hadn’t lasted long at all. But soon enough I was able to retract the spike traps and the corpses, chainmail, swords, and all, dropped to the floor for the digesters.

And Shayma stepped back from the door, looking around at the room, taking in the bed, the desk, the food, and the breeding station. Her ears twitched and she sidled around to the side of the desk, reaching over to rip a piece off the meat and chew on it carefully.

And it was all I could do not to slam walls down or grow a new breeding station under her or something. It was hard to make any sort of coherent judgement.

"All right," Shayma said at length. "Just...give me a place to hide this, and I will." She pulled a metal cube the size of a man’s head from her bundle.

I had to wrestle myself around to thinking about something other than Shayma’s body, but it took me a minute to figure things out. Though it wasn’t a difficult thing. I just put a tiny room in an adjacent space I’d already dug out, added a door between and some shelves which I had sitting in the architecture menu, and a lit torch.

She stared, again, at the door appearing from rock, over the course of twenty seconds. It was actually a good magic trick, even if I had no idea how I did it. And when I opened the door, she crossed over to it and put her head inside. Again she bit her lip, which in my rather addled state was impossibly alluring, and placed the cube on the shelf. Then she stepped back and eyed the breeding station.

And began taking off her armor. If I had a normal body, the sight alone, given my current lust, would probably have been enough to finish me, but that wasn’t the case here. So I got to enjoy the unveiling of her breasts, small but pert, just as bronzed as the rest of her and with pink nipples that were already hard.

That made me even more eager, dropping away any worries about the duress, since she clearly wasn’t too averse to the idea. And with so many eyes, I could see it from every angle. Then she slipped off the leather skirt and the cloth underneath, baring even more toned skin, a flat expanse of muscled stomach, and the pink slit of her sex.

"Oh gods, I can’t believe I’m doing this." She muttered, putting a tentative hand on the breeding station. Now I could feel her skin, hot and soft as she stroked it. "...it’s not slimy." She sounded surprised. "I guess…" She took another step and gingerly, gingerly sat down.

Instantly and without any conscious thought, the restraints snapped into place. Shayma squeaked as the black tendrils clamped her wrists into place, more wrapping over her belly and the last pair seizing her ankles and spreading her legs wide. It pulled her shapely rear harder against the bowl of the breeding station and it was like I was caressing her skin all over.

And with my multiple eyes I could see her exposed pussy, slightly wet and helpless before the thick, obsidian-black appendage that slid from the front of the breeding station. At this point I really couldn’t do much to control myself, as much as part of me wanted to be gentle, and I drove into her.

She cried out, a sharp gasp as I felt her tight, wet sex stretch around me, clenching hard as I forced my way deeper and deeper. I had been moderately well endowed at times, but this was on another level, and one her body seemed to approve of. Despite the restraints she arched against the thrusts, making only one tiny squeak as I bottomed out, the tight walls of her body shivering around me.

Shayma panted, staring down at where I connected with her as the breeding station impaled her with hard, deep strokes, the lips of her pussy tight around the thick girth, the black flesh starting to glisten with her wetness. With all my eyes I had an unparalleled view of each stroke sinking deep inside her, of her breasts and pert nipples heaving with each breath. The feel of her around me and the sight of her being filled were beyond delicious, and when she gave a tiny whimper that finished me.

The already intense pleasure surged up as I came, something hot and thick rising up and pumping into the foxgirl, flooding her deep inside. She whimpered again, and if I had been human, that would have been about it. But I wasn’t and apparently the breeding station didn’t have any trouble continuing on. It wasn’t even a release because if anything the lust and need only increased, and I hammered into her harder.

"Gods…!" She said, fists clenching as she shuddered into orgasm, the walls of her heat milking around my relentless thrusts. She wasn’t vocal otherwise, with only the occasional tiny noise of a moan or whimper, which made each sound strike a sharp spark of arousal. I couldn’t think of anything other than filling her body, as hard and as fast as the station could handle.

And came again, even more seed filling her, enough that it started leaking out where I stretched the lips of her pussy, black and thick as tar. Still I wasn’t satisfied, plunging into Shayma until she groaned and squeezed around me again, whimpering as I kept fucking her through her orgasm. Given no time to calm, that orgasm rolled into another as she arched against the restraints, her soft, warm skin sliding against my flesh.

Another, and another. Shayma moaned once, twice, then whimpered as her body arched and shivered with the most powerful orgasm yet, squeezing so tight it almost hurt, and sagged into unconsciousness. At that, something more intense than any prior pleasure surged through me and I visibly throbbed as I pumped more seed inside her, a long, stretched moment of ecstacy.

Then I was satisfied. The lust blew away like fog and I was suddenly aware of things other than sex. The overlay had been trying to tell me things for a while, but I was in no state to pay attention to them. I still wouldn’t be, if I focused too much on the sight in my room, which even without the lust was still stunning. So I closed all those eyes, ignored the feeling of soft, warm flesh, and went through everything.

Breeding options:

Moil (Consumes host) - 50 biomass.

Imp - 50 biomass.

Boring Beetle (4) - 50 biomass.

I didn’t even look at the first option. "Consumes host" was just horrible. 

Imp (Gene Strength 0): A low-level monster.

Boring Beetle: Capable of mining quickly.

Of the two, I wasn’t much interested in generating monsters, and Roots were slow. Selecting the third option gave me a one-hour countdown, and, opening my eyes just slightly, Shayma’s belly actually started to swell. That...hopefully did not end up poorly, but there was nothing I could do at this point. I ran through the message log.

Tek Ten killed, 450 experience gained.

Ensen Grel killed, 600 experience gained.

Hurn Llep killed, 300 experience gained.

Tell Ten killed, 300 experience gained.

Items gained.

Items gained.

With that enormous haul I now had an inventory. The armor and weaponry the hunters had been carrying, the tracking crystal, and the metal cube. Listed, but not described.

Shayma Ell bred, 1000 experience gained.

[Breeder] title gained: Breed a female of any species. Unlocks additional breeding options.

[Blue Core] title gained: Breed a willing female. Unlocks additional breeding options.

Even more benefits. There seemed to be incentive for killing people and breeding women, and I suddenly understood why someone might be looking for dungeon crystals. With a reason and a little bit of effort, one of these things, one of me, could spiral out of control into a true menace. Assuming they were near a population, anyway.

[Insight] gained.

[Knowledge] and [Insight] combined into [Wisdom]

[Wisdom]: Combines Insight, Intuition, and Foresight. Allows appraisal of individuals and items. Unlocks magic use.

A veritable bonanza. I didn’t know how I would use magic, but it had to be major.

At this point, during the one-hour countdown, I had a lot of housekeeping to do. An enormous amount of experience, a number of skills, and, glancing at the items, I could reclaim the armor and weapons for materials. Which meant I could finally purchase some of the metal-locked things.

Magnetoreception: Upgrades Dungeon Features. Provides compass feature. Detects metals.

Immediately I spotted, in a weird, indefinite way, some ore deposits not particularly far away in the mountain. I also could spot the metal cube resting on its shelf with senses other than my eyes. Considering, I tried to detect the metal items that were in my inventory, seeing if I could localize it.

[Treasure Detection] learned. Upgrades Magnetoreception. Detects all items nearby.

Which showed me that the inventory items were nearby, but in a sideways manner. They were somewhere superimposed on my crystal, some sort of spatial or dimensional thing. I hesitated to use the term pocket dimension, but all that biomass and stone and metal had to be stored somewhere.

I had sorting to do.

Considering I couldn’t replace them just yet, I just put the remainder of the items on the shelves rather than reclaiming them. The sword and mail shirts clattered onto the wood haphazardly, which wouldn’t do. I tried again, with some Alteration tweaks, and got them arranged neatly. Better.

The appraisal also showed them as basic, rank one, non-magical items. Fair enough.

Tracking Crystal: Provides basic guidance to the target’s location. Hunter class only.

Metal Cube: A metal cube of unknown provenance.

Now that had me intrigued. But it wasn’t like I could ask Shayma what was going on there, even if she had been awake. I didn’t need [Wisdom] to tell me this was trouble, and so was Shayma too, probably. Maybe low-level trouble at the moment, but trouble always grew.

Fortunately I could grow too. I wasn’t sure what agency I had outside my walls, but I could at least make my walls better, given time.

The timer reached just a few minutes and I checked in on Shayma. She was still sleeping or unconscious, and by now looked very pregnant, skin tight over a swollen belly. I was also still buried deep inside her, fortunately without the insatiable lust that the breeding station usually provided, and I had no idea how this would work. Frankly at this point I was worried and not looking forward to whatever actually happened when the timer expired, and regretting doing this to Shayma no matter how I’d felt at the time.

But when the timer ticked to zero, a brief blue glow came from the breeding station, enveloping Shayma’s swollen belly, and the entire thing sank into the floor, leaving Shayma as she had been before, thin and toned and entirely naked, on the floor. 

Blue Core skill used.

Blue Core: The Dungeon Core takes direct possession of bred monsters.

Boring Beetle (4) gained.

Shayma Ell Depletion increases by 1

Shayma Ell Depletion 16/23.

I built a bed under Shayma, and was pleased to see it lifted her up off the cold stone as it formed, leaving her resting unharmed, albeit messy, on the sheets. I didn’t like the sound of "depletion" and didn’t know what to do about it, but if it was just a small increase and below the cap, probably it was okay.

Probably.



Day 21


Day 21

"Hmn…"  Shayma’s eyes snapped open and she jerked upright.  "...I’m alive?"

She checked herself over, stretching and moving carefully to her feet.  "And...just sore. And…" A grimace at the mess over her thighs. "Well, that was real enough."

Shayma wiped herself off with the bedding and then, despite the fact that I was pretty sure she badly needed a shower, slipped her clothing back on, frowning at the twigs still tangled in her tail.  "I don’t suppose you have a bath?" She said to the room at large, and by implication, to me.

Unfortunately I didn’t.  There were water sources outside, though.  I could hear a brook, faintly, with one of my outside ears, so I opened the door to the outside.  Which seemed to startle her again, the tail and ears flicking. "...I’ll be back for that thing later," she said, and padded out into the outside world.  And soon enough, away from my sight.

I was sad to see her go, and not just because she was gorgeous.  She’d actually addressed me, though what she thought she was talking to I didn’t know, but it had been nice to have even intermittently conscious company.  The sex was pretty great too.

But I wasn’t going to keep her.  I wasn’t that kind of person, or whatever I was, and given that she’d been toting an artifact for some reason she clearly had important things to do.  And in fairness, I had somewhat less important things to do, like expanding in what ways I could, but I also wondered at Shayma’s request. Maybe I could do a bath.

It took a while to tap into the brook.  It was further than I thought, and I didn’t want to expose myself too much. But with the boring beetles, it was much quicker than it would have been with roots.

I had to build a Monster Station to actually move the beetles out of my inventory into the real world, which sucked up half my biomass to make a large black cocoon in one of my spare rooms.  The beetles themselves were exceedly simple to direct, since I could give them any point I could perceive and they’d go there, then dig how I wanted them. They did have to go back to the monster station now and again to, I assume, rest and to discharge what they’d accumulated from mining.

The boring beetles cut small passages through which I could run little crawlways, now that I’d leveled Architecture more. I put a Maw underneath the breach where the brook was pouring down, which sent water into my inventory.  Perfect. I sent the boring beetles after the ore deposits I’d found while I began to experiment with my new resource.

A tub involved Altering stone enough that the skill raised itself, but filling it was another matter. I could export inventory contents into whatever room I wanted, but getting it to pour out of a spigot in a reasonable way took practice.

[Fluid Handling] learned

Fluid Handling Category unlocked.

150 Experience gained.

Ooh.  That wasn’t as boring as it might have sounded.  Pumps, inlets, outlets...you could do a lot with moving water around and, just glancing through the architecture list, there were versions that were heat or corrosion resistant.  Where someone might get such a thing as a corrosive liquid was left as an exercise to the reader, apparently.  I had no ideas.

For heating the water, since a cold bath was just really underwhelming swimming, I put as many of my torches as I could cram into the space underneath, and Altered the stone there to be as thin as I could.

[Temperature Control 1] learned: Modify temperature of dungeon features and items.

150 Experience Gained.

So I could give Shayma a hot bath now, if she ever came back.  Or a shower.

The boring beetles came back with their loads of ore, flooding my core with iron, copper, and magicite.  The last one I could guess by the name alone, and sure enough I could reclaim it for mana. Fantastic. But...I still didn’t have anything I could do with any of that.  Even my doorknobs were still stone or wood.  But I could probably figure something out soon enough.



Day 25


I was worried about hunting out the local wildlife.  There had been a definite drop in the intake of wild game and frankly that wasn’t sustainable anyway.  Not considering the biomass requirements of stuff deeper in the categories. Moving parts like valves took far more than expected from the size of the things.

But now that I had access to water, I had an idea.  With the boring beetles and upgraded roots I had a nice chunk of underground cleared out, so I Altered the stone and added water to make mud.  And then put grain bait all over the mud, hoping that the faux sun would result in something sprouting.

[Dungeon Ecology] learned.

Ecology Category unlocked.

150 Experience gained.

Apparently I had the right idea, and checking the category it included actual dirt so I didn’t have to try and grow things in rocky mud.  But I could grow things in actual rock, apparently.

There was tayan grass and tayantan trees for dirt, and chrysthenium variants that grew in rock, ice, and magma.  I didn’t know what any of those things were, though it took me a moment to resolve the chrysthenium entry as not simply being a misspelling of a more familiar flower.  They were also relatively expensive, though I wasn’t short on the materials for the rock version at least. In fact I’d capped out the actual storage for rock and had a couple rooms full of rock slabs so I didn’t waste any intake.

So I would have a garden, then, at least to see what these things were.  And that meant I actually had a reason for carving out more space. To start I could reuse the test room, and replace all the mud with something more useful, so I reclaimed everything there to seed it with grass. And it was just as well I’d started early, since a twelve-hour timer started, tiny pinpricks of green just starting to push their way out of the dirt.  Well, it wasn’t like I was going anywhere.

When it finally did mature, it looked like more or less normal grass to me, although more teal than properly green.  But the overlay informed me I was getting a passive biomass income from the grass, which meant given proper investment I had an infinite source of the stuff.  Investment I did promptly because that meant I didn’t need the trap corridors anymore. And that meant I could seal off my entrance entirely, disguising it as bare rock.

Not that I wouldn’t open it if Shayma came back or some other fugitive came by, but it might give me protection from people like the knights.

And in the meantime, I landscaped.  It was easy enough to make a few low-ceilinged rooms for growing the grass, and grey chrystheniums grew on bare walls, taking four full days to mature, but providing stone and mana income when they were mature.  The trees took a very large room to grow, and when I completed that room something unexpected happened.

Size requirements for level increase met.

Dungeon Level increases to 1.

Skill base levels increase by 1.

Hm.  A quick glance showed that the only major development was that my core no longer had just one hit point.  It had two, which wasn’t much better. Though free skill levels weren’t bad either. It applied to categories, the things inside the categories, which I could raise with experience, and actual skills, which I couldn’t.  Well, some skills anyway. Others just seemed to be what they were, like [Dungeon Ecology].

[Temperature Control] going up was fantastic, because a quick test showed that now I actually could get things cold enough to freeze water, though not hot enough to melt rock.  [Alteration] and [Camouflage] upgrading made it even easier to customize my interior.  But most importantly, [Wisdom] upgrading gave me something to do with magic.

I didn’t get spells.  Spells, most likely, were too active for a dungeon and that kind of made sense.  But a new tab now gave me the ability to create regions of effect. Or rather, grow them.  These regions could be seeded and would grow slowly, consuming mana as they did so until they reached their full size and effect, something I could modify a bit but was mostly determined by the room they were in.  Doorways blocked the effect, open or closed.

Fog and Darkness effects were straightforward enough.  Depletion and Recovery though, were different. [Depletion]: Slowly increments depletion of individuals within the area of effect.  [Recovery]: Slowly restores health and energy of individuals within the area of effect.

So depletion was different from health and energy.  That didn’t answer what it was, but it sounded pretty unpleasant.  Not something I was planning to use. Recovery, on the other hand, seemed like it’d pair well with my newly developed hot bath technology.  It was just too bad I couldn’t enjoy the fruits of my own labors.

I went ahead and filled the little room with the effect, but mostly I spent time on expanding my borders.  If I leveled up by size then there was a bonus to setting up farms for resource income.

And that was when I had my first cave-in.  One of the areas I was digging out creaked, groaned, and sagged as chunks of rock and dirt fell from the ceiling.  Outside, a stand of trees leaned at precarious angles. Inside, one of my boring beetles was very thoroughly squished.  Given that I couldn’t replenish them, that was a little scary.

As disturbing as it was, the collapse didn’t cause any other damage, though it did ruin my attempts at stealth.  It’d be pretty obvious something was going on if I left giant holes all over the landscape, not to mention the wasted effort.  But all was not lost. I tooled around with constructing support underneath the cave-in, first to stop it from getting any worse and second to try and reconstruct the rock and dirt ceiling so the trees didn’t give away my position.

It was tedious but it reminded of me of things like arches and triangles and other such support techniques. Plus it gave me good practice with [Alteration] and with dirt.  Not that I really planned to build with dirt but it was worth figuring out how it acted before I caused a landslide or something.



Day 42


So it went.  I ended up constructing a lake to hold water overflow and then having to dig tunnels when I accidentally flooded that, but after a lot of trial and error - mostly error - I had a nice large chamber with a grass-banked lake and flowing water.  Landscaping had not been a hobby of mine previously, but now that I was the landscape it was a little more interesting. Especially since, after almost a whole month, I was sure Shayma wasn’t coming back.

Unfortunately someone else did come.  

Out of a clear and quiet day there was a sudden flare of raging flames.  The trees and shrubs that shrouded my door crisped and charred, scouring away everything but the bare earth.  Even the door complained at the heat, though fortunately my external eyes survived so I could see a man descending from the sky on a pillar of flame.  He was hard-featured and hard-eyed, dressed in crimson leathers and crimson boots.

It also didn’t take him very long to find the door.  He was consulting a crystal cube that looked very much like the hunter crystal I’d taken from the first set of four, and it seemed to point right at the camouflaged rock.  The man didn’t take pains to verify that, simply lifting his hand and sending a lance of liquid flame at it. Which melted right through and hurt like hell as it did.

I was still reeling from that as he stepped through and the overlay informed me who it was. 

Astair Gren.  Level 22 Flame Knight.

Skills: Fire Control Level 10

Flame Lance level 8

Fireflight level 7

Flame knight.  Check. And whether it was [Wisdom] or plain logic I knew exactly what he was looking for.  The metal cube I had sitting on a shelf.

Now, it would be easy to just let him have it.  This Astair would just take it and be on his way...probably.  Stone didn’t burn all that easily, even though clearly he could burn it.  But I didn’t want to.  He seemed kind of a jerk, and I had promised to hold onto it, at least by implication.

So the first thing I did was pull it off the shelves and put it down in the furthest place away from the entrance I had.  The metal clanged off the stone as I spat it out in the under-tunnels, but it was entirely unmarked.

"I thought this was supposed to work, dammit!"  Astair grumbled at his crystal as the arrow floating within it changed directions.  He flicked his fingers and sparks of flame flew out into the tunnels ahead of him, illuminating, I knew, not much of anything.  Long tunnels and large empty rooms. I’d kept the important stuff, the lake, the farms, and of course the crystal, all separated.  If he knew exactly where things adjoined it wouldn’t be too hard to blast through into them, but if he followed the compass arrow he’d just have a long walk down.

Which was good, because it’d give me time to figure out what to do.

I had access to oversized, "large" stone traps now, but I doubted they’d do much against someone who was properly armored and could blast through five-inch-thick stone besides.  He was also twitchily aware, most of his movement smooth and graceful but the occasional jerk of his head as he reacted to a faint noise of dripping water or something else was superhuman.

So I had to consider other options, and I had to do it quickly, since changing dungeon structure was a lot slower than setting off traps.  Fortunately now that he was past the entryway, he wasn’t trying to burn through things so long as there was a passage in the direction of his compass.  So I opened all the doors and rerouted a few hallways to keep him happy.

The answer seemed obvious as he went lower and lower.  I changed out components as quickly as I could, since even if he could hear the process he wouldn’t know exactly what it was.  At the very bottom of the tunnels, he spotted the metal cube and quickened his pace, stooping down to pick it up.

And that’s when I opened the doors to drain the lake.

Even though I had nothing to fear from it, it was still daunting watching however many thousands of gallons of water roar through hallways, and hear the hissing of air as it escaped through smaller ventilation shafts.  Astair’s head snapped around and he started to run back along the hall, flames igniting at his feet to send him sailing through the air, but unfortunately he was headed directly at the incoming deluge.

I was actually a little astounded by how badly Astair was outmatched.  His firepower was impressive, so I thought this had at best a fifty percent chance of working.  But his attempts to stop the wall of water with fire didn’t even have time to generate steam before it smashed him out of the air.  And into the wall, and another wall. I couldn’t even keep track after that, but it didn’t matter to the overlay.

Astair Gren killed.  37,450 Experience Gained.

It seemed physics was stronger than magic.  Or his magic, anyway. Fire was generally weak to water, and if Astair had been aligned to a different element, I wouldn’t have been nearly so lucky.  As it was, I had a hell of a mess to clean up and a warning that I had to be more ready for intruders in the future. Somehow.

It took some time to get things sorted.  The lake refilled, Astair’s possessions removed and put on the shelves.

Flame-Touched Red Leather Tunic

Flame-Touched Red Leather Hose

Flame-Touched Red Leather Boots

Perfected Tracking Crystal (Relics of the Third Age)

Badge of the Flame Knights

The incineration of the surrounding brush had actually given me a bit of a view, too.  The landscape continued to slope downward from the steep sides of the mountains, and far below I could see a winding ribbon of blue with the faint specks of boats moving along it.  So I wasn’t actually terribly far from civilization. Well, for people who could ride or fly. For sedentary life forms such as myself it was an extraordinary distance.



Day 55 (Explicit)


 

My new trap was a cozy little cottage in the middle of the lake.  It was furnished, stocked, and had hot and cold running water courtesy of temperature control.  The cube was there too, along with Astair’s uniform, and I’d put a regenerative field inside to make it extra-appealing.

I could also collapse a couple tons of rock on it at a moment’s notice and send the whole thing to the now much deeper bottom of the lake.

After pumping the experience I’d gotten from the flame knight into architecture, I’d gotten the ability to sculpt ‘natural’ materials so I could have rock walls that didn’t hurt if someone punched them.  Which I couldn’t use for the cottage, of course, since I couldn’t run things like plumbing or trapdoors in the natural materials, but that was just a price I’d have to pay.

A rainstorm or two washed away most of the ash but the surrounding area was still blighted and nothing strayed inside the burned area.  It was just as well I had farms because if I were still relying on trap corridors I’d be out of luck.

Then Shayma Ell staggered out of the nearest stand of trees, bent under the weight of a backpack and looking like hell.  Scrapes, cuts, bruises, stained bandages, dirty and half-burned fur, boots that were torn and split, and dirty wrapped cloth rather than her previous leathers.  But she struggled gamely over to the disguised entrance, not that the disguise seemed to do much, which I hastily opened for her and shut afterward.

"Do you still have it?"  She asked me, sounding exhausted, though she knew I couldn’t possibly answer.  At least not clearly. I did illuminate the path down to the lake cottage, and watched as she took a few breaths before starting forward again.

There was nothing I could do to make the path shorter, but at least it was well-lit and smooth enough.  She did however, stop, blinking, when she beheld the grassy lake deep underground, illuminated by false sunlight from the far ceiling, and the cottage in the middle with the wooden boardwalk.  "Okay. I’m more tired than I thought."

She walked across and into the cottage, moving cautiously.  Which was appropriate, since it was a trap, but one I triggered.  And I was hardly going to use it on her.

"I can’t believe it."  She stared around at the furnishings, poking at a dresser before dropping down to sit on the bed.  "Oh, abyss take me. I’m trusting this place anyway." She swung the backpack off and stretched out on the bed.  Within seconds her breathing steadied and she was out. That was actually all kinds of adorable, despite how bad she looked.  And it gave me time to try out the overlay where I could, in theory, actually get information on the people inside my walls. 

So according to the overlay, she was level nine now, but was at about half her hitpoints, almost no stamina, and had half a dozen low-grade conditions like "blisters" and "fracture."  Under any other circumstances I would have said she needed a hospital, but the recovery field was already starting to affect her, hitpoints rising as I watched. Not quickly, maybe one per minute, but since she had eighty total, it wouldn’t be long before those were filled.  She had five times that in stamina, and that refilled at the same rate, so it’d take a good sleep for her to recover completely.

Most concerning, though, was that her depletion was nearly maximum at twenty-eight out of thirty.  Again, not something I knew how to fix.

She also had a few skills, the most interesting one was [Seeker], which seemed to also define her class. The description was simply, capable of finding that which is most lost and most needed.  Given her general appearance and that "a key to my chains" could easily fall under most needed I was willing to bet the skill was incredibly powerful if given time to work and that she’d escaped from some form of captivity to get here.  Plus that likely answered why the door disguise was entirely useless. The rest of her skills were geared toward stealth and movement, especially long-distance travel, but not, apparently, combat.

Just in case she had someone else on her tail, I rerouted all the passages so anyone incoming would find themselves down below the lake where, hopefully, another emergency drain would serve to take care of them.  But, as the hours wore on, no pursuit came.

Eventually she did stir, somewhere around three-quarters stamina, dragging herself out of the bed.  "Oof. I feel...actually pretty good." She gingerly poked where various bruises had been, but no longer.  "If I weren’t still filthy I’d think I was dreaming. You can understand me, I know.  So what’s your deal?"

Shayma bent to open the backpack, digging through it and pulling out a second one of those cubes, though one with a different design than the first.  "Normally these places are pretty murderous, or worse, and I figured if I tossed one of these inside it’d stay there for a while until someone else could get it.  But you let me go. Now this? I’d heard tell some of the pet cores the mage-kings have did things like this, but you’re not one of those. And where the abyss are all the monsters?"

That was more information about this world in a few sentences than I’d gotten in weeks of observation.  The thing that I was, was known, both in wild and domesticated form. Mage-kings. And yes, that I was supposed to have monsters.  Not really my speed, though.

It was nice to have someone talk to me.  The matrix my mind was held in didn’t quite function like a human brain, so I wasn’t entirely bored, or lonely, though I really should have been, but there was definitely a sort of dullness that Shayma’s presence cleared away.  She kept the cube with her as she explored the cottage, finding the bathroom, kitchen, and storeroom where I had the other artifact.  As well as the flame knight’s effects.

"...well, I guess you’re still kind of murderous."  Shayma blinked at the badge. "I wonder who it was."  Then she snapped her fingers. "No, I know, it has to have been Astair.  That cube ritual. I didn’t think you could copy skills like that."

Uh oh.  I hope I didn’t kill one of her friends.

"Good riddance."  She took the badge over to one of the windows and threw it as hard as she could, watching it arc out over the lake and sink into the water.  Not a friend then. And in fact, maybe something a lot worse.

"So I was going to see if I could pick the first one up but under the circumstances, this is a better safehouse than the one we’ve got.  The thing is, so far as I know the mage-kings just feed their pet cores slaves, and we aren’t going to do that. Couldn’t." She walked to the storage room and placed the cube on the shelf next to the first one.  "But if you let me bring the others...you can have me."

Then she gave a little laugh.  "Not like you couldn’t do whatever you want.  But bargains have power, don’t they? Speaking of which, I still have to pay you for holding on to this artifact too.  Just let me clean up first?"

Of course I couldn’t reply.  But I did watch as she started water for the tub, astonished that it was hot, and stripped before plunging in.  

If I could speak to her, I could tell her that I’d be happy to invite other people around, provided they weren’t planning to wreak havoc on my internals.  Or that even if she was going to trade herself to me, I had no idea what I would do with her. I mean, aside from the obvious, and the idea of keeping her permanently locked in a breeding station didn’t appeal to me.  Temporarily, on the other hand…

One of the benefits of the [Blue Core] title was a [Blue Core Breeding Station], which I’d spent some spare experience on upgrading.  I hadn’t actually built it, because I didn’t want a repeat of the distracting lust from the first station, but given the criterion for getting it I figured it’d be more to my tastes.  And maybe would have fewer side effects. So I Reclaimed the bed and built the station in its place.

Like the first station it was composed entirely of the black stuff that was the actual dungeon "body," but instead of a bowl chair it was a fairly narrow seat with a generous back, with all of the interior surfaces textured.  And not just textured, since I could actually move the texture as much as I wanted. It had four manipulators with textured pads on the ends, and I could sprout an actual breeder from any of the surfaces. Oh, this would be fun.

The lust had returned, but it wasn’t as intense this time, though it was deeper, closer to actual hunger than a simple drive.  And it wasn’t so sharp I couldn’t think past it, although it was more difficult since I could watch Shayma Ell naked and scrubbing herself with her hands, admittedly in a more workmanlike way than an erotic one.

She padded out of the bathroom, dripping.  I couldn’t reproduce towels yet, and her discarded rags were too dirty to be used.  "So do - " She got those two words out before she spotted the breeding station and stopped mid-stride, staring at it.  And not in horror, either, because I could see her ears flush and her nipples harden. "Oh," she said, tail twitching. "Well."

Then she stepped over and settled into the seat.  As before, manipulators twitched to bind her in place, clamping over her ankles and binding her wrists to her side, and as before I could feel every inch of her smooth, warm skin against me.  But unlike before the station gave me access to her sensations - dimly, through that same pane of glass.

As she settled into place she could feel my flesh against hers, just as warm, but not quite as soft.  Smooth, but not slimy. All the textured frills massaged her back, and just as firmly caressed her sex, where her pussy was pressed against the seat.  I changed the motion of the frills, spreading her lips to allow more frills to caress her sensitive skin, like hundreds of tiny tongues licking along her.

She bit her lip and I continued to add sensation.  Two of the four manipulators I clamped onto her breasts, the frills licking and sucking against her nipples, the sensation running back and forth over her increasingly sensitive skin, and the other two I used on her ears.  That decision turned out to be the right one as the sudden feel of her ears being caressed made her stiffen in her seat, driving her pussy harder against the stimulation there, the slow rise of pleasure turning into a sharp spike.  

Then I tugged her tail with one of the restraint manipulators and that drove her over the edge, she shuddered, wetting the seat as I made her cum.  Even if I hadn’t started myself yet, I was having way too much fun with her reactions, and I curved the seat up slightly so I could pay special attention to her clit.  

She involuntarily tugged at her bonds as my frills found her sensitive nub, now swollen with arousal, and caressed and stroked it mercilessly, each touch sending a jolt of sensation through her.  Nor did I stop playing with her breasts and ears, rubbing slowly with the manipulators while frills took care of finer sensations, keeping her body bowed tight from the feel of being caressed all over.  With my eyes and the station’s sensation ghosting, it was extremely easy to find what set her off. For example, she really liked having her breasts squeezed, inasmuch as I could do it with the manipulators, and when I ran the frills in circles around her clit, twisting it slightly, she orgasmed instantly, panting hard in the chair.

Now it was my turn.  The first breeding tendril I grew directly from the chair’s surface, and with it came the feeling of sinking my cock right into her tight, hot depths.  Both from me and from her. "Mmmn!" She made a pleased noise as she felt me inside her, gripping eagerly around my length, a length that was just as textured as the rest of the station, teasing every inch of her inner depths as I slid into her.  And the other one I grew from the chair back above her head, curving and sliding down into her open mouth.

She didn’t need any inducement to start sucking and licking, and for a moment I just paused to enjoy the sensations, of her tight sex and eager mouth around my pair of cocks, and of her feeling of being stretched by one shaft inside her and another one in her mouth, tasting, strangely, of vanilla.

I left the one in her mouth smooth, though it throbbed against her tongue, hot and aroused, while the one I had buried inside her rippled against her inner heat, sparking soft points of pleasure.  And since I could adjust them, I tried expanding the cock that was spreading her pussy, just to see how it would feel to her. She almost choked on my shaft in surprise, but bucked her hips as I spread her wider until it was almost uncomfortable, stretching her sex around me.

Then I started to fuck her, the cock she was so eagerly suckling muffled her cries as my massive, textured shaft stretched and filled her, driving deep with each thrust.  The bonds kept her clamped against the seat, and the frills continuing to toy with her clit even as I plunged into her eager body. She squeezed helplessly around me, sucking at one cock while the other drew hot, pleasured trails within her, and all I could think of was how incredibly good this was.

That time I came first, and with two cocks it was twice as intense, leaving me faltering for a moment in the dual feel of pumping hot, sticky seed into her from both ends, and her sensation of being filled, one shaft forcing warmth into her sex and the other one filling her mouth, making her swallow again and again, the essence tasting ever so faintly of vanilla.

Fortunately, the Blue Core version of the breeding station was as robust as the first, and after the wave of euphoria passed I could keep filling her as hard as I wanted.  And as hard as she wanted, because I could feel how much she was loving being used like this, even as sore as it made her. Her eyes were closed, her tongue dancing over the tip of my cock even as she pushed back against the shaft plunging deep into her pussy, squeezing it and milking it with desperately intense spasms of her sex, the constant stimulation of her clit by my frills driving her into another orgasm, this time made even stronger by forcing her to squeeze around me.

And then another, as I came in her once again.  As before, the black, sticky seed started leaking out from her sex as I filled her past capacity, and she swallowed down even more with wet moaning noises.  But she seemed semi-conscious at this point, hazy through the mirrored sensations, so I pulled away the cock in her mouth so I didn’t accidentally choke her.  Her head actually followed it, but then fell back as I drove into her extra hard, making her cry out and arch against her bonds.

She panted and squirmed, then, as I used her hard, feeling the last one coming, whined softly. I was buried in the sensations, the frills teasing every inch inside her, playing with her clit and her outer folds, squeezing her breasts and pinning her back against the chair as I filled her one last time, the lust and hunger subsiding as the overlay pinged for my attention.  This time she wasn’t totally out, just exhausted, breathing heavily but happily.

Breeding options:

Demon Fox: 100 Biomass

Boring Beetle (4): 50 Biomass

Purify: 3000 mana

Okay, that was all my mana, more or less.  I thought the amount I had initially was pretty large, and after leveling up it was even bigger, leaving me sitting at 3200 total.  Which was currently full, due to the farms. So what did it do?

Purify: Removes all forms of depletion by replacing all of target’s energy with dungeon core mana reserve.

Ooh.  That was what I wanted.  I still didn’t know what depletion did but I was sure it was bad, and hey, I had [Wisdom] so it had to be true.  And I didn’t need the other things, even if I was down to three beetles, so I selected that option.

"What?  Mmm…" Shayma murmured as she started to glow blue from the inside.  Since she was still held in the embrace of the breeding station I could tell what it was like for her, and it was rather like a warm shower.  It also had a one-hour countdown, so I literally couldn’t let her go, but from what I could tell the glow was coming from the seed I’d spent within her. No wonder it was a breeding option.

About halfway through she had recovered enough to look down at the glow, licking her lips.  "Um. What is going on here? Dammit, I know you can’t answer me but, I don’t trust this at all."

Unfortunately for her, I wasn’t able to stop this possibly unique opportunity on her say-so.  So far as I could tell, I couldn’t actually release her while the timer was going. But I did understand that seeing yourself glow was not the most soothing thing.  Nor was the fact that I could feel her slowly kindling panic.

I really felt sorry as she started tugging at the bonds, and while I would bet a higher-skill individual could have broken them, she had no chance.  She struggled for maybe ten minutes and then fell limp again, closing her eyes. "...I hope…" she said, but didn’t specify what for.

And as the timer ended, the light faded, the breeding station vanished into the floor, and Shayma grunted in surprise as she was unceremoniously deposited on the wood.

Shayma Ell Purified

50,000 Experience gained.

[Purifier] Title available.  Obtain?

[Purifier]:

Severely restricts breeding options.

Unlocks breeding options.

Unlocks Companion advancement path.

Companion advancement path: The dungeon may induct Purified individuals as representatives of the core.

Oh, yes, and also yes.  Maybe with this I could actually communicate.

If most dungeons were held by the mage-kings or were just classically murderous and monster-filled, it was a good bet they got most of their experience from rape and murder, to judge from the idea of feeding them slaves.  And it was an equally a good bet that, given how I’d nearly lost my mind by building one of the breeding station, whatever minds controlled them quickly degraded into gibberish.

But I had gone a different route.  Mostly by luck and happenstance, true, but it looked like the path I was heading for did something different.  Purification and companions seemed much more my speed than rapine and death. And to judge from the experience gain from one purification, I’d match my growth against anything consuming hapless low-level sacrifices.

[Wisdom] advances to level 3.

I didn’t think that chain of logic was particularly obscure, but maybe it was just a cumulative thing. I just wished I knew what depletion actually meant.  The overlay still stubbornly refused to fill me in, as did [Wisdom].

Shayma stared at her hands.  "How did...I didn’t…" She took a breath and ran her hands over her naked skin, as if checking all of her was still there.  "I didn’t know you could get these things back."

I had no idea what she was talking about, but if depletion did something prior to being capped out then I could guess whatever was depleted had been returned to her.  She didn’t look different, but…

Shayma Ell

Level 9 [Purified] Seeker

Health: 120/120

Stamina: 129/960

Skills: [Seeker] (Greater) (Reclaimed), [Endurance] 4 (2 levels reclaimed), [Longstrider] 2 (1 level reclaimed), [Agility] 7 (4 levels reclaimed), [Suppress Presence] 4 (2 levels reclaimed), [Luck] (Reclaimed)

A massive improvement.  I didn’t know what it felt like subjectively, since that link was gone, but it had to be pretty great.  But I wasn’t done yet. I had a new tab on my overlay, for Companions.

Induct Shayma Ell as a Companion?

Very yes.

Shayma Ell gains [Core Touched].

Suddenly I had another set of eyes and ears.  Shayma’s. But nothing else - no sense of smell or taste, so the only time I actually had access to those senses was when we were intimate. No internal emotions or thoughts, which was probably for the best, actually.  And sadly, she couldn’t hear mine.

I tried all the ways I could think of, in the Overlay and in my mind and what passed for muscle and nerve, but nothing yet.  And in fact, according to my Overlay, [Core Touched] only included [Sight Link] and [Sound Link], and there wasn’t anything I could think to easily create or unlock a new skill to go along with it.

Not that it gave me much since Shayma simply cried into her hands for a while.  The good kind of cry, I thought, though there were probably better places for it than on a bare wooden floor.  I thought about giving her a chair or a bed or something, but at the same time didn’t know that disturbing her would be a good idea.

"Okay," she said, before I finished dithering on my choices.  "It’s settled. We’re moving in. This is ridiculous."

I was encouraged, but she didn’t elaborate on that or explain.  Instead she stood on wobbly legs and traipsed back to the tub. Throughout the whole bath she didn’t speak, just had a set, thoughtful expression, and then she curled up on a brand-new bed that I’d regrown and slept until morning.



Day 56


[Longstrider] seemed to blur the landscape as Shayma walked toward the river. Between that and [Endurance] she could probably make it there in one trip, since her Longstrider walk was a bit faster than normal running as far as I could tell. She’d taken the knight’s leathers, though it didn’t seem too magical to me since it didn’t resize to fit her and was a bit large.

Her visit had reminded me how lax I’d grown in trying to break the system. Or maybe that was another way cores tended to go off the rails. Without human contact, did they just blur into vagueness?

[Wisdom] advances to 4.

If I were to play host to however-many refugees from whatever was going on, little cottages and falling rocks weren’t going to be enough. I didn’t have a list of things to investigate, exactly, but I had some ideas and I had something else to watch than the grass growing on my farms. One of which I really should have thought of earlier.

[Relocate] didn’t absorb what it moved. That was obvious because it could move the core. A black cocoon surrounded what I was trying to move and another grew where it would go, and at some point they both withered away to reveal the change. So I tested it by Relocating some sensory organs to see if I could spot and, most importantly, control how it worked. I was hoping that I could use it to move things more quickly, since it could take minutes or even hours, if I wanted to shift something large. I hadn’t tried whole rooms, but that could be days. Not very useful for surprising people.

I watched, waited, caught the faint flicker as a sensor organ flicked from one point to another. Then back again. Back, forth, and then I tried to pull the organ back to the first spot before the cocoons opened, pushing it back along whatever link there was. Then I was surprised.

[Spatial Manipulation] unlocked.

Oh wow. That was quite nearly as fantastic as the Companion branch. Nearly.

As with a lot of skills, all it did was unlock a new category for me to put experience into. It didn’t start out with much - [Compression], [Expansion], and [Link]. But the mana costs were an order of magnitude greater than what I could sustain right now. I had been prepared to pour some portion of the enormous pool of stockpiled experience I had into that, because, damn, Spatial Manipulation. But I wasn’t anywhere near being able to do anything with it.

Well, I had to expand anyway. I put some of the spare experience into my Roots and started digging space.



Day 56 - Shayma


She felt better than she had in a long time.  Maybe ever. Never before had [Endurance] buoyed her so much or [Longstrider] been so quick.  Even Luck was back, that sense of twisting probabilities just outside of control.

[Seeker], which had fallen to an intuitive murmur she could barely grasp, and had been on the verge of going out completely, now shone like a beacon, telling her distance and direction.  Her personal compass had two great blazing pyres of her Queen and that dungeon.

If dungeon it was.

She knew a little, very little about them.  There were the Twelve Great Dungeons, of course, the wild ones whose roots burrowed down into the heart of the world and which nobody had found the bottom of.  Or even gotten close. Not even the mage-kings. Then there were the pet cores the mage-kings did have.

The Great Dungeons were wild, full of things hideous and fantastic, larger on the inside than seemed possible, but entirely self-contained and secluded from the outside world.  The mage-kings cores gave them half their power, with an insatiable appetite for living flesh and tendrils that reached out into the world. Neither of them were exactly hospitable, although she’d personally rate the latter as far worse than the former.

But none of them had black flesh.  Great Dungeons, in the few areas the dungeon walls had been found and damaged - not as easy as one might think - bled grey.  The mage-kings cores were all brown and red, an unpleasant color to her eyes. So this one was an oddity.

Seeing the house, she might have thought it was some rogue mage’s lair but for the fact there was nothing that was not dungeon-stuff but the items on the shelves.  And all those were accounted for, given the flame knight badge.

And quite aside from being empty, it had never offered her harm.  

Clearly it was capable of it.  She wasn’t going to mourn the death of one of her tormentors or pursuers, but the question had to be asked how something with no monsters and a few traps could kill a flame knight in such a way that their very expensive armor remained intact.  There was also the feeling of being watched that was far more intense than any other place she’d been.

It persisted even now, though...it wasn’t exactly being watched.  It was being watched over.  Even stranger.

She felt [Luck] rising and humming, a sensation she’d nearly forgotten about, and gave it a push to go off and do whatever it intended.  Probabilities twisted and changed and something out in the world went one way instead of another. It was a big one, exhausting like running a mile, but not as bad as it once had been.

Shayma stepped out of the trees onto the riverbank to find an empty fishing boat.  The fisherman was nowhere in sight, so she could guess what exactly [Luck] had been doing.  She felt a little guilty about taking the boat, but only a little. The sooner she got back to the city, the sooner she could convince them to leave.

If it wasn’t already too late.



Day 59


It turned out that at the tenth level of a skill, it evolved into something better. [Root] had become [Boring Tendril] and had vastly simplified the process of clearing space. What it had not simplified was where to put all the stone that generated, since I couldn’t clear out more until I had room in my internal capacity, and at this point I had multiple rooms filled floor to ceiling with stone slabs. I needed something better.

Since I couldn’t find any way to increase my internal storage without leveling up, I went with [Alteration]. The stone I was digging through seemed to vary in density, so surely the stone I produced could vary too. Each percent would translate directly into extra storage space, so even a small amount would be useful.

Hardened stone unlocked.

 


	Temperature Resistance




	Physical Resistance




	Magic Resistance



 

That sounded great. Especially since a quick look showed I could convert to it, at a two to one ratio. Not as efficient as alteration, but a lot faster. But I kept going, to see if I could get it better. Like I said, I had a lot of stone. The Hardened stone didn’t compress as easily as regular stone, but it did, just a little bit. A little bit more. Returns diminishing as I focused [Alteration].

Focused enough that it started depleting mana. I didn’t realize that was possible, but if I could feed power into skills...well, maybe I’d been operating on the most basic level until now.

Stonesteel unlocked

 


	Temperature Immunity




	Physical Resistance




	Magic Resistance



 

Five to one from Hardened stone. Ten to one from regular stone, as well as a chunk of mana. Pouring half my tank of mana into Altering the Stonesteel got me nowhere, but Stonesteel was good enough for now. Worlds better than simple stone for my dungeon walls. But that’d also pretty well mark they were unnatural, so I clad them with natural stone as I converted. 

I wasn’t sure why I didn’t want to stand out, but [Wisdom] said it’d be a bad idea.

Converting all my walls emptied my reserves and freed up an enormous amount of space. I hadn’t realized I had that much volume already. Without the grey chrystheniums, converting everything to stonesteel wouldn’t be possible, but with, it would simply take time.

In the meantime I’d actually broken into a cave system, deep under the mountain. Not the sort of caves carved by water with stalactites and drippy stone, but just big empty pitch-black gaps in the bedrock. Really big. And easy enough to expand into, so long as I kept to ordinary walls.

Size requirements for level increase met.

Dungeon Level increases by 1.

Skill base levels increase by 1.

The size requirements were really absurd. I’d have to eat away half the mountain to get to a significant level. Although that might be why the spatial magic existed, so I wasn’t forced to consume the planet. At the rate I was going though, I’d be chewing up a small chunk of the mountain range, especially the ore veins I could see embedded deep in, like enormous frozen rivers.

I spent the time it took to grow and hollow out new spaces watching things from Shayma’s perspective. It was just a river, a relaxing enough boat trip downstream, occasionally passing something going the other way and nibbling on the excess food I’d supplied and she’d taken. Mostly small fishing boats, but occasionally there was something larger and more mechanical and, so far as I could see, magic-powered. They didn’t have sails, but did have fins that water roiled away from, lending them a silent grace as they sliced through the water.

It was the first I’d seen of what might be called civilization. Oh, trained horses and armor and weapons didn’t come out of nowhere, but everything I could see from my location was wilderness and a touch of river. I didn’t know if there were forges and foundries or factories and assembly-lines. For all the faux-medieval trappings, magic could make up for a number of gaps. I had all the makings of a modern building with plumbing and artificial light all by myself.

The sun cycled down and back up, while Shayma did little more than steer the boat, attend basic needs, and pull supplies from her backpack until a city came into view. Walls, spires, and an array of towers that didn’t quite match any historical precedent. It also had a weird, patchwork character, with some parts of the wall being a sort of rusty brown and other parts being sandy and tan. Once Shayma ditched the boat and hiked up to one of the entrances in the wall, I saw why.

A dungeon was eating the city.



Day 61 - Shayma


Meil was worse off than when she’d left, but it hadn’t been fully converted yet. It was only a matter of time, but even a mage-king couldn’t simply swallow an entire city overnight. There was the tower, of course, that she’d seen rise over the course of a week or so. From there it seemed the mage-king had focused mostly on the noble quarter, but much of the merchant quarter was dungeon-stone too. The atmosphere was tense, but not as strained as when the tower first went up. The fact that they kept people fed, despite what fields had been burned and farmers killed, was probably why.

People lined up at a shop where the core’s brown cauls created raw meat and vegetables, which the vendors turned into something edible. Neither of those things looked as good as the stuff her dungeon made, and she knew from experience the stuff wasn’t entirely healthy. In fact she was pretty certain it was one of the many ways the mage-kings siphoned off the health and skills of the people under their rule. 

In fact she felt a little odd stepping onto the dungeon-stone as she made her way carefully through the crowd. Like something was splashing off her, a little bit like elemental protection did when it was active. Admittedly she’d only felt that in the first escape, when her Queen cast protections on them all.

She kept [Suppress Presence] as strong as she could make it, and not just for the visible agents of the mage-king. The red leathers were not, themselves, Flame Knight specific. Anyone who was serious about fire protection might have them. But they were of a quality enough to possibly draw unwanted attention, and even though she had Luck back finally she knew better to rely on it.

Past the merchant quarter and into the small priestly enclave, her ears twitched at the clipped sounds of the invader’s language. The core itself may not have been present, but the mage-king’s agents were. She actually wasn’t sure if they realized the Queen had escaped, was still trying to work against their control, to subvert their designs. Maybe they didn’t care.

Even if they didn’t, she made sure none of the human-like monsters, or actual humans, saw her walk past the servant sweeping the steps of the cathedral and give him a sign with three fingers. Nor did she let them notice when, not much later, she went to one of the plainer, smaller buildings for those seeking blessings. The priest there escorted her past both the inner door into the quarters and under a hidden slab in the rock. It was a passage concealed not by magic but by craftsmanship, created by some truly paranoid and prescient ancestor of the royal house.

"By the gods Shayma, it’s good to see you!" Tulk abandoned his role as ascetic confessor to envelop her in a hug, the big man making her spine creak with the force of it. The feeling of being watched over flickered for a moment, more intense, then faded again. "What happened? How’d you get out?"

"A lot of things, and Astair is dead."

Tulk dropped her. "How’d you do that? And...abyss take me, is that his uniform?"

"I didn’t do it and yes it is. It’d be easier if you asked one question at a time." She gave him a bit of a smile. "I need to speak to her. Soonest. I have a place for us to go."

"Wait, what? That’s what you were doing? I thought you were supposed to be finding the...well, you know."

"Tulk. Now." She prodded his chest with a finger. "We’ll be here all day if I start answering you."

"Fine, fine."

They went further down, her skin prickling as they passed layers and layers of magic. Wards, protections, whatever other arcane things the Queen and her mages could come up with to hide them and protect them from the eye of the local mage-king. It was beyond her ken; her skills had very little to do with magic. But at least someone had spared enough power to keep the underground halls properly lit and clean.

Not as well lit or clean - or large - as the walls of the dungeon she’d found. That bore thinking about.

Queen Iniri was no further than at the end of the hall from the bottom of the stairs. A far cry from the palace, which of course no longer existed. Most of its marble had been absorbed into the mage-king’s tower, and the remainder was just...gone.

Iniri was in the middle of some sort of ritual casting when Tulk ushered her in, hands moving and voice rolling in a low murmur, but she still flashed a brilliant, toothy smile at Shayma. Toothy because Iniri was a kirin, one of the few demihuman ruling races, and had inherited the fangs of her mystical ancestors.

After a few minutes she finished, the incantation winding down and an additional prickle of magic running over Shayma’s skin. Then the Queen fairly launched herself at Shayma, abandoning dignity for an embrace. "You’re alive! Just...how? No one escapes that Flame Knight...prison."

"It’s a lot easier when you’re a Seeker and the Flame Knight that’s supposed to be keeping you gets eaten by a dungeon."

"He brought you to a dungeon?" Iniri lifted her expressive eyebrows.

"No." Shayma considered how to tell the story. "He used a ritual to borrow my Seeker skill and find the first city-cube, which I’d hidden in a dungeon. He didn’t come back, and that gave me enough time to escape. With a second city-cube that Astair had found. I went to hide that one in the same dungeon and found...this." She tapped the leathers she was wearing. "Along with a flame-knight badge, next to the first cube. So the dungeon got him."

"Wait." Iniri’s eyes narrowed. "You went in and out of a dungeon twice and the second time it just...let you take things out of it?" She knew that Shayma’s Seeker skill locked out weapon skills, and while she still had stealth it wasn’t likely to be enough to go deep inside a dungeon.

"I did pay it," Shayma said, not wanting to go into the details with Tulk and likely an invisible bodyguard or two in the room. "But yes."

"Pay...Shayma, your skills are in bad shape as it is, you can’t afford that depletion." Iniri was upset, and not just about that. Dungeon cores didn’t take many currencies.

"I...so here’s the thing." She dug a coin out of her backpack and tossed it to Tulk. "Flip that." He obeyed, and she started calling it. "Heads. Heads. Heads. Heads. Heads. Heads."

"...you got [Luck] back? How?" Nobody got back what was lost by depletion. Either the mage-kings dungeon cores ate it, or, if the Depletion was from the random vagrancies of the world, it was just gone forever.

"The dungeon does anti-depletion."

"No."

"Yes. It’s a weird one too. It never tried to hurt me, it acted like it understood me. It doesn’t look like either the Great dungeons or the mage-king’s, and weirdest of all it made a little house on a lake for me to stay in the second time around."

"Sounds like someone else has claimed it." Iniri sounded thoughtful.

"Even if someone has they’re better hosts than the mage-kings, and you know this hidey-hole can’t last much longer." Iniri’s mouth tightened at that, but Shayma persisted. "The city is gone, Your Majesty. I saw it when I came in. Nobody was upset, people were getting food and drink...you’re not going to be able to stir up a rebellion against that."

Iniri’s eyes flashed. "You’re leading up to something."

"I think we need to move there. We need a dungeon of our own to fight the mage-kings."



Day 70


I watched through Shayma’s eyes while I worked. The city was crowded, the other-dungeon raised all my nonexistent hackles, and her friends seemed pleasant enough. I wasn’t sure how precarious their position actually was, but both Shayma and the little antlered Queen seemed serious enough as they debated the merits of fleeing the city.

Which meant I’d have to be ready for them.

I had an excessive amount of space now, and enough time Altering the furniture I put down (along with the free advances provided by levelups) had combined with a maxed Camouflage to become Customization. Which was an entirely different level of skill.

[Customization]: Combines [Alteration] and [Camouflage]. Any Dungeon Feature may be molded, shaped, and colored to any degree that does not sacrifice its integrity. Any alteration or set of alterations may be saved for later placement.

It was quick, too. Easy. Even without mana I could sweep through a dungeon hall and texture the floor, polish the walls, etch patterns and figures. With, I could rework all the countless square meters in a matter of minutes. I even managed a faux sky that mimicked the outside over the garden lake. Which, itself, I sunk far deeper into the earth, leaving a shielding complex of tunnels up top in case anyone else came by.

Now that I knew I could spend mana on skills, it wasn’t difficult to make the magma and ice needed for the other chrystheniums, and it turned out the flowers maintained that temperature, once you got enough of them. So a lake of lava, spotted with red petals, and a cavern of ice, covered in blue, were enough to accelerate my income of mana and magma and ice.

Interestingly, I could put them side by side, and so long as there was a doorway between them, open or closed, the heat and the cold didn’t spill over. Not that I should have been surprised; I was already violating several laws of physics, magic or no magic. But it was still strange.

The primary thing I was after though, was storage. I had consumed most of my spare stone, but I still had so many resources that were straining their maximums and often no good way to store them. Like biomass, or mana. The latter, especially, didn’t seem to be something I could simply fill a room with and be done.

It took almost a solid week of experimentation, even as I reworked my internals to account for a possible influx of people. I stuffed mana into tiny stone boxes, compressed whiffs of outgassed vapor with Alteration, smashed bits and pieces of mana together at whatever speeds I could muster. But eventually the overlay gifted me with the result.

[Storage Crystal]: Provides external storage of non-inventory resources. 

The small version, storing twenty-five of anything, took one hundred Stone, ten Iron, one Gold, and one hundred Mana. A few extra levels into them with my banked experience and I had access to larger versions, each taking a single gold but scaling up with the remainder of the resource cost.

So I was only limited by gold. Now that I had red Chrystheniums, I had an infinite, if slow-growing, source of iron too. Treasure sense showed me no gold nearby, which wasn’t surprising. Gold didn’t just randomly appear. It was in pockets with certain geologies around it, and I wasn’t sure if it was found in the same place as iron and copper ore. Actually I didn’t even know if it made sense for iron and copper to be near each other like that.

Therefore I delved deeper into the cave system, sending runners along something that was probably an ancient magma tube. It was maybe thirty meters in diameter, spreading out and down into the mountain roots. At least, for a while.

Until something started to come up from the tunnels.

I really should have expected that. In a world of monsters and magic of course there were Things living in the depths. But the pack of giant clawed moles suddenly scrambling into my exploratory tunnels still caught me by surprise.

Level 18 Emmoil 

Level 12 Emmoil

Level 15 Emmoil

…

Level 25 Emmoil Pack Leader

There were a dozen of them, clawing upward as if on the scent of something. I didn’t have anything against them in particular, but I really didn’t want them scrabbling around in my tunnels so I hastily shoved a door in their way.

They simply dug through it.

The feeling of claws scraping through my door was not pleasant, though not as sickeningly awful as a dungeon wall, but apparently I’d need a wall. The door gave me enough time to grow a Hardened Stone barrier behind it, but soon enough the Emmoils were digging through that too. Which seemed unfair.

A closer look at their stat sheet showed they had the [Stone Shaping] ability, which apparently simply bypassed my stone’s toughness. So I was tempted to just let them run around until they got bored, until I noticed what turns they were taking. They were headed right for my core.

I threw a hallway full of traps at them without even thinking about it. Even though I hadn’t spent much experience on upgrading them, the leveling bonuses were enough to put them into fairly dangerous territory. Enormous spears, deadly scythes, camouflaged pit traps, spiked balls, and all that sort of thing. The Emmoils started dying.

Level 18 Emmoil killed. 180 experience granted.

Level 12 Emmoil killed. 120 experience granted.

Level 15 Emmoil killed. 150 experience granted.

…

Level 25 Emmoil Pack Leader killed. 250 experience granted.

That was...odd. They didn’t break or scatter from the traps, or even try a different corridor. They just swarmed single-mindedly into death. Upon consideration, that was a lot scarier than if they’d been smart, because that kind of behavior couldn’t possibly be natural, even for a magical monster. They were being controlled somehow. And it was entirely possible the controller knew I was here.

Spasmodic, spontaneous panic gave way to to the quieter, more considered kind. It wasn’t like I was exactly secret, not since I’d given Shayma license to go invite people over. But that was a different thing entirely from someone who controlled monsters and sent them after either me specifically or what I was in general. And as much as I wanted to, pulling back wouldn’t do me any favors.

I couldn’t exactly run away. Hiding went only so far, since apparently those things could sniff out mana or whatever from quite a distance. So the best defense against them was the exact opposite of hiding: spread out as far as I could, to give myself as much time as possible to stop or deflect whatever would come for me.

Surface area was working for me now, with hundreds of boring tendrils expanding my volume and allowing me to extend deep under the mountains. The areas meant for eventual habitation stayed near the surface, but the deeper levels gave me plenty of room for farms and lava and ice.

Size requirements for level increase met.

Dungeon Level increases by 1.

Skill base levels increase by 1.

At least I was getting more storage space. The skill-ups were fine, but I hadn’t seen the need to advance anything I had past a few thousand experience worth of ranks. Though I could see how at, say, level ten it would be nice to instantly advance to the next rank whenever I got to a new skill.

No new Emmoils came, and eventually my Treasure Sense showed a lot of gold nearby. And silver. And gems? Some sort of cache, buried in the mountain? Though I seemed to remember gold and silver were found in the same spot. Regardless, it was worth going for, so I called my remaining boring beetles and quickly carved a tunnel toward the deposit. Runners of plain rock wall went along behind, so I could see the exact moment when they broke through. It wasn’t a vein, or some vault within the mountain. It was a massive cave, lit with cold blue, and an enormous sprawling hoard of treasures.

And on that hoard was a dragon.

Because of course there was. There were dungeons, there was magic, there were monsters. Clearly there had to be dragons. And large ones.

This particular dragon was a silver-white, stretched out in an undignified catlike sprawl half on the mound of undifferentiated treasure and half over some sort of covering that stretched over half of the cave floor. But the pillow-hoard wasn’t the only treasure around - the lights showed statues, artworks, books, weapons...all kinds of things past the reach of my treasure sense. I was tempted, I admit, but not for long.

I pulled my beetles back and relocated all my boring tendrils. I really didn’t want to intrude on this dragon’s den and I was already uncomfortably close, since I’d taken over all the tunnels. And I’d done so without considering something else might have claimed them. Whoops.

I was preparing to close off the side-tunnel I’d dug that had broken into the wall of the dragon’s cave when one eye opened, slitted pupil fixed on the intrusion. "I see you," it rumbled.



Day 71


Apparently shapeshifting is a thing.

I had expected the dragon to blow fire breath or whatever, but instead it rolled to its feet and padded over to the tunnel, peering in with one enormous eye.  I didn’t dare try to close it up at that point, since I got that same sense of near-pain from it as I had from the knights. Something with a lot of power.

Then it just...shimmered and turned into some sort of scaled amazon.  Just under three meters tall, muscled, armored, wide-hipped and big-breasted, still with wings and horns and muzzle.  The form wasn’t even trying to be demihuman, fully embracing scales and other such dragonlike features. She - at that point it was clear this was a she - climbed into the tunnel and began casually sauntering up.

Ansae Ziir, Level ??? Primal Dragon

Health: 173,580/275,000

Stamina: 583,212/760,000

Mana: 212,615/335,000

Depletion 6687/6689

Those were big numbers.  Those were very big numbers.  This Ansae was an entity several ranks above my previous bar for horrifically powerful people, and I was pretty sure that dropping ten tons of rocks on her head would just annoy her.  

I didn’t want to annoy her.

But she wasn’t trying to hurt me.  In fact, she was just wandering through the tunnels I’d made without any hurry whatsoever, horns nearly scraping the ceiling.  It drove home how large I’d gotten, because at her pace she was wandering for hours before she even got to the first farms.

By that point I’d fairly well gotten over the initial terror of disturbing something nigh unto a god, and it’d faded into a low-grade wariness.  I was also somewhat nonplussed that I could pay attention to her, to Shayma’s idle conversations with her fellow refugees, and to the continuing expansion of my real estate at once.  Somehow, it seemed, I could spread myself out that much without losing focus.

Well, it wasn’t like I was actually human, so I could blame that.  And level-ups, maybe.

Interestingly, Ansae seemed fascinated by the farms, though honestly they were fairly boring rooms full of various chrystheniums and grasses, some with lava and some with ice.  I’d just gridded out a lot of room for pure resource creation, rather than trying to make it at all appealing. But she still prowled through the lava and ice, completely unaffected by either, plucking a flower here and there.

The dragon had a full bouquet by the time she made it up out of the tunnels and into the lake room, looking around at the building fronts I’d started.  Something flashed out from her, not a physical thing but a sort of flickering sensation, and I tried to focus on it, chasing it as she scanned the buildings.

[Mana Sense] learned.

150 experience gained.

Suddenly everything I could see blazed at once, and the fugue took me again.



Day 72


Even when whatever bits of my mind finished sorting the various inputs were done, everything I could see was full of bright, shifting lights.  Ansae herself was actually painful to look at, and the multitasking I had been musing over before was shot entirely to hell by a thousand colors going every which way.  And then I felt like an idiot because I could just turn it off.

Suddenly I could actually comprehend what was going on, and found I’d missed a great deal. Shayma was outside the city, headed up along the river, and as she glanced back I could see there were some twenty or thirty people with her.  So she’d managed to convince Iniri?

And Ansae was sitting on a chair on the porch of the cottage, whittling at a piece of tayanten wood.  [Wisdom] told me that it would be an incredibly bad idea to let this continue. Either she’d wait until Shayma and the rest arrived, and who knew what would happen then, or she’d get bored.  And given that she could probably blow the entire dungeon to kingdom come, I didn’t want that either.

But she seemed interested in staying.  To be fair, the lake cottage was nicer than the blue-lit cave from before, even if it did lack gold and jewels.  Which gave me an idea.

What good was a dungeon without a dragon?

My mana income was maybe barely enough for a test of the spatial manipulation effects, so I figured it’d be worth trying to make a very, very large room for her.

I cleared out a fairly significant room to start, and dumped spare experience into the Expansion spatial field, which claimed it’d let me make a room bigger on the inside. In fact I maxed it out, taking up half my banked experience, but apparently it couldn’t turn into the next tier without something else to merge with.  Probably its companion, Compression, which was meant for shrinking the size of a room. But still, that meant that the space inside improved to a ten-to-one ratio.

I put it rather far down from the cottage, since I didn’t want to overlap the ‘human’ and ‘dragon’ areas, and I had no idea how much room they’d each end up taking.

The field began to draw on my mana income, then actually surpassed it, but with nearly five thousand banked mana after my level-up I wasn’t that worried.  I was, however, fairly annoyed as the expansion drew on stone resources, which wasn’t covered by the description of the field.  At least I had plenty to spare.

I wound up with a room five hundred meters on a side, and no doubt due to the spatial shenanigans it showed no signs of collapsing.  As a bonus, once the final size was reached the field...flexed, then solidified and stopped drawing mana. It was permanent now.

Time to turn it into habitation.



Day 73 - Ansae


Ansae was actually in a pretty good mood for once.

She had no idea who had decided to dig into her mountain, but had been pleasantly surprised to find that they hadn’t made a mess of rubble and haphazard enchantment.  Instead, they’d lit up the tunnels bright as day and filled the space with flowers! Whoever heard of rooms of flowers under a mountain?

Yes, it was irritating that some of her Emmoil thralls had been killed, but whoever had made this thing clearly was smart enough to not try and spend defenses against her.  And now she was reclining in a sunlit glade, when she frankly hadn’t seen the sky, even a false one, for centuries.  Yes, she had to use the lesser humanoid form, but it was a treat.

Also, she’d never seen this particular wood before, which made it a nice addition to her hoard.

The mana in this place was impressive, but oddly fragile and, frankly, a mess.  It wasn’t something a mage would do - anyone wielding this much power would melt themselves with the lack of control it showed.  It almost reminded her of the corrupted cores of the mage-kings but it clearly wasn’t one of those. There wasn’t a whiff of depletion anywhere.  Which was good because she had way too much of it.  It dragged at her soul, having lost so many levels of skills to it, because even she didn’t have actually infinite power.

Nor infinite patience, but honestly, waiting a few days or weeks for the owner of this place to come home was no great worry.  Maybe they’d grovel. She hadn’t seen a good grovel in ages.

She was chewing on a strip of raw meat from the apparently ever-full kitchen when things suddenly changed.  The lights flickered and dimmed, quite apart from the day-night cycle, and a walkway lit up leading away from the cottage.  A quick scan showed there were still no people in the entire complex, so this was...something else. She hadn’t felt anyone scrying in on her either, so it was quite a surprise.

But there was nothing here that was even remotely threatening to her, so she figured she might as well see what came of it.  She followed the illuminated path as it snaked down and into passages that did not exist the day before, she was sure. Curiouser and curiouser.

Then suddenly there were a pair of scale-inscribed stone doors, which definitely hadn’t been there yesterday.  Nor had the enormous spatial magic construct sitting behind them.  That was a little disturbing; she would have noticed if someone had been casting that kind of spell.  But then the doors opened by themselves.

It was an enormous, domed, outdoor area.  Almost. It was clear it was the same enchantment that held the day-night cycle in the lake above, but this impossibly big room made that even more impressive.  At the center was a dragon-sized depression covered in something that looked like silver-white carpet, and the surroundings were edged with grass. Terraces bracketed three sides of the grassy island, climbing up the wall.  The far wall had water, the left was filled with ice, and the right with lava. Each of them had the mana-flowers scattered over the surface, and saplings of that strange tree grew in the grass.

The corners and remaining walls of the room were covered with empty shelves and basins, and pedestals rose among the terraces, waiting for whatever contents might seem appropriate.  Even as she watched, mana flows smoothed out the rough edges of stone and pressed decoration into the terraces. Which pointed to some intelligence controlling it all, but with just mana and no depletion she was at a loss for what it could be.

"Now...this is new."  People had attempted to bribe her before, of course.  One of the easiest ways to get rid of a dragon, though rarely successful.  But nobody had tried to bribe her with a lair.

Really it wasn’t a difficult decision.  Since it was pure mana and ordinary matter, without a whiff of depletion or elemental energy, it was harmless enough for her.  Maybe not for others, but for her. And if someone actually tried something, it wouldn’t be all that much effort to dispel it all.  In the meantime, she had a nice place to nap! Or even work, if she felt like it.

Which she probably wouldn’t.

Ansae released the demi-human form with a sigh of relief, stretching her wings out beneath faux sunlight as she padded forward.



Day 75


I had apparently solved the dragon problem, as Ansae had more or less flopped over into the padded bed area I’d made without a trace of dignity and gone to sleep, and hadn’t budged since.  But Shayma’s group was having...issues.

So far the only magic I’d seen was the Flame Knight and Ansae’s transformation, if I didn’t count my own stuff, which I really didn’t.  I could do things but not cast spells.  On the other hand, what was going on with Shayma’s caravan was definitely spell-related.

I couldn’t track the origin, but every once in a while a ball of some color – sometimes grey, sometimes red, sometimes green – would come arching in from behind them.  Some missed, and landed out in the trees and scrub. A few would smash against an invisible barrier, sending streaks and drops of its particular color out from the impact point.  I tried turning on mana sight but then felt like an idiot, since these were Shayma’s eyes, not mine, and it did nothing but make it hard to focus.  If it was mana-sight, it was hers, and I couldn’t change it.

They seemed to be holding their own for the moment, but there was a certain tension among the refugees, even if there was no panic.  I wanted to help them, but they were still some fifty kilometers out and, of course, I couldn’t move.

Sort of.

I was actually pretty large by that point, having expanded out several kilometers in each direction, but I’d stopped really bothering once I could expand into Ansae’s tunnels instead. With my upgraded skills, though, I wondered how fast I could move.  Already my boring tendrils were effectively as fast as the beetles, which had been benched for some time, and if I pushed mana into the process…

It was actually kind of scary how fast I could tunnel.  I didn’t know if I could do fifty kilometers, or if there was some sort of built-in limit, but I could probably get close.  And then...do something. I wasn’t sure what, yet.



Day 76 - Shayma


Shayma wished she could use magic.  Unfortunately, [Seeker] locked out a lot of paths, given how powerful its primary skill was.  Yes, it had allowed her to find the two city-cubes that she then stashed in the dungeon, and the one in Iniri’s bag, but it meant she didn’t have any serious firepower at her disposal.  The best she could do was to push at [Luck] when it stirred, and hope that it helped. 

Joce and Keel traded off shifts deflecting the artillery, which was only as infrequent as it was due to Iniri’s wards keeping their pursuers from scrying them fully.  Even the occasional Flame Knight scout didn’t see them, thanks to her talents. But...they were all getting worn down and worn out.

Someone had gotten wind that their group was not traders, clearly.  That wasn’t entirely unexpected, she’d just hoped it wouldn’t happen until they were firmly entrenched.  As it was, there was an awful long hike to the dungeon, and even if they made it, the mage-king’s lackeys might still be able to kill them.  Or worse, capture them and the dungeon.

Sure, it’d somehow killed a Flame Knight, but it wasn’t like a Great Dungeon with monsters and traps and thousands of protectors, so its ability to defend itself was somewhat...less.

"How much longer can they keep this up?" She muttered to Tulk. She was exhausted herself.  Despite [Endurance] and [Longstrider] giving her an edge in the cross-country trek, the uses of [Luck] were draining.  And sometimes it simply buzzed, the costs beyond her ability to supply.

"Oh, don’t worry girlie, they won’t fail us."  Tulk was as cheerful as ever, despite the situation.  "They never have before." He paused a moment. "But, how far away are we?"

"Still a couple days, at this pace," she admitted.  She could get there faster on her own, but not everyone had movement skills.

"Then I guess a couple days."

She narrowed her eyes at him, and he just shrugged and grinned, then went back to watching his feet as he nearly tripped over a stray root.  She snorted and drifted over to Iniri, who was grimly tromping along with the other mages. Kirin had better stamina reserves than most demihumans but she was in the same boat as most magic-users with having only magical options for resilience or speed.  Which she had to reserve for other things. "Should I go ahead? See if I can convince it to have defenses made?"

"No."  Iniri said firmly.  "They’re scrying constantly now.  A dungeon entrance might escape their notice, but you won’t."

"...doesn’t that mean that they’ll be able to track us down once we get inside?"

"Probably not.  It’s nearly impossible to scry into a dungeon itself and, well, unless the mage-king himself feels it’s worthwhile nobody is going to be able to find a hidden entrance lost somewhere in all this wilderness.  Unless they have a Seeker themselves." Iniri gave her a sharp look.

"...right."  She felt doubly idiotic at forgetting the value she had in enemy hands when Astair had managed to use her [Seeker] for himself only a month ago.  "But...I’m too low for any more [Luck] uses." In fact, she was feeling strained enough that she was afraid they’d incur negative luck, the skill rebounding from overuse.

Iniri, already looking grim, pressed her mouth into a hard line.  "Let’s hope we don’t see any more Flame Knights then." Shayma nodded.  Iniri’s wards could only do so much, and they wouldn’t stop someone from noticing their group if one of those discharges landed when they were in view.  The magical flares would make it impossible for them to hide from the scrying if even a drop made it through to touch them, and it was pretty clear where they were being deflected.

It was exceedingly hard to hide, and it wasn’t even the mage-king himself doing the looking.

They hadn’t made it much further before another one of the spells came arcing down, somewhere ahead of them, a hideous mixed green-and-pink that put both Joce and Keel on edge.  It wasn’t actually that color, of course, what she was seeing was using something like a rudimentary mana-sense, cut off from developing further by her Class.  But it was good enough to watch it fall silently and vanish into the trees, while Joce erected a barrier ahead of them and waited.

And waited.

Then suddenly a pink mist sprang up from the ground and all the mages began swearing at once.

"Hornrot," Iniri hissed.  She made a sharp gesture with one hand, and the mist vanished instantly, but the damage was already done.  Whoever was watching knew where they were.

"Form up!" Keel barked, gruff as always, voice echoing from a slight magic amplification.  "We’ll see some mages, in the next few minutes, probably the Flame Knights, and -"

The ground began to tremble.  "Strike that, Earth Corps first," he snapped, laying down a blanket of frozen air with a wave of his hand.  Shayma hastily clambered on. But no spikes or columns rose from the ground, no boulders hurled themselves at the group.  Instead, her [Seeker] sense spun wildly and hiccuped as a stairway into the earth opened up in front of them.



Day 76


I felt pretty bad about ruining their stealth.  I didn’t know when that...whatever it was hit the ground that it’d slide through about six inches of topsoil and hit my tunnel.  And then...sort of explode somehow. Watching the mana flows just shatter against mine was fascinating, but made me think I was probably going to make it awful difficult for the spellcasters they had with them.

But hopefully the other spellcasters too?  I could sense...something, as Shayma argued with the rest of her party about whether to go inside.  They really ought to, considering how much I spent on the damn thing.

All of my remaining experience had been dumped into Compression, turning it and Expansion into Spatial Control, and as a result the forty-something kilometer long hallway was just a touch over four, on the inside.  A feat that had drained my mana, to the point that I was actually in the single digits before it set.

Fortunately, Iniri finally ordered everyone inside, where they formed up and marched along the admittedly plain, if well-lit, hallway.  The overlay spat out a string of notifications; everyone but Shayma was over level twenty. Iniri, her two mages, a paladin, and sword saint (whatever that was) were over fifty.  Heavy hitters, then. Her elite. Thirty-two people in all, hurrying down a stone corridor.

Two or three minutes later, the pursuing party appeared. As in, out of thin air. Sure, I’d closed the entrance but it didn’t take much for a set of eight extraordinarily mean-looking individuals to find it.  Two were Flame Knights, to judge by the red, and a third was a more ordinary mage with the ordinary mage trappings, save for what looked like scale gauntlets. One woman with a massive ball of metal hanging over her head, a guy with an enormous shield and spear, one faceless shadow, someone with giant claws, and a token floating child.  Now this group looked like they belonged to fantasy.  

I did have a moment of glee when my Stonesteel door resisted a Flame Knight lance, but the next moment the woman dropped her metal ball straight through without much of any resistance and that all went away.  I hastily started throwing up extra doors between them and Shayma’s party, since a straight hallway didn’t do much to hide them. Maybe I should have curved it some.

"What’s another mage-king doing here?" Gauntlet-Mage wondered aloud before sauntering casually down the steps and letting the overlay inform me he was actually a Mage of the Hand, along with a name that I immediately ignored.  Honestly I didn’t want to consider them people, if I was going to have to stop them.

"Boss is going to be...irritated," the floating child said as the rest of the party followed.  He rolled the word in a way that suggested tremendous violence. And apparently he wasn’t a child, but an Avatar of Vok.  Sphere-woman was a Bound of Iron, and moving on we had a Paladin of Vok, a Shadow, which was so unimaginative I had to look twice, and a Claw of Frenzy.  At some point I’d have to look up what those classes actually were, but for the moment I could guess.

"They’ve got intel on us," Shadow pointed out in a watery voice.  "Must have. This lighting shuts down my movement options, the doors are fire-resistant, they could intercept that Depletion anomaly..."

"Couldn’t stop me, though," the Bound of Iron said.

"Yet," the shadow burbled, gesturing to the door barring their way.  "Be my guest."

She sneered and strolled up to it, the rest of the group following behind, and pointed at the door to send her orb smashing through it.  Which it did, and lava fountained out as the metal splashed into it.  The Bound of Iron screamed as the liquid rock smoked against her skin, but the Avatar of Vok snapped his fingers and she was whole again.

I’d put four or five of these pockets of lava between them and their targets, along with some empty areas, because I couldn’t see how any of my ‘normal’ traps would do anything to them.  Even the lava trap would have been ineffective if she hadn’t been so close. The Mage of the Hand chuckled and gestured, the lava collecting into a giant fist to smash through the next door.

The feeling of having so many doors broken in such a short time was profoundly nauseating, lack of stomach aside.  Unfortunately I only had one more trap idea I could set up in the time available, especially without mana. In one of the free pockets, I opened a number of small holes in the floor and sealed them off with appropriately-sized small doors, so that it looked like nothing special was there.

Then I began piping in lava and water.

Meanwhile the intruders were moving somewhat more carefully, letting the paladin take front in case there were any more lava traps.  Which there were, but forewarned, said traps only slowed them down. Which was actually good, because that meant the refugees were getting further ahead.  And the pursuers were grouped up, using hand-signals to communicate so as not to give anything away.

So as soon as they were in position I opened all the tiny doors and introduced them to the wonders of superheated steam.

I didn’t know how hot the lava was, but if it was hot enough to burn people instantly, it was hot enough for my purposes.  I’d purposely fed more and more lava into the chamber below, both to keep the steam hot and to increase the pressure, so there was a spectacular hiss as it jetted from the ground, almost invisible.  There were...noises.

But apparently the Shadow guy and the Avatar of Vok were unaffected.  Or at least, not affected enough to show. That said, the other six had taken the brunt of it, and apparently the Avatar’s healing or whatever wasn’t enough to keep up.  In about half a second, the Shadow guy produced what looked like a paper scroll from somewhere and snapped it in half. A swirl of magic rotated around the party, cutting off the Avatar’s bellowing mid-word as they vanished.  "Mage-King Vok Nal will -"

The overlay informed me I’d actually killed both of the Flame Knights and the Mage of the Hand, but I didn’t get experience for them.  Which was probably due to the restrictions from [Purifier], but that was fine. It meant that there was no temptation to kill people, and given that doing so didn’t bother me aside from intellectually, I preferred it that way.

But anyway, they were gone, and the refugees would be exiting the tunnel soon.  And after that they still had quite a ways to walk. I was getting big.

I looked forward to their reactions, though.  Not that I was going to send them past Ansae’s room, but I could still show off the farms I had between here and there.  Though come to think of it, having only three kinds - ice, lava, stone - was a bit boring. I’d have to figure out a way to diversify.

Once they were clear of the escape tunnel I dispersed the compression magic and started the long process of removing it and replacing what I’d dug out.  Covering my tracks. Between that and the assumption that I was also a mage-king, I was hoping that I’d get some time before this Vok Nal guy went after me.

"...are you sure this is even a dungeon?"  I finally started paying attention to the conversations, now that the immediate threat was dealt with and the actual work I had to do was fairly boring.  The overlay told me the speaker was Harold, a level 63 Sword Saint and the second highest-leveled person I’d yet seen. Third, if I counted Ansae. The Avatar had been twelve levels higher.

I didn’t see a sword on him, although the rest of the refugees seemed similarly underequipped.  They had packs, and I assumed there were weapons there, but they just weren’t as...impressive as the attacking party.  And now that I was thinking about it, the overlay was curiously silent as to his talents. I already knew I didn’t magically know everything about everyone due to Ansae, but there was always the possibility that a primal dragon was an exception.  But no, I just wasn’t good enough to read off their skills.

"Yes, unless you think [Seeker] is wrong," Shayma said, exasperated.  "But I never saw any of this the last time I was here. Just the lake and the cottage."

"But why flowers?"  Iniri was more bemused than anything.  "Why lava flowers?"

"Maybe it likes flowers?"

"I swear, if it weren’t for curing your Depletion…"  I had missed exactly what had caused Iniri to agree to move, but I should have guessed it would be that.  In a world of magic, shelter in and of itself was probably easily available to high-level classes. I hadn’t paid much attention to the overnight tents they’d been using but they might have been instant-magic sort of items themselves.  But Iniri’s depletion was at 150/214, giving her roughly four points for each of her 54 levels, and while relatively it was less than Shayma’s had been, in absolute terms it was a lot more. So much more I was pretty far from doing anything about it, in fact.

"What I want to know is how it got so big," said Keel, poking his head into a door to one of the ice rooms, breath pluming for a moment before he pulled back.  "Should have stripped the whole damn countryside to get this large. That or it’s a lot older than it ought to be."

"Or someone’s been feeding it," Iniri said grimly.

The entire discussion was a bit odd to me, since the whole point of the flowers and so on was so I could get resources without stripping the place bare, or eating people.  But maybe that was unusual, and maybe most dungeons didn’t bother with farming biomass and stone and iron.  Which actually made those foods the dungeon was making over in Meil rather...sinister.

I mean, sure, Biomass was Biomass, apparently, whether it was from grass or animals, but considering what I knew of the mage-kings’ dungeon cores, there were a few too many shades of soylent in what they provided.  Another point in my favor, though I didn’t have any actual food crops yet, which I would really prefer to magicking meats and vegetables out of nowhere. That couldn’t be healthy long term.

"Either way, if it’s this big, doesn’t that just mean it’ll make for a better defensive position?"  Shayma was still arguing for me, which was heartwarming. Especially since I couldn’t exactly do so myself.

"Maybe if there were defenses.  I’d expect to see something, even if they were turned off."

I was tempted to open a trapdoor under Keel’s feet, just to show off, but resisted it.  As amusing as it might be, it wouldn’t be the best introduction and anyway, my best defenses weren’t exactly the default traps.

"You say that, but where’s our pursuit?"  Harold pointed out.

"...point."  Keel waggled his fingers and, to my mana-sight, constructed some fabulously complicated pattern that burst and spread out to ripple along the inside of my walls.  It really didn’t make it that far before collapsing, but maybe that was only in relation to the sheer scope of my corridors. It didn’t help that passing through doors seemed to weaken it.  "Nobody here but us, it seems."

Not entirely true, but I was sure they wouldn’t be reassured by Ansae’s presence and anyway, she was still asleep.  With her tongue hanging out, which was kind of adorable.  I guess dragons really could sleep for centuries? So long as they didn’t bother her, they were safe.

They were nearing the point where the surrounding farms gave way to the actual living area, and I was definitely hoping I’d get some reaction.  Unfortunately, I hadn’t thought to make this particular entrance a grand one, just a normal pair of doors, but they still stopped and gawked as the underground lake opened up in front of them.

The trees were blooming now, with blue-white petals, a dozen of them surrounding the lake.  Three streams of water fed the lake, and I had pumps cycling the water so it didn’t actually overflow, which made for a nice noise and gave the area a bit of life.  The faux sky was maybe a little bit disappointing, since it ended up only emphasizing the bowl-like layout, but it was better than nothing.

The walls were given over to the various buildings.  Given that Iniri was a queen I’d made hers extra fancy and in the middle, opposite where the corridor from the local outside was.  Bedrooms, bathrooms, and a bunch of empty rooms to do...whatever queens and their courts did. I wasn’t actually sure. Storage, both for the artifacts Shayma had delivered and whatever things she’d brought.  Then spreading out from that, additional apartments, stacked three high, standard studio style. Bathroom, kitchen, sink, all that, even if it was all stone. Hot and cold running water, all the things I could think of.  And then more empty rooms, because I had no idea what else they’d need.

"...I guess this means we’re welcome."

"I guess so!" Shayma said cheerfully.  Then, more quietly. "There was only a cottage here last time…"  Of course, the cottage was completely gone, since otherwise it’d be at the center of a panopticon and not exactly comfortable to live in.  I’d probably rebuild it at some point, in some capacity, but Ansae and the rescue had distracted me from finessing the living arrangements.  Yes, they were fancy, but it was a fanciness of execution rather than conception.

For now, I’d just have to see how they settled in.





Day 77 - Shayma (Explicit)


"I can’t put it off any longer, my Queen." And she couldn’t, either. Quite aside from worrying about how long it had been, that sensation of attention was just getting stronger.

"Shayma…" Iniri’s voice was pained. She acted like Shayma was going to die. Whereas Shayma was pretty certain all that would happen was that she’d get pleasured as thoroughly as the dungeon could manage.

Which, honestly, she was looking forward to.

The first time had been rough, but not really anything to complain about, considering. But the second time it had clearly made sure she was enjoying it, despite the restraints involved. The third time might be even better. But then again, the bargain she’d made was open ended enough that there was no telling where it would lead. "We have the three missing cubes. You need people who can fight for the other two. Now that you have this base of operations...you don’t need me anymore."

"Shayma," Iniri said again, but this time her voice was cold. "That is not why I am worried."

She flinched, ears canting backward. "I know."

Iniri opened her arms and Shayma leaned forward into the hug, despite Iniri being significantly smaller than her younger companion. "You’re too loyal for your own good," Iniri muttered. "Idiot girl, making bargains with Powers for me."

Shayma tried to protest, but her mouth was muffled against Iniri’s shoulder. And despite the kirin’s small frame, she was more than strong enough to hold Shayma there.

"However," Iniri continued reluctantly, finally releasing her. "I suppose you are right. We don’t want to risk breaking that bargain when we’re all inside of a dungeon that seems capable of keeping away the mage-king’s agents."

"Then I’ll -"

"No." Iniri said firmly. "You’re staying here and so am I. You got yourself into this debt for me and I...will be here to bear witness no matter what happens."

"Um…" Shayma flushed. Not that she was particularly shy, but, well, Iniri was her Queen, and what she expected to happen was not exactly suited for royalty. Of course, Iniri still thought she was saying her last goodbyes, and the set of her jaw warned Shayma that she wasn’t going to actually win this argument.

They were on the second floor of Iniri’s new residence, bare but nicely wood-paneled with false wood and sun-washed with false sun, looking out over the real lake. So they weren’t exactly in public, at least. "All right, then. I’m ready to conclude the bargain."

For a beat nothing happened, then there was a soft rustling noise, like cloth over metal, as the dungeon’s construct appeared out of the floorboards off to one side. This time it was a narrow slab of textured black, leaning at a shallow angle as if inviting her to recline on it. And all around it were coils of the dungeon’s tendrils, dozens of them fringing the sides and top.

After a moment, Shayma took the invitation. This was a little different from the prior times, where the purpose and intention of the dungeon construct was obvious. The ambiguity was at the same time exciting and worrisome - exciting, because it meant it had ideas. Worrisome, for that precise reason. So far her trust in the dungeon had been rewarded, but it wasn’t human and what it wanted might not have any bearing on what she wanted.

But she need not have worried, because the moment she was reclining tendrils lifted up to wind about her wrists and slide across her palms. It wasn’t like before, where it was binding her in place, though she could feel the coiled-steel strength under the smooth, soft exterior. It was a gentle grasp, soon followed by another two tugging off her boots and supporting her feet, lightly wrapped around her ankles.

With that came a sensation, dimly at first, then increasingly clear. The sense of the very coils that held her hands and feet, and of her own warm skin against them. It wasn’t exactly like feeling it with her own body, there was something like cloudy ice between her and it, but she could feel it all the same.

It was actually...too much. Combined with the presence of [Seeker] and her own half-formed mana-sight the pressure in her head started to swell out of control, and even closing her eyes didn’t actually shut out the glowing blobs of Iniri’s mages. The tendrils paused in their slow coiling and there was a touch of...concern? Which floated over the sensory link. A whisper of something cool and soft pressed against her eyelids and suddenly both [Seeker] and her mana-sight went silent.

She instinctively reached for her face and the coils let her, releasing her hand so she could feel a blindfold of sorts covering her eyes, a thin sheet of dungeon-stuff that somehow blocked off her Skill and pseudo-skill. Under other circumstances that might worry her, but this time she just settled back, reaching out to find the tendril that had released her hand again, feeling even more safe than before.

There in the dark, it was just her sensations and the dungeon’s. The tips of its tendrils stroked softly at her wrists and ankles, as if it hadn’t ever felt her before. Which was extremely far from true, but the attention was flattering, nevertheless. She could feel it stroking against her skin, light touches here and there while the soft substance of the ‘bed’ wrapped itself up and over her. She couldn’t feel it herself, but she could feel how it could feel her, flowing over her skin in thin streamers to cover her. Haphazardly at first, then with more care, pressed close against clothes and skin but loose and light enough that she couldn’t even feel it as she breathed in, smelling ever so faintly the scent of vanilla in the air.

Now the coils shifted, wrapping slightly more securely about her wrists and ankles, while new ones slid in to tangle her fingers, each of them much smaller than the ones holding her in place, but just as warm and just as strong. She flexed her fingers against them, feeling the terrible strength there, enough to tear her to pieces, but also the give as it let her pull against them, and she smiled. It wasn’t just lustful, but actually playful!

Then she squeaked as yet another set brushed along the tips of her ears, stroking at the short, soft fur there, the tiny appendages creeping along the inside and outside of her ears, caressing gently. More soft touches against her feet heralded the arrival of, not the thin manipulators, but the frill-textured pads, enfolding her bare feet and toes, almost but not quite tickling her. Soon enough it was playing with her hands, feet, and ears all at the same time, light touches that made her squirm. 

Then she felt it stroke along her arms, where the ‘sheet’ had wrapped her, and she realized her entire body was wrapped in the dungeon’s flesh, a realization that tipped its soft attentions from simply teasing to actively arousing. As if it could sense her shift in mood, another tendril tugged at her tail, pulling it through the sheet as if it were liquid and then wrapping around the base, applying short little jolts of tension.

Most of her was still covered by the leathers, and through the link she could feel it do something, pulling the clothes off her without disturbing her. Despite that impossibility, the leathers and her underclothes vanished, leaving the soft sheet of dungeon-flesh to settle in against her own skin. It pressed against her like the weight of a lover, pulling tight so it could feel the warmth of her body. Unlike the last time, it didn’t take advantage of her naked state right away, instead continuing with the slow teasing.

They traveled up her arms and legs, soft touches compounding with the teasing of her ears where the tendrils drew down along her neck and at the same time up from her tail, both touches drawing along her spine, in toward her core. Heat began rising within her with the feeling of fingers and tongues caressing her skin, some of them outlining her hips while others ran up her thighs. "Mph!" It found a particular spot on the curve of her thigh that was especially sensitive, making her twitch, and after a pause it repeated the caress there more slowly, drawing a soft, breathy noise as that sensation merged with the tiny sparks from her ears.

Another set of appendages stroked through her hair, then gripped it and applied a gentle pressure, tilting her head back so it could brush lightly along her throat. At the same time, the stroking slid inward, brushing along her inner thighs and down her belly, and circling her breasts. She was tense with anticipation and soaking wet, feeling those touches draw closer and closer, sliding up her skin toward her nipples and sex...but not quite making it.

She whined softly in protest, arching her hips to try and push back against the teasing touches, but to no avail. Instead she was rewarded by a stronger scent of vanilla and the touch of something soft against her lips. Through the link she could feel anticipation and pleasure as she opened her mouth and licked at the breeder there, mouthing the soft flesh and grinning to herself as she started to tease back.

A focus that lasted all of five seconds before it finally stroked long and slow against the lips of her pussy. Her hips arched all on their own, pleasure surging and then leveling out as the touch remained slow and soft and deliberate, letting her arousal ramp up and then back down before teasing her again. She growled and licked the vanilla-scented breeder filling her mouth with more vigor, feeling the response through the hazy ice of the sensation link. But it remained patient, only starting to spread her lips with dozens of tiny tongues, each one making her twitch, and then even more finding her nipples, but none of them quite strong enough to send her over the edge. Not yet.

Then she felt another breeder press against the spread lips of her sex and thought that it was finally ready to start, but it moved so slowly. Each motion made her shudder as the breeder began to slide into her, smooth and soft, and through the link she could feel how good her wet, tight heat felt around it, but it never moved fast enough to make her climax. She felt like she was half melting now, burning hot and wet, muscles twitching and ears flicking as tendrils stroked her skin and she was slowly, ever so slowly filled by the breeder. Deeper and deeper, her pussy milking at the invader, trying to pull it in faster. Then, when she was more filled than she even knew was possible, it started to expand, stretching her tight folds with a sensation that made her squeal against the one in her mouth, sucking on it hard in frustration.

She was stretched almost to her absolute limit before it stopped swelling, her inner depths squeezing helplessly against the breeder, even as she felt it savor the sensation of her walls gripping and tugging. And it still refused to fuck her, returning to teasing the lips of her pussy now that she was filled, so each twitch and jerk sent an even stronger jolt through her. Her clit was swollen now, begging for attention but not getting it as the tiny tongues circled around it without actually touching it, her nipples being brushed lightly now and again, a light and smooth rhythm to keep her tense and aching.

"Please…" she moaned around the breeder, the hot, hard length filling her mouth with the still-strange vanilla taste of the dungeon’s flesh. As if that had been what it was waiting for, the attentions suddenly intensified, the tongues licking at her pussy lapping harder, the fingers teasing her nipples stroking more firmly. Her tail was tugged again, her ears teased, her hand and feet caressed by soft frills, all at once as the heat within her flamed up and spilled over into a hard orgasm, her body arched as she squealed, her pussy squeezing hard around the incredibly thick length filling her. 

But it didn’t stop there. The stimulation only intensified, the breeder starting to flex within her, the tongues finally finding her clit and licking hard, pleasuring her as if she weren’t already cumming too hard to speak or even breathe. Her toes flexed, her hands clamping down to brace herself as the hot pleasure continued to rise past a peak, the cock buried in her sex twisting and rubbing, finding the places within her that made her shudder and gasp. And then, then, finally, it began to thrust into her, impaling her hot, eager pussy, her body already aching from pleasure when it had barely started on her.

All she could do was savor the heat, the thickness, the sheer force of each thrust inside her, while the rest of the dungeon’s flesh toyed with her to the point of unreason. She suckled the breeder in her mouth while tiny, delicate touches toyed with her nipples and clit, rippling along the lips of her pussy, and what felt like sharp but gentle teeth nipping at her throat. It didn’t take her long to cum again, though part of her wasn’t sure she had ever really stopped, and with it she felt the rise of pleasure from the tendrils filling her. She moaned, welcoming the surge of hot, sticky seed into her depths, feeling it pump inside her while spilling into her mouth. Shayma swallowed it down, licking at the tip while some of the gentler touches on her body changed.

Now those teeth found her breasts, biting softly, pricking a little against her skin, then her nipples, and then at her sex, nibbling and tugging at her folds while it fucked her. They even teasingly brushed against her clit, making her shudder and clench over the cock inside her, toes splayed as she tried to push back against it. Her world had narrowed to being pleasured, and her pussy squeezed the breeder filling her with an eager hunger, wanting to feel more, feel it fill her again. She felt it coming again, and her body trembled with anticipation as another rush of thick, hot seed flooded her, pumping hard enough to feel every spurt over her tongue and inside her. And with it came something much larger, an immense power that picked up her pleasure-addled mind and carried it off.



Day 77


 

Bargain Concluded.

Processing Bargain…

Set Incompatible - Override.

Applying species change to Shayma Ell.

Processing…

Shayma Ell species changed to "Blue Core Fox Spirit."

Processing…

Shayma Ell Companion level advanced to 2.

Shayma Ell Companion level advanced to 3.

Shayma Ell Companion level advanced to 4.

Shayma Ell Companion level advanced to 5.

Skill and Ability Transcription beginning.

Transcribing Companion abilities:

Transcribing [Seeker] (Greater)...skill merge with [Mana Sight], [Treasure Sense], rank 10 [Sensory Organ]. New ability: [Genius Loci].

Transcribing [Endurance]...skill becomes [Efficiency]

Transcribing [Longstrider]...skill becomes [Extension]

Transcribing [Agility]...skill merge with [Customization]. Customization cost decreased.

Transcribing [Suppress Presence]...skill becomes [Warding]

Transcribing [Luck]...error! Override...Skill upgrades [Wisdom]. [Wisdom] evolves to [Tempered Wisdom].

 

Transcribing Dungeon Skills and Abilities:

Transcribing Architecture...1 ability found. [False Sky] Transcribed...error! Override...skill becomes [Illusion].

Transcribing Traps...7 abilities found. Error! Override. Skill merge. New skill: [Universal Weapon Proficiency]

Transcribing Bait...no abilities found

Transcribing Features…no abilities found.

Transcribing Breeding...1 ability found. [Blue Core Breeding Station] transcribed...species abilities upgraded.

Transcribing Fluid Handling...2 abilities found. Transcribing [Heat Resistance], [Corrosion Resistance]...skills become [Heat Resistance], [Corrosion Resistance]. Ranks set to 1.

Transcribing Ecology...no abilities found

Transcribing Fields...4 abilities found

Transcribing [Darkness]...error! Override...skill upgrades [Illusion]. Rank Set to 3.

Transcribing [Regeneration]...skill becomes [Regeneration]. Rank set to 1.

Transcribing [Mist]...error! Override...skill upgrades [Illusion]. Rank Set to 5.

Transcribing [Spatial Control]...skill becomes [Blink]. Rank set to 1.

Transcribing [Customization]...error! Override...skill becomes [Limited Shapeshifting].

Transcribing [Relocate]...error! Override...skill becomes [Legerdemain]

Transcribing [Temperature Control]...skill upgrades [Heat Resistance]. Skill evolves to [Temperature Resistance]. Rank set to 1.

Transcribing Tempered Wisdom...skill becomes [Wisdom]. Rank set to 1

Transcribing [Genius Loci]...error! Override...skill becomes [Awareness]. Rank set to 1. Species senses upgraded.

Transcribing [Reclaim]...skill becomes [Phantom Pocket]. Rank set to 1. 

Consolidating skills…

[Endurance] and [Agility] combined into [Physical Superiority]. Rank set to 3. Previous benefits retained.

[Blink] and [Longstrider] combined into [Ghost Step]. Rank set to 1.

[Illusion] upgrades [Suppress Presence] into skill [Illusory Presence]. Rank set to 2.

[Limited Shapeshifting] upgrades [Universal Weapon Proficiency] into skill [Combat Shapeshifting]. Rank set to 1.

Warning! Conflicting Skills render Class unstable! New Class required!

Processing…

Shayma Ell Class changed to - error!

Shayma Ell Class changed to - error!

Class change error - override.

Processing…

New Class framework created.

Shayma Ell Class changed to "Trickster."

Bargain processing complete.

Breeding option selected:

Dungeon Seed - Creates seed to expand the Dungeon to unconnected area. 3 month gestation.

20,000 Experience gained for advancing a Companion to rank 2.

30,000 Experience gained for advancing a Companion to rank 3.

40,000 Experience gained for advancing a Companion to rank 4.

50,000 Experience gained for advancing a Companion to rank 5.

I stared at the flood of notification with some degree of bemusement. I didn’t realize that the bargain would be such a huge thing, and it came with some degree of overload. Not a true fugue as such, but I certainly didn’t remember selecting that breeding option, for instance. Without the overlay’s log, I would have had no idea what happened.

It seemed I’d lost only an hour or two. Iniri had reclaimed Shayma, who was asleep on the bed in Iniri’s master bedroom, a faint blue aura around her. Which made me relieved, to see she was more or less okay, but also worried, because considering how profound the changes she’d gone through were I had no idea when she’d get up. Or if she was in some sort of traumatic coma, rather than just asleep.

But it also made me realize I’d more or less ignored the overlay except for the essentials for a while. Once I figured out how to shape things just by will alone, shortcutting the process of delving through menus, I’d only glanced at it. Frankly, I didn’t even know what my own stats were anymore, aside from the easiest-to-remember things. Probably because the stat block was so huge now, even with the more boring listings hidden.

Dungeon Level 3

Blue Core HP 4/4

Biomass: 1200/1500

Stone: 300/300

Hardened Stone: 300/300 (2 Stone)

Stonesteel: 8/300 (5 Hardened Stone 50 Mana)

Water: 900/900

Ice: 900/900

Magma: 900/900

Iron: 40/150

Copper: 35/150

Gold: 1/150

Magicite: 14/150

Mana: 8000/8000 (4000 from Tempered Wisdom, 3000 from dungeon level, 1000 Base)

Allocatable Experience: 142,132

Features: 232 (Expand List)

Categories:


	Architecture: 8: Architecture costs reduced. (Expand List)

	Traps: 8: Trap costs reduced. Traps reset automatically. Traps may be deployed automatically. (Expand List)

	Bait: 5: All Bait cost reduced. Bait may be separated from the dungeon. (Expand List)

	Features: 10 (Level Max): Feature costs reduced. Feature formation time reduced. 


	Boring Tendril (Root Upgrade) (23 Biomass): Digs into and consumes material external to the dungeon

	Digester (3 biomass): Consumes prey and objects on the dungeon floor

	Storage Crystal: Provides external storage of non-inventory resources


	Small: 100 Stone 10 Iron 1 Gold 100 Mana | 25 Storage

	Lesser: 200 Stone 20 Iron 1 Gold 250 Mana | 50 Storage

	Normal: 400 Stone 40 Iron 1 Gold 500 Mana | 100 Storage





	Breeding: 7: Breeding costs reduced. Breeding station strength upgraded. Breeding station resiliency upgraded.


	Breeding Station (50 biomass): Used for breeding monsters

	Blue Core Breeding Station 8 (250 biomass): Used for Blue Core breeding



	Fluid Handling: 7: Maximum pressure increased || Upgrades: Heat Resist 6, Corrosion Resist 2.


	Pipe (1 Iron or Copper): Serves to transport liquids through the Dungeon

	Valve (1 Iron or Copper, 50 Biomass): Controls liquid flow. Can be attached to traps or operated manually.

	Pump: (5 Iron or Copper) Serves to pressurize liquids.

	Tank (scalable, 15 Stone per 100 liquid): Serves to hold liquids.

	Filter (2 Iron or Copper): Serves to filter liquids.



	Ecology: Level 10 Max: Ecology costs reduced. Growth time reduced. Yields increased.


	Dirt (1 stone 1 biomass)

	Tayan grass (1 biomass) | Dirt

	Tayantan tree (5 biomass) | Dirt

	Grey Chrysthenium (10 Biomass 10 stone) | Stone

	White Chrysthenium (10 Biomass 10 stone 10 ice) | Ice

	Red Chrysthenium | (10 Biomass 10 stone 10 Magma) Magma



	Fields: 8: Field costs reduced. Field deployment time reduced. Field strength cap increased. Costs vary with room size.


	Darkness 2

	Depletion

	Regeneration 5 

	Mist 2

	Spatial 5.


	Spatial Control 2: Up to 10x growing or shrinking along any number of axes. Does not require upkeep once the field is established.

	Link 2: Provides transport between two doors (mana cost per use)

	Teleporter 2: Provides a permanent transport system between two points

	Warding 2: Disrupts scrying and communication magic







Skills


	[Customization]: Combines [Alteration] and [Camouflage]: Allows complete customization of all dungeon features to any scope. Allows saving of customized architecture, features, or sets thereof.

	[Relocate]: Move a dungeon feature. Time based on complexity and size of feature.

	[Temperature Control 7]: Increase and decrease temperature of areas inside dungeon.

	[Reclaim 5]: Remove a dungeon feature and absorb a portion of its cost.

	[Warding]: Adds [Warding] Field as well as active ability. Active ability allows the dungeon to deflect or suppress any scrying or communication magic within range of [Genius Loci].



Abilities


	[Tempered Wisdom 2]: Combines Insight, Intuition, Foresight, and Luck. Provides low-level instinctive knowledge of the world. Allows appraisal of individuals and items. Unlocks magic use. Allows for projecting probable outcomes.

	[Blue Core]: The Dungeon takes direct possession of bred entities. Breeding options restricted. Unlocks dungeon options.

	[Genius Loci]: The Dungeon no longer needs sensory organs to discern its interior or the nearby area. Massively improves the ability of the Dungeon to appraise individuals and items inside it. Effect degrades with distance from dungeon architecture.

	[Fluid Handling]: Unlocks Fluid Handling category.

	[Dungeon Ecology]: Unlocks Ecology category.

	[Spatial Manipulation]: Unlocks Spatial Fields

	[Efficiency] 2: Global reduction in mana and material costs. 1% per rank.

	[Extension]: Genius Loci effect extends through Companions of rank 3 or higher.

	Companion


	Induct Companion

	Shayma Ell: 5


	Manage Skills







Titles:

[Breeder]: Improves Breeding options.

[Blue Core]: Grants Blue Core Skills. Restricts Breeding options.

[Purifier]: Severely restricts Breeding options. Unlocks Dungeon Options. Unlocks Companion Options.

Inventory: 785 items (Expand List)

Even before sorting through all the new stuff I’d gotten, I noticed that some of the descriptions had gotten a touch more verbose, no doubt thanks to [Tempered Wisdom], but they still weren’t great. It seemed that advancing a category didn’t tend to unlock much. I had to do that myself. It made sense, I supposed, since the categories were far cheaper than the individual entries, as the enormous amounts I’d spent just on getting Spatial Control showed. 

Also some skills were at rank two despite having three base stat rank-ups. That was weird, but given how generally unhelpful the descriptions and things were, I figured there was just something hidden or unexplained where the missing skill ranks went. Maybe Skills had an invisible level zero or something that I skipped now, meaning I learned them faster.

But the ranks weren’t the important part, the new skills were. Especially the enormous [Genius Loci]. It was easier to integrate than new senses, even, because it didn’t seem like there was more of it, but rather that things had deepened by a dimension. That I had stepped back. No longer did I have an enormous patchwork of eyes and ears, but rather a singular, whole appraisal of everything. Despite the fact that yes, technically, there was more input, especially with mana sense on, it was just easier to handle. Like holding one large ball instead of thousands of smaller ones, even if that analogy was wrong in every respect.

It was just better, was all.

Plus I could finally properly see outside. The clarity of vision faded to a more vague perception something like ten meters away from the dungeon walls, but that was enough to penetrate through the ground and rock and give me a huge swath of perspective to look around. Not that there was anything new to see, but it was the principle of the thing. I’d have to work upward along the mountain face so I could get a proper view.

None of the other abilities seemed nearly as groundbreaking. Cheaper costs were fine, but ultimately unexciting. [Warding] was nifty, though. I wasn’t sure if it’d mean I could stop people from teleporting in or out, but being able to hide and muffle intruders near me or near Shayma was fantastic. Even if there was still scrying going on for Iniri and her company, Shayma could wander about unseen.

Speaking of Shayma, even though she was still asleep, the Companion tab actually gave me access to her stat block, and made me realize that I had been missing a lot. Not just with her skills, but with the descriptions of her skills. Apparently, non-dungeon people got more...verbose skill descriptions.

Shayma Ell

Blue Core Fox Spirit: You are a creature of the Dungeon, body and soul. You have a connection to the Dungeon like no other, and in turn it can reach out through you. Furthermore, your soul has been altered to be immune to depletion.

Enhanced Senses: Your sight, hearing, and smell are sharper than similar races. You can see mana naturally.

Blue Core’s Blessing: Despite being a spirit, you still have a body of flesh and can still have children.

Trickster (Level 1): As a Trickster, you are never where or what your opponents expect. The closer they look, the less they see. 

Health: 200/200

Stamina: 1000/1000

Mana: 100/100

Skills

[Seeker] (Greater): You can find that which is most hidden, most lost, and most desired. 

[Physical Superiority] 3: Your body is stronger, tougher, and more flexible than your species’ base. Each rank improves benefits.

[Ghost Step] 2: You can walk through the world without touching it, instantly moving short distances and quickly moving longer ones.

[Luck]: Heads, or tails. You can bend probability to benefit yourself.

[Limited Shapeshifting] 1: You are exceeding the limits of form. You can change your shape easily, but not completely. Convenient for disguising your identity or race.

[Illusion] 5: Reality is what you say it is. Allows the creation of illusions, temporary phantasms of the senses. Longevity and distance of illusions increases with rank.

[Illusory Presence] 1: You are not who you say you are. Allows you to present a false identity to magical and mundane senses, including your Status.

[Combat Shapeshifting] 1: Because you can shapeshift, your combat options are unusual. You may create claws, harden your skin, or wield a weapon not meant for your body. Provides universal weapon proficiency and unarmed style proficiency. Improves learning of weapons and unarmed styles. Provides unique synthesis of combat styles with Skills.

Abilities

[Regeneration] 1: Your robust health significantly improves health regeneration and allows recovery from crippling or disfiguring wounds without magic.

[Wisdom] 1: You have become wise in the ways of the world. You have unlocked spellcasting, and this skill provides an intuitive grasp of known spellcasting skills. Improving rank improves mana pool and learning speed in spellcasting skills.

[Corrosion Resistance] 1: You have a natural resistance to acid and other eroding effects. Ignore damage and status effects associated with corrosion. Benefits improve with rank.

[Temperature Resistance] 1: You have a natural resistance to temperature extremes. Ignore damage and negative effects from heat and cold. Benefits improve with rank.

[Legerdemain] 1: Your grasp exceeds your reach. Your fingers are supernaturally quick and you can touch people and objects without quite needing to reach them.

[Phantom Pocket] 1: You can store and retrieve items from a small space only you can access.

[Awareness] 1: Like eyes in the back of your head. You can sense your nearby surroundings even when you can’t see it directly. Precision increases with rank. Range very slightly increases with rank.

I felt a bit cheated. Someone had gone to the trouble of making clever little descriptions for her abilities, but not for mine. Something told me that was mostly because nobody expected Dungeons to be bright enough to really appreciate the difference.

[Tempered Wisdom] advances to 3.

Ah, that was what told me.

Regardless, it seemed like Shayma had gotten a hell of a power boost, and some of those abilities looked absolutely bonkers. Especially when taken together. I didn’t remember her attributes exactly, but it seemed to me that she was better off than before, and additionally had access to mana...and was only level one.

I should have been pleased, but actually, I was worried it’d be too much. When she woke up, almost everything about her would have changed. And I knew how disorienting that was. Besides, I remembered her sensory overload from before, and I couldn’t keep her blindfolded all the time.

That thought did make me bring down the light level in her room, though, to dim and indirect. Best to assume she’ll wake up with something approximating a hangover. A thought that made me also manifest a glass of chilled water at her bedside table. With [Temperature Control] it’d still be cool when she woke up.

Most of the rest of the refugees were scattered about the lake. Two of them even had fishing poles, though I had nothing for them to fish. Iniri was sitting with her council: Tulk, Joce, Keel, and a serious-faced older woman named Cheya whose Class was [Spymaster]. But really, their conversation was fairly mundane, concerning logistics and who else they might convince to hide away here, and how said people might be reached. Well, I had ideas, but I couldn’t share them. I could however, give them proper furniture to sit at, which I did. And watched in amusement as they reacted to the black cauls swelling out of the grass and vanishing to leave behind wooden tables and chairs.

For once, Ansae was awake too. The dragon was studying the decorations I’d placed in her lair, and it absolutely boggled me when she simply cut away one of the ephemeral doors I’d placed to keep the ice and magma from spilling out into the rest of the room. It smarted, sure, but I wasn’t sure how she could destroy something that wasn’t actually there with a wave of her claw. Or why. More claw-waves followed, and I focused with my mana sight to see what was going on.

She was poking and prodding the mana flows. Not all of them, just the ones connected with the various flowers in the room. She teased the mana from the magma flowers up and over to the ice flowers in a gigantic half-kilometer arc, then pulled the ice flowers mana to flow along the ground over to the magma flowers. Hot and cold air followed, and the entire damn thing lit up with sudden movement. The flowers perked up, growing deeper in color, and started feeding me more mana.

I was an idiot.

It was Dungeon Ecology, not Dungeon Flowers In A Box. Sure, I didn’t have any fauna but that probably didn’t matter. The ecology was based on mana, not on biology - flowers that grew on lava didn’t make much sense, otherwise. Keeping them all nice and boxed off made for neat boring rows of rooms, but it didn’t provide much nutrition. That was mostly my guess, at least, since they liked flowing mana far better than static.

Plus the weirdness of even open doors blocking the heat was solved. Everything that was dungeon-stuff was mana as well as physical, so doors made a little mana weave across the spot they closed. Which Ansae had now punctured, though the doors still existed, so I figured if I wanted to I could make one without the mana weave, too.

But first, I wanted to help Ansae out. Instead of a cold breeze blowing across the grass, I formed some trenches underneath, running from cool to hot, and pulled the mana down there.

[Mana Manipulation learned].

I was definitely an idiot. One, because given that I was half mana that was something I should have learned ages ago. Two, because even though I’d just thought about mana ecology I’d not actually realized it mattered to the grass and the cold breeze was just incidental. I tried a third option while Ansae frowned at the mana flows. This time I put a trench around the perimeter of her island and connected it to the waterfall. This time I dragged the mana through the water in a big circle, from cold to hot to cold, and then pulled it in through the grass.

It snapped into place, anchoring itself on the trees and spreading out through the grass, a slowly rotating spiral of mana. The structure wasn’t mine, it was something that emerged from the flowers and the trees and the general circle of water. The mana pulled water into the soil with it, the teal of the tayan grass brightening, tayantan tree leaves fluttering slightly as they grew larger.

[Mana Manipulation] advances to 3.

"Better," Ansae said aloud, nodding in approval, and took a deep breath. She actually inhaled some of the flowing mana, pulling it into herself. Not that I minded; so far as I was concerned that was her lair and she was welcome to it. Besides, I had the rest of the dungeon to experiment, and now that I knew how to start, I had ideas.



Day 78 - Shayma


She woke up and she felt amazing.

Shayma hadn’t felt this good since the dungeon had purged her Depletion. She stretched, slowly, finding no tension in her muscles at all, and when she opened her eyes she found her vision was sharper than it had ever been. She could even see the faint touch of Iniri’s mana nearby, magical fingerprints that were astoundingly clear. And without any headache. She’d never had clear mana sight ever since her Class locked it out halfway through development.

Oddly, the magic wasn’t on the glass of water, which was still cold when she drank it, but rather on the pillow that had been under her head. Some sort of alarm, maybe. Even though she could see it, she didn’t know quite what she was looking at. Rolling out of bed, her body felt not quite the same. It wasn’t bad, not really, but it was a touch disturbing to find she was faster and more sure on her feet.

But [Seeker] and [Luck] were still there, which meant everything else was too, probably, and that was what she cared about. Her clothes were neatly folded on a dresser next to the bed, clean and undamaged. She still wasn’t sure how they’d been removed, but she was glad they were fine, since those Flame Knight leathers were several cuts above anything she’d owned in the past. In fact, the only complaint she had as she dressed was the occasional liquid sound she couldn’t quite locate, like distant wind or water washing against stone.

Then the noise got louder and with it came a voice, close by but deeply muffled and distorted, as if from the bottom of a well. 

"Oh good, she’s awake."

She froze. Even distorted like that, she could tell it was a voice she’d never heard before. Which was a problem, because there shouldn’t be anyone else inside the dungeon. Then she continued moving, pretending she hadn’t heard anything. It was entirely possible that whoever-it-was didn’t realize they’d tipped their hand. If she could find any of the mages...

She opened the door to the bedroom casually, then closed it behind her before breaking into a sprint. Someone was probably outside, if she could reach it. The world blurred, faded, and suddenly she was outside, standing on the edge of the grass without traveling the intervening space. Somehow she’d gone through several walls and down a floor.

"Okay, [Ghost Step] is really cool." The voice came again, echoing from nowhere in particular. Shayma stumbled, trying not to fall from the sudden shift. What was worse was that the voice must be naming the Skill she just used, because it definitely was a Skill, and not one she’d had before. Now, people learned Skills of course, but it was always a breakthrough moment, and she hadn’t had one of those recently. Had she?

Iniri was not far away, sitting at a small table someone had managed to put together by the lake, and with another blurring shift Shayma was there. "My Queen," she began, and Iniri twitched, twisting around before interrupting any attempted explanation.

"Shayma! You’re okay!" She stood to wrap Shayma in a hug, tilting her head slightly to prevent her antlers from poking Shayma in the face. For all that the antlers were small, they were surprisingly sharp.

"There’s someone else here," Shayma murmured in Iniri’s ear as she accepted the hug, any joy at reunion pushed far away by the weirdness going on.

"Hmm, I just count thirty-two. Maybe they’re…" The voice muttered and murmured, sinking back into incomprehensibility and the sound of wind and water.

"Who? Nobody’s been here other than us that I can scry…" Iniri muttered back.

"You can’t hear that voice?"

"I cannot."

"What voice?"

"It -" She paused, then continued. It’d be obvious enough soon anyway. "Whoever’s voice it is can see and hear everything. I’m not sure why I can hear them."

"Right." Iniri said grimly, and stepped back to cast something. The voice continued muttering.

"No, I’ve got [Warding] up, there’s nobody else inside except Ansae. And she’s..."

The voice faded before Iniri finished her spell, but the vague sounds remained, unaltered by whatever she had done. Shayma shook her head at Iniri’s questioning look. "It’s still there, but it mentioned a name this time. Ansae?"

"Wait, who’s talking about Ansae now? I’m the only one...that...I’m an idiot." The voice faded away for a moment before returning with slightly more strength than before. "Shayma? You can hear me, can’t you?" It said, addressing her directly for the first time.

She held up a hand to forestall whatever Iniri was saying. "...yes?" She told the voice as Tulk wandered over from his spot by the lake.

"Must be the Companion thing. Or maybe the new species? Is it..." The distortions swallowed the words for a moment. "Anyway. Good to finally officially meet you!"

"...who are you?" Sure, the voice didn’t seem particularly threatening, but it still belonged to someone who was spying on them and using some sort of spell that even Iniri couldn’t find.

"Um, well. I’m the dungeon."

"This is your dungeon?" Shayma frowned. She figured the owner would have shown up long before now if he were still alive. Though clearly she’d underestimated how big this dungeon was. She vaguely wondered what he thought of her dalliances with it. They had been a lot more fun when - 

"Well, yes?"

"Then you should be speaking with Queen Iniri, not me."

"I am willing to meet you and thank you for sheltering us," Iniri said, taking the cue. Tulk, mercifully, stayed silent as the pair of them talked to empty air.

"Well, tell her she’s welcome, but I can’t exactly talk to her. Dungeons don’t talk. I think the only reason you can hear me is due to whatever you got in the Bargain."

Shayma blinked, her understanding dragged suddenly sideways. "Wait. You’re saying you’re an actual Dungeon Core?"

"Well, plus dungeon. Walls, floor, ceiling. Big blue crystal. All of that."

"That’s not…" She didn’t finish the sentence. Iniri did it for her.

"That doesn’t seem likely," Iniri frowned. "...but it is not my place to pry. We do owe you for giving us refuge."

"Actually she doesn’t. That was part of the Bargain. I mean, I would have done it anyway, but it’s covered. It’s why you’ve got all those new Skills. Haven’t you checked your statblock?"

The bottom dropped out of her stomach. "Wait...you’re saying the bargain wasn’t just…"

"I thought you knew. I didn’t even know Bargains were a thing until you concluded that one…"

There were places in the world where the flow of mana knotted up tightly enough to give it a kind of life. They could turn into spirits or phenomena or even stranger things, but they had power. Their appetites were simple and their prices were straightforward, though not necessarily cheap, and while only the brave and foolhardy bargained with them Shayma counted herself as both of those things.

That is what she thought she was dealing with.

The other thing that made bargains were Powers of the world, with abilities and minds beyond human ken. Gods and monsters, or both at once. A Bargain with them could found an empire, or destroy one. There was no way to deal with a Power and come out unchanged, or even ahead. This thing could even see her Status, so she was now deadly certain that this is what she had made agreement with. Whether it was genuinely ignorant or was just playing with her didn’t really matter, the fact was that she’d gotten herself and everyone around her far deeper than she’d thought.

"Shayma? Are you all right?" 

She became aware she was sitting on a chair that definitely wasn’t there a moment ago. Tulk had his hand on her arm and Iniri was leaning over her, repeating the voice’s question.

"I’m...just a little overwhelmed," she managed. "I think it might actually be the dungeon talking to me. It says it can see my Status. See the new skills the Bargain gave me."

"And Class. And species."

"...and Class. And species."

"You don’t look different."

"She looks better," Tulk said. "Honestly Shayma, it’s like you gained twenty levels all at once."

"Well, we don’t have a Status glyph, so…" Iniri paused as she caught Tulk’s look. "...you took the glyph from Meil, didn’t you?"

"Well, not me. It was Joenn. But why leave it for Vok Nal?"

Iniri narrowed her eyes. It was not an expression that boded well for either Tulk or Joenn. "It’s Meil’s glyph, not ours. Now go get it."

"Yes, your Majesty," Tulk said and hastened off.

"I can guess what a Status glyph is, but do you need it to level up or something?"

"No, but it’s hard to access Skills you don’t know you have. Certain guilds only take certain Classes, that kind of thing." Shayma murmured back as Tulk ran off to find his wife.

"Huh, seems weird to me. I can see mine all the time. Can’t turn it off, actually." Despite herself, Shayma’s lips quirked at the voice’s resigned tone.

"Well, you’re a Power, not a person."

"Hey, no, that’s not fair. I’m a person too. Just, you know, also a dungeon."

"...sorry. I didn’t think." The sudden note of annoyance gave her a brief flush of fear. This was a Power, it controlled every mote of dust around them, and she did not want to make it angry.

"It’s fine. I probably wouldn’t think of me as a person either if I weren’t me. Especially since nobody else can hear me!"

"Shayma, can you ask it what it intends?"

"What, about you guys or in general? I mean, you’re welcome to stay though you’ll want to do some hunting. I don’t think eating just dungeon food is healthy." The voice replied to Iniri’s question. "In general, I think I’m stuck being at odds with the Vok Nal guy. I killed some of the people sent to retrieve you, and they thought I was another mage-king. Oh hey, the Status sigil. So that’s…" The voice suddenly trailed off, back to wind and water, which Shayma was beginning to think was a sign of its attention wandering away from her. In this case, toward wherever Tulk had gone.

Iniri’s frown remained as Shayma related the voice’s response. "Well, I can’t complain if it’s willing to go against Vok Nal. We might even be able to get Meil back. I don’t quite…" Her frown wavered for a moment. "It’s awful difficult to talk about someone who can hear every word you’re saying. So no offense meant, but I don’t entirely trust that its goals align with ours."

"Yeah fair enough. I don’t even know what my long-term goals are. Can say I don’t much like mage-kings and depletion. Nasty stuff."

She repeated the information, then added her own commentary more quietly. It seemed it could hear her no matter how low-voiced she was. "I wish you could just talk to her directly."

"You and me both. But I’ve been unable to talk to anyone for over two months, so, honestly I’m happy."

"...wait, this dungeon is only two months old?"

That time she wasn’t quiet, and Iniri looked over at her. The frown was permanent now. "I suppose there’s no reason for it to lie to us, but...even the mage-king’s cores don’t expand that quickly."

"Maybe I’m just better at it?"

"...your idea. The only reason I told you not to do it yourself is you’re as quiet as a drunken warhorse."

"Yeah but you didn’t have to. If you’d objected I would’ve -"

"No, you wouldn’t have listened. I know you."

Iniri ignored the bickering and held out her hand for the sigil. It was as Shayma remembered it, egg-shaped and sized and covered with runes. Normally it was emplaced in a stand that would pull ambient mana into it, but under the circumstances Iniri could fuel it well enough. "All right Shayma, let’s see what it says."

She put her hand on the top of the stone and the runes lit, tracing words into the air between them. Everyone stared.

"Well, damn." Tulk said at last. 

"I’ve never even heard of Trickster," Iniri admitted. 

Shayma wasn’t even sure what to think. She still had [Seeker] but she wasn’t a Seeker anymore. No, she had magic Skills. She had weapon Skills. She even had, ridiculously, shapeshifting? The Skills meant that, now that she knew what to try, exercising them should come easily. It was everything she had ever dreamed of and more. But…

Her eyes drifted back up to the species entry. Creature of the dungeon, body and soul. She had bargained herself for this shelter, and that bargain had been taken with a seriousness beyond what she had imagined. Despite apparently being a spirit now she didn’t feel any different, aside from the benefits [Physical Superiority] provided, but if she was reading it right that was solely because the dungeon willed it so. The flat truth was that she was the dungeon’s, now, not Iniri’s. 

That hurt, a little. But only a little, because she was still helping her friend and her Queen, since the dungeon’s half of the bargain was to provide for Iniri and her entourage. The protection of a Power might well rival that of a mage-king. In fact, she may have even gotten it to take an active role against Vok Nal, and even if that wouldn’t reclaim Iniri’s kingdom it’d at least reclaim Meil.

The dungeon itself was...well, oddly friendly, and maybe even a little lonely. It hadn’t bullied or threatened her or any of her friends, even by implication. It had been, in its own way, quite nice to her and attentive as a lover, which she hoped translated into other things. The only objection she might have was that she was completely stuck with it, no matter how things went in the future, but that was her own fault.

"I’m sorry, Shayma," Iniri said. "If I had known that the Bargain would -"

"No, no," she interrupted, shaking her head. "I think...I think this a good thing. I can do more, now. And so long as the dungeon doesn’t want me to work against you -"

"Not planning on it!"

"- I’m fine with working for it. As I was, I couldn’t really help you retake your kingdom or help your people. Now...I can, if the dungeon is on our side."

"I think I’m on my side, mostly? But definitely against the mage-kings."

"That may be true, but are you okay?" Iniri gave her a skeptical look, the frown easing slightly.

"I think so. I mean...before, what chance did we really have? Now...we have a Power shielding us. And I…" She gestured vaguely, the new Skills flickering through her mind and blurring her form. "I can help."

Iniri’s expression softened. "If that’s how you feel, then...all I can say is thank you."

Shayma smiled back, then spoke to the voice again. "So what do I call you? Do you have a name?"

"I guess I don’t. Hm. How about you call me...Blue."



Day 79 - Blue


Shayma took things better than I expected.  After her discussion with Iniri, and getting me to assign a name, she didn’t even twitch when I told her about the Dungeon Seed growing in her womb.  Actually, it was to the point where I was worried the species change was affecting her mind. Not that anyone could do anything about that.

I restrained myself from nattering in her ear, despite the fact that I probably could have talked for hours. Instead I let Shayma discuss her new Skills with her companions and test them out.  The fighter types for [Physical Superiority], the caster types for [Illusion] and the like. Nobody there knew what to do about the shapeshifting stuff, but I did know someone who could shapeshift...though I’d let that wait until later.  For the moment, I just watched, chatting with her when she or Iniri had questions. It was so nice to have someone respond to me, and it did a world of good just having other people around.  Talking and laughing and swearing at each other.  

The process of making sure their living arrangements worked gave me a few skills as well.  First, my attempts at making a septic tank or a grey-water system, hazy as they were, netted me [Composting Chamber], with the accompanying resource of [Fertilizer] and a [Growth] field that consumed it.  Second, trying to give them light switches to control the illumination I had made for them, and to keep them from setting extraneous fires, got me [Mana Logic]. This was a skill with some potential to it, though I wasn’t sure what I would use it for right now other than light switches and maybe a few traps.

Of course, that wasn’t my main focus.  After testing the ideas I had in the small scale, I was reworking almost all my internal space.  Now that I knew what I’d been doing wrong with Dungeon Ecology, I was ready to turn myself into a mana dynamo, as well as maybe level up the category.  Sure it was maxed at level ten, but I hadn’t learned a single new item for that category. Maybe now I would.

Below the living space I’d cleared out for Shayma, Iniri, and the rest, I converted my boxes into one huge circular chamber, putting another one above the refugee camp.  That gave me three cylinders, each some three hundred meters wide and fifty tall, which was enough to start. If I was right, it’d be considerably more soon.

The bottom layer I filled with magma and red chrystheniums, and the top layer I filled with ice and white chrystheniums.  Between the two layers I put vents, first from magma to ice, then from ice down into the living area and from there down toward the magma.  I wasn’t sure they were strictly necessary, since I could just run mana through my own dungeon stone, but I liked the idea of a water cycle more.

Once the enormous spaces were ready, I reworked the lake drains, letting the water flow radially outward, eight symmetrical streams that vanished through grates in the walls to cascade onto the lava.  It hissed into steam, and I dragged the mana from the red chrystheniums through it, hauling it up through a similar eightfold set of passages toward the ice. It actually took a couple tries, getting the mana to stretch that far, but eventually I got the flow to anchor itself to the white chrystheniums.  Steam followed, pulled by the mana, and started condensing into icicles, the excess dripping onto the ice floor and eventually making its way out as near-freezing water.

This time I dragged the mana down through the ice, pulling it through each of the passages of flowing water and toward the lake, where I spun it into a spiral that went through all the tayantan trees and the surrounding grasses.  The snap as it connected was weaker this time, and I could tell it wouldn’t stay long, incomplete as the cycle was, so I hurried onward. The last segment was to pull the mana back outward, down into the lava chamber and into the bottom of the red chrystheniums.

The movement this time was slow, with so many connections over so large an area, but as I ran through the loop several times, reinforcing it each time, adding more connections and spreading it further, the engine started. Mana began to flow, and with a lot more force than my test area or Ansae’s lair.

Flowers bloomed.  

The red chrystheniums scintillated red and orange, roots driving deep into the magma, pulling heat into them as thin obsidian stalks grew from the center of the broad petals.  Some of them opened to puff tiny red seeds into the rising air, while others formed an iron cage around a ruby-like gem that glowed at the tip of the stalks. The red seeds spread out, sprouting more chrystheniums where they touched down in magma, but others anchored themselves on the walls and ceiling, sprouting into new variations.  The magma at the center began to change, the surface solidifying and the liquid underneath getting hotter, shaping itself into a cracked and red-glowing promontory over the surrounding liquid.

The white flowers glowed with an almost prismatic light, tiny and delicate petals tinkling in the breeze as their roots branched and branched again, connecting to each other to form a softly glowing lattice, followed by ice rapidly forming and melting.  Some of those lattices grew to enclose white gems, cousin to the red ones far below. Silvery-white seeds floated away from the roots, creating new flowers where they rooted in the ice, and some lodged themselves in the passages, while a few followed the water down, washing into the lake.

At the bottom of the lakebed, blue flowers unfurled themselves, glowing in the darkness.  The mana churned in and out of the lake itself, flowing through all the grass and trees surrounding it.  The grass grew more vibrant, a few stalks of it opening tiny blue flowers and even tinier puffs of seed, while the trees stood straighter and grew thicker, over the course of just a few minutes.  The trees grew flowers, which dropped away as crystalline-looking spherical fruits swelled from the branches. The grass seeds found their way to the outlet drains, turning into moss as they coated the exteriors of the pipes.

My mana intake increased by almost two orders of magnitude.

[Mana Manipulation] advances to 3.

[Mana Manipulation] advances to 4.

[Mana Manipulation] advances to 5.

[Steam Chrysthenium] discovered.  Generates Steam.

[Heat Chrysthenium] discovered.  Generates Heat. Absorbs Water.

[Carbonized Chrysthenium] discovered.  Absorbs Heat. Generates Coal.

[Fire Gem] discovered.  Source for Fire-attuned Mana.

[Crystalline Chrysthenium] discovered.  Crystallizes Local Resources. Light-Sensitive.

[Latticework Chrysthenium] discovered.  Generates Mana Latticework. Light-Sensitive.

[Deepwater Chrysthenium] discovered.  Increases Local Pressure. Enriches Local Resources.

[Ice Gem] discovered.  Source for Ice-attuned Mana.

[Tayan moss] discovered.  Mild Healing Properties.

[Blue Tayan Fruit] discovered.  Moderate Restorative Properties.

"Uhh, Blue?"  Shayma called as, tugged by the mana, a cool breeze blew across the lake.  She, along with all the other people outside, were staring at the suddenly-happy plants.  "What’s going on?"

"Just doing some redecorating.  Not done yet, though. This next bit should be great!"

With all the extra mana flow, it was no trouble at all to put full Expansion on all three chambers and effectively double my volume.

Size requirements for level increase met.

Dungeon Level increases by 1.

Skill base levels increase by 1.

The mana threads stretched, and I was glad that I had additional ranks in [Mana Manipulation] because it was all I could do to keep the engine I’d made from breaking under the strain.  Even considering that, I hadn’t considered the resource costs properly and I ran out of stone. For the first time in practically forever, I ran out of stone, even after converting my reserves of Hardened and Stonesteel.

Massive cracks appeared in the outer periphery of each of the chambers, along with sharp, aching stabs of pain, but I had ways to deal with that.  Mana-empowered boring tendrils and the so-far-ignored grey chrystheniums. There were eight five-hundred-meter waterfalls, and I seeded the stone surrounding each one with the flowers, along with, after a moment of thought, some moss.  Once I linked them into the mana flow, the stone income stabilized. Cracks began to heal, and the stone flowers bloomed.

[Earth Gem] discovered.  Source for Earth-attuned Mana.

[Green Chrysthenium] discovered.  Improves growth of nearby flora. Improves environmental tolerance of nearby flora.

[Mossy Chrysthenium] discovered.  Emits mildly regenerative pollen. Generates small amounts of water.

Shayma stood there, staring at the now-distant walls and ceiling, and I had a sudden idea.  I wasn’t sure if it would work, but…

I pulled one of each of the flowers into a spare room and, working quickly, used [Mana Manipulation] to sever one piece of mana from the other, cutting off their roots and then, before the mana faded, twined the stems together.  Oddly, the mana didn’t fade completely, but rather...sort of crystallized into a more solid form, settling into the plants.

"Hey, Shayma?  Hold out your hand."

She did so, looking a little confused.  I took advantage the fact that she was part dungeon to pull the bouquet out of the room and push it into her hand, the flowers appearing in a little black whirl.  The expression she had while staring at the colorful assortment of magic flowers made my day.

Unfortunately, Shayma wasn’t the only one watching my work.  From her lair, Ansae stirred. "Well, that is interesting," she said aloud, a wide grin on her toothy muzzle.  Then she shifted down into her amazon form, heading for the doorway. [Tempered Wisdom] told me it was probably a good idea to keep her from wandering in among the refugees, but it wasn’t like a wall would stop her.  I needed words.

"Shayma?  I’m going to need your help…"



Day 79 - Iniri


Really, she’d suspected that Shayma had contracted a Power when she mentioned it could cure Depletion.  Nobody could cure Depletion, not even the best mages, because there was nothing to cure.  It wasn’t a disease, it was just that you were less.

Then there was the dungeon finding them despite all the scrying protection that had kept even the agents of Vok Nal from locating them, despite the immense mana-flares they’d been raining down over the area.  And it had effortlessly chased off or killed any pursuit.  She’d noticed the doors closing behind them, even if nobody else had.  But beyond that, there was nothing. Given the forces some of the mage-king’s underlings could wield, that was disturbing.

She’d tried to warn Shayma what she was playing with, though even she had no idea what other options there were.  Once Shayma had returned, the mage-king’s surveillance had massively increased. Another hallmark of Powers, that you found alternatives to fulfilling your Bargain closing to you by chance and happenstance.  The ever-so-timely appearance of the dungeon entrance? Just another aspect of how Powers bent probability and reality itself.

Now she watched with bemusement as the very grass and trees suddenly surged with life.  They had been lush before, but now they acted as if they’d received ten years of growth all at once, wood creaking as it grew.  All without anything in her mana-sight. It was magical, of course, but it had to be a brand of mana outside the normal range, something special to dungeons and the occasional ascended being.  Those who transcended the limits of their species.

"Uhh, Blue?"  Shayma said, distracted from her practice with [Illusion].  "What’s going on?"

Iniri watched as Shayma’s ears flicked.  It was still hard to accept that she could hear the dungeon.  Everything about dungeons that she knew marked them as, at best, intelligent enough to know the difference between a threat and an opportunity.  Powerful, sometimes vastly so, but easily controllable by a mage that knew what they were doing. Such as the mage-kings. This one...Iniri wasn’t even tempted to try.

"He says that he’s redecorating?"  Shayma’s face twisted in something that was confusion and amusement both.  "And there’s more coming."

A moment later, the walls fled.  Shayma stared. Iniri stared. There wasn’t much else to do as the room became larger.  Then larger still. They were inside of the largest working that Iniri had ever heard of.  She recognized it as spatial magic, of course, rather than an adjustment of the dungeon structure, but it was over an area so large that it must have taken hundreds of mana every second to support it.  And it just continued expanding.  Even if she joined forces with all the mages under her command they could have, between them, maybe managed three or four seconds of this, with plenty of preparation and careful creation of the proper rune circles.

All of this, and she didn’t feel a whisper of a tug on her person.  She’d never done spatial work herself, but she knew you never did it with something living inside.  It tended to end rather messily as the contents of the space were expanded along with its boundaries.  Not so for this dungeon, which could perfectly exclude them from the effect. It was absolutely terrifying, for anyone who could spot the casual power and execution behind the awesome spectacle.  Redecorating, indeed.

Yet it didn’t need any of that power for its hold on Shayma.  Iniri wasn’t sure the girl even yet quite understood what her new Status meant.  The dungeon owned her body and soul.  Anything that dealt in souls was generally forbidden, but Iniri had looked into it once, when someone indulging in soul manipulation in a neighboring kingdom had made a monster.  So far as Iniri knew, Shayma’s entire existence, every thought and action, was sustained by the dungeon’s will. The fact that she retained her life and mind and will was only because the dungeon actively willed it to be so.  That Blue actively willed it to be so.  No matter how powerful it seemed to others, for her it was actually a god.

A god that gave her flowers from nowhere, apparently. Magic flowers, a mix of affinities that shone like a rainbow beacon.  She’d witnessed how it had claimed her - or rather, she hadn’t, the dungeon wrapping a sheet coyly over the act.  What happened in the mage-kings’ dungeons was too brutal and clinical to be called even carnal, but judging by the sounds Shayma had made, Blue's attentions were...not uncomfortable.  Actually, she found she was a little jealous. Queens didn’t have freedom to play around, and she could only hope she enjoyed her first time half as much as Shayma was enjoying Blue.

But despite all that strangeness and stress, it did her heart good to see Shayma smile like that.

The young woman had shown up almost literally at her doorstep, Classless and alone, one of maybe a dozen people to escape the mage-king’s landfall.  She’d had, even then, an unshakeable and unearned loyalty to Iniri in particular and to the Tarnil Kingdom as a whole. Even now, Iniri wasn’t sure why.  She wasn’t much of a [Protector Queen] if she couldn’t protect her own subjects.

But Shayma had stayed, and in her Iniri had found a core of bright faith to keep the darkness away as cities fell, as diplomacy was ignored, as her Classers found themselves impotent against the overwhelming power of the mage-kings and their subordinates.  Not to mention Shayma was intelligent and insightful enough, despite indifferent schooling, to be a worthwhile albeit unofficial addition to her inner circle. Most importantly, Shayma was able to see Iniri both as a person and as a ruler, effortlessly balancing the two so that she could laugh and joke in one instant, and take an order as utter command in the next.

Then she’d emerged from the ruins of the capital, now a [Seeker] and bearing a city-cube, a legacy that Iniri had thought only legend.  A portable fortress that, if said legend could be believed, would be enough to give even the mage-kings pause. Of course, that selfsame legend attributed the Great Northern Waste to that artifact, which explained why it was disassembled and packed away, pieces lost over the centuries.

Still, it had been a hope, with Shayma as the centerpiece.  After all, who allowed themselves to take a Class, no matter that it was rare to vanishing, that locked out combat Skills? One that was doomed to the low levels forever because the only way to level was to actually lay hands on what [Seeker] could find?  But Shayma could find the lost and scattered cubes, while her Classers retrieved ones they knew had turned up in enemy-held cities.  Well, that had been the idea. Reality and the arrival of Vok Nal had made things different.

But now, Shayma had found something even better, though with the loss of something more than [Luck].

"Ah," she said.  "He says he needs me to go represent him?  I’ll be back soon."  

"Be careful," Iniri told her, putting a hand on Shayma’s shoulder as a staircase simply appeared next to them, leading down into the unknown.

"I’ll be fine."  Shayma smiled again, then blurred as she activated her new [Ghost Step], vanishing down the stairs.

Iniri watched her go, tail twitching as the stairs evaporated like they had never been.  Blue was terrifying, true, but if it continued to show it had integrity with Shayma...well, she’d have to take a chance.  It might be the only way she had to protect her kingdom.



Day 79 - Ansae


The guiding intelligence had really taken her experiment to heart. 

Mana made mana, which was the only reason injudicious mages and profligate Powers (and, she might admit under pressure, careless dragons) hadn’t sucked the whole world dry of the stuff by now. But it wasn’t as simple as that, and actually creating a mana dynamo was tricky to impossible. In pragmatic terms, only natural processes cycled mana enough to produce excess, where it often gathered in points of stillness.

Like, say, under a mountain.

But the flowers seemed to generate enough of it that she thought it worthwhile to try. Her initial waving about was interesting, but then the mana had rearranged itself and snapped into place with breathtaking precision. And it provided just enough excess that she could absorb it without disrupting the cycle, which was better than slowly siphoning off elemental earth mana that trickled down toward its roots.

Then it had decided to do a larger one. She was fairly certain this was the work of some local spirit, rather than a mage, since it happened in real time, as if it were observing her. Or some intense, near-intelligent phenomenon, since the mana flow was immediately followed by more spatial workings, the power in them so damn pure it was almost invisible even to her.

That was enough to make her curious, so she rolled out of the ever-so-comfortable bed and shook herself, reverting to her lesser, more tunnel-friendly form. She had to see this for herself.

The doors were the same as before, but the tunnel outside had been worked more finely, the stone firmer underfoot. She hummed to herself, a tune twice a thousand years old, letting her claws trail the abstract patterns, wondering what long-dead or newly-born culture inspired them. Closeting yourself off for a century or so meant that you lost track of who was doing what outside.

Then she stopped as she spotted someone approaching with her more esoteric senses. It wasn’t quite a normal mortal - there was too much of the oddly crisp mana about it. But neither was it something pure spirit. She grinned wide and toothily. It was a mystery, and she loved mysteries.

She even got to watch as the corridor bulged outward, a small room appearing between them. By the time the door opened ahead of her, the room was furnished with a table, two chairs, and a bowl with a few odd blue fruits on it. Waiting for her was someone that looked like fox-kin, but wasn’t.

What she was, was nervous. "Welcome, Lady Ziir."

That stopped her dead. Her given name was buried under three thousand years and an ocean, half the world away. There was no possible way this fox-kin could know it without an incredibly powerful divination, and she would have noticed that. Her grin widened. "I take it that this place is your work?" Her voice wanted to be hungry, so she let it.

"Umm no?" The fox-kin took a step back, and the larger, Ansae-sized chair slid out, as if offering her a seat. "Kind of the opposite?" Then she recomposed herself. "The dungeon thanks you for your gifts of knowledge and asks you to be seated."

"The dungeon?" Ansae strode easily to the her-sized chair but didn’t sit yet, eyeing the skittish pseudo-spirit. "I have seen many, many dungeons. This is not one."

"He says he’s pretty sure he is. His Status says he is."

"Oh, really?" By now her grin showed all her teeth, so she took a seat and picked up one of the fruits, inspecting it. "This...dungeon of yours has a Status. And enough wit to argue? And, it seems, learn from watching me?"

"Blue says yes." Her expression struggled, ears flicking as she clearly listened to something. But a discreet scan with an actual divination spell, rather than just her natural senses, still revealed nothing.

"Blue?"

"Yes, he’s a Blue Core dungeon. Also he’s curious as to what you cast. He doesn’t want me hurt."

"Oh, a little divination, nothing to worry yourself over." Ansae leaned forward, studying the woman in front of her. She was nervous, creeping into terrified, but far from terrified enough to be someone who actually knew who Ansae Ziir was. Almost certainly a servant.

The question was, a servant of what?

"Tell me girl, what are you? You look fox-kin, but you surely are not."

She blinked. "I’m a Blue Core Fox Spirit, but I was fox-kin, which is why I look like one."

"...oh my. Do tell." What was euphemistically referred to as necromancy did not touch the soul. It merely animated that which was once animate, reminding it, forcefully, of the past. So what this girl claimed was a very rare thing indeed, a transmigration of the soul that did not mangle it.

"Um. It was because of my Bargain with Blue."

Instead of replying, Ansae picked up one of the fruits and bit into it. Subtly sweet and tangy, but most importantly, full of rejuvenating energy. Barely enough to touch her debt, but still refreshing. A Bargain that could touch soul and body enough to transform a species was that of a Power. Assuming this ‘Blue’ was not one of the ones she knew of, and part of the reason she’d come here was specifically to get away from them, a new Power had emerged. More than that, emerged almost on top of her. 

"Lucky girl. I will speak with your master directly, then." She schooled her voice into politeness. Mostly because she had just realized she’d accepted the hospitality of a Power, if one ever so much lesser than her, and there were some customs you didn’t break.

"...I’m the only one who can hear him," she replied, a bit helplessly. Then her eyes widened, her ears flicking again. "Oh. I never introduced myself. My name is Shayma Ell." She bowed, a curtsey being out of the question with the red leathers she wore.

"I see." She was considering the claims more seriously now. If this Blue was a dungeon, and a Power...well, it’d be the first she’d heard of it, and she was going on five thousand years old. On the other claw, it neatly wrapped up all the mysteries into a single delightful package, as well as giving her something she’d never heard of. A Blue Core dungeon. "Let me see your Status, Shayma."

"Ah…" Shayma’s ears flicked again, then she held out her hand. A moment later, a brief flicker of obsidian black appeared there, then vanished to reveal a rune-covered stone. Ansae squinted at it. The stuff was from one of the Great Dungeons, but the runes were of human or demi-human make. So it wasn’t conjured, which made the sudden appearance without any apparent spellcasting very interesting.

Then Shayma channeled mana into it, and words floated in the air between them. Ansae didn’t even make it past the first entry.

"Immune to Depletion? How?" She demanded, a little bit of a growl leaking into her voice. The walls shivered.

Shayma blanched, the words vanishing. "I don't know! He can fix depletion somehow!"

"Fix? Do not mock me, mortal!" She roared, pinning the girl against the opposite wall. Shayma gasped, then flickered and vanished from Ansae's grasp. Her head swiveled, tracking some sort of tangled spatial and illusion magic before it faded. Along with all the other mana flows. Some sort of high-powered warding, blanketing the area. 

She stood and breathed, surveying the room. The table was powder, floating in the air. The chairs were shattered against the walls, which themselves had a web of cracks from the force of her anger. It was a disaster.

Not that she couldn't have broken the warding and tracked Shayma down, but she was too mad, and mostly at herself. She'd assaulted the only mortal conduit of a Power. A Power whose hospitality she'd accepted, however tacitly, which itself was the sort of insult she had killed for, in the past. A hospitality that she had no complaints about at all. If this Power really did have any ability to deal with depletion, she'd made any sort of accord that much harder.

If not impossible.

She growled again, stone dust drifting down from the ceiling, and stalked back to her lair. Not the one Blue had provided, but the original one hewn from the mountain. She had to think. 



Day 80 - Blue


Ansae stayed closeted in her old lair like a sulky teenager. I wasn't sure what to think of that, and honestly I wasn't sure what had set her off before. Given her Status, though, all I could hope for was that she'd leave us alone. 

I had given Shayma the rest of the day off after some profuse apologies on both sides, and she'd returned to the living area to reconnect with Iniri and de-stress. I still asked her to keep Ansae’s presence and nature under wraps, partly because there was nothing anyone could do about it and partly because the dragon was obviously trying to keep somewhat hidden.  And I didn’t want to make her more annoyed by revealing that secret. In the meantime, I had things to do. 

The three-layer stack was a resounding success, but it was horribly unfinished.  Mostly due to the fact that after the expansion the layers had a hundred times the surface area and a thousand times the volume.  Magma and ice were slowly filling themselves out, as the vibrant flowers produced more of their respective elements, but the middle layer needed help.  Unless I wanted lichen and moss to cover most of it.

I poured out biomass like water to create a layer of dirt, adding little hills and gentle slopes, pulling channels off the main rivers to make more lakes and wandering streams.  A few extra trees and patches of grass locked in the mana flow and started the greenery spreading across a mostly brown landscape. That reminded me that actual living creatures needed fresh air and while [Dungeon Ecology] might take care of that, it might not too.  So I bothered Shayma long enough to ask her to tell me if the air ever felt wrong.

Some of my guests paused in conversation or cooking or sparring to watch my work, their little mound of green shifting and rippling outward.  Then I began to pull apart the buildings, reworking them to freestanding structures rather than the ring of stone from before. An actual town, if a small one, with paved roads and modern amenities like storm drains.  Not that there was rain, but it was the thought that counted.

Once I felt I could leave things to their own devices, I nudged Shayma a bit as she practiced [Illusion] with Cheya and Iniri.  I was horribly ignorant about the world, still, and Ansae’s unexpected response showed me at least one area I needed context for.  Between those three I could probably get any answers I needed.

"So how big a deal is curing Depletion?"

"It’s impossible," Iniri said flatly.  "There’s nothing to cure.  It’s just a diminishment.  It’s like trying to cure your height.  It just doesn’t make sense."

"If the fact that you can gets out, there will be trouble," Cheya added from where she was throwing needles at illusionary Shaymas, forcing her to keep them together despite the disruption.  "It’s the reason we came here, in the end."

"Speaking of, what would it take to cure mine?" Iniri asked, her suddenly rigid posture belying the casual question.

"Uh, well, I can’t right now.  It’d take 22,000 mana and I just don’t have that much yet."

"Twenty-two thousand mana?" Shayma choked on my reply.  She looked over to Iniri, wide-eyed.  Shayma’s mana pool had only climbed by five points so far, practicing magic, and Iniri’s was barely north of eight hundred, despite all her levels and skills.

"...how much mana capacity do you have?" Iniri asked.

"...not enough." Thinking of Ansae's reaction, I was suddenly a little wary of giving Iniri and Cheya too much information. Shayma was mine, but they weren't, and there was no guarantee they'd have my interests in mind. "Shayma took a little over three thousand though."

"That much might be within the grasp of a combined effort," Iniri mused. "If we knew what we were doing."

Given that I didn't really know, there wasn't anything I could say to that. Instead I changed subjects. "What can you tell me about dragons?"

"Not many on this continent," Cheya shrugged. "Mostly they gather around really powerful mana springs, and stick to their own business. There's a lightning dragon lairing in the Karstag range up north but that's the only one that's talked to people recently. Other than that, basically, don't mess with them."

It seemed that Ansae was in hiding. Why, I wasn't sure, but it seemed like it would be important to know. So long as I could do it without revealing her presence. "Do you know what a Primal Dragon is?" I asked, pushing my luck.

"No…" Iniri frowned. "Usually dragons are titled by element or location. Have you seen one about?" 

Clearly I wasn't going to answer that question. It was actually a little bit weird to me that they didn't seem to know about Ansae. By her stats alone, which was still all I could see of her Status, she was a godlike force of nature. Just her growl was enough to pulverize a thin layer of Stonesteel. 

In fact, I'd asked Shayma not to even tell Iniri about the meeting. Not yet, anyway. I could probably use pointers on diplomacy, but after the Bargain with Shayma I was a little leery of anything that might result in another one. Or void the current one. 

And speaking of that… "What do you plan to do about your city?" 

Shayma repeated the question for the benefit of the others, then answered it herself. "We can take it back if we get the other two city-cubes. Vok Nal has one, and the other one is in Duenn. Further east, but held by a different mage-king."

"We'd actually intended to get Vok Nal's cube before leaving, but he pulled a lot of his levelled monsters back and had them sweeping Meil," Iniri said wryly. "We don't have enough Classers to deal with that many high-tier dungeon spawn." She paused for a moment. "No offense meant to you, of course.

"Now, though, it's going to be awful difficult to sneak back in if they keep up the scrying for us."

"They were looking for Shayma, actually. I can [Ward] her, plus [Illusionary Presence], so she should be able to stay under the radar."

"...radar?"  Shayma didn’t recognize the term, of course.  I was actually surprised, I hadn’t run into that issue before.  The overlay or something had to be translating things, and [Tempered Wisdom] gave me knowledge about the world, but nothing stopped me from using anachronistic euphemisms.

"You’ll be able to stay incognito."

"Why were they after Shayma?"  Iniri looked faintly offended. "I thought they were after me."

"They were after the ‘Depletion Anomaly,’ so it has to be Shayma.  Meil’s dungeon core probably noticed she was Depletion-immune. I can see at least a partial Status, so I’m betting it can too."

"That would explain...some things."  Cheya observed, unperturbed as Shayma’s illusions moved from two to three copies of the fox spirit.  "It makes sending in a strike team difficult, though."

"We may not need to, now."  Iniri said. "Building an actual force within the city was impossible, but here?"  She gestured at the massive chamber. "We’re out of sight and well-protected, but still within reasonable striking distance of Meil.  The only issue is supply. Blue, would you grant us additional land for crops?"

I was torn. Setting up another area for crops was no issue, and helped me level up.  I needed the volume anyway, and it was entirely possible bringing in plants from the outside world would unlock things for me, so it was all to the good.  But I didn’t want to simply agree.  

Given what they thought of me, a gift would seem more suspicious than demanding a cost.  And I was afraid that if I did start giving people things, they’d start to expect it, which was not a position I wanted to be in less than three months into things.  Plus I didn’t know how it would interact with Bargains or what drove them. For all I knew, any actual attempt to gift people things would be poisonous. A small cost was the safest thing.

"Give me a few days and I can make another one of these areas for crops, but I will want the Status sigil."

"What?"  Iniri was startled.  "Why that?"

"Just tell them I don’t want to disclose my reasons, please, Shayma."  Mostly because I didn’t really have a good idea why.  It just occurred to me as a valuable thing that they didn’t really need, and maybe I could study it.  Unless I broke it down, they could still use it anyway.

"...very well.  But for two of these spaces.  Just one won’t be enough to sustain a significant population."

"I will accept that, on the condition that there is ongoing payment.  From time to time, you will provide me with unique items."  

It didn’t take long for Iniri to do the calculus herself.  "Very well, though any additional...unique items may have to wait until we’re more established. Where is the Status sigil anyway?" She was asking Cheya, but Shayma was the one who produced it from [Phantom Pocket].

I was entirely happy with the negotiation.  The fact that she was haggling meant that Iniri was neither terrified nor contemptuous of me, though given that she was a [Protector Queen] it was probably harder to intimidate her than most, and I didn’t want to end up either god or tyrant to any of these people.  It was best to be a peer. And the landlord, I supposed.

Plus, it’d given me the idea to get more things like the Status sigils.  I wasn’t sure I could extract anything useful from studying it, but eventually I’d find something that’d give me new ideas.  Or would just flat-out unlock something from the overlay. Not that it really had so far, but the only things I’d gotten were a few random pieces of armor and ancient artifacts.  Neither of which seemed likely to lead anywhere.

Now, I could just copy the current sandwich for the other two pieces of land I owed Iniri, but that was boring.  Plus, I didn’t quite have the resources to just do that without thinking. Yes, my stone and biomass income was vastly improved from before, but it still wasn’t quite enough to sustain Expansion on three large chambers at the same time, let alone six.  So I’d have to do it slowly. Since that was the case...

"Shayma, would you like to help me design the new spaces?"

"Sure!  But, isn’t it just going to be a room full of dirt?"

"Well, it’s not just the middle room...hang on."  I’d not really explored the whole thing with Shayma being part of the dungeon too much.  Mostly, I didn’t want to hurt her or upset her. Even if I could technically, say, cover her skin in Stonesteel, I didn’t imagine that would be pleasant.  For this I had in mind sharing what I could see through [Genius Loci]. Not everything, but the way the mana flowed through the three portions of the stack and how it wasn’t just the middle layer.  The magma and the ice, the way the mana curling through each extra bit of complexity improved the whole.

But I didn’t want to overwhelm her.  I had been overwhelmed, twice, trying to adjust to what was a matter of course now.  So I had to make sure she only got a small, small amount of the omniscient viewpoint [Genius Loci] afforded me.  So to start, only the little bubble around Shayma, iniri, and Cheya, the circle of grass, chairs, and people.

"Oh...whoah."  Shayma’s illusions snapped as she wobbled, eyes glazed.  Cheya was there instantly, flickering from Shayma’s shadow to ease her onto one of the chairs.  "You see like this all the time?"

"Yes, and I wanted to use it to show you what things look like from my perspective.  Just tell me if there’s too much."  It was impossible to exactly describe how I was feeding Shayma the perspective, other than it felt like a fragile thing that could break at any moment.

Shayma waved a hand, watching it from the strange outside perspective.  "Yeah, it’s...a lot."

"Are you all right, Shayma?" Iniri asked anxiously, leaning forward in her seat.

"I’m fine.  Blue is just showing me what he can see."

"Okay, so let’s zoom out a bit and you can see what is going on."  For this, I kept the senses vague.  She didn’t need to be able to see every blade of grass and scrap of mana.  Mostly, I wanted her to see the broad strokes of the mana dynamo, the three chambers and the flow between them.

"Oh, wow," she breathed.  "This is all mana? How come I can’t see any of it normally?"

"I have no idea.  But see, that flow increases my mana regen and resource generation, so I figure I want something like it for the farm areas.  Only, I don’t know if the way it’s put together is even a good way to do it, and I also don’t know what any of your crops are like.  So really, any ideas you have for what I ought to do for cropland are great."

"I...don’t know much about farming," Shayma admitted.  "I guess I know most of the foods we have, but not how to grow them properly?  I do know that the ice and fire places might be really useful. There are some herbs and fruits that only grow like that.  Mostly in mana springs of the proper affinity."

"So what are mana springs anyway?"

She smiled broadly.  "One of the things adventuring Classers go for all the time.  The mana gets all knotted and takes on a certain Affinity and then you get animals and plants and things coming from that area."

"Are there any around here?"  I was curious.  I hadn’t seen anything outside the mundane since I was here, and if they were all localized to these mana springs, that might explain it.

"No.  This area is practically mana-dead.  Except for you, I guess. That’s one reason I was surprised to find a dungeon here.  How could one form?"

"I also have no idea!  But I’m pretty sure I do duplicate what mana springs do, at least."

"Right, so, hmm.  Farmland."

It turned out they had a number of crops similar to ones I was familiar with, albeit with different names.  Their rice still used terraces, but the grains were green and hexagonal. Something like potatoes were red and grew in circular patterns around the parent plant.  So we had some little information to think about structuring the farmland.

Shayma suggested a sort of lobed structure, chopping it up into different areas for different crops with terraces for the rice and whatever else used them on the outer walls.  The magma was turned into a far deeper and narrower chamber, reducing the heat so there’d be room at the top for growing things where humans could actually survive, while the ice was flattened out.  More water, access to the cold area, and more wind. The end result of the plan was rather mushroom-like, which was at least vaguely appropriate for a farmland.

I really, really wished the overlay had a note function.  Just text would be fine, but sketching or, even better, some sort of rendering ability would be amazing.  I didn’t need the map anymore, not with [Genius Loci], but that fantastic skill just left me wanting more tools.  Unfortunately for me, I had yet to run into anything that gave me even a hint how to do so.  Though maybe that Status sigil would. It was the first time I’d seen overlay functions in the real world, so to speak.

Once it was clear Shayma could handle the input, Cheya and Iniri had headed off for a meeting with other members of her council, filling them in on the deal.  So when we wrapped up our planning, she was more or less alone. She glanced around nonetheless, lowering her voice. "Blue? I know our Bargain is finished, but...are you ever going to take me again?"

Her tone of voice made it very clear she hoped the answer was yes.  I’d not pushed because, given the circumstances, I wasn’t sure she even could say no, but now that she was asking I felt no little glee.  "When you get home tonight, we can find out everything my breeding station can do," I promised her with a laugh.  "In fact, I’m sure exploring everything will take days."



Day 85 - Shayma


Magic was amazing.

Ever since Blue had gifted her with mana and spellcasting, it was like an entirely new part of her brain had woken up. A part that could let her push anything she imagined into the world, so long as she fed it mana. Of course, it wasn’t as easy as all that.

Despite the relatively high Skill level guiding her, she wasn’t actually that practiced with said skill, and neither of her teachers were quite proficient enough to properly push her limits. Cheya’s illusions were from [Illusionary Shadows] rather than the broad-base Skill she had, and Joce’s [Archmage] skill was so broad he’d never really pushed Illusion very far. Between them, though, she was starting to get a handle on keeping illusions going, and preventing them from being dispelled by mere interaction.

There were actually two types of illusion, broadly speaking. One was an illusion imposed upon the world, the other imposed upon a person. She could create either a false reality, or a hallucination. Really she preferred the former over the latter, despite the fact that it was often more difficult. Reaching into people’s heads was beyond what she felt she could handle, this early on. She hadn’t even advanced her Class yet!

[Combat Shapeshifting] was almost as absurd, even though she had precious little shapeshifting to add to it yet. There was nobody who had any shapeshifter type skills with them, which was little surprise. Shapeshifting wasn’t common, and it was usually to a specific form when it did exist. The apparent free-form nature of it stymied her, though she had a feeling it was a little bit like [Illusion]. The only thing she’d managed so far were longer claws.

That said, [Combat Shapeshifting] still helped her with using [Illusion] and [Ghost Step] in combat, making the multi-tasking just that little bit easier. [Legerdemain] was a little bit of an edge case. Huron’s instruction with basic unarmed combat showed she really could land hits maybe a hand’s width further away than her reach. Which was, in his words, entirely unfair. But it did make properly learning punches, kicks, and blocks more difficult for both of them.

Actually, he admitted, she’d be an annoyance even at level one by combining illusions and combat. She didn’t yet have the power to truly hurt a higher-level Classer, and she didn’t have the mana pool to outlast one, but if there were a Great Dungeon nearby she could clear a few levels and become a proper Classer herself without issue. Blue didn’t have monsters, or even proper levels, so he couldn’t provide much help himself.

Well, aside from maybe exercising [Physical Superiority] but she wasn’t sure that counted.

Her basic methodology for the moment was to start by creating two illusions of herself, then using [Ghost Step] to force Huron to lose track of which was which. [Illusion] and [Illusory Presence] meant that she could make herself almost invisible, or more disorienting, like a poorly maintained [Illusion]. Then it was a matter of distracting or flanking with her copies as she darted in for an attack.

She rarely actually landed a proper blow with Huron, once he adjusted to her extra reach, but he was a level 42 [Brawler] with [Keg-Se Style: Mastery] skill. It was only to be expected. But so long as she had sufficient stamina for [Ghost Step], it was difficult for him to do much in return. Normally [Blink] style movement took mana and spellcasting, so the variant Blue had given her was potent.

Still, the record for this particular bout was her three touches to his five, which was depressing until she reminded herself of the vast level and experience difference. She’d been training less than a week.

His advice was, in a group, that she should distract and confuse. Though [Combat Shapeshifting] wasn’t up to damaging high level Classes or monsters, her magic was still disorienting. Even if it was something she could damage, the support potential was more potent and a far better use of her efforts.

By herself, she was an ambusher. With her species enhanced perception, [Illusory Presence], and [Ghost Step], she should be able to get the drop on most, and from that point on they shouldn’t ever know where the real her was. Her illusions could be seen to take wounds, bleed, and retreat if necessary. No need for her to do any of that.

Between training sessions, Blue consulted her on the cropland rooms. Not that either of them actually knew what they were doing, and once they got some farmers in things could change, but she was entirely flattered that he wanted her input. Especially since the complexity of most of what he was doing was far beyond her. Just the little bit of input he gave her was enough to level her [Awareness] skill twice so far, his omniscient view of everything an overwhelming version of the same.

It hadn’t taken more than a few days to get used to the wind-and-water wash of his attention. His words were clear enough when he addressed them on her, but when he wandered off track or shifted his focus they quickly faded into mere noise. She found she could even, to some extent, tell how much attention he was paying to her, and how much he was laboring over other, more arcane matters. It was actually quite nice, a soothing background to her days that helped her relax and center herself.

Soon enough she’d be ready to head out and try to bring back some allies. She was the only one who could move without signaling their location to Vok Nal, since Blue’s [Warding] and her [Illusionary Presence] rendered her entirely unidentifiable to any kind of divination, even from another dungeon. With the Class that Blue had granted her, she would be ready.



Day 85 - Blue


Day 85 - Blue

The new chambers proceeded slowly.

That wasn’t a complaint.  I was being reserved on purpose.  Partly because I didn’t want to strain my stone and biomass reserves again, and partly because Shayma and I kept tweaking details as the mana links came together.  From her end, she felt that it’d be better to keep the flows apart, to keep them from overwhelming either crops or people. From mine, I had to keep modifying the water cycle to actually provide enough moisture and breeze without collapsing the engine.  Mostly I put down tayantan trees to serve as anchors until there were real plants involved.

I also played with the Expansion field.  Instead of dialing it to ten immediately, I grew things slowly.  It didn’t have any impact on the stone cost, and in fact seemed like it took more mana overall, but considering the sizes involved, better to lean on my prodigious mana regeneration than risk bottoming out on my actual mana reserves.  If I ran out while the field was still generating, would it snap back to start? Would it explode? These were not questions I wanted to investigate.

But eventually they were done, the ten-times expansion in place, red chrystheniums lined the throat of the fluted magma chamber, white ones dotting the low ceiling of the ice chamber, and green in the farmland between.  Either I hit the size requirements exactly, or the volume didn’t get calculated until after the field stabilized, because the instant both chambers locked to their maximum expansion I got notifications on the overlay.

Size requirements for level increase met.

Dungeon Level increases by 1.

Skill base levels increase by 1.

Dungeon level has reached 5!  Initial Dungeon Stage complete.

Calculating Rewards…

Due to having a Name acknowledged by a Power, you are now aware when your Name is invoked by anyone.

Due to killing less than ten intelligent beings, the dungeon is awarded the [Merciful] title.  Driving off enemies without killing them now awards experience.

Due to generating no combat monsters, the dungeon is awarded the [Defender’s Superiority] title.  The dungeon gains experience from creating and using new defenses. The more complex the defense, the more experience gained.

Due to obtaining a Companion, the dungeon is awarded the [Loyal Protector] title.  For the Companion being of rank 5, the title is upgraded to [Sworn Protector]. The dungeon may teleport their Companions to the Core at any time.

I had no idea I’d be getting extra rewards.  Honestly the rewards for level-ups were enough.  Just that advancement brought me to level ten for [Fields], and [Blue Core Breeding Station], which gave me the ability to use different types of fields in the same room, and [Purifier Breeding Station], respectively.  The first was absurdly useful and maybe even suspiciously timely, while the last one was probably going to be fun.

So far as the actual level-five rewards went, they were all interesting.  The first one seemed...almost mystical, rather than strictly magical, and the next two would probably become useful in the not-too-distant future.  The last one, being able to summon Shayma from anywhere, was the one that interested me the most. That meant I could haul her out of danger!

I’d have to overhaul the Core room though.  Right now it was just a tiny, dark room, as far away from any sort of access as I could manage.  It really wasn’t fit for human habitation, let alone Shayma habitation. Fortunately, I had an idea for what to do with it ready and waiting to go, though it wasn’t a new idea.

With my resource and mana income it didn’t take much time to remake the small lake, bordered with grass and trees, with a cottage in the middle.  It still wasn’t a large cottage, though I expanded the main room just a little bit since my Core was in the middle of it, and this time I paid extra attention to making sure everything was high-quality.  I also spruced up the surroundings, putting deepwater flowers in the lake to give it a mysterious-looking inner illumination, as well as green and mossy chrystheniums to round out the flora. Then, feeling whimsical, I added some crystalline and latticework versions around the entrance, the petals shimmering.

The final touch was either a [Link]ed door or a [Teleport] pad.  I really wanted to test out the Teleporter, but I didn’t want to give casual access to the Core, or Shayma’s cottage, so with some reluctance I erected an empty archway in front of the cottage and another one in the town square, Linking them so I could use them as a selective transport.

I really wished I had some form of scripting or something.  I would love to be able to make a simple white- or black-list for teleportation, even if I didn’t have much need for it at the moment.  Though it occured to me right then I actually did have a need for teleportation, and teleportation pads, to let people go between the living space and the farm spaces.  Which meant I had an opportunity to play with the Teleport pads after all.

Without [Mana Manipulation] I would have had to build a tiny room for them, but with it I could just wrap the area where I wanted the field to prevent it from spreading out over the whole floor.  They came in linked pairs, but I didn’t need to draw any links between the two. I could get them to work without fully understanding the mechanics, thankfully, since the mana architecture was the most complicated thing I’d seen so far.  They were also incredibly expensive. Just a pair of linked sets from the living area to the farms ate a fifth of my mana income with their upkeep. That said, the farming chambers weren’t nearly as profitable as the main stack yet, given how empty they were, so they’d probably pay for themselves eventually.

I waited until Shayma was done with her [Illusion] sparring, where she and Cheya were involved in some nigh-incomprehensible duel between their respective images.  I sure didn’t know what they were doing, but I figured high-level people did.  Regardless, it seemed effortful enough that by the end of it Shayma was sweating and breathing hard.  "I have a surprise for you!  Go through the arch in the middle of town."

"Ooh?"  That was enough to perk her back up, and she bowed to Cheya before heading for the town center.  Once she entered the arch, I activated the link and she instantly appeared in the Core room.

"The cottage!"  Her eyes sparkled.  "I’m so glad it’s back.  Thank you!" She slowly walked across the wooden path that crossed the lake, looking down into the blue-glowing depths and stopping at the door to touch the crystalline flowers there.  Then she opened the door and stared. "Is that...you?"

"It’s the core, anyway.  I’m not sure what exactly counts as me?  I’m kind of the whole dungeon. But yes."

"Well, you’re gorgeous."

"...thank you." I hadn’t really expected that reaction.  Though to be fair, I hadn’t paid close attention to my core for a very long time.  No longer was it a plain gray crystal, two feet high or so. Instead it was taller than Shayma and a meter wide, faceted and blue.  Not just a solid blue, either. Different shades of the color drifted within, everything from pale near-white to a deep, almost indigo ribbon.  They moved slowly, flowing as mana poured into and through the core, a miniscule reflection of the enormous complexity of the dungeon, wrought in cerulean and sky.

Shayma stepped up to it and put her hands flat on the crystal surface.  Disappointingly, I couldn’t feel anything, but Shayma’s eyebrows went up.  "I can see my Status!" Her eyes unfocused, looking at, I assumed, her own version of the overlay.  "And I can...transcribe skills and abilities? By the gods...it just...[Mana Manipulation]?" She staggered backward, dazed.

"Yeah that transcription is what the Bargain used to remake your class.  I guess Companions can do it themselves if the Core doesn’t? But not everything translates...I’m guessing you didn’t get [Mana Logic]."

"No, I didn’t."

"Well, [Mana Manipulation] is probably pretty useful for a mage!  I’ll have to try and transcribe you skills more often, I think. When I get new ones, anyway."

"I...yes.  That would be amazing.  I wonder if you can have too many Skills?"

"I hope not.  The more the merrier!"



Day 90 - Shayma (Explicit)


They gathered at the edge of Blue’s land, where he’d put standing stones that looked weathered and ancient despite being no more than a week old. Within those bounds, [Warding] kept them undetected by magic and possibly even the naked eye. They weren’t sure what the limits of a dungeon Power’s Skill were. She exchanged hugs with Iniri and Cheya and Tulk, bowed to Huron and Joce, and clasped hands with everyone else.

Her target was Wildwood Retreat, which was a fairly coy name for one of the most dangerous spots in Iniri's kingdom. Though there was no Great Dungeon within the borders, the powerful Mana spring that Wildwood was named for was nearly as strong. Classers and would-be Classers alike went there for training and practice, or to hunt. Powerful beasts and strange materials could be found at the heart of Wildwood, where the Mana was so thick you could almost drink it. 

Hopefully some of the Classers who had fled the initial onslaught, or simply didn't hang around cities in general, could be found there. On her way she was to find and help any of Iniri's subjects she ran across. The mage-king's monsters, both Vok Nal's and Tor Kot's, had free reign over the countryside. Just letting people know Iniri was alive and fighting back would be a boon.

It seemed a tall order, especially for a level one, but nobody was expecting her to save the whole kingdom. Just run a message and talk with people on her way. Blue's [Warding] made her uniquely capable of moving without tripping any divinations, though Shayma personally thought they were overestimating how much the mage-kings cared. Without the city-cubes, so far as they knew, Iniri couldn't possibly threaten them. 

"Stay safe," Iniri commanded her before she activated [Ghost Step], the world fading into fog and muted colors. Though [Ghost Step] was draining when used for teleportation, the long-distance version made her feel like her body was light, the wind was at her back, and the land before her was an open road. Trees and underbrush barely tugged at her tail, and only truly formidable obstacles such as actual mountains were more than a minor inconvenience. 

"Thank you again for gifting me these Skills," she said, sotto voce. Not that anyone would be able to hear her during [Ghost Step] but the intended recipient. "This is wonderful."

"Well, I'm not sure how much credit I deserve," Blue said, sounding a little embarrassed. "It just kind of happened."

She found it endearing that he could still be a bit shy, given that he was an actual Power and, after the completion of her Bargain, she technically ranked several levels below slave to him. Let alone what they got up to in the evenings. But he insisted on treating her like an equal, which was nice if occasionally alarming.

"Really, though. Being locked out of any combat skills was...a little depressing."

"How did you end up with Seeker anyway? The ability seems amazing, the Class and the restrictions, not so much."

"I’m not sure I’m proud of it, but...after Taere and Invin fell, Iniri said that the only real hope we had was the Adamant Fortress."

"Which is inside those cubes, somehow."

"Yes. Most people thought that was just a legend. But I just thought Iniri knew things nobody else did, so I went back into Taere to find it despite the fact that Tor Kot’s forces were securing the city and everything was on fire. Thing is, I did find it. Or at least, one of the cubes, lost and forgotten in the library archives. That moment, when I knew exactly where it was, I formed the [Seeker] skill...and the Class followed. Normally you can reject forming a Class if you’re not ready, but [Seeker] forces it."

"Well, I don’t see why you wouldn’t be proud of going back into an active war zone in order to save your people. That’s pretty impressive."

"Well, and naive. Iniri didn’t even know the city-cubes existed!"

"Lots of people fight for things that don’t exist. That doesn’t make them any less brave."

"Okay, now you’re sounding like a Power."

"Powers speak in aphorisms? That must get awful tedious."

"I haven’t spoken to any others, though. I don’t even know of any others anywhere near here. I heard there’s a God-King somewhere in the southern isles, and a living storm in a hidden valley far to the east. I don’t know if either of those are true."

"I could believe them. I mean, I’m a sapient dungeon who turned you into a spirit. My metric for believability is basically anything goes, at this point."

"I think I like you better when you don’t sound like a Power, actually."

"That’s fine, I usually don’t have clever things to say. Hopefully when I do though, they’re extremely clever."

She laughed, the rarefied atmosphere of [Ghost Step] snatching the sound away. "You know, I don’t know that I’d be able to do this if I had to actually go by myself. Even if you’re just a voice in my head, it helps."

"Hey, I’m more than just a voice! I’m also an extra pair of eyes and ears."

"Too bad you’re not anything else." She grinned at the shadowy fog of a lake as she ran overtop it. "I’m going to miss our evenings while I’m out and about."

"Who said I’m not anything else?" Blue asked mischievously. There was a faint whisper over her skin, and suddenly a pair of tendrils groped her breasts.

"Ah! Hey!" She laughed, trying to swat at them and finding nothing there. "How are you - ah!"

Another set squeezed her rear. "Remember, you’re part of the dungeon so I can manifest things through you...including these." Yet another rubbed between her legs, stroking along the lips of her pussy, and she snapped out of [Ghost Step], unable to maintain the skill in the face of Blue’s teasing.

"That’s not fair!" She accused, stumbling to a halt in the middle of the woods. Already, she was far enough away that the terrain was completely unfamiliar, but there was at least a tree near enough by to support her as tendrils turned to tongues teasing her nipples.

"I know. Isn’t it fun?"

The only reply she was able to make was a small gasp as more tongues began to lap at her sex, carrying away the wetness of arousal there. From the outside, she just looked like a fox-girl leaning against a tree, but one of Blue’s breeders was already spreading her wide, smooth and strong as he slid inside her.

The sense-link kicked in, letting her feel his satisfaction at the tightness of her body around him, the warmth of her breasts against him. Her hands blindly gripped at a branch as he slowly stretched her, tiny sensations of touch running along her outer sex, sliding toward her clit. "Oh gods," she breathed. "Just don’t do this when I’m fighting…"

"Of course not," Blue chuckled, another tendril teasing her back entrance. "But now I’m tempted to see you try and spar while I’m playing with you."

"Don't you even - ah! - dare." She twitched as he tweaked her nipples, pinching and pulling as his breeder began to fuck her slowly, the textured length plunging into her with delicious friction, prickling within her as it slid out. Then it drove back in even deeper, making her arch, while tiny frills began to caress her clit.

"Aww, but it would be fun!" It didn’t take long for him to get her panting, the force of his thrusts rocking her slightly. His tendrils squeezed her breasts gently, caressing her nipples even as her sex squeezed around him, helplessly trying to pull him deeper inside her. Then one of them began to wriggle into her rear, slicked with something warm and tingling with mana, and she moaned softly as it stretched her even further.

Her pleasure rose in a wave of heat, and Blue’s breeder flexed, rubbing hard against the most sensitive spots inside her, pressing against the tendril stretching her backside. "Ah...ah!" The stroking of her clit pushed her into a sudden orgasm, clenching over Blue as he filled her, her body shuddering and squeezing as the breeder continued to impale her. The teasing didn’t let up, rubbing and pinching her nipples and sucking lightly at her clit while Blue’s release powered toward her like a wave, suddenly turning into hot, sticky seed spurting deep inside her as he came. The sensation wrung another, surprise orgasm from her, sending her to her knees, and then Blue’s appendages withdrew, leaving her a little sweaty.

"There, see? We don’t have to wait for you to get back." Blue’s voice was smug.

She laughed, sucking in air. "Lustful beast," she accused.

"What? It’s not my fault you’re distracting when you run. Besides, I’m pretty sure you provoked me."

"Provoked you, was it?" She snorted, easing herself onto a nearby log. "I need a break. And a drink, please."

"Your wish is my command." A glass appeared in her hand, with chilled water, from Blue’s inventory.

That link made it possible for her to travel light. Very light, since she didn’t bother bringing any equipment or supply. It was just herself, and anything that she needed could be pulled from the dungeon. It wasn’t entirely free, Blue had said, but given his power it was something he could sustain easily enough.

Since her trip counted on that link she should have realized it wasn't just a connection to Blue's inventory. Where she went, he did, in a very real way. It did make her curious about what else he could manage, though. "I don't want to sound greedy, but can you make me armor or something that way? The Flame Knight stuff is nice but I feel I should be wearing something more... you. Blue and black, rather than red."

"At the moment, I can do...this?" Her hands suddenly were covered in a sheen of stone, clicking as she tried and failed to flex them. The stone vanished a moment later. "But it's a good point. I'll have to think on it and maybe experiment a bit. It probably needs its own Skill…"

"If nothing else, I should see about getting something made." She hadn't given much thought to soldiers wearing regalia for House or Guild before. Her parents were independent adventurers, but too small for their own organization, and by the time she entered Iniri's service, proper uniforms were very far down on their list of concerns. 

"That would be nice," Blue mused. "But it's probably better you don't ask me to design it. I actually know less than nothing about armor, leather or otherwise. Let alone armor with enchantments. How even do you make magic armor?"

"Usually you start with material from a Great Dungeon or mana spring," she replied seriously. Sometimes the gaps in Blue's knowledge were very strange. "So it's already saturated with mana. Crafters usually use an advanced, specialized version of Mana Manipulation to transform the Affinities into something closer to what they want and then the crafting Skill does the rest."

"That makes a lot of sense. I wonder if I could figure out crafting. I definitely have the spare mana, but I have no idea about the rest of it. Actually I don't really even have anything that isn't dungeon-stuff. Or rock."

"You have trees and flowers," she pointed out. "That's not armor, but it's a start."

"Oh, true."

"Now, time to go clean up. Then I have to get back to running," she said, watching as Blue vanished the glass back into his inventory. "No distractions this time."

"Spoilsport."



Day 91 - Blue


Shayma ran southeast, paralleling the spine of the mountains.  She had a compass in her [Phantom Pocket] but didn't need it yet, not with such a ready landmark. Once she got away from the mana-deprived region I was in, we started seeing signs of habitation. Unfortunately, not promising ones. A few farms she ran across were abandoned.  Not yet overgrown, but thoroughly looted. The crops weren't exactly rotting in the fields but there seemed to be several weeks of neglect at the least. 

"Everyone who lived here has probably been fed to the dungeon," Shayma said grimly when I remarked on it. "When I was still in the city they’d mostly left the people there alone and got all the slaves from the countryside.  I've heard that closer to the coast it's completely overrun by the dungeon monsters and everything that grows is inedible to normal humans."

"That's pretty awful. I didn't realize the mage-kings had monster minions, but of course they do."

"I don't know they have any human servants at all.  Why would they bother?"

"What about the Flame Knights?"

"Mercenaries," she replied with disgust.  "There’s one particular group that’s been a trouble magnet for ages, and with this...I'm sure they'll get what's coming to them."

I wasn't sure why he'd need mercenaries, though if the capture party was representative of the monsters he could make, I could see it. Only the shadow guy had seemed to be even marginally intelligent. But intelligent or not, the burned remnants of a village over the next hill served as a grim reminder that they were powerful and ruthless.

She ran on, in shorter segments now, stopping whenever she spotted a trace of civilization.  Mostly there were just abandoned buildings, and occasionally the traces of boots or feet tramping through dirt and gravel roads.  The abandonment was eerie, but eventually she found fresh tracks. "All my Skills and I don’t have [Tracking]," she said wryly. "Pretty sure these are monsters, though."  

It was clear enough that a large group had gone through, trampling down the dirt road, and some of the prints were too large and too deep for a human. The rest were too muddled for me, but I trusted Shayma knew what she was talking about.  "I guess you might as well follow them and see what’s up.  I don’t imagine they’re up to any good."

"No."  Her mouth formed a grim line as she started to [Ghost Step] alongside the road, staying where even her faint form would be lost among the trees and brush.  Paradoxically, it took more stamina to constantly stutter it like that than it did to just run, so by the time she caught up with the group she was depleted to maybe a quarter of her total.  But catch them she did, a group of monsters assembling within sight of a palisaded town.

They were goblins.

That seemed pretty unimaginative to me, considering how fantastic the rest of the fantasy pieces I’d seen were, though to be fair, one of them was a dragon.  These weren’t exactly warty green things, either, but rather half-sized, dun-colored, deformed humanoids. Their arms were too long and their legs were too short, their heads too big and their faces lumpen.  But they could be called goblins, and the overlay agreed when Shayma got within range of them.

There were also two big guys, who might be called ogres but had entirely too many mole features and were built like gorillas, alternating between quadrupedal and bipedal movement.  When one of those beauties came within range of [Genius Loci], it was identified as a moil, which sent me back to the first time I’d met Shayma. I couldn’t physically shudder, but I felt the urge anyway from the combination of anger and disquiet, considering what I knew those things meant.

So, twenty goblins and two moils, all of which were at least mundanely armed and armored and with an average level of four, versus whoever was inside that town.  Neither of us could see how well they were defended from her perch, though. "So what do you judge the chances of those people?"

"Not good," she whispered back, crouched far away from the encamped monsters.  "Even with those defenses, if they don’t have Classers or adventurers, there’s not much they can do.  But...how do I deal with this many enemies?"

"They’re all above level one, too.  A lot are three or four. So let’s think."  I noticed she didn’t even consider not helping, which I approved of.  Since she wasn’t me, I was pretty sure she could without worrying about any Bargain shenanigans, and of course I could help her however I wanted because she was mine. 

"If I could have gained a few levels first," Shayma muttered, frowning.  "Maybe I can lead them off? But they wouldn’t send everyone…"

"I think I have an idea, assuming those things are capable of fear?"

"They’re pretty cowardly," Shayma confirmed.  "Well, I don’t know about the big things, but they look pretty dumb so maybe?"

"Okay, then I’m pretty sure your illusions will do the trick."  I was pretty certain nobody in this world knew any of the sources I was drawing inspiration from, though maybe they had experience with something similar in reality.  Which might help or hinder the strategy.

Shayma crept up to the edge of the scraggly woods, putting a better eye on the group.  They’d erected a simple camp out of range of anything the village could throw at them, which made me think they had patrols out.  Otherwise, they’d probably just rush the palisade. I wasn’t going to complain though, the longer they stayed in place, the better.

The first illusion took the form of a goblin that was an exact copy of one of the lookouts, which emerged from the woods and walked directly up to its original.  While everyone was staring, it calmly unsheathed its short sword and swept it across the throat of the goblin lookout, sending it gurgling to the ground.

What actually killed him was Shayma using [Ghost Step] and [Illusory Presence] to overlap her own illusion for a moment before retreating using the same skill.  There was a beat, then uproar. Shayma had the illusion roar back - by having it split down the middle from head to gut, revealing a vast and toothy maw that screeched with a wet and hideous gurgling.  Then the illusory aberration fled back into the forest and vanished as Shayma dropped the spell.

Not that anyone was eager to follow.

Shayma remained crouched and nigh-invisible under [Illusory Presence], which barely cost any mana to maintain, though her little show had eaten maybe a quarter of her total.  Which was fine, the whole operation depended on light touches anyway. The lead goblin eventually calmed down the rank-and-file with shouting and expletives, then packed off five of the remaining goblins with a moil to find the nonexistent monster.  Since it had run off away from where Shayma was hiding, we weren’t worried.

As soon as the patrol reached the edge of the woods, another gurgling roar sounded from a different direction.  Then a second one, from yet another direction. The goblins hesitated, but with another roar from their leader they pressed onward, stomping around entirely innocent brush.

Shayma was grinning widely.  Not that I blamed her, it was pretty fun to lead these things around by the nose.

The next move was when the patrol came back empty-handed.  They didn’t go far, so it didn’t take long, and all Shayma did was cover one of the patrol goblins with a glamour to make him look exactly like the leader that had sent him off.  At that range, and on a living target, it actually wasn’t perfect, but that just made it better.

The leader snapped out an order and a few goblins jumped forward to stick the unlucky mark with their short swords, felling him before he could react.  One more illusion then, to make one of the attacking goblins look like he was forming a maw like the vanished abomination from earlier, and the moil simply pulped him with the oversized club it had.

There was shouting and screaming as the goblins and moils started to turn on each other.  "Would our master Vok Nal wish us to turn on each other?" The leader bellowed, which quieted the screaming for a moment - until Shayma spent the last of her mana on one particularly panicked fellow, making him see for a moment that everyone looked like the leader.

That one stabbed the goblin next to him and ran, screaming.  That started a general melee, and Shayma generated a few monstrous roars from the surroundings before creeping away to start regaining mana.

"That was...easier than I expected?  Also, that was amazing and terrifying."

"They’re not gone yet.  You’ll have to catch their patrols returning and do something about the moils.  If nothing else maybe pit-trap them."

"I think I can take them, if I catch them one at a time."

"Really?  They’re pretty big."  I wouldn’t have gone at them head-on, if I were in Shayma’s place.  But then, I actually didn’t know her Skills as well as she did, even if I had certain ideas about how to use them.

"Their arms don’t bend enough to reach the back of their neck.  I’d just have to get on top of them and I’d have plenty of time for a good swing."

"Huh.  I didn’t notice that."

"My parents are adventurers.  Not famous or anything, but I learned that sort of stuff from them."

"Are?  Present tense?  Where are they now?" 

"They were off in Nivir’s Great Dungeon when the invasion happened."  She sighed. "I’m more worried they’re worried about me than I am that they’re in trouble.  They could be anywhere though. Hopefully they’re still in Nivir."

I really wished my grasp of local geography was better.  But I was pretty sure Nivir was the kingdom sort-of on the other side of the mountain range.  There was a break in it further south, a pass a hundred miles wide like someone had flattened the mountains with an enormous fist.  Considering Ansae’s stats, I wouldn’t rule out the possibility that it had been someone on her level.  Nivir was probably as yet unmolested by the mage-kings, but without direct communication it was difficult to be sure.

"Yeah, definitely.  Seems to be a mess over here and it’s going to take a while to clean up."

"If it is even possible to 'clean up’ at this point." Shayma said, glum.

"Believe me, countries have recovered from a lot worse.  Soon as you push these guys out, you'll probably find it's not as bad as it looks, anyway." I didn't know if the platitudes were helpful, but they weren't empty. The countryside hadn't been burned and salted or anything, so the long term prospects were probably okay. Not that it'd be easy. 

"I suppose, but it just seems like...so big a thing."

"True, but a lot of people are going to be helping."

Shayma didn't reply for a moment, ears twitching. "Patrol," she hissed, and started forward with slow and careful movement. She'd probably end up getting [Stealth] or something pretty soon.

Despite the fact that I had access to her senses, and within [Genius Loci] I could see every sparrow that fell, she was better at spotting these things than I was. Probably because I had no idea what to listen for. Experience counted, and not the kind that showed up on the overlay. 

They were headed back toward the base camp Shayma had disrupted, and appeared somewhat disturbed by the sounds of screaming and moaning from the survivors of whatever had happened after Shayma had left.  The leader of the patrol made a few hand signs and they drew their weapons, moving forward quickly.

She didn’t need my suggestions this time.  When the patrol broke out of cover, weapons drawn as they surveyed the dead and injured, she focused on one of the moils.  Her mana reserves dropped worryingly quickly, but she was rewarded as, with just a few dregs of it left, the moil roared and ran at the incoming patrol, swinging its weapon.  They scattered, the goblin leader shouted, and the second moil went after the first, the two creatures trading blows with their clubs. None of the remaining goblins joined in, several of them simply running back down the road, away from the encampment as the monsters bellowed and smashed each other with tooth-jarring cracks.

[Genius Loci] counted a solid twelve goblin corpses, which left five after discounting the ones who had fled. The leader goblin remained, as did a group that I mentally labeled as his posse, who were watching the fighting moils without getting too close.  Shayma began to creep around behind them, I figured to try and ambush them, but before she could either get into position or figure out where she wanted to [Ghost Step], one of the moils broke the leg of the other with a sickening crack, sending it toppling to the ground.

Apparently it was not the one the goblins were hoping would win, since they immediately scattered off into the brush.  The losing moil keened a hideous squeal-cry, bleeding thick black-red blood into the dirt, and promptly had its head pulped by the winner.  As it started to lumber off in the direction of the vanished goblins, Shayma scooped a sword up from the ground and ran at its back.

I knew she had [Physical Superiority] but it was still a hell of a leap, and she buried the shortsword right in the back of its neck with a wet squelch.  The moil simply crumpled, and I watched on its Status as its health simply drained away. "Okay, wow, that was impressive."

She ducked back into the brush with [Ghost Step] before replying, creeping along with [Illusionary Presence] until her mana ran low again.  Her stamina was pretty low too, but I thought that was pretty good for effectively having defeated an entire raiding party. Even if she only killed two herself.  "It was actually pretty dumb," she admitted, fingers shaking only slightly. She was a lot calmer than I might have expected in the situation, but then, she was the daughter of adventurers and had been through a war.  "I should have waited to ambush it. But I just don’t have Skills to do much direct damage yet."

"Do you need it?  I think that turned out pretty well."  A few moments later, after it was clear none of the raiding party knew where she was, the overlay reported something new.

Shayma Ell has gained combat experience.

Shayma Ell has gained [Trickster] experience.  Calculating…

  Advancement to level 2 available.

  Advancement to level 3 available

  Advancement to level 4 available.

  Advancement to level 5 available.

  Shayma Ell has begun forming Ability [Stealth].

"...hey, Shayma, when people level up, how does it happen?  Do you see your Status or what?"

"No...usually it takes some time to really sink in, a meal and some sleep at the very least.  Except for breakthrough levels, where your Class has the chance to evolve."

"Huh.  I just got a bunch of notifications for you.  It looks like you can’t level up until you come back here.  You need access to the Core...I assume it’s because you’re a dungeon spirit."  The bit about evolving Classes also answered some questions.  Some of the more absurd Classes I’d seen were probably second or third tier evolutions, rather than something a person became when they were a teenager.

"I guess I’m going to be level one this whole trip."  She sighed.

"Given what you just did at level one, I don’t think that’ll be an issue."

"I suppose not."  Shayma took a breath, let it out, and then stood.  "Still would have been nice. You know that first find got me to level three as a [Seeker] and then I didn’t level again for ages.  I never did get to level ten, even."

"I’m pretty sure that won’t be a problem now.  That group got you to level 5. It counted combat and Class experience separately."

"Five!?"  I couldn’t tell if she was more surprised or pleased. "That’s...well, that will be nice when I can get that advancement."

"I’ll see what I can do to put together a celebration.  Though it’ll be awful difficult since I can’t actually speak to Iniri."

"I’m sure you’ll think of something.  But speaking of Iniri, I need to let that town know she’s alive, and point them your way.  No use having farms without farmers. Or seeds."

Shayma was a lot more driven than I was.  She was already focused on the next thing while I was mostly lazing about, watching her be awesome.  Admittedly, my standards of lazing were different than they used to be, since I was excavating into the mountains, tweaking my mana engines, expanding the [Warding]-protected area Iniri’s party could hunt in (and watching them do so), and shifting the standing stones to match.  All while watching her journey and her fighting.

Actually I still felt pretty vulnerable, given how much of me was just under the surface.  With Expansion I didn’t need as much room as one might think, but I still did need a lot in absolute terms, and I wanted that lot to be well protected.  I wanted to put the primary rooms, and my core, deep inside the mountain and just have feelers outward. Eventually, I could put a tunnel straight through the mountain range and, who knows?  Maybe even charge a fee for the shortcut. At the very least I’d have access to both sides.

But none of this was particularly strenuous work.  I could be doing more detail-oriented things, like trying to expand my repertoire of [Dungeon Ecology] flora or inventing new trap designs, but that could come later.  Besides, I already had a new defensive measure I was ready to test. I’d even gotten experience from [Defender’s Superiority] for it. All I lacked were actual enemies, and I could hardly complain about that. 

The people manning the palisade watched Shayma as she approached along the road. I doubted they could see what had happened with the monster's force from that distance, save that they'd fought and scattered, so they probably couldn't tell that she was responsible. Which was fine. What sort of Trickster is obvious about these things?

"Identity yourself!" One of the men guarding the palisade shouted, unnecessarily so, once she had reached the defensive structure. 

"I am a messenger from Queen Iniri," Shayma said, producing a royal seal from her [Phantom Pocket].  This much was rehearsed, though she was quite capable of being proper and formal on her own. "I wish to speak to your elders."

According to the overlay, this fellow was a level seven [Farmer], and the others within range had similar civilian Classes. [Rancher], [Carpenter], and [Farmer] were the three Classes ten men had between them, and a young woman behind the barricade came close enough that she registered as a level twelve [Herbalist]. There wasn't a single combat Skill between them, and the only weapons they had were actual farm implements. I'd thought with the palisade maybe they would have had a chance against the monsters, but maybe not.

There was a cloaked figure with a bow on the roof of one of the buildings though, so there was at least one person who could defend properly. At the moment they were focused on Shayma, and I kept a wary eye out in case they decided she was a threat.

The man clearly decided this was above his pay grade and hurried back into town.  A few minutes later the cloaked figure moved, dropping down to the ground and vanishing inside the building, only to return outside a moment later and head toward the palisade. 

"Glenn Weald, Level six Ranger," I muttered in her ear. "Looks like he's sort of in charge."

She flicked an ear in acknowledgement, peering up at the man as he appeared on the palisade.

"You say you're from Queen Iniri," he said cautiously. "But Meil is still held by Vok Nal when last we heard."

"It still is," Shayma said promptly. "She has found a more defensive position. She asks for her subjects to join her, to prepare to retake Meil and her kingdom both. She regrets the ravages you have endured in this struggle, but this new holding is secure and free from monsters."

I didn't much like being called a holding, but it was probably better to not try and convince people of my nature immediately. Iniri and I would have words if she didn't explain it later, though. Shayma, poor thing, was caught between us, but for the moment I didn't push. Iniri did have a point. 

Glenn grunted.  "Just because you have that seal doesn’t meant Iniri sent you," he pointed out.  "Especially if Vok Nal got his hands on her."

I would have argued.  Shayma just looked up at him and smiled without replying.

"...but he could have just crushed us with that force we saw on the hill.  And there’s no way we can know this new place actually is any better."

Shayma’s smile grew wider.

"But it’s not like we can actually hold here if he decides to send anyone to take the village."  He frowned at her. "All right, come on in."

She crossed the palisade with [Ghost Step], making most of those defending it flinch back, but Glenn only frowned more.  "Classer?"

"I’m Queen Iniri’s messenger."

"...all right, come this way."  He hopped down and headed into the village.

"That was amazing.  Where’d you learn to do that?"

"From Iniri," Shayma whispered back.  "She just looks at people and doesn’t say anything and it works.  It’s harder than it looks!"

"Well, it definitely works."  After that, she was too deep in the village to talk back to me.  There were too many people who might hear.

The elders weren’t actually very old.  In fact, one was the young woman from before, the [Herbalist], and the only one who seemed particularly aged was a thirtieth-level [Soldier] who was far too wizened to hold a sword and shield.  Though he was probably the one who suggested the defenses. The others were a [Farmer] and a [Merchant], and Glenn made five.

"She claims to be from Queen Iniri, and that there is a shelter that we can go to in order to be safe from Vok Nal’s monsters," Glenn reported.  "It sounds too good to be true, but I suspect she’s the one who drove off the goblins, so there’s probably some kernel of truth."

"By herself?" The soldier peered at Shayma appraisingly.

"Classer," Glenn said with a shrug.

"We would like to go somewhere safer, at least for now, but we have children and the elderly, and not many combat levels between us."  The [Herbalist] said. "Are you offering to escort us?"

"Actually...I can teleport them, through you.  But you wouldn’t be able to move much since the construct would be connected to you."  I should have thought of that earlier, but it wasn’t until Shayma asked me to make her armor that I’d really started considering what it meant that I could act through her.

Shayma’s ear flicked again.  "I can take care of your transportation," she told them.  "But you should gather all the supplies, especially seeds and livestock, that you can lay hands on.  There are fields that need tending."

"It’s going to be awful slow going with that long a baggage train," the [Merchant] objected.

"Not a problem," Shayma said confidently.  "I’ll be teleporting everyone."

"There’s over two hundred of us here!"

"Good.  We have a lot of space to fill."

"Classers," Glenn muttered.

Personally, I thought Shayma was doing great.  I’d always had the urge to explain or even over-explain, which I knew worked against me for situations like these, but I couldn’t help myself.  Shayma clearly could, and was more convincing thereby.

"May I see the seal?"  The [Soldier] asked, and Shayma held it up.  Producing it from [Phantom Pocket] made it look like she was pulling it from thin air, which was a neat trick.  He stared at it a moment, then grunted. "Looks real."

"I think we dun have a choice," said the [Farmer], who hadn’t spoken yet.  It sounded like he was chewing his words, each one coming out slowly and reluctantly.  "We dun have Classers, sorry James," he shot at look at the [Soldier], who waved it away.  "And we dun have a way to do our jobs. ‘n our crops are all ruined. Might as well."

"...very well."  The [Herbalist] looked over to Shayma.  "It’ll take some time to organize everything.  We can offer only a little bit of food and drink…"

"I have my own supplies," Shayma said, taking the hint.  "When you are ready, simply tell me." Glenn got up to escort her back out, letting her take a post at the palisade, and as soon as she had her face to herself Shayma let out a long breath.  "Oof. That was harder than the combat! I’m not sure I’m cut out for this stuff." She kept her voice low.

"No way, that was great.  I can’t wait until you’re representing me instead!  So aloof!"  Shayma made a face, and I relented a little.  Though I still thought what she was doing was perfect.  "I mean, just when you’re being official.  If I’m a Power I’m all mysterious and mighty anyway, right?"

"Not if you talk like that," she said, a smile creeping back onto her face.

"It’s probably a good thing I can’t talk to anyone else.  People wouldn’t take me seriously."

"And they take me seriously?"

"Take it from me, you’re quite convincing.  And since you actually can do what you say, you’ve got nothing to worry about."

"I suppose."  She glanced back at the village, where the news was starting to percolate through.  What had been people essentially barricaded indoors became a subdued swarm of activity.  Carts and crates and bags appeared as if by magic as people started packing to leave. Or perhaps it was magic; surely [Farmer] or [Rancher] Classes would have some sort of Skill that helped them move their goods.  There were definitely people carrying more than would be humanly possible, here and there. "...I’m glad I got here before the monsters did. Anything else...there wouldn’t be much left to rescue."

"I think the saying is ‘war is hell.’  I guess this is more of an occupation but...yeah.  The sooner we can take back Meil the better."

Since I’d finally have some people for the fields I’d made, I went through and double-checked them while the villagers were packing up.  Comparing it to the village, there were some obvious things I’d missed. For example, a well. I hadn’t put much infrastructure in place, since I didn’t even know if they’d want to live in the field area or the town, but for there to be absolutely nothing might be disheartening.  So, wells, stables, silos. Easy enough, now that I had practice making buildings.

It seemed that the force Shayma had taken care of was the only one in the area, since neither she nor I could spot anything lurking about.  The entire village was surrounded by a cleared area, followed by scrubby brush and small trees before turning into actual forest, so there wasn’t any way to sneak up on us.

Actually that was dumb.  This world has invisibility and illusion, of course there were ways.  Which was probably why that group of goblins had a patrol out, since they couldn’t know absolutely there wasn’t a Classer or something in the village.  Heck, even without combat skills a competent ambush could do serious damage. And had done, in fact.

"So how exactly are you going to do this teleportation thing?"  Shayma asked, flexing the hand that I’d covered in stone before.

"Probably just have you sit somewhere and put your hands on the ground.  I don’t imagine growing stone out of your palms would would be comfortable, so I’ll just use boring tendrils to take over some ground and grow it from there."

"That doesn’t sound much more comfortable!"

"At least you’ll be sitting down!  Besides, it shouldn’t feel too different from manifesting things from my inventory.  That’s not like your [Phantom Pocket], it actually uses dungeon-stuff to transport things."

"I hadn’t even noticed."  She flicked her tail, looking out over where a swarm of children were being bustled into the central square by, presumably, grandparents.  "You know, I’ve seen dungeons in action, in the cities the mage-kings took, and you’re a lot better at manipulating your...stuff."

"Thank you!  I’ve worked hard to become so."  Given that I had [Customization], I should be better.  It bothered me that the Skill wasn’t ranked, though, so I was stuck with what I had until I could merge it with another Skill.  Which Skill in particular it could be merged with hadn’t occurred to me yet, but maybe the next time I got some Skills I could figure it out.

Glenn came by to pull the sentries from their posts, and nodded to Shayma.  "We’re ready. What should we expect on the other side?"

"I’ll put them in the middle of town, in front of Iniri’s manor."

"You’ll come out in a lakeside town.  Queen Iniri’s dwelling is the three-story manor with her flag, but I cannot guarantee she will be there to greet you."  She hopped down and followed Glenn to the center of the village before settling down cross-legged and putting her palms on the packed earth of the road.  "All right, Blue."

I pushed Boring Tendrils out through her hands and made the surrounding area mine.  First came a stone circle to act as a foundation, then a series of pillars to anchor the mana wrap I needed to do in order to confine the teleportation effect.  To the villagers, it appeared as if it had simply risen out of the ground, though the stone came from my stocks. Back in the living space, I flickered the ceiling to get people’s attention, and then ran lights around the receiving area.  Without Shayma, that was about as much as I could do to keep them informed.

"Merciful gods!" Someone said.  Children pointed. Glenn growled about Classers under his breath.  For the heck of it I decorated the pillar and the pedestal, abstract spirals and designs, so it looked more like a proper magical artifact than just a partial gazebo.  Unfortunately I couldn’t make it actually glow, though that might have been a touch overboard.

"This tickles!" Shayma hissed under her breath.  "Hurry up!"

I had to laugh.  Of all the reactions, I wasn’t expecting that one.  It was made even worse by the mein Shayma had adopted, where she couldn’t even fidget.  "All right, tell them to get going."  Inside the living area, some of the mid-range Classers had joined Joce at the edge of the light ring I’d made, wary but not panicked.

To make the teleportation field large enough to transport the carts and wagons and beasts of burden, as well as establish it so quickly, sucked up something over five thousand mana.  And that didn’t count the upkeep. Unless I was being horribly inefficient, this wasn’t something even a Classer could do on the spur of the moment.

"Proceed," Shayma instructed them, and Glenn was the first to step into the circle.  He vanished with a faint shimmer of blue, appearing on the other end at precisely the same moment.

"Identify yourself," barked Taln, a thirtieth-level [Captain].

"Glenn Weald, [Ranger] for Anton Village."  He glanced around spotting Iniri’s flag hanging from her manor.  Two kirin rampant, a tower between them. "The village itself is coming behind me."

"Ah, so Shayma found you?"  Taln relaxed, though I wasn’t sure why he expected me to dump an enemy into town.  Better safe than sorry, I supposed.

"The fox-girl?  Aye. Hell of a Classer you sent us."

"..ah, yes indeed."

The rest of the village started appearing as they stepped into the field on the dais, flicking from village to town and looking about with wonder as they appeared under the pseudo-sky.  A child, predictably, escaped from her mother to run down to the lakeshore, and I was glad it wasn’t my job to try and wrangle an extra two hundred people. I was glad I didn’t have to wrangle even two.

In all, it took no more than twenty or so minutes for the entire caravan to pile through, by the end of which Iniri herself made an appearance.  It was actually pretty strange to watch all the villagers kneel, and even stranger to watch Iniri receive her due and give them a little speech. For some reason goblins and teleports were easier to swallow than actual monarchy.

James the retired [Soldier] was the last one through, and with that I dispelled the teleport field, pulling everything back through Shayma’s link.  The stone teleportation circle melted away, finally freeing her to stand up again.

"Why does it have to tickle?"  She grumbled, smoothing out the fur of her tail.  "That’s just cruel."

"Was it really that bad?"

"Not after you finished building.  But being stuck like that was just strange.  It was like my hands were just too heavy to lift."

"To be fair, it was a half-ton of stone or so.  That’s kind of heavy."

"It is!"  She stretched, shaking her hands as she looked around the abandoned village. "This place seems all forlorn, now.  How are they doing?"

"They’re getting a speech from Iniri. They’re fine.  I’ll just have to keep an eye on them for a while to figure out what changes I need to make to the farms."

"Oh, right.  Well, hopefully we got them close?"  She eyed the purpling sky. "You know, I think I’m going to go ahead and stay here for tonight.  Tents are fine, but nothing beats an actual roof."

"I would agree, but only when I’m the roof in question."

Shayma grinned suddenly, a flash of teeth.  "Don’t tell me you’re going to be jealous of a building."

"Hush, you."



Day 91 - Taelah


The dungeon was monstrous.

She didn’t even realize it was a dungeon at first, since on first sight she just thought the walls were cliffs. The sky was quite convincing too, with the occasional cloud scudding past the mountain peak rising to the west. It was the sun that gave it away, since it shed no warmth even at the peak of the day.

Once she noticed it, the signs were everywhere. The temperature, just this side of cool, didn’t match the season. The faint wind, coming from all directions with no apparent source, had no relation to the visible weather. She’d never been in a dungeon before, as [Herbalist] was not a combat Class. Not that some adventurers couldn’t use a good [Herbalist] to find which plants they should scrounge from inside dungeons, but actually delving wasn’t appealing.

Of her whole family, only cousin Venn had aspired to be a Classer, officially getting his second-tier combat Class shortly before going missing near Wildwood. Which was exactly why the Marn clan was entirely content with the soil of low-mana areas where they didn’t have to worry about shadows with teeth or whatever other horrors lurked where the mana grew thick enough to taste. Actually being inside a dungeon was a worrying prospect.

Except that none of Iniri’s people seemed to be worried at all. The town had no defenses, and to be fair, there was no hint of monsters anywhere that she could see. There was just a large expanse of grass, a few trees, and nothing else. It seemed more unnatural the longer she looked at it, so she left the milling and confused crowd of her fellow villagers to investigate. [Herbalist] gave her enough skill to appraise both of the only two plants she could see.

Tayan Grass - This grass is ordinary dungeon grass has been altered to grow from the mana of this particular dungeon. Other than its blue-green color, it has no unusual properties.

Tayantan Tree - This tree is unique to the dungeon in which it grows, with a hard wood that is well-suited to channeling mana. It bears a fruit that restores small amounts of health, stamina, and mana.

Despite the appraisal, she thought the color of the grass was unusual enough a property to remark on. If it ever grew taller it could be woven into a number of interesting things, something especially important given the lack of decent cordage otherwise. The trees though. The trees alone could establish an orchard that could support a family for generations. At least, a family in a low-mana area.

Going to farm resources in high-mana areas was more lucrative, yes, but restricted to those with at least a dabbling in a combat Class, given the danger of even normal vermin there. While everyone wanted icefruit, what everyone actually ate was apples and potatoes. There were no monsters or mana-beasts here though, or so she was assured, and in that tree danced visions of a long dynasty and comfortable evening years.

"Miss Marn?" One of the queen’s lieutenants accosted her, politely, where she was contemplating the tree. "We were told the other elders wanted you. They want your opinion on the farming area."


"You’re not putting fields around the town?" Taelah lifted her eyebrows. She’d seen only a footpath leading out into grass, nothing that was appropriate for all the wagons they’d brought. They could manage a longer trek, but it’d be a slog. And it’d be a slog every trip until they trampled down some roads or one of Iniri’s Classers made some for them.

If they had to make that slog they would, because they were Anton’s Village and they wouldn’t just vanish into a larger town. Admittedly, a larger town that seemed mostly deserted. Despite the fact that it could probably house five hundred there only seemed to be Iniri’s men and women, settled into the manor and the few buildings around it.

"No, Blue has a farming area set up for you."

"That’s thoughtful of Lord Blue, but with all respect it would be far easier to provide for the town if we use the fields outside it."

"Lord…? Shayma didn’t tell you anything, did she?"

"She told us we’d be going to a secure holding," Taelah said, suddenly wary. That was all that had been important at the time, and yet, it seemed the girl had omitted some details. She’d known the offer was too good.

"Well, yes, it is that." The armored man looked down at her. "This dungeon is...aware. It’s a Power by the name of Blue."

She blinked at him. "I...what?" Gears spun in her head, refused to catch, and then she decided they didn’t matter. "Look, it doesn’t matter whether or not we have a god watching over us, logistics are still more difficult without roads."

He laughed. "I’m sure that will amuse him. No, there are roads, but not here. There’s a permanent teleport to the farms."

"...what." This time she couldn’t ignore it. The teleport to get to the town was bad enough. Not that the experience had been negative, in fact it had been utterly unremarkable in every respect but the change in location, but nobody had permanent teleports set up. Especially not for farms! She wasn’t that familiar with high-level magery but even she would say pouring an ocean of gold into a shortcut for farmers was too much.

"You’ll get used to it. This way." She followed him, half-suspiciously, along the clean cobbled roads to a broad square with a circle inscribed in it. The rest of Anton’s Village was there, guiding their wagons into place as they were directed into the circle, where they vanished. Glenn waved at her, and she strode forward to meet him.

"There’s another one of these through there," he said, waving around. "Not exactly the same, but close. It has barns and fields and such though. Get this - fields are already ploughed."

"I see." She was still suspicious. When something sounded too good to be true, it probably was, and Anton’s Village hadn’t survived the Great Drought and the Borenath Uprising by being careless and stupid. She scowled at the circle and then stepped into it herself.

With a flash of blue she was elsewhere, still in the dungeon as far as she could tell, but now there were fields. Barns, silos, even houses, too. All of them laid out and scattered like some children’s idea of farmland, without any regard for how beasts of burden would have to travel or, for that matter, the farmers themselves.

Stepping outside the teleport circle as more people came through, she scooped up a handful of the soil, feeling the texture. At least the dirt was good. "Well, this is a good start," she admitted grudgingly. "But we’ll have to rebuild everything. Just for starters half those silos and barns should be near the teleport. These fields are all over the place, too. You want to mix the -"

She broke off as before her very eyes buildings started rising from the ground nearby. The only time she’d seen such a conjurer’s trick was when Shayma had produced the teleporter for the village. This was on an entirely different level, and she watched as in less than a minute, half a dozen storage buildings appeared in a neat row. She was speechless. There was nothing to say to that.

For about five seconds.

"Get the rest of the elders," she told a passing child, sending her scampering back into the crowd. It was time to teach a dungeon how to farm.



Day 94 - Blue


Although it wasn’t surprising, it was a little depressing how many changes I ended up having to make to the farming areas. Nothing particularly major, nothing that necessitated structural changes, but it was the little mistakes that really annoyed me the most. Inefficient paths, too-small or too-large field areas, and poorly-designed barns or storage. It was actually embarrassing. [Tempered Wisdom], unfortunately, didn’t seem to extend to agriculture.

The livestock was interesting though. They were clearly based on mundane species, but something along the way had been altered. There were things that had once been oxen, but they had pangolin-type plates over their backs. The chickens were still chickens, but they had an extra set of wings and extra-fluffy feathers, making them nearly spherical balls with beaks and legs. Horses, for whatever reason, were entirely unaltered.

Since, according to Shayma, mana tended to mutate or evolve things, these creatures were probably the result of ages of animal husbandry plus mana exposure. Now that they were sitting inside a dungeon, there might be other effects. Admittedly, my mana seemed invisible to everyone but Ansae, like it was slightly out of phase or sideways to the usual reality. Nothing outside showed any signs of strangeness despite me being around for three months and having a mana dynamo set up, so I wasn’t too worried about side effects.

But then, maybe it would be different if I actually ran my mana flow through something. As much as I wanted to hook in all the crops to make extra mana for myself, and maybe even resources, I’d have to leave most of it untouched. It wouldn’t do to accidentally destroy all their crops by trying to either help or take more advantage than I really needed to.

But most wasn’t the same as all.

[Anos Rice] discovered.

[Guran Melon] discovered.

[Kon Root] discovered.

…

[Tamac Leaf] discovered.

Interestingly, I didn’t actually get access to any of the crops until I linked them in, even after they were planted. Apparently that mana circulation made them "mine," and only then would the overlay deign to give me access to them. Which made me wonder what would happen if I could do that with people or animals. Would they instantly become monsters? Or was it just nonsensical to consider that? After all, at this point I was locked out from breeding monsters, no loss there, so maybe I couldn’t acquire them either. Or maybe flora and fauna worked differently and I couldn’t acquire animals for the same reason people didn’t photosynthesize.

Once I had the crops, I made some extras in a series of little test chambers, overhauled from the old and stupid box-farms I’d made. They were improved even from that method by using Expansion to make a large room and subdividing it, still using magma and ice to create mana flow. Following proper scientific method, I had a set of control crops, then ones with tayantan and chrystheniums mixed in. Since they could mutate, maybe there’d be some influence. Not that such a thing made any biological sense, but [Dungeon Ecology] seemed pretty sneeringly distant from actual biology.

I also built several more [Composting Chamber]s, putting raw Biomass into them to turn into [Fertilizer]. Between the farms and the test chambers, I was burning through my stocks pretty quickly with the [Growth] field. It was actually getting to the point where I was feeling the lack of any ability to script or automate things pretty keenly. Not that I couldn’t do it manually, it was just a chore.

During all this, Shayma continued south and east. Rain came in, turning [Ghost Step]’s fog into a featureless haze, prompting her to drop out of the Skill and fish a hooded cloak from my inventory. The sound of rain pattering on cloth through Shayma’s ears was intense. I wasn’t sure if it was the fox ears or the enhanced senses, but the fine, driving rain sounded like a deluge.

"Honestly, this is nice," I confessed to Shayma. "I like rain, but I haven’t seen a drop of it where I live. I could listen to it all day." 

"But you’re not the one who has to deal with wet fur." She retorted, not that her fur was getting wet under the cloak. "Actually, what does getting wet even mean for you? You’ve got waterfalls and stuff inside you. Couldn’t you even make your own rain system?"

"I probably could and should! But it’s just not the same."

"Fine, fine. We’ll listen to the rain." She chuckled and ducked her head under a low-hanging branch, following a game trail through the wood. The terrain had gotten rougher and wilder once the mountain range turned west and she’d left it behind, mana densities slowly rising. Now, there were flowers that glowed at night and birds with wings made of flowing water flitting among the trees. Though it was still nearly a hundred miles away, the presence of Wildwood Retreat’s mana font was palpable. Or perhaps the font was just the recipient of hundreds or thousands of square miles of mana pouring into a single point.

Given how my own mana dynamo was set up, I would actually bet on the second one.

There were still farms and villages and towns here, thriving on the altered plants and wildlife, but the more dangerous beasts meant that lower-level Classers were more common as well. It seemed neither Vok Nal nor Tor Kot had felt the need to push their forces too far into the borderlands, content with the major cities and their surrounds.

To be fair, the people hadn’t tamed the borderlands either. There weren’t even roads as such, just cleared paths cut through trees and meadows. "Do these people even really consider themselves Iniri’s subjects? They don’t seem particularly connected to the rest of the kingdom."

"Normally her Classers would come and go out here. Huron made a lot of trips out, I know. But there are a lot of adventurers from other places, too. Wildwood is basically open to anyone, so there are foreigners about." Shayma’s ears swiveled under the cloak, listening to animal calls floating through the rain.

 

"Ah, fair enough." I still wasn’t thinking properly about how this world worked. They didn’t need complete infrastructure where higher-level people were involved. Individuals could fly or teleport or turn into lightning or whatever, so why would they need roads? Heck, I hadn’t bothered with roads between the farms, going with teleportation pads instead despite, objectively, how utterly ridiculous that was.

Someday, I would learn.

The game path opened out onto a cleared field, the rain pattering down on the broad-spreading purple leaves of whatever crop was being grown there. The squat outlines of a few farm buildings loomed on the far side, obscured by the weather. "Finally! Some sort of civilization."

"Hopefully it’s not just some private farm in the middle of nowhere."

"Probably not?" She detoured around the crop plants to shelter under the roof of one of the outbuildings, pulling her map from the [Phantom Pocket]. She illuminated it with a conjured ball of light, studying the area around Wildwood Retreat. "Admittedly I might be off because of the rain, but we’re probably somewhere on the outskirts of Khiral Town." Shayma tapped the map, her eyes lighting up. "That’s where my parents met, actually! Lots of Classers pass through there at low levels. Past Khiral it’s a little dangerous, but not too bad."

"I guess it’s too late to ask, but are you going to have any issues getting to Wildwood? I mean, you’re level one and all…"

"I...might ask for an escort in Khiral," Shayma admitted. "But given my Skills, if something does happen I can always evade and escape."

"So we’re not going to be evacuating Khiral like we did Anton?" We’d come across a few other groups of refugees that we’d sent to Iniri, but no full villages. At least not on the track Shayma was taking.

"Not unless Queen Iniri ordered it directly...and she wouldn’t, because they wouldn’t want to, and it’s not like she has the people to enforce it right now. We’ll take anyone who wants to come, of course, but mostly we want craftsmen and farmers. Or any high level Classers who happen to be there."

Right. It wasn’t exactly like Iniri was conscripting grunts and handing them a gun to head to the front lines. I didn’t know what the conversion was, and to be fair I hadn’t even seen a proper fight, but the level system completely changed the calculus of warfare. And the tactics. Who needed supply lines with teleportation? Mages were siege cannons, warriors were...well, tanks. I wasn’t even that familiar with how to carry out a campaign, so there were probably more profound differences I was missing.

Shayma stowed the map and circled the buildings, following the path there, where the grass was flattened and muddy in the rain. Ruts in the ground showed where carts had traveled, and ran eventually to a road of packed stone. There was nobody else on the road, whether due to the occupation or the weather, and her tail twitched underneath the cloak. "I think I’m being watched," she muttered.

"I can’t sense anything, but I believe you. Maybe Khiral has sentries in case one of the mage-kings decides to send an army?"

"Maybe. This is a lot different than Anton."

"Don’t worry. You’ll do fine!"

Lights and tall stone walls appeared out of the rain as Khiral Town came into view.



Day 94 - Dyen


"Sir, a messenger from Queen Iniri has arrived."

The words were calm but the tone was not.  Dyen was shocked himself, sitting upright in his chair to stare at the man.  The last anyone had heard, she was in Meil, and once the second mage-king had taken over that city, well.  Not much news came out of there, these days. Of the good kind, anyway.

Still, the death or capture of the Queen hadn’t been claimed or verified, only rumored, so people held out hope.  Dyen hadn’t really been one of those people, though. He’d been there when Tor Kot had fallen on Invin from the sea, and seeing a mage-king in action was humbling and horrifying.  Tor Kot had simply ignored spells and blades and arrows, and had barely even bothered to fight himself. The few times he had lifted a hand, things had simply...vaporized.

Vok Nal was, according to some rumors, rather less impressive, but a less impressive god was still a god.  But the Tarnil dynasty was nothing if not tenacious, so maybe he shouldn’t have been too surprised. "Well, send them in!"  He rose from his seat, ready to greet whomever Iniri had sent to them. Probably a high-level Classer with some sort of movement Skill, to get through the occupied territories.

The young woman the guard escorted in was not what he was expecting.  For one, she was fox-kin, which were rare in Tarnil, and for two she was far too young.  One had to be careful, because high-level Classers often looked younger than they were, but levels didn’t stop the aging process completely.  He’d seen enough Classers to be able to tell the difference between actual youth and merely extraordinarily healthy, high-leveled people. This one had to be no more than twenty or so, which meant that she could have only gained levels during the war and occupation.  War was a crucible, true, but not against the mage-kings. She couldn’t be higher than level eight or ten.

"Welcome," he bid her.  "May I have your name?" Courtesy was never wasted, especially not on a beautiful young lady.

"I am Shayma Ell," she replied with a brilliant smile. "And who might you be?"

"I’m Dyen Korenson, level thirty-five [Shield Soldier] and, for my sins, mayor of Khiral."

Shayma mouth twitched.  "Is it really that bad?"

He rolled his eyes.  "You try wrangling several hundred classers, half of whom think they’re capable of a lot more than they actually are."  He waved it away. "But you’re not here to listen to my complaints. I understand you’re my Queen’s messenger?"

"Yes."  She produced a seal from nowhere.  Quite literally, it simply appeared in her fingers without a flash or flicker, which made him revise his appraisal of her level.  That wasn’t the sort of trick a low-level [Scout] or similar would have. Maybe he was wrong about her age? Kirin-kin like himself tended to be well-preserved, so maybe fox-kin had a similar blessing.

He was a professional, though, and didn’t let himself look too surprised as he held out his hand for the seal.  It was genuine, the unique magic projecting the queen’s approval into his mind, and given that the seals were linked by blood to the current monarch he doubted even a mage-king would be able to falsify it.  Assuming they even cared to.

"Thank the gods.  I thought she was dead.  Where’s she gone?" He actually had to stop himself from reaching out to grip the girl’s arm.  "I mean, if you can tell me. I should let you give me the message first, hm?" He waved to the chair opposite his.  "Please, have a seat."

"Thank you."  She moved with more grace than usual, which meant that she had at least one or two levels in a physical Skill, probably [Agility].  He wasn’t entirely sure what her Class might be, actually. Usually he could get a feeling for whether someone was oriented toward force, finesse, or firepower, especially at the lower levels, but not so with her.

"The message is in several parts.  First, that she is safe, as are most of her inner circle.  She has found a defensible position outside any of the cities, and she is gathering people to retake Meil.  From there, she should be in a position to move on Tor Kot and drive him out of our country."

"That’s a hell of a message."  He nodded in satisfaction. That was honestly better than other messages she might have sent, like telling them all to flee to another country.  Which he believed she really would do, if all hope were lost. "What does she need from us?"

"People.  Farmers, especially those who deal with high mana concentrations, and crafters, the same.  For combatants, anyone is welcome, but we especially want Classers above level forty."

"You won’t find many of the last here, I’m afraid.  It might take a few days to collect everyone, but Khiral Town stands in support of our Queen." And if he had to knock a few heads to ensure that, so be it.  Not that everyone here was a citizen, but, well, there had to be some benefits to being higher level than everyone else. "Where will we be sending them?" 

"I'll be providing direct teleportation."

He whistled. "What level are you? We're talking hundreds of people!"

She hesitated, one ear swiveling as if she were listening to something. "The mana isn't mine. Or the Skill. I'm just acting as a conduit," she admitted.

That was still intimidating, since that meant the Queen had entrusted Shayma with an artifact that kingdoms would go to war for.  That, or she had some strange Skill that let her use other people's Skills and mana from a distance. Either one put her well above his pay grade. "Yes ma'am," he told her. "I'll spread the word. In the meantime, I can arrange for lodgings.  One of the benefits of being an adventurer town is we have more inns than usual."

"I appreciate that."  The fox girl suddenly grinned.  "You’d think I’d be used to sleeping on the ground by now, but I really like a proper bed."

Dyen laughed, patting his slightly protruding gut.  There was still muscle there, under the fat, but maybe not as much as there used to be.  "Don’t worry, I’m a bit too fond of my own luxuries. I won’t judge you."

"I appreciate that, too."  She grinned again and Dyen shook his head.  If only he were forty years younger…

"Well, I’ll get young Tansen there to show you the best inn."  He waved toward the door, where Tansen was waiting if he knew what was good for him. "Food and lodging, my treat.  No, I insist," he said, as she started to protest. "You’ve brought me the best news I’ve had all year. I’d go myself, but I’ve got a dozen missives to write to start things rolling."

"I’m looking forward to a hot meal and a roof over my head," she said, rising as he did.  "I’ll recommend you to Queen Iniri."

"I’m flattered," he said, and meant it.  He’d always wanted to meet her, especially since according to his father, their family was actually distantly related to the Tarnil family.

"I mean it," she insisted.  "I was half-afraid nobody here would take me seriously."

"Well, the foreigners might not.  Out-kingdom adventurers can be trouble.  But most of us are entirely loyal to the throne."

"Queen Iniri will be delighted to hear it.  These years of fighting...she wouldn’t blame people for losing faith in her."

"If she has a way to fight back, don’t worry.  Everyone here would join in," he said with more confidence than he actually felt.  Actually, a good number of people were more or less indifferent, so long as no calamity befell them personally, but that was just the way of things.  

"Tansen!" He called, summoning his aide from his post on the other side of the door.  "Please show this lady to the Silver Antler Inn, room and full amenities, billed to me."

"Yes, sir!"  Tansen replied smartly and immediately, showing he did know what was good for him, and Shayma gave him another smile before following the younger man out the door.

For his part, he didn’t delay in dashing out a number of missives by hand, for the most important recipients, leaving a copy for Tansen to reproduce in his own, more readable hand for everyone else.  It was already after noon, and he wanted to have at least some people ready to go by the morning. If Shayma was offering teleportation, he knew at least three craftsmen who could pack and be ready to go.

He shrugged on a cloak, told his other aides he was going out, and headed into the rainy streets.  The washed cobble and bright storefronts were all made of quarried stone, and not just because of the occasional beasts and monsters that wandered out of Wildwood. Adventurers were people too, and they got drunk or got in fights and if they used their Skills, ordinary wood didn't fare well. Low-levels were the worst when it came to that sort of thing, and Khiral was full of that type. 

The weather didn't stop many people, so the streets were still lively. Here, three men with phantom golden shields on their backs crowded into a general store. There, a woman with a flame familiar walked by, the fiery ermine peering out from her cloak. Some Classers were less showy, of course, and even he couldn't tell what they were at a glance.

A few of them recognized him, nodding in respect or, in one case, abruptly turning down a side alley. Most just passed by, about their own business as he was about his.  Not that he had far to go, the smithy that was his destination was prestigious enough to have a space in the central square. And expensive enough that there weren’t many people inside when he shouldered the door open.

"Dyen!"  The proprietor’s voice boomed out as he waved from behind the counter with far, far too much energy.  As if anyone could miss him.

"Eiluth."  He nodded to the big, barrel-chested and flame-haired man, crossing to the counter to clasp arms with him.  "I have some good news!"

"Must be mighty good indeed for you to use those two words together!"  Eiluth grinned, far too widely.

"It is.  We’ve gotten a messenger from the Queen.  What’s more -"

"By the gods!  She’s alive?"

"Yes.  What’s more, she needs crafters that can handle high-mana materials."  He took out the more detailed missive and waved it at Eiluth. "Didn’t you always want to be a royal blacksmith?"

Some hours later he emerged from his fifth stop, giving his closest friends the news and the invitation personally.  By now the word should be spreading if Tansen had done his job properly, and -

His aide’s paradoxical stone-bird familiar found him by nearly cannoning into him.  "There’s been an incident with Shayma." His voice floated out from the bird’s beak as it peered at him.

"Is she uninjured?" He demanded, reaching down to pick it up.  Not without effort. He always forgot how heavy the thing was.

"Yes, but...well, there’s a lot of property damage.  At least one death. Right outside the Silver Antler Inn."

He cursed, but under his breath lest some young priest hear him blaspheming the gods. "All right, I’m on my way."  Dyen broke into a run, summoning up infrequently-used [Skills] to make the corners on his way back to the city center.

When he skidded to a stop in front of the inn, he could see what Tansen had meant by property damage.  There was a pit in the cobbles, big enough to fit a cart, right in front of the Silver Antler’s entrance.  Above it, the sign, which was wood, had been scorched and blackened from some terrible heat and the same heat had crazed the front windows.  The rain hadn’t done the glass any favors, and most of the panes had cracked.

There was no heat now, though.  In fact, what was pouring out of the pit was intense cold, fading but still frigid enough to frost the cobbles around it.

Shayma was standing by the pit with a profound scowl and, oddly, in her bare feet.  Despite his Class and level, and her earlier friendliness, he was a bit hesitant about approaching her.  The sheer amount of force on display was worthy of at least level thirty, but the fact that it was still actually well-confined for all that bumped it by ten levels.

Then he saw that the bottom of the pit contained ice and lava frozen mid-churn and he revised his estimate upward again.  Third-tier Class at least, level fifty or above. If there was a corpse somewhere in there, it’d take a lot of getting. "...was this really necessary?" He asked mildly, his hands clasped behind him as he joined her at the edge of the pit.

"No," she said flatly.  "It was an overreaction by my Patron."  Her ears flattened and she glared off at nothing, making him pick his next words carefully.

"Your...patron?  You mean Queen Iniri?"

She shook her head.  "My Patron is hosting the Queen.  And he’s apparently overly sensitive to people threatening me."  Her ears flicked backward, then forward again. "Yes you are, this wasn’t...that’s true, but look at all this!  And you could have hurt - no, you aren’t going to -"

Dyen stared as she argued with someone unseen and unheard, at a loss for a moment before his brain caught up.  Clearly her Patron had some sort of far-seeing and far-speaking ability. And to be able to project magic this far?  Clearly a fourth tier Classer, upper seventies at least, which meant it was one of a dozen people on the continent. Which one though, he couldn’t figure.

"Miss Shayma," he kept himself polite and respectful.  "Could you tell me what happened here?"

"Someone tried to rob me," she shrugged.  "Two someones actually. Len Sannar, level twenty-eight Fencer, and Harrison Grummon, level twenty-seven Phantom Shadow."  Her left ear swiveled, listening to her Patron as she recited the names, levels, and Classes. "Standard tag-team? What does that even mean?  Okay, standard tag-team, one to distract the mark - right, I see what you mean now - and one to do the actual thieving. I caught them at it, and Harrison pulled a weapon while getting handsy.  So, this happened to him." She waved at the pit. "Len ran off."

"...I see."  And he did. He didn’t know whether those two just thought Shayma was an easy mark for being a low-level Classer, or whether they’d put two and two together from the missives and figured she had a teleportation artifact they could acquire. "Well, I'm hardly going to try to arrest you, and it sounds like this Harrison brought it on himself. But I would humbly ask that your Patron be somewhat more restrained in the future. It's going to take a while to clean all this up…"

Shayma's ears flicked again, and she nodded. "He says he can clean it up himself if you don't mind."

"It would make my life easier," he admitted. Tracking down this Len person and writing up a death-by-misadventure was going to be work enough without having to find the finances and workers necessary to fix the street and the inn. Though given all the elemental difference involved, he was quite curious how this Patron of hers intended to go about it. Perhaps some sort of temporal spell?

The answer, apparently, was no spell at all. Without a whiff of mana, the street sealed over and cobbled itself, the sign was restored, and the glass and scorched front of the store became as new. It took maybe a minute total, and while Shayma's tail flicked furiously the whole time she didn't seem to be spending any effort. Dyen couldn't help but whistle in appreciation. "That sure is a trick. Who exactly is your Patron, if you don't mind my asking?"

She glanced sideways at him, shaking one foot and then the other as if trying to rid it of water. A hopeless task, considering the rain. "He's a Power," she answered at length. 

He immediately took three steps back. "Gods above, lady!"

Her face fell, then firmed again as her ear twitched. "Oh, don't worry, he thinks you're a pretty good guy."

"That’s... flattering, but if anyone had known... nobody would have tried to rob you."

"Blue isn’t entirely ready to be...fully public," she said, after another pause.  "Besides, I don’t exactly look the part?" She waved at her leathers, which was appropriate for a tier one Classer, but not whatever absurd tier she qualified for as a Power’s emissary.  "...which reminds me, I need to replace my boots." She frowned down at her bare feet.

"I have a number of friends who’d be happy to make you new equipment for free.  After all, you’re -"

She held up a hand, stopping him.  "Blue says he doesn’t want to be in anyone’s debt.  Thank you, but we’ll pay for it."

"Ah…"  Dyen’s mind stuttered for a moment, pulling away from Powers to the more mundane realities of commerce.  "I’m afraid gold isn’t going to be much use in the better shops here. They trade more in magical items or components and favors.  And since you don’t want to trade favors..."

Shayma tilted her head, her hood crinkling, then held out her hand. There was a wisp of black, then an egg-sized spherical gem appeared, ruby-red and faintly glowing.  "Will this do?" She asked.

He nearly choked.  "God’s blood, I’ve never seen a fire Source that big! My lady, you could buy an entire store with that.  Don’t show that around unless you want more people to try and rob you."

Her expression twitched.  "...yes, that is pretty embarrassing."  The gem vanished. "Thank you for your help, Dyen. If you could give me the names of your friends anyway…?  I’ll want to send them to Queen Iniri, too."

"Of course," he agreed.  Hopefully he’d be able to warn them before Shayma arrived.  No matter how well-intentioned this "Blue" claimed to be, he was still a Power and something most people would rather not deal with.  "...Blue won’t tell her himself?"

"He won’t communicate except through me.  Not even through writing or anything." Shayma shrugged.  "Powers are weird."



Day 95 - Blue


I still felt bad about the incident. Not for that idiot Harrison, who had clearly been the type with a vast ego and very little brain, but for Shayma. Fortunately she was already used to death, so my rather...energetic disposal of the man hadn’t scarred her. But, I had used her feet to reach out into the world, which had both pinned her in place and been more than a little rude to do without asking. I got the feeling other Powers kind of did as they liked, but I wasn’t about to treat Shayma as servant or property.

Worst of all, in some ways, she was horribly embarrassed by the whole scene. Which, yes, I was too but I wasn’t there. She was, and in bare feet. Even though she had [Temperature Resistance], wandering around rainy cobble streets in bare feet was unpleasant and humiliating. The inn had been nice enough to lend some shoes, since it was late enough at night that no cobbler would have been able to finish the boots before the wee hours anyway.

"I can’t promise I’ll never do something like that again," I told her. "I mean, I wasn’t even thinking before, just reacting. But I do promise I’ll try not to treat you like spun glass. I mean, you totally destroyed those goblins, after all."

"I absolutely did," Shayma muttered.

"...but at the same time, you are my only link to the world. You really do represent me. I think Dyen was right, that we have to make it more official that you’re my, uh, representative. That way they’re provoking me as well, and it’s less awkward to deal with things like this. Hopefully you’ll be able to deal with it yourself, but if not, at least it will make sense?"

"I...suppose." Shayma sighed. "I can’t say I’m happy about it."

"I wouldn’t expect you to be. I really am sorry, Shayma."

"I’m going to be grumpy for a bit," she warned.

"Well, that’s fair. But, hey, if it helps it turns out we’re rich?"

"Don’t change the subject!" Shayma warned, but with a grin.

"Well it’s kind of important actually. If we’re going to take this Power thing seriously, we might as well take this opportunity of ‘a couple days’ or whatever Dyen needs to get you some new duds. Clothes, armor. New boots. Good boots. Make you look like you’re the representative of a Power."

"Mmm. What did you have in mind?" She didn’t seem entirely on board with the idea still, but it seemed the best way to keep any more misadventures from occurring.

"I figured I’d leave that to you and the tailor or whatever? I’m not exactly experienced in the sartorial arts. You were mentioning black-colored armor before...I still don’t know how I could do that, but we can always buy it."

"How many of those Source gems do you have, anyway?"

"Um. A lot. I can just grow them. What exactly are they used for, by the way?"

For a moment, Shayma was speechless. "...of course you can. They improve casting of the appropriate affinity, and are used in crafting somehow. I'm not sure exactly how, though."

"Oh, nice! I definitely need to figure out how to make more types then."

"You're saying Power-type things in the most un-Power way I can think of." She shook her head. "Shopping it is, then."

While she did that, I decided to fiddle with the Source gems I had. Fire, ice, earth, water, nature, healing. The coal flower fruited not a source gem but alchemical coal, which I could at least guess the use of.

It had been a while since I tried serious manipulation of material. Ever since I'd made Stonesteel, there hadn't seemed to be anything that would lend itself to it. Compressed dirt just gave me stone and I had plenty of that. Plus, I just didn't have the same control over things like water or air, since they weren't connected to my organic parts. But the gems might work, and I had plenty to work with, even after sending Shayma two of each type. Smaller ones, marble sized or so.

I selected a nice ice gem for the task, reaching out with [Customization] to squeeze it down, pouring mana into it and using [Genius Loci] to watch the details, stabilizing the pressure before I cracked the thing. I didn't release it, though, because something was happening. Some sort of phase change? I put in more mana, and more again, burning through over two thousand points as the gem structure shimmered.

Then the entire thing crunched down to half its size, turning from opaque white to something more transparent, with streamers of white glowing inside, circling and flowing. I almost broke the thing, it was so sudden. Cold white light bloomed outward from the gem, flaring before settling into a steady glow.

Title acquired: Source Refiner. Upgrading with [Purifier]... Title evolves into Source Purifier.

[Source Purifier]: The Dungeon's Source creations evolve to Primal Sources.

[Primal Ice Gem] discovered.

[Primal Fire Gem] discovered.

…

[Primal Healing Gem] discovered.

My entire mana dynamo stuttered, almost stopping as mana rushed into all the Source gems. They drank it greedily, collapsing one after another into the transparent Primal forms before driving mana through the cycle far harder than before. 

Well. Okay then. Actually I was glad I’d given Shayma those gems before trying this out because I had no idea if these brand-new shiny Primal gems were fungible. They could be far too valuable, which made them impossible to move, or they could be something only Powers could use. Or other such nonsense. They were quite pretty, though.

There were also two types of flowers I had which hadn’t actually made gems. The Crystalline and Latticework ones still refused to, but they both had the same description. Sensitive to light. It was one of the precious few times the descriptions actually hinted at what to do, so I went ahead and did it.

I used my experimental dynamo, since it was powerful enough to have some of the Green Chrystheniums fruit, and adjusted a room so half of it was entirely bordered by light panels and the other half was full of the Darkness field. Then it was just a matter of seeding some of the flowers there and waiting.

[Radiant Chrysthenium] discovered. Produces Light.

[Umbral Chrysthenium] discovered. Produces Shadow.

[Core Lattice Gem] discovered. 

Honestly it was pretty fun making things grow properly, even if they did defy all logic. The Radiant and Umbral flowers looked entirely awesome, the former small and delicate, with tiny but brilliant petals, and the other like an orchid, swallowing light. But the best part was when I followed the un-logic and linked the two. First of all, just the two of them acted like a tiny dynamo, similar to just ice and magma, which implied a lot of future possibilities. But also…

[Illusory Chrysthenium] discovered. Invisible.

When I got a gem out of that, I’d have something pretty awesome for Shayma.

The Core Lattice Gem wasn’t too bad either. I wasn’t sure what it did, but it looked a lot like my Core - transparent with roiling blue within. Perhaps it would be a less practical gift, but it might work with the current mission. Which was to say, making Shayma look like someone of importance and not some random low-level adventurer.

I also needed to play with my spoils from fixing up the inn and the street. I had tried to be as delicate as possible about infiltrating my boring tendrils into the street and foundation, so I didn’t simply erase a chunk of building or make the damage worse. After managing, barely, to not topple the whole inn, I’d gotten my first new Dungeon Feature entry in a while. [Assimilation]. Which sounded sinister, but just let me claim things instead of eating them with [Boring Tendrils] and remaking them.

Watching it happen, it wasn’t very complicated, either. Very thin filaments of my organic body, or whatever exactly the dungeon-stuff was, slid into the stone or soil, and saturated the area with a mana-field. At least, that’s what it looked like to me. I was sure it was slightly more complicated than that, since even with [Genius Loci] the inner workings of most of myself were completely opaque.

Of course, it took mana to use, and not just a little of it either. Way more than it would even if I was empowering my boring tendrils and construction abilities, but the benefits were obvious. If I weren’t so concerned with safety at the moment I would even use it to see if I could claim the entire acreage of surface above me, but for the moment I was actually trying to dig away from the surface. Maybe if I ran into any lost ruins it’d be useful. I could make it mine without disturbing it overmuch, and who knows, maybe it’d work on super magical things I couldn’t reproduce. 

I had more important things to deal with though, since repairing the inn’s glass windows had actually given me access to the stuff. Finally. I could replace the open-style shutter windows with the real deal! It was an exciting day for architecture, especially since glass just took some stone and mana and I had plenty of both.

I’d also been practicing [Relocate] because moving sucks. Moving giant mana dynamos created by hooking together chambers that had been spatially expanded was worse. So I’d been testing out moving whole rooms with [Relocate] rather than individual features.

The results were mixed.

I could move even spatially expanded rooms, but if I tried to hurry the process at all by empowering it with mana, anything inside those rooms would end up remaining behind. So by some quick calculations, trying to transfer the current setup to the places I was digging into, deep inside the mountain, would take...a week.

Honestly that wouldn’t be a problem if people didn’t mind being completely sealed in, but they needed the hunting and foraging from the surface. Even if they had the supplies, I wasn’t about to start without Shayma there. Sealing them up with no explanation might cause just a little bit of panic. Just a little.

So for the moment it was better to just set up a new area, and if it gave me more mana, so much the better. Although my mana income was truly obscene by the standards of someone with a Class, if I wanted to start supporting multiple types of Fields over immense areas, I needed it. Growth and Regeneration alone, if I filled the farming and living areas respectively, would suck up most of what I was generating. Well, less than before, with the Primal Gems, but I was still technically mana-poor. How did the other dungeons manage to get anything done?



Day 97 - Blue


Over the next few days, I used Shayma to teleport another two hundred or so people from Khiral Town. The crafters she’d commissioned material from weren’t part of that group of course, but a number of them did arrive, filling out some of the empty buildings. If this kept up I’d have to think about expanding the town. Or making a satellite village? I had nearly two thousand acres to work with in the living space alone, and since I was providing plumbing and running water, that was enough for an enormous number of people.

Actually, I supposed if I wanted to I could even build skyscrapers or high-rises, for all that it would clash with the look of the place. Stonesteel was stronger than concrete, and if I wanted to be idiotically wasteful I could put in teleports between floors. All interesting ideas, but I wasn’t a fan of dense cities to begin with. If I had magic available to me, I could at least try and do something different. 

Some other time.

Once again I was incredibly glad organizing the intake and figuring out how to make four hundred or so people work together was not my responsibility. A few of the newcomers had fruits and vegetables to fill out the specialty ice-and-fire cropland, which from my perspective produced an odd contrast. They were just crops grown in the ordinary manner, but surrounded by the fantastical surroundings of gleaming ice or a hanging over a pit with lava at the bottom.

The number of people also highlighted that with [Genius Loci] I knew everything that happened within my bounds. Everything. All the inane conversations, useless drama, biological functions, embarrassing stumbles, and random snatches of distracted song. Weirdly, it didn’t drive me utterly bonkers. I didn’t even get an Ability for it or anything, it was just something I could shift into background noise. Like the huge amounts of empty space with nothing but air currents. Meaningless static.

As if I didn’t know before my mind wasn’t exactly standard. Anymore, at least. How could it be, with no limbs and infinite eyes and decidedly nonstandard senses?  Plus this overlay thing. But it was all for the best, since I was still sane and interested and could have fun. Plus, that ability meant that I could tune out what Shayma had planned for her purchases and be surprised.

The tailor fussed over Shayma, making the very final adjustments to the outfit. It had mostly been left up to Dyen’s friend Aien, who was apparently well-known for his abilities with cloth and leather. He was a tall, finicky man with skin stretched tight over his bones and overlong fingers, and the results of his labor were impressive. At least to me. Honestly I was impressed with half the stuff I saw in Khiral, from near-full plate to classic wizard robe looking outfits.

Aien had supplied something that reminded me more of thief or ranger. "This cloth is woven from Midnight Stalkthread. It’s very tough, and has a very small shadow Affinity, which is why it looks so black. The leather reinforcements are from a Stonehide Wolf, and provide you with extra crushing protection. The boots are lined with a local specialty, a mana-infused cotton varietal with a touch of both fire and ice Affinities for keeping you comfortable in any weather. Everything has been waterproofed by yours truly, thanks to the water Source you provided."

It was a gorgeous black suit, with padding around the joints and forearms, the matte cloth looking closer to silk than cotton. It was trimmed with blue thread, the only genuine ornamentation a faceted crystal in blue on the front of the tunic. The gloves were fingerless, and the boots were thick-soled. The straps were fastened with blued steel buckles, and the grommets for laces were the same, which was probably overkill, but then, we had paid quite a lot for it.

The cloak had something I wasn’t expecting, which was a hood with little pockets for Shayma’s ears, the end result was that it was absolutely adorable with the hood up. The little ear shapes were thin cloth over some sort of reinforcement, so they were even a little mobile, if not as expressive as her actual ears. Almost as cute, though.

I’d expected the black-and-blue to clash with her red hair and fur but it somehow worked, just making the contrast more striking. Pretty sure that was just Shayma’s natural beauty, but maybe I was biased? Regardless, this outfit looked a lot more official and definitely more expensive than the inherited Flame Knight garb, and was hopefully more comfortable too.

"Thank you, Aien, it looks fantastic." Shayma said with a dazzling smile, which did nothing to dent the man’s perpetual frown.

"You’re welcome, Lady Shayma." Aien inclined his head. "Will the opportunity to be transported to the Queen’s stronghold still be open in a week?"

"I’m headed to Wildwood tomorrow," Shayma said. "I don’t know how long that will take but I’ll stop by again on my way back."

"Very good." He left Shayma at the mirror and returned to the counter, retrieving a wrapped bundle. "Extra socks and underclothes, also of Affinity cotton."

"Perfect." The bundle vanished into [Phantom Pocket], which seemed to have ranked up somewhere along the line. It was already at level three, large enough to fit weapons larger than daggers or sundries larger than a map and compass. Not that I actually knew what she had in there at this point. I’d lost track and since it was her Skill and not mine, I didn’t have any access to it directly. 

Not that I felt any lack at that. I mean, it was her Skill, and I could understand not wanting to rely on me to hold onto her personal effects. She headed back out into the streets of Khiral, making her way over toward the city center where I’d left a semi-permanent structure for teleporting people. It was just stone when she wasn’t there, but it still provided a focal point and reminder for the people who wanted to go and support Iniri.

It was still wet and rainy, just that time of year, apparently, and watching Shayma put up her fox-eared hood made me all kinds of happy. Actually she wasn’t the only one with a suitably-modified hood, as I had spotted other kirin types in the town aside from Dyen, their antlers anchoring the cloth. Oddly, there didn’t seem to be any other sorts of demi-humans around.

"Hey Shayma, why aren’t there any other fox-kin around? I see the kirin-kin, but..."

"Oh, we’re not from around here," she admitted cheerfully. "Mom’s family got here by way of guarding caravans, and dad’s family actually got rescued from the Black Pirate King by old King Irsin. Iniri’s dad."

"Black Pirate King?" I asked, fascinated. Until now I hadn’t given much thought to not knowing any local history or legends, but I was definitely missing out.

"Oh, really just a normal pirate with some delusions of taking a chunk out of the southern coast for himself. Just had a Class with some leadership Skills and a warship he’d gotten from somewhere."

"So where are fox-kin from normally? I guess kirin-kin are local?"

"We’re normally on the other side of the continent, so far as I know. I don’t know where kirin-kin are from originally. I mean, even though the ruling family is kirin-kin, there’s still more normal humans around."

"Maybe Iniri will know. I’ll ask her next time you’re back."

"There are histories but...I guess they’re all in the occupied cities."

"Ah, yes." I fumbled for a change of topic, since I didn’t want to dwell yet again on the plight of Iniri’s kingdom. "So, the new stuff looks fantastic."

"I admit, I’ve never owned really good clothing like this before." She accepted the distraction and flexed her arm, feeling the soft fabric and heavy leather. "It’s all sorts of amazing. And I’ll have brand new daggers later today. Actual weapons! This is the sort of thing I could get used to."

"I just wish I could make you stuff myself. Don’t have leather, don’t have cloth. Do have iron, but can’t really do much with it. Anyway. We’ll have to figure out how to actually run this whole ‘representative of a Power’ thing. Kind of a mouthful to introduce yourself that way."

"I’ve never run into anyone representing a Power myself, so I’m not sure if there’s a way you’re supposed to." Shayma nodded. "So far as making stuff yourself...you got me flowers! And Source gems! You can’t expect to be able to do everything. Anyhow, Source gems are money and you have lots of those for hiring specialists."

"Uh, about that…"

Shayma stopped for a moment, tail swishing under the cloak. "...something happen?"

"Just hold out your hand and I can show you."

She obeyed, and I pushed one of the Primal gems into her hand, a small red-glowing thing with swirling colors inside. Shayma’s lips parted. "That is gorgeous! And...okay, this is weird. It’s clearly magical, and I can see a little bit of Affinity, but it doesn’t quite look right? What is it?"

"It’s a Primal Fire Gem. Not exactly sure what that means but it’s an upgrade from the original Source gem. If they work, great, they’re probably more valuable! But they could be too powerful for mortal use or whatever, who knows."

"When I get to Wildwood we can ask." Shayma offered. "There ought to be some really high level people around, maybe even a fourth-tier Class. The gems you already gave me ought to last until then." 

"How many do you have left?"

"Six. More than enough considering this is basically as expensive as things get here." She ran her bare fingertips over the soft fabric of her cloak. "Not to mention the rush job. Though I think Dyen helped with that."

"Plus being Iniri’s messenger. I’m pretty sure that me being a Power comes a distant fourth in Aien’s list of concerns. It’s kinda strange to me to see how much sway her name carries. I guess because I’m kind of outside all that?"

"I’m pretty sure she would love you as a subject, but...you’re not really the subject type."

"I am not. Also not the ruler type, so she doesn’t have to worry about me trying to take over."

"You know I think that’s a bit of a worry for her. She hasn’t actually said anything for obvious reasons, but with what you are, you really could take her kingdom. Assuming we get it back from the mage-kings."

"You can tell her I don't want her job. I mean, she's spending her whole day meeting with people and visiting her subjects and even doing paperwork. My job doesn't have paperwork or public relations and I want to keep it that way."

"Aren't I your 'public relations?’" Shayma pointed out. 

"And I'm happy to leave it to you!"

"Thank you for that." She rolled her eyes. "As if you have another choice."

"I don't need another one."

It was always fun getting Shayma to blush from random compliments, especially since sometimes the less obvious ones got it where the more direct ones didn't. Fortunately for her the hood hid most of it, so nobody other than myself would have noticed.

Tansen was stuck by the inactive teleport cage, taking names and Classes of the people heading over. It didn’t surprise me that Dyen let his assistant do all the grunt work. I would have. Some of the people he took down in his little book were lying, but I wasn't worried. If anyone tried to make trouble I'd shut them down quick. It wasn't for Iniri's sake, I just didn't want to play host to jerks. He perked up as Shayma approached, his strange bird perched on top of one of the columns to keep an eye out for us.

Poor guy was smitten, not that I blamed him.

"We have another forty-seven ready and waiting, Miss Ell." He said, watching her almost worshipfully. I hoped that wouldn’t become a problem. Shayma minded less than I did, simply thanking him and stepping up to one of the pillars. Once she laid her fingers on it I used [Assimilation] to take it back and then put in the teleport field. I’d taken to lighting up the base, too, resisting the urge to crib too much from certain fictions, in order to demonstrate it was working.

"Proceed!" Tansen called to the waiting crowd. "No shoving, there’s no rush. Remember there are high-level Classers on the other side, and they’ll make sure you’re settled in. Make sure you have all your supplies! Don’t leave anything behind!" 

Under these exhortations people steered wagons drawn by those pangolin-oxen things and hauled carts into the stone circle, vanishing with a faint blue twinkle to appear however many hundreds of kilometers away in the as-yet-unnamed town center. At Iniri’s request I’d moved the landing away from her manor and into a huge open square, relocating the other teleport platforms as well. The traffic was getting to be a little much, what with entire carts of ingots and bales and seeds and bolts arriving.

As much as it was, though, it wouldn’t last. The metal, especially, they didn’t have any means of replenishing. Oh, I had iron and coal for days, but that was just one metal and one fuel, and frankly I didn’t feel that I should provide it for free. Unfortunately my only negotiator was nowhere near the slowly spreading town. She’d sent back a report with one of the crafters, keeping Iniri up to date on how things were going, but that wasn’t the same as a face to face chat.

As bustling as it was starting to get, it didn’t much look like an army to me. That would probably have to wait for the high-level Classers, once Shayma got to Wildwood. Once Shayma arrived, I might actually get to see the high levels in action.



Day 98 - Annit


She was probably the most important person Annit had ever escorted.  High-level Classers didn’t really need the escort, and since Wildwood Retreat itself was located at the entrance to Wildwood valley, it was easy enough to find.  Besides, half the time they could fly or gate or something. Or came in a party with someone that could.

No, it was the lower levels, who’d just evolved their classes to the second tier and wanted to move to a real hunting ground, find some like-minded people and group up, that needed the escort.  And damned if this Shayma didn’t look like she was freshly Classed, clumsy-graceful in the way only those with newfound Ability boons could be. Not to mention young.

But she was apparently Iniri’s messenger, and it showed.  The outfit the fox girl was wearing cost more than she made in a year, which seemed a little unfair, but at least Shayma shared her largesse.

Annit reached into her pocket again to touch the healing Source Gem that Shayma had provided as payment for taking her to Wildwood.  She wasn’t sure if Shayma didn’t know how rare healing Sources were or simply didn’t care, being rich enough to use them as casual payment.  Either way it was exactly what she had been looking for, delivered as a gift from the gods themselves. With a Source, Keri could finally break through and evolve her Class, which meant they could finally join serious groups at Wildwood or one of the Great Dungeons, which meant - 

Well, that was the future.

For now, she had a job. Usually she was much faster than the low level types she escorted, between [Agility] and [Trackless] and her Class Ability [Grace of Air].  She could breeze through the thick forest effectively unimpeded, letting her roam around her slower charges. Yes, that meant it took four or five days to get to Wildwood, but it also meant that they didn’t run into much in the way of wildlife since she could steer them clear.

This Shayma, though, had some method of travel that rivaled hers.  Annit glanced back at the ephemeral outline of the fox-kin as she paced Annit through the woods.  Frankly, the ability to simply pass through trees and shrubs was just cheating.  How in the Abyss did a new Classer get such a powerful Ability?  The two of them were making good time, at least.

She held up her hand as the winds brought a faint sound to her ears, and Shayma stopped instantly, phasing back into existence beside her.  At least she paid attention, unlike a lot of newbie Classers. "Zern Hound up ahead. Maybe as many as three. I’d say go around but they leave magical trails all over the place that they can sense.  Kind of like a spider. I can frighten them off or kill them, but I’ll need you to stay here."

"Not a problem."  Shayma flashed a disgustingly brilliant smile and seemed to fade from sight.  [Enhanced Senses] still caught her presence, but it was an effective and also unfair technique.  Annit was starting to think Shayma was actually a tier three and just messing with her, but she’d specifically stated that her combat ability wasn’t that high, so…

Annit ghosted forward, leaping lightly from branch to branch so she would have the advantage of height.  Her mana sense wasn’t able to distinguish their traces from the mana-rich vegetation, so she moved forward cautiously, letting the wind guide her until she spotted the ghostly green of Zern Hound fur.  Carefully, slowly, she took out the thin bone tube of her blowgun, loaded a dart, and brought it to her lips.

Her wind Affinity gathered around her as she marshaled her Skills, vision stretching to target the wolf before she launched the dart, which ripped through the air and slammed into the Hound hard enough to send it tumbling.  Unassuming as it looked, her weapon of choice was as good as any bow or spear, and easier to carry besides. Most of the time she didn’t even need the special darts, poisoned or exploding or tracking, the sheer impact of the metal being enough to kill her prey.

In this case it wasn’t quite, and a yelp sounded from the hound ahead, followed by a pair of growls.  And a howl, answered by another one off to her left. "Shit," she swore. Not that they were a threat to her, but what about Shayma?  There was a reason she usually scouted far ahead of her charges.

The hounds drew on their mana, making the noise that provided their name, flooding the surroundings with odd zipping sounds.  Their mana trails flared, lingering on the air as the pack dashed toward her.

She had a choice.  Did she fight them here, and hope they left Shayma alone, or return to where she’d left the fox-kin knowing the hounds would follow?  At least then she’d be able to defend the girl, who probably had never seen truly mana-touched wildlife before. Actually, given how low level Shayma was, they’d probably home in on her directly, sniffing the sweet scent of concentrated mana without any of the attendant strength to defend it.

Annit scowled and vaulted backward, breezing to where she’d left Shayma and taking up a post on a tree limb.  The noise of the Zern Hounds followed her. "Monsters incoming," she said shortly. "I’ll take care of them, but I advise activating any defensive Skills you have."

"Right," Shayma said seriously, and there were suddenly three of her.  Which was an impressive trick, but Annit wasn’t sure it’d do much to distract the hounds.  Once they found there was no meat on those fakes, they’d ignore them. They weren’t that stupid, as animals.

The first one appeared through the trees and another blowdart flung it back, a spatter of greenish blood covering the bark of the trees, and the others darted in from the sides. [Grace of Air] took her out of the path of the one closest to her, her blowgun smacking it sharply across its elongated muzzle and sending it skidding.

Shayma’s doppels were doing a credible job of distracting the third, menacing it with their daggers.  The real Shayma, if Annit was right, was hanging back, not making a target of herself. That was great, because there was that fourth one out there which probably would try and flank them.

At that thought, the fourth one appeared, rushing in only to topple over, scrabbling at the air with its legs and whining for no reason Annit could see.  Never one to waste an opportunity, she tore through its throat with another dart, spilling more of the green blood. Since the one closest to her was still dazed, she turned to the one Shayma was keeping busy, and blinked as Shayma seemed to just appear behind it.  She lashed out with her dagger...and entirely failed to penetrate the thick fur.

Everyone was momentarily surprised at that.  It was as if Shayma were some level one Classer-wannabe,  instead of someone with Skills that clearly belonged to a tier two or three Class.  The Zern Hound seized the opportunity to dart off, shielding itself with Shayma and her doppels.  The other one, recovering its senses, yelped and slipped off into the trees too, leaving the corpses behind.

Shayma, weirdly, seemed a little winded, despite the fact that these were merely level sixteen or so beasts.  In all, it just served to fuel Annit’s irritation. Was this lady messing around with her or what? Queen’s messenger or not, she wasn’t going to take Shayma along unless the fox-girl actually listened to her. "What were you doing?  If you can’t cut them properly, stay out of the way! You hired a guide, let me do my job!"  

She blanched.  "I’m sorry! I thought I could take care of one, at least."

"Well, you couldn't.  Whatever you did to that one was pretty useful, though."  She gestured at the one with the gouged-out throat. "If you must help, stick to support.  I expect we’ll run into two or three more things on our way to Wildwood. Nothing more dangerous than this, though."

Shayma nodded, apparently chastened and looked down at the Zern Hound corpse.  "So what do we do with these?"

"Leave them.  We don’t have time to properly gut and dress them, and they’re not really worth much anyway."  Annit shrugged. 

"Do you want them Blue?"  She asked the empty air, then nodded.  "I suppose so," she replied to the same empty air, and looked at Annit.  "He’s not that interested, so we can go on."

Given that they were headed to Wildwood, this ‘Blue’ was probably more interested in those spoils anyway. Despite her predictions, they didn’t run into anything of note before night fell.  Not that there weren’t beasts out there. The winds spoke to Annit of mana-touched bears and trees and one stalking cat, but none of them seemed interested in the pair of them. Still, she was careful about setting up her ward crystals when they made camp.  Such things didn’t work out past Wildwood, of course, but for the comparatively tame area between Khiral and Wildwood, it made traveling solo or as a small group actually possible.

Speaking of which, she was wondering what Shayma planned to do.  The girl didn’t come with any kit, and hadn’t requested any when hiring her.  Clearly she had something planned, but Annit wasn’t expecting Shayma to produce an entire tent from nowhere with a swirl of black.  Annit nearly choked. Spatial magic?  What in the abyss was up with her Skills?

"What...how much do you have hidden away like that?"

"I don’t have much, but Blue has...a lot."  Shayma looked...amused? Blue did have to be a pretty impressive mage to be able to gift Shayma such an expensive and impressive magical item.

"Do you think I could use it to store my kit?  It would make fighting easier." She tried to be polite, despite how much Shayma had irritated her.  First, she was a customer, and second, she was a powerful customer.  Plus, it would be really nice to be able to travel light.

Shayma blinked, then giggled.  "Blue says he admires your gall, but if you want to ask a favor from a Power you should probably aim for something more important."

"He says…?"  Annit had a sudden sinking feeling she’d missed something important.  Shayma had mentioned something about Blue before but she figured that boasting about being a Power was just the standard hubris of high-level Classers.  "Exactly who is this Blue?"

"Didn’t I go over this before?"  Shayma’s ears flicked briefly. "He’s the Power that’s hosting Queen Iniri."

"He’s...actually…"  The bottom dropped out of Annit’s stomach as she contemplated the fact that she’d tried to treat a being that could move the heavens and earth as a backpack.  Keri was going to kill her, if this Blue didn’t do it first for that, or for mouthing off to his emissary.  And snapping at her. And generally treating her as a spoiled noble.

"You’re right, it probably is hard to believe.  Yeah, but I don’t know what." Shayma muttered at nobody in particular - or rather, to Blue, before focusing on Annit again.  "Don’t worry, he’s not that petty. Yet." She grinned suddenly. "In fact, he appreciates that you’re showing me to Wildwood despite the fact that I’ve never actually been out to a mana-rich area before."  A pause. "Yes, you are." She said, her grin sliding into an affectionate smile.

"Actually, he did want to know why you wanted a healing Source when you’re a Wind Hunter.  He says he doesn’t spot any healing Skills."

This thing could actually read her Status?  At range? She regarded Shayma warily, not wanting to get Keri involved.  But on the other hand, if she screwed this up Keri would kill her twice.  "My...friend at Wildwood, Keri, is [Healer] classed.  It’s really hard for her to make a breakthrough and evolve her Class without a Source, since they can’t put out enough power for anyone to take along hunting or delving, otherwise."

Shayma nodded sympathetically.  "I know how hard that is. My original class was Seeker."

There were a vast number of Classes, getting more obscure as they tiered up, but there were a few that were infamous.  [Devourer], the only Class with a death sentence. [Healer], which couldn’t get any weapon Skills until it evolved...and [Seeker], which locked out both magic and weapons and was almost impossible to level.  "How in the Abyss did you evolve it?"

"Oh, I didn’t.  Blue...reclassed me."  She waved it aside, as if unaware how ridiculous that reply was.  "Anyway, could you introduce us to Keri? We might be able to provide something better than a healing Source."

Annit opened her mouth to immediately reject the offer, but paused.  She definitely did not trust Shayma or Blue, and something like Blue offering to provide "something better" was not going to come free.  But being [Healer] classed was hard enough and Keri should be the one to hear them out and turn them down. Or rather, not turn them down, knowing Keri, though Annit was of the opinion that they ought to stay far away from actual Powers.

"I...can ask," she said cautiously.  "I can’t guarantee anything."

"Of course."  Shayma didn’t push.  But she did smile, and Annit had to wonder if Blue could read her mind, and already knew that Keri would leap at the chance.  The fox girl peered at Annit, then shook her head. "Don’t worry, Blue can’t read your mind."

She had no idea what to say to that.



Interlude - Ansae Contemplates


Once someone got past their first millennium or so, they stopped counting the individual years. Usually by then they also knew better than to expect mortals to be consistent or reliable, better than for plans held dearly to actually work, better than for problems to be solved by running away from them. Ansae never really had gotten the knack of any of that.

Temper was a perennial problem for her, though really it had been a long time since it had been a problem. Once she could raze a city or two when someone insulted her, most people went out of their way not to. Or went out of their way not to deal with her at all, which was more or less fine with her. This time it had definitely been a problem, putting her at odds with the one person that had what she wanted. She’d brought trouble on herself before by lashing out, but it had never before threatened her very life. Ego was something that was synonymous with being a Power, and that was something she’d been for a very long time.

She’d broken through into being a Power fairly early, reaching past the god-given framework of her race and finding Primal mana waiting for her at the other end. That hadn’t fundamentally changed the calculus of threat and power, with a dragon’s need for mana and, of course, greed for valuables to feed. The hoard wasn’t entirely arbitrary of course. It took resources to channel mana, defend oneself against other powerful entities, and pursue the hobbies only those with long lives and enormous knowledge could pursue.

The huge pool of gold was pretty to look at, too.

In those days she had been foolish and Bargained freely, eagerly consuming the benefits of each and giving relatively little thought to the bonds and obligations they put on her. Each Bargain compelled her to act on the world on someone else’s terms, slowly marking her as a threat or an opportunity. Reputation draped over her like a shroud as she dealt with the foolish people who came seeking something they thought they wanted.

This one gave up a decade of life to be put on a throne, that one offered the god’s blessing that protected his family for the same throne, half a century later. A woman offered her Lineage Skill for her youth, another, her youth for power. Even as a dragon she hadn’t been immortal, not yet, and the extra years of life was one of her favorite acquisitions.

Of course all it had managed to do was ensure she lived long enough for a fifth tier Classer to rise up and come after her with a grudge and dragon-bane weaponry. That had been a humbling experience and, after resettling on a suitably distant continent, was the reason she’d been careful about Bargains and fellow Powers ever after.

Until now, when she’d been an absolute fool. Of course Depletion could be removed through a Bargain. Of course there’d been a Power involved. Of course she was dealing with one, because what else could create such clean mana flows? She should know better than anyone else, with her supposed mastery of mana, that even a regular Dungeon wouldn’t have managed something like that.

For the first time in her very long life she found herself contemplating making a Bargain with another Power.

It was a bad idea, of course. Even when the supplicant actually wanted what they got, the price was heavy. Bargains were immensely powerful things, more alive than not, growing and taking power from the potentials they absorbed. A sufficiently powerful Bargain could choke the very gods themselves, driving the whole world to the point of the Bargain being broken or concluded. Restoring her Depletion might well take that power.

She summoned her Status and glared at it. Two points. Two points were all that separated her from death and something worse than death, and despite all her power she was, effectively, too weak to grow her cap. Or maybe too strong. How much more would she have to grow, at this point, to claw back anything from the massive Depletion sucking at her soul? How could she do it safely?

There used to be, in her youth, only a single source of Depletion, easily avoidable unless one was completely foolhardy. Which she hadn’t been, only mildly careless. Now, motes of it sank into the world’s mana, floating out to burn away the life essence of the unwary or unlucky. The Great Dungeons had all been infected by it. The mage-kings had somehow weaponized it, along with their enslaved dungeons, an affront that she dearly wished to correct but couldn’t. Not now. Not yet.

She knew why she’d been so upset. Part of it was just shock. She’d been living with that two point fraction of grace for centuries now, hiding under the mountains away from everything and everyone just so she could regenerate her lost stats, her health and stamina and mana refusing to recover after the beating she’d taken.

The other part had been wounded pride. Her grand plan to remove the source of depletion had done nothing but cripple her in body and soul, driving her into hiding on the far side of the planet. Yet this brand-new Power had stumbled into a way to grant immunity to Depletion and had spent it on a random, unleveled mortal who she was sure had some very fine qualities but was nothing in the face of what the world would throw at her.

Envious? How could she not be,when a mere mortal was given a gift that Ansae would pay nearly any price to acquire? She so badly wanted to just reach out and take it. To summon her power and demand it, as she would in days of old.

She couldn’t. It wasn’t just that she wasn’t as strong as she used to be, because she was absolutely certain she could shred this Blue if he were so foolish as to attack her. It wasn’t just that he was a Power, though that would be enough to give her pause no matter how fragile he appeared. It was that she needed that depletion cure so badly that she couldn’t afford even the slightest risk.

There would have to be trust.

Trust, and hadn’t it just been an age since she needed that? Even before she’d hared off on her own and ended up stuck under this mountain there had been a very long time indeed where sheer power meant the only people who approached her wanted something. That was not a good starting point for trust, which was an irony she did not appreciate at all.

Ansae stood up and paced her cave, small and pathetic as it was. There was a time when she had a lair that took up entire mountains, entire cities, depending on her whim, but she’d not had the stamina or mana to spare, when she made it back here. She still didn’t, considering her regeneration, which only supported a few hours of mild exercise a day without dipping into her reserves. 

In hindsight, she wondered at Blue’s gift of a habitation. He couldn’t possibly have known, but it was precisely calculated to appeal to a pride and vanity most wouldn’t have guessed for her. It pained her to admit that many of her lesser brethren were perfectly satisfied with natural caves, but she surely wasn’t. It was the kind of offer that only the very lucky or the very perceptive might make. Or a Power with supernatural insight.

If Blue did have such insight, all the more reason to meet him on more favorable and honest terms. She’d have to meet him as an equal, which she hadn’t had in...well, it had been a long time. It’d take some reflection on older memories, long before the current crisis.

She closed her eyes, looking for trust and honesty, rifling through aged and well-set memories to get a feel for them again. It turned out they were not as deeply buried as she’d thought, easily rising to the fore and breaking crisp and bright about her.

There was only one moon in the sky in those days, riding pale in the afternoon sky as she swooped toward the mesa. The thermals made descent a languid, easy affair, drifting down with spread wings and aiming for a simple wooden cabin perched near the mesa’s edge.

The wolf-kin who was chopping wood just out front looked up at the crunch of her paws on dry grass, and turned to bow to her. "Milady dragon," he said.

"An odd way to greet a partner in crime. Or at least, a partner in something." She cocked her head at him, sitting down on her haunches and curling her tail about her forepaws, catlike. "I’m fairly certain setting everything on fire is frowned on by most mortals."

"Is that what you did? I just asked you to give them a hard time."

"You asked a dragon," she said, drawing out the word. "What did you expect me to do, scratch at the door in the middle of the night?"

"I was hoping for fire," he admitted. "But I thought it might be too forward to just assume."

She flicked her tail, waving in the direction of a distant smudge in the air. "Well, there you have it."

"And?" He mopped at his forehead with his shirt, leaving the axe where it was to make for a chair in front of the cabin.

"Better than some," she said judiciously. "They were prepared for something, though not for me. They had a big hollow log and a stick to raise an alarm, which was a step up. A bell would be better but you lot still haven’t figured out casting on that scale."

"Some of us only figured out we were better than animals a generation or two ago," he retorted, throwing himself into the chair. "We’re new to the civilization game, so I wish you wouldn’t tease me with all the things I can’t have." He cast a meaningful glance at the stone head of the axe he’d abandoned.

"If I hadn’t, you wouldn’t be asking me to go annoy your kinsmen." Ansae pointed out, inspecting a claw. "Speaking of which, it’s your turn, Shaman."

Shaman Igase laughed, holding up his hands. "I wouldn’t think of going back on my word! Don’t you trust me?"

"I know you," Ansae mock-growled, and Igase laughed harder.

"Yes, yes, but the people I trick are gullible youngsters!"

"For a dragon I am certainly not old," she said archly.

"Ah, but you are certainly not gullible!"

"...when you say it that way, I feel like I should check my claws to make sure none of them are missing."

"Dragon claws do make good ingredients…" He caught her look and threw up his hands. "I jest, I jest. Very well, I’ll show you, just give me a minute." The Shaman eased himself out of the chair and settled on the ground, cross-legged.

The reason he caught her interest was because he was a Shaman, not a [Shaman]. He had rejected his Class, or perhaps never been given the option. The demi-human tribes were still new to the world, after all, and it was possible the world wasn’t quite used to them. And yet...he could use mana. Not just with the childish fumblings that presaged the formation of a Class, either, he had his own peculiar style.

She’d had her snout pushed in once or twice before by magic-users, but as a very young dragon she didn’t have a ready answer to mages and their ilk. If she wanted to do the same thing she’d have to commit to an Affinity, assuming she could find a mana spring of that Affinity, and go through her species breakthrough. Not something that she could afford time for, even if it were possible, given the predators already on her tail. Igase, though, had a way to use magic outside the confines of Class or, hopefully, species.

It had to be better if it broke the rules.

All he wanted in return was for her to harass the settlements that hadn’t been listening to him. She didn’t much care why that was, but she had to admit it was pretty fun to wreak some moderate havoc on people who had earned it. Probably earned it, anyway. Rampaging was in her blood, but there didn’t seem to be much point most of the time. Being karmic retribution, though, tickled her fancy.

Igase breathed in, out, in again, slowly and calmly. Around him, the ambient mana of the world shifted, drifted, and floated inward as he called upon it. Only he hadn’t called upon it, there was no Skill he was using there. She peered closer, unable to believe what she was seeing. By all appearances, the mana was attracted to him of its own accord yet, given that he was meditating on something, that was clearly not the case.

Mana spun and danced, pulled into Igase and then released, no longer of nature Affinity or wind Affinity, but of something new and unique. It was, perhaps, Igase Affinity, as nonsensical as that seemed. She’d never seen anything like it, though again she was a very young dragon.

Igase opened his eyes and the magic stopped.

"How did you do that?" She demanded. "What’s the trick?"

He just grinned at her.

The memory faded and Ansae felt...younger. Fresher. Some of the weight of history and Depletion had fallen away. It was that meeting, that mortal, so very long ago that had planted the first seeds of twin ideas. The first idea was his magic, which had grown into her understanding of Primal mana, something that had outlived the clever Shaman for millennia. The other was the glimmerings of what became her mantle and title, over years and centuries as she visited woe upon those who drew her wrath.

It was a perspective that helped center and calm her, and at the same time, bring some humility to the fore. Once again she needed the help of another, and that was not so shameful a thing. She had roots in such an exchange, and perhaps it was the world-shaking fate of a Power that brought her to it again, in such a pass. Her fate, or his.

She’d have to apologize, of course. It might take some amount of bowing and scraping to get back into Blue’s good graces, but she could handle that. Her life and her future were at stake, and there was no need for ego when that much hung in the balance. If he still wouldn’t talk to her, well.

No matter how far she’d fallen, she was still the Silver Woe.



Day 99 - Shayma


Shayma’s parents had told her about the fantastical sights of the Great Dungeons and the powerful mana springs, where the world was more Affinity than reality. Caves of liquid light and towers of song and salt, creatures that consumed anger or fled from happiness. Wildwood wasn’t as strange as all that, but it was still a sight.

A tree trunk the size of a mountain floated above a broad river valley, huge chunks of earth held in the spreading roots, while rising higher and higher, brushing the very sky, the rest of the tree spread itself over the forest below. The river’s source was the tree itself, golden-green tinted waterfalls dripping off the roots into lakes below. Each lake had a slightly different shade, and different colors of tree and flower crowded in around them, dappling the valley in greens and amber. The huge verdant crown of the monster tree cast less of a shadow than it should have, seeming to provide its own light. 

Nor was the tree the only oversized thing. Around that crown shapes hovered in the air, birds and insects the size of houses circling the spreading limbs. Small specks flitted about the trunk lower down, either Classers or more reasonably sized monsters

"Wow."

"Yeah."

"Just, wow."

"It’s amazing!"

"Now I just feel all drab and boring. Why can’t I have floating trees?"

"Maybe I can get some while I’m here?" She suggested.

"Please!"

She laughed. Blue didn’t much care about the things merchants or kings did, but he did really like options for his own aesthetics. She wasn’t even sure it was vanity, since he didn’t even show off most of himself to the people who lived there. It was just one of those eccentricities that made him seem...well, she wouldn’t go so far as to say human, but less like a force of nature.

Annit still eyed her oddly when she spoke to Blue, but somewhat less so than before. Which was still better than cringing with fear, at least with people she didn’t have anything against. Yes, Annit was a little snappy but given that they’d crossed paths with at least three sets of mana-infused beasts, all of which seemed absolutely fixated on Shayma, she had reason.

The Retreat itself was half-visible behind the fortress wall sweeping around to encompass the entrance to the river valley, the tips of buildings and a few towers poking out above the wall. Even as she watched, a team set out from one of those towers toward the actual Tree, two of them flying unassisted, and another four on a pair of winged lions. Though there were a number of high-level Classers in Iniri’s retinue, she’d never been able to see them acting like that since they’d had to hide themselves from the mage-kings.

This close to the Retreat, it seemed that most of the dangerous monsters had been culled. Aside from red-throated, humming flowers and gnarled trees that moved of their own accord, it was almost as quiet as the wilderness around Blue. "From here on in, we’re under the authority of the Retreat," Annit told her. "So no infighting, theft, any of that. Not that I expect you’d try, but just so you know. Everyone else knows too, and there’s some really high-level Classers to enforce it. So you’re safe from poaching or bullying within the Retreat at least."

"I appreciate that." Actually, she was probably the only level one in the whole place. Of course, if that was an issue she could artificially inflate her level with [Illusory Presence] but that was asking for its own sort of trouble. Especially if people figured out she could fake her Status. Even with Blue’s backing that could get ugly.

She slipped back into [Ghost Step] to follow Annit through the remaining distance between them and the entrance to the Retreat. Despite the fact that [Ghost Step] was, to her, an absurd ability, the fact that she could only just keep up with Annit showed how much of a gulf there was between her level and Skill ranks and people who’d earned their second tier legitimately. A few weeks worth of practice and one or two encounters didn’t do much to make up for the years of experience people like Annit had, no matter what her Skills were.

Both of them returned to more normal movement as they approached the gate of Wildwood Retreat. It was oversized, to account for whatever exotic beasts Classers might bring along, but the guards looked normal. In fact, to judge from their attire they were [Shield Soldiers] just like Dyen, and one of them waved at Annit as they approached.

"Another fortune-seeker from Khiral?" He asked, lifting his eyebrows at Shayma.

"No, this one’s actually important." Annit waved at Shayma, who bowed before producing the royal seal.

"My name is Shayma Ell, and I am a messenger from Queen Iniri. I wish to speak to Sir Monat, if he is still in charge."

The guard whistled. "Yeah, that’s important, but it’s not my call to make. Let me get you logged on the Status sigil, ma’am. Annit, will you take her to the Captain?"

She made a face. "If I must."

"I’d appreciate it…"

"Fine, fine." Annit shrugged. "Get her processed through then, and let’s get it over with."

"Miss Shayma, just over here." The guard beckoned her to an alcove set in the wall between the inner and outer gates, where there was indeed a Status sigil placed in a pedestal that constantly fed it magic.

"ID checks, huh? Makes sense, especially since a bunch of people are from out-of-kingdom. I wonder what it takes to get yourself banned?"

"Let’s not find out," Shayma muttered, putting her hand on the Sigil stone. She suppressed her real race, keeping herself as a "fox-kin demihuman," but otherwise let the real Status show.

"Level fucking one? What? Patron or not, I wouldn’t have taken you here if I’d known you were that low-level!" Annit’s scowl was thunderous.

"Look at the Skills though," the guard suggested. "That’s not a tier-one Class, with those skills. What’s going on?"

"Just blame it all on me. That should shut them up."

Shayma rolled her eyes, but it was good advice, and probably what she would have done anyway. "I’m also a representative of a Power. All that is his influence." She waved at the Status screen. Although Blue had told her about some of her Skills leveling up, and she could even tell the difference, it was still nice to see higher numbers next to [Ghost Step] and [Phantom Pocket].

"Right, definitely take her to the Captain." The guard looked a little spooked. "Nice to meet you, ma’am."

"And you, sir," Shayma said politely before following Annit inside the Retreat proper.

Everyone looked like proper adventurers, most of them kitted out in armor and bearing weapons, which was far from what Iniri’s cities looked like. It was predominantly swords and shield, staffs and spears, and a sprinkling of bows, daggers, and maces. But here and there were more exotic weapons, like whips or massive mauls or sharpened discs Blue identified as chakrams. Some people carried nothing at all, but Blue whispered in her ear that most of these people had really scary sounding Classes and the weapons themselves weren’t obvious. 

The streets were well-kept, and lined almost exclusively with shops and crafthouses. Whether parties were heading to the woods below or the tree itself, Wildwood catered to their needs by supplying food, materials, equipment, healing, and of course entertainment. Shayma spotted three separate pubs on the short walk from the gate, each one proclaiming to have more delicious ale than the last. Though, given that they probably used high-magic ingredients from Wildwood to brew it, they probably had a reason for boasting. The building they were headed toward was squat and thick-walled, standing out from the colorful signs by its sheer drabness and the helmet sigil of a guardhouse.

Shayma could tell exactly why Annit didn’t want to deal with the Captain the moment the pair of them stepped into the room. The man had a natural sneer, and maybe even a natural leer. He was probably handsome enough, but Blue had rather altered her perspective on that sort of thing. "Well?" He said, somehow managing to put the exact right intonation into the single word to imply they were wasting his time and really shouldn’t have come in the first place.

"Jonas sent us," Annit said shortly, flipping a hand in Shayma’s direction. She took the cue, stepping forward and offering him a bow as Blue muttered the man’s Status in her head. Goral Granson, Level 52 [Bulwark of Tempered Steel]. A tier three class by the look of it, probably an upgrade from [Shield Soldier].

"My name is Shayma Ell, and I’m a messenger from Queen Iniri," she repeated, producing the seal. "I wish to speak to Sir Monat."

Goral leaned forward enough to touch the seal, verifying its authenticity, then straightened up. The sneer vanished, but the leer didn’t. "Of course! I will escort you to the Grandmaster myself!"

"I don’t trust this guy. Maybe if you bring Annit with you he won’t flirt so much I get annoyed. Besides, once you deliver the message maybe we can see Keri."

"Thank you," Shayma gave Goral a smile and then looked over at Annit. "My Patron would like you to come, too. We can conclude our business once I deliver my message."

Annit’s eyes widened, taking it for an order and nodding. "Yes, of course."

"The invitation isn’t extended to you," Goral said dismissively. "As Shayma is the Queen’s messenger, of course she can, but -"

"Her Patron is a Power," Annit said, interrupting Goral with apparent relish. "I’m not going to argue with him. If you want to, I won’t stop you."

"That seems unlikely…" Goral frowned at Shayma, and she shrugged.

"He’s the one who is protecting Queen Iniri against Vok Nal," she said, exaggerating only slightly. "If Blue wants her to come, she comes."

"Hmph. Fine. I will let the Grandmaster decide." He eyed them. "I assume neither of you have flight? Then I’ll have Lockert bring us." 

Lockert turned out to be a long, rainbow-colored ribbon that dove down from the sky once Goral puffed on a rune-carved whistle. "What?" It demanded, in a gruff, grumpy voice that did not fit the tiny, multi-eyed head of the floating beast at all.

"Uhh, this guy’s actually human. Level 44, but his Class says "Overridden: Wind Beast." Kinda creepy."

Shayma merely nodded. Up close, Lockert’s body undulated slowly, rippling along the color-striped length, not quite touching the ground, no more than a thumb thick but wider than she was tall, and half as long as the street, to boot.

"We need to take these two to the Grandmaster’s place," Goral said, and Lockert sighed loudly, then flew in a circle about them. She could see the wind Affinity, but couldn’t feel the air do more than move slightly before both she and Annit were lifted off of the ground, abruptly soaring into the sky. Goral was left behind, the breeze blowing away a curse as Lockert snickered.

"You don’t like him either, huh?" Annit ventured.

"He knew me before I got turned into this and he still treats me like a brainless beast," Lockert said, still grumpy and gruff. "And he knows the stupid whistle hurts my ears."

"I’m sorry to hear that," Shayma said politely, trying to ignore the tilting horizon as Lockert’s Affinity pulled them along. "Do you have to obey him?"

"Eh, mostly. Cost of being protected by the Retreat. Otherwise the Classers might mistake me for a beast and...well, not like I can use any of my Skills anymore!"

"What happened to you?" Annit, bless her, asked the question Shayma was too polite to.

"Old story. Made a mistake trying to overload on mana so I could evolve my Class." The mana-rich food and drink often served in Wildwood and similar places gave people a little extra edge in trying to break through in evolving Classes or Skills, since such things required stretching yourself to your limit. But some people went beyond normal, moderate consumption and actually hoarded Affinity mana in an attempt to boost themselves even further.

Sources did something similar, making it easier to use your Skills and, it was said, tempering your Class in the direction of the Affinity of the source you used. Given that [Seeker] didn’t actually have an Affinity, she hadn’t paid too much attention to how that worked. Now that she had [Illusion] she probably should, though she’d never heard of an illusion Affinity source.

"I jumped in a wind Affinity pool," Lockert added, and she and Annit shared a look. That was an incredibly dumb thing to do. How’d he even find a pure Affinity mana pool?

Neither of them had time to ask before they touched down on solid ground. Lockert had brought them to the top of one of the towers, which had been turned into a miniature garden. Half-sized trees and flowering plants grew wild, crowding over a paved walkway that led toward a log cabin. Lockert himself shot away as soon as they were deposited on a small paved circle, leaving them to their own devices.

"Have you ever been here before?"

Annit shook her head. "I’ve never had the honor of meeting the Grandmaster."

"He’s on the front porch of the cabin. He’s whittling." Blue, of course, had been paying attention and could see things she couldn’t. "Just follow the path and you’ll make it there. As far as I can tell there aren’t any other people up here. Sort of weird to have a log cabin in the middle of a city, but I guess rich people get to be eccentric."

"Well, Blue says it’s just this way, so…" Shayma followed the path. Annit came behind, looking almost as nervous as she had when she’d realized Blue actually was a Power.

Really, the man sitting on the porch of the cabin when it came into view didn’t look like he was some sort of terrifying high-level Classer. He was just an elderly man with fraying hair wearing a pair of rumpled shorts, sitting in a chair and working a piece of wood with a knife. Not that most elderly men had muscles that rippled with each flick of the knife, nor a piercing gaze that seemed to assess her with a casual glance.

"Thul Monat, level seventy-seven! He’s a ‘Grandmaster of the Fist,’ which sounds like a hell of a Class, let me tell you."

A fourth-tier Class, by the sound of it. Though with that level, she’d expect nothing less.

"What are you youngsters doing up here?" He asked, his voice gravelly but kind, exactly the sort of tone she’d expect from her favorite grandfather.

Shayma produced the seal for the third time, repeating her lines as she held it out. This time she followed her verbal message with the actual missive, ribboned and sealed, producing it from [Phantom Pocket]. "I don’t know the full contents of the message, but I do know she wants high-level Classers. Even if they aren’t her subjects, she’s willing to reward them for coming to her aid."

"It warms my heart to hear she’s still alive." Monat said, taking the missive. "And fighting back! She’s just like her dad. I fought under his command back during the days of the Black Pirate King, you know…" He stopped and chuckled. "But don’t let me get started. This old man will talk your ears off. Instead, let me ask you a question." The kindly demeanor faded slightly, revealing an edge of steel. "What exactly are you, girl? There’s more than a whiff of dungeon about you, but here you stand before me with the Queen’s message."

"Ah…" She should have guessed that a high level Classer would be able to tell she wasn’t quite a normal fox-kin. "I’m Blue’s emissary, too. He’s a Power, and a Dungeon."

"I’ve never heard of him." Monat mused. "But you’ve got entirely too much strange about you for it to be a complete bluff. So what does Blue want from us?"

"I don’t want anything. Oh, except maybe some floating tree seeds if they’ve got ‘em. But we can buy those if they exist. I don’t want anything as a Power or whatever."

"He doesn’t have any business here himself. He’ll just be providing the teleportation, through me."

"I see." The Grandmaster pursed his lips in thought. "Well, I will need to keep an eye on you anyway, for replies and, as you say, any teleportation that may be needed. Where are you staying?"

"Haven’t gotten that far yet," Shayma said. "But Blue does have business with Annit, and given she knows the city and we don’t, I’ll leave it up to her."

Monat’s gaze shifted to Annit. "Are you sure you know what you’re doing, young Miss Annit?" His voice had an edge to it, though whether he was trying to warn Shayma, Blue, or Annit she wasn’t sure.

"Yes, sir." Annit was subdued. "I haven’t agreed to anything yet."

Monat nodded and turned his attention back to Shayma. "I’ll send Lockert to get you when I have something to report. Until then...enjoy the Retreat!"



Day 99 - Blue (Explicit)


Honestly it was more a resort than a retreat, to my eye. Maybe it was just the sheer wealth of the clientele, but the services were a lot fancier than Khiral’s. The moneychanger provided little capsules of Source dust in exchange for one of Shayma’s gems, the mana-impregnated stone serving as both a currency and crafting resource for the locals. It seemed to me to be rather less convenient than gold, but I guess gold had fewer uses. Source stuff made magical equipment, and if I could still use equipment I would have been all about that.

But, fancy facilities. The sheer level of ambient magic and a ready supply of Source materials meant that they had all sorts of amenities, starting from when Shayma walked through the door of the Flowering Branch Inn.

"Oh wow, it feels nice in here!" She took a deep breath, letting it out slowly.

"What do you mean?" Genius Loci didn’t quite get me the feel of the air. Touch and temperature had always been a little difficult, all the way from the beginning. Even now at best I could mostly only guess at how comfortable things were. Shayma had needed to tell me how hot was too hot or how cold was too cold for the farming areas.

"It’s cooler and easier to breathe," she explained, then her mouth curled into a smile. "If you used the sense-sharing you’d be able to tell yourself," she added archly.

"I’m not sure either of us would pay much attention to things if I did that."

"I can take it if you can," she challenged, looking around the interior of the inn. It was more like a hotel, all rich wood and polished stone, the kitchen and dining room separate from reception. 

Annit gave her a look. She didn’t know what we were talking about but she was clearly happy to flee from any Power-touched discussion. "I’m going to go find Keri," she said. "I’ll meet you back here in a while?"

"Works for me," Shayma said, and I waited until Annit walked out the door before activating the Purifier Breeding Station on my mischievous fox spirit.

The skintight clothing that it manifested wasn’t even my doing. It was what I wanted, but it wasn’t something I consciously shaped, which implied to me that as things evolved they moved from some sort of system template to more me. Not that I had any objections. Not when it meant I could feel every inch of her skin, smooth and warm and soft, from the swell of her breasts to the ticklish spot just above her tail.

With it too, came her sensations, how I wrapped her softer and smoother than even the fine clothing she was wearing, stroking softly along her arms and legs without any conscious input from me. So too did I understand what she was talking about when it came to the inn’s atmosphere. They had air conditioning! A faint breeze of cool air, not too dry or too humid, blew across her face, smelling of flowers and green things. I definitely hadn’t tried to scent my air but I did have the resources...

"Mm, that’s nice," Shayma said, walking further into the lobby, such as it was, leaving it ambiguous whether she meant the climate control or the soft caresses now running down her back. Like I’d warned her I wasn’t too much interested in the surroundings, more in how she was planning to negotiate a room while I squeezed her rear, stroking at the base of her tail and running slow rings around her breasts.

The breeding station still made it nearly impossible to hold back once I touched Shayma, but it was softer now, and teasing was almost as satisfying as anything more direct, so I kept things light as she stepped up to the counter. Just some minor nibbling on the nape of her neck, a long slow caress down her sides to her hips. Her voice was steady as she portioned out two capsules of Source powder for a room for a few days, but I knew she was enjoying it both through the link and by the wetness I licked away between her legs. Honestly I hadn’t realized Shayma had this side to her, but then, there were certain benefits to having a lover closer than your own skin.

She finished up at the desk by choosing a key type, and she selected a wooden pin inscribed with a flowering branch. When she attached it to the front of her tunic, her fingers trembled oh-so-faintly from the feel of me rubbing at the base of her tail, slowly stroking up her thighs as I watched her try to suppress any reaction. It was a fun little game, and out of curiosity I pinched her rear as she walked away from the counter. Her hips had rather more sway than usual, and the clerk couldn’t help but stare as she twitched slightly. "None of that!" She whispered at me.

"I thought you could take it if I could?" I emphasized the question with another pinch, but softer, before tightening over her buttocks, letting her feel tiny tongues and teeth all over, sliding down toward the lips of her sex and up toward the base of her tail.

"Ye-ees…" She said breathily. "But the pinching is still cheating!" She sauntered out of the lobby, past a door that looked out on a spatially-expanded pool room populated with various nude Classers, and toward a set of alcoves labeled with floor numbers. With each step I squeezed her breasts, teasing her nipples with tiny frills until they were hard and perked against me. Then I switched to the tiny teeth that were nibbling at her tailbase.

"Mph!" She commented while I chuckled in her ear, leaning against the wall for a moment before firmly stepping into the alcove marked for the third floor. Wind Affinity magic whirled, lifting her into the air, and I took the moment of flight where gravity went away to spread the lips of her pussy, running textured tongues hard against her wet flesh.

"Oh gods!" She stumbled as she got off, muffling herself even as she swore. Her body twitched with pleasure, sparks of arousal shooting through her from the teasing, making it hard for her to focus properly as they burned. "What if I’d fallen back down?" She muttered at me. "Be more careful!"

"I am being careful! That was definitely the best time to do that. Besides, it was your idea." So saying, I slid a breeder into her tight heat. She clenched around me instinctively, so very wet, and took a long, slow breath as I sank in fully, feeling her grip me invitingly.

She clamped her mouth shut on a moan. "Good thing my room is on this floor…" It took her a moment to regain composure, setting off down the hall. Every step rubbed my breeder against her outer lips and sent prickles teasing along her nipples. The hall itself wasn’t entirely empty, and while nobody really noticed her, every time someone passed her I could feel her pussy squeeze on me hard. I savored the sensation of her hovering on the edge, whole body tingling.

I kept up the slow burn as she hunted for her room, amusingly taking the wrong turn because she was so preoccupied with my attentions. Since I was already filling her, I kept it to light strokes down her back and along her rear, with the occasional squeeze at her erect nipples. Just to keep her on her toes. Finally she did find the door, fumbling with the knob as the wooden pin flashed and the lock clicked, letting her inside.

The moment she crossed the threshold I let my breeder swell, sliding it out slightly and then slamming it home, letting the frills on it rake against her inner heat, drawing smouldering trails inside her. She groaned and came instantly, stumbling and leaning on the door before kicking it shut. "I think you win," she moaned softly, panting.

"Then I’ll take my victory prize!" We both knew that there wasn’t any way she could have "resisted" this game for very long, but maybe she thought she could get more reaction from me by holding out so long.. Or maybe she was just having fun. Either way, now I no longer had any reason to hold back and Shayma sank to the floor as I began to fuck her in earnest.

The whole time I hadn’t touched her clit, so now I began to tease it with a slightly rough tongue as my breeder plunged into her with hard, deep thrusts, swelling to stretch her limits. Her muscles quivered as she milked helplessly at my cock, hands moving to pull at her clothes. "Gods, Blue, you’re in ah! A mood today."

"Well, I can’t resist you when you’re playful." I pinned her arms back, since she could very well rip the very expensive new cloth, or at least stretch it out of shape, wrapping tendrils around her palms to give her something to grip. Black dungeon-flesh covered her mouth and another breeder slid between her lips, filling her mouth with the taste of vanilla while the first impaled her hot, dripping sex.

She sucked eagerly at it, licking the tip while I raked my frills inside her pussy, the tongues on her clit making her cum again, arching on the floor as she shuddered around me. My own pleasure grew as I savored the feel of her mouth and her pussy around me at the same time, the pressure slowly building up until it erupted into jets of hot seed. She groaned around the breeder in her mouth as she sucked at my cum, her pussy clamping down on me to keep my sticky seed inside her.

But I kept going, actually driving into her harder, the frills on my breeder spreading out to tease her most sensitive spots, reigniting her arousal. She whimpered around the cock in her mouth, moaning against it as she sucked, feeling me start to stroke and nibble at her clit, ramping the stimulation up until it was just short of making her beg for mercy. Her hips bucked as she tried to push back against me, against the hot, thick length plunging into her as deep as she could take, keeping her precisely as full as she could stand.

With every thrust I wiggled, twisted, and flexed my breeder, making her moan louder around me as the tension rose higher, blooming into a slow, deep orgasm. She shook and shuddered as I rode her through it, timing my thrusts with each squeeze of her sex, her pussy clamping down on me as I filled her until I, too, came again. The hot sticky seed spurted from the lips of her sex as I filled her beyond capacity, and some dripped from her lips as she swallowed quickly, but not quick enough.

With that the breeding station vanished and she swallowed again, panting. "Hooo…" She managed, and that was all for a bit while she recovered.

"Had fun?"

"That was...pretty different," Shayma admitted, slowly getting herself to her feet. "I hope you realize I’m going to need to launder...everything. And take a shower."

"Well, the sign did say they offered those services at the desk. Otherwise I might have been more careful."

"Why do I doubt that?"

"...because you know me?"

"Yup, that’s why." She giggled, meandering over to the washroom where there was a large alcove marked for laundry and a set of robes in the closet next to it. She examined them, feeling the fabric between her fingers and remarking on its softness, but I was interested in the mana weave on it. It was some form of illusion, but fortunately I didn’t have to try and puzzle it out myself. A little plaque on the side of the closet explained that the weave, in order to maintain the privacy of the inn’s guests, anonymized the wearer so long as they had a room key.

That was a lot more intricate than anything I’d seen yet, though maybe it was to be expected of a place that served high-level Classers. Shayma selected one of the robes, a dark blue, and hung it up next to the shower before shucking her outfit and piling it into the laundry alcove. After a brief pause wind Affinity magic activated and pulled it all away, off to wherever the laundry room was, I supposed. Genius Loci didn’t extend far enough for me to see the destination.

Then she turned on the shower and I was even more impressed.

"Oh, this is amazing!" Shayma said, then made a face. "I sound like such a country girl, being amazed at all this stuff."

"But it is pretty amazing." It wasn’t just water through a spout. Instead, when she waved her hand over the activation glyph, a combination of wind, water, and fire magic turned into a vortex of heated water in the center of the room. Little bubbles of soap were racked on the wall, easily within reach once Shayma stepped into the water.

"Feels good too," Shayma said, swishing her hands through the vortex. With some experimentation she found she could push the vortex up or down, just a little, and she brought it up to her chin so most of her was inside the hot water. Then she stretched out her arms until the tips of her fingers broke the surface of the swirling water. "Do you think you could do this?"

"I’m trying to figure it out right now!" I was studying not only how the Affinity mana was twisted together and shaped, but where the mana came from in the first place. The fact that Shayma was surprised meant that it wasn’t common to see this sort of thing in cities, which sort of made sense given the mana expenditure. It wasn’t a lot of mana compared to my dynamo, but it was an awful lot more than I saw floating around in Sources or the like.

The answer to that was that it was gathered from the mana spring itself. [Genius Loci] let me spot small arrays embedded in floors and walls, each siphoning  power from the massive river of mana that poured through the river valley. These were what fueled all the bits of magic trickery that I could sense, and neatly explained why capital cities didn’t have such things. The excess mana meant monsters and danger, not suitable to the seat of government and all the non-combat Classes needed to support a city.

On the other hand, I had excess mana, and unlike the methods the inn used, I could direct my mana flows to pour into enchantments of their own volition. If I could figure out how to make them. My mana manipulation skills didn’t seem nearly up to the work that I was seeing. Either I was vastly underskilled, which was entirely likely, or I was vastly under-Skilled, and lacking something critical to comprehend and reproduce what had been done.

Clearly I had been lax.

Shayma popped one bubble in the water, setting it foaming with the soap’s colors, then a second one as she scrubbed at her fur and hair. Once the water cleared, rinsing everything away, she waved her dripping hand at the sigil marked as dry. The water dissipated as the Affinity mana was removed, leaving warm, dry air to fluff her tail and dry her skin. "Okay, you definitely have to get one of these," she said, twirling around and shaking the last droplets from her hands. "It’s incredible."

"It is pretty snazzy. Clearly I have a lot to learn about mana-related luxuries." Actually Wildwood itself showed me I had only glimpsed a tiny fraction of what the world was about. Someday I’d have to see if Shayma wanted to go to a Great Dungeon, or head into the Wildwood Tree. It would be pretty neat to see an actual dungeon run and what adventurers could really do. "Maybe you can wander around the rest of the place and see if there’s more things I can copy?"

"Lazing about in a luxurious inn...truly, my master sets me difficult tasks." Shayma grinned, brushing out her hair and fur before shrugging on the robe. The anonymizing enchantment was really weird. It didn’t actually alter any of Shayma’s features like [Illusory Presence] did, it just made it so when I looked at her, I just didn’t find her interesting enough to note. What was doubly strange was that Genius Loci could punch right through it, but I could also choose not to, and do both from different points in my range of perception.

If I was capable of getting headaches, that probably would have given me one. I wasn’t sure I could really use the technique myself, but Shayma might be able to, so I shared what it looked like from my perspective.

"Oh wow, that’s...huh!" She squinted, and I dropped the image before it got too much for her. It was weirding me out and I was used to seeing thousands of things at once. "Yeah, I bet I could do that. I’d never thought of using Illusion that way…"

"Me either. Makes me realize I’m pretty woefully ignorant for a Power. I haven’t even read any books!" At least I knew I could read. Actually, given that the Status sigil was words and letters, I imagined everyone could read a little, at least in the Status language.

"Maybe you could trade for some? You are missing a library…"

"Clearly I am a failure as a dungeon. No special showers, no libraries…"

"No monsters or traps." She reminded me. "But you’re better that way."

"No normal traps." At least, not anymore. I hadn’t built any for ages. "But I’m glad you think so!"

She smiled and adjusted the pin on her robe before heading back out the door. This time we were both more in a mood to take in the opulence of the place. Or at least, she was. I had maybe five minutes to marvel at it before trouble arrived at my doorstep. Inside my doorstep? "Uhh, looks like something is going on back here. I’ll get back to you on the tour in a little bit."

Some of the mid-level adventurers from Khiral had gotten, well, adventurous. I’d never actually blocked off the corridors that went places other than the habitat, and now there was a small group all kitted up and prowling downward and inward. More worryingly, they had a familiar-looking compass crystal that was pointed directly at my core. [Genius Loci] told me it was a [Dungeon Compass] which was probably for Great Dungeons but I guessed it worked on me too.

Now, I could guess at what they were doing just by that alone, but I didn’t really know what they thought they were up to. There were four of them, each one around level thirty. I hadn’t actually seen anyone in action other than a sort of half-baked assault by Vok Nal’s group and Annit’s casual destruction of lower-level beasts. While Vok Nal’s group had been higher level, they’d also been stupid and careless, so I didn’t really know how capable these four were.

They looked serious. There was a [Blade Bulwark] holding two enormous swords, an [Ice Assassin] with blue-glinting daggers, an [Earth Invoker] with no implement but a dull ring on every finger, and a [Heartfire Protector], who had a small, blue flame orbiting his head. All in all, very impressive, if a little silly as they crept down a perfectly harmless corridor as if they were expecting to be assaulted at any moment.

The [Ice Assassin] drifted back toward the group from the intersection he’d been scouting and shook his head. "Nothing," he reported. "Completely deserted."

"Where the hell are all the monsters?" The [Blade Bulwark] grumped.

The [Ice Assassin] shrugged. "Maybe there aren’t any?"

"No such thing." The [Earth Invoker] dismissed it. "Besides, if there weren’t any, Iniri would have control of the core and wouldn’t be stuck assigning people to farm."

"I still say we just go for some of the Source stuff I’m sensing," the [Heartfire Protector] put in. "There’s a bunch of it below us and I’m sure it’d be easier to get to than the core."

"Yeah but if we control the core, we get all the Source stuff. We’ve been over this before!"

Clearly I hadn’t been paying enough attention. If they’d had the conversation while they were here, I would have heard it, but since I ignored most of the goings-on with the population, it wasn’t something I could recall. What I really needed was some sort of perfect recall and search-and-index set of Skills, so I could remember without needing to remember, but I had no idea how to make those. Or if this Skill system even had concepts like searching and indexing. So far everything had seemed pretty analogue.

Anyway, this was clearly unacceptable. I could understand adventurers wanting to raid my rooms for treasures. I was a dungeon, so it was probably instinctive once they got inside. They should know better, but I could understand it. These people though, they wanted to control me. Not that I knew how they intended to make that stick, but the only person I’d ever let near my core was Shayma. There might be something people who weren’t of the dungeon could do.

I wasn’t really mad. No, that wasn’t true. It wasn’t the searing anger I’d felt when that idiot had tried to attack Shayma, but more disgust. Contempt? It was a cold emotion, not a hot one, a sense that these things didn’t belong in my reality. Which was a weird way to put it, something I had to mark down to dungeon-ness. Or maybe being a Power? Which wasn’t just a title of convenience, since the overlay recognized Ansae as one.

As if summoned by my consideration of her, Ansae chose that moment to emerge from her lair. Maybe she was summoned by that. Considering the perk I’d gained for hearing my name invoked, apparently without any other limitations, she could have the same. Or something more potent. I still didn’t know anything about her other than her stats and those told me enough of a story that I knew she definitely deserved that title.

She was in her amazon form again, the silver-white armor gleaming while her curved horns nearly touched the ceiling. I couldn’t be sure, but she looked more ornate than last time, dressed in a full cloak with a weapon at her side. Sort of a weapon, anyway. It was a small knife (for Ansae, anyway) with a signet on the hilt, of a circle with a single vertical line running through it, but the blade shone like a tiny sun to my mana sense. It was actually painful to look at, and given the huge amount of power I had running through me already, that was saying something.

It looked like she was dressed for war, or...well, something official. On the other hand, her presence didn’t make me ache just from proximity like it had before. Either she was shielding it, or between then and now I’d gotten more robust. Given that I’d leveled up, I was hoping it was the latter, but since she still had question marks for a level it didn’t seem I’d gained much ground on her.

While the adventurers crept down one passage, she strode up another, and for a moment I was tempted to rearrange things so they’d meet. It was short-lived, though. Both of them were my problem, but different problems, and putting them together wasn’t likely to make them any less troublesome. I could just imagine Ansae thinking they were somehow my representatives, and that would be less than ideal.

Ansae strolled along the corridor, past the old and still unused lair I’d made for her, and into the meeting room we’d used last time. I’d actually forgotten about it and hastily recreated the furniture she’d destroyed but, after some consideration, I left the rest of the room in the same state. There was no point in pretending that she hadn’t flipped out last time.

She glanced around, taking in the furniture and mess both, standing by the chair. "I request a meeting," she said, then took a seat.

That was a problem.

Mostly because Shayma was still in Wildwood, still had people to teleport over, and wasn’t anywhere near ready to come back. Plus I still had those idiots wandering around trying to...well, attack me implied more than they were actually doing, but they did intend to enslave me. One problem at a time.

"Shayma, could you write me a note?"



Day 99 - Ansae


Ansae didn’t wait for a reply before taking a seat. If Blue could only talk through Shayma, then things would have to move at whatever pace it took to get her down here. Which didn’t bother her overmuch, since it gave her more time to overtly watch Blue and see if she could figure out how he ticked. Powers tended to defy their origins, but Blue was special even so.

Mostly, he was a dungeon, and as she understood it dungeons were created subservient. The Great Dungeons were subservient to the gods, the Red Cores to the mage-kings, and the green-capsuled spaces that drifted in the molten rock below the ken of most mortals were subservient to their attendant spirits. But Blue clearly was not subservient to anyone, and to be a Power, couldn’t be.

Not to mention that so far as she knew dungeons were about as intelligent as mana-springs or Source rocks. Which was to say, not at all. Oh, they were clever in very specific ways. But so were fire ants, and nobody was about to believe they could rise to become a threat. Let alone a Power.

He was also simultaneously more and less powerful than he should have been. Compared to the last time she had been inside, he’d progressed at a prodigious rate and the amount of mana circulating through his interior rivaled most mana springs. But he didn’t seem to be doing anything with it. There were no defenses, aside from the [Warding] which, she had to admit, was pretty good. No shields, no monsters - and with this much mana, he could be spawning some pretty effective guardians.

She expended a little bit of stamina to sharpen her senses. Given that Depletion had dropped her regeneration to effectively zero, she hated to do it, but given the negotiations she was here for it might be worth it. What she saw just made him even weirder. He was hosting people.

Actually hosting them. She could see the condensed mana where his core was, and the single cabin there was probably for his voice, that Shayma. But it was empty at the moment, with nobody there forcing him to grant the humans and demihumans space, so he was doing it of his own accord. Incredibly strange, but he’d bribed her with a place to stay too, so maybe there was a reason. Some benefit from hosting mortals, perhaps, a thought that made her wonder what the benefit was for hosting her. The lair may have been more for his benefit than hers.

Not all his guests were staying in their allotted space though. There seemed to be an adventuring party trying to delve deeper, which was a profoundly stupid idea for more reasons than she could readily count. It rather reminded her of how, ages and ages ago, greedy fools would occasionally try and plunder her hoard . Not that much of her hoard was even accessible to anyone but herself, but even a fraction of it was enough to register to some types of divination. Rather nostalgic, really.

She leaned back in her chair and watched them creep along. She could see straight through all the walls with her current stamina consumption, so she knew there was nothing around, and it was pretty amusing to see them so ready to fend off all the nothing that occupied Blue’s empty corridors.

Also nostalgic, that. Playing with mortals was one of the classical pastimes of Powers.

She did wonder what Blue was going to do to stop them, though. His Core was walled off so they didn’t have a direct line in, but the [Earth Invoker] could probably punch through given enough time and incentive. Even as she watched, Blue’s corridors twisted around to lead them on a convoluted circle. She could see that they were already cut off from the habitat above, with no way back other than digging through stone.

Speaking of which, it seemed the [Earth Invoker] noticed the serpentine paths, bending a wall inward for the group to take a shortcut. Great idea in a normal dungeon, but if she were Blue she’d be pretty annoyed. And indeed, he was making changes near their exit point, though the details escaped her. He had an astounding degree of finesse over the physical form of his structure, all the more impressive because his mana control was so sloppy.

They emerged from the artificial cross-corridor and she had an intuitive flash of danger a fraction before the [Blade Bulwark] brought his swords up to deflect...something. Mist erupted from the blades he held out to either side, and flying spray gouged fragments from the walls. In fact, whatever it was cut deep grooves in the swords themselves, which was impressive considering they were Bilib Ivory. The stuff was far tougher than steel, though it couldn’t be sharpened to much of an edge, which made using it for a sword questionable at best.

She pursed her lips. That was very interesting. There hadn’t been so much as a flicker of mana, yet whatever Blue had done held enough force that even the shrapnel from the wall inflicted injuries. Nothing fatal, but blood dripped from torn clothes and armor. "Godshit," the [Blade Bulwark] swore. "Look what that did to my swords!"

The others consulted as they withdrew to a safe distance. Or what they thought was a safe distance, but this wasn’t an ordinary dungeon. She could see Blue altering the walls all around them even as they decided on their best route forward. Again there were levels of detail she couldn’t discern from where she sat, but the working was larger in scale than the first one. She imagined it’d be entertaining.

This time it was the [Heartfire Protector] who noticed something was happening. "There’s something hot in the walls, it -" 

That was as much as he managed before the entire passage exploded. Still with no hint of mana use, and without any trace of fire or smoke. The [Blade Bulwark] couldn’t hope to stop it, and didn’t. She had to resist the urge to clap as the party was reduced to torn corpses amidst the rubble. Not only had the trap, if that was even the correct word for it, been entirely effective, it had been performed without any actual mana. Oh, there was mana about, as there was everywhere the dungeon extended its reach, but none of it was spent in the attack itself.

Now, she could easily wipe out such a party on strength alone, but for a dungeon to do so was something else entirely. Almost everything they could do required an expenditure of mana, aside from the most basic functions of their biology. They could move their own features, and dig through stone, though slowly. But for Blue, slowly didn’t seem to apply at all. "I like it," she said to the room at large. "Playful, but effective. I’d be interested to know how you did that!"

There wasn’t a response, of course. There couldn’t be. But she knew he was listening and, since she wanted to speak as equals, there was no harm in speaking to him directly.

It was amazing how even Powers were vulnerable to flattery.

Blue removed the corpses but only to relocate them to one of the fields of ice, above the habitat. She could even guess why. Until Shayma arrived, casting the bloodied corpses at the collective feet of the inhabitants was an extraordinarily blunt message without context. She should know, since she’d used that precise technique to good effect more than once.

After that, she settled in to wait. There didn’t seem to be any other entertainment brewing and all the reasons he had to ignore her still existed, so she expected it might take a few weeks or months. But she was very patient. It was something she’d learned after her first millenium.

She had expected Blue would make her cool her heels for a while. She would have, in his place. Even though Powers weren’t all equal, they had their own dignity and it would never do to underestimate one. Though admittedly Blue was very strange even among the Powers that she knew.

So she was actually quite surprised when not long after there was a flash of black and a piece of paper - not parchment, actual paper - appeared on the table. Not genuine teleportation, but some sort of well-practiced dungeon function. Exactly the same technique Shayma had used to materialize the Status sigil, in fact.

Lady Ziir, it read, in rather unpracticed handwriting. Still, it was better than the impossibly ornate calligraphy some people had used in the past.

Blue wants me to tell you that I’m in Wildwood Retreat and will be for some time. Probably another week. He is willing to discuss things with you but it will have to wait until I’m back and we can talk properly. Also he asks if you’d leave the guests alone, especially since they don’t know you’re down there.

Thank you,

Shayma Ell, for Blue.

It was the most casual note she’d gotten for a long, long time. It was actually a little endearing, and clearly Shayma still had no idea who she was. Actually, it seemed unlikely Blue did, either. He knew her name, somehow, but not the history associated with it. Admittedly, most of the people who knew that history were long dead, though some remnants of it remained. She was pretty sure they still called that particular moon Dragon’s Eye.



Day 100 - Annit


"Annie!"  Keri more or less launched herself across the room for a hug, barely giving Annit enough time to brace herself before impact.  She was never comfortable in the clinic, feeling like a crow in snow, all tall and dark and dour amid the white. Keri was small and fair and cheery, blue eyes sparkling, and with her pale cloth robe she matched quite well.  She didn’t want to bring her discomfort into where people were still recovering, so she just let Keri’s happiness infect her instead of moping.

"Oof!  Good to see you too, Ker."  She grinned down at the [Healer] who barely reached her chin, despite standing on tiptoes.  "It’s been all of, what, three hours?"

"Three hours of this," Keri pouted, waving at a ward of bandage-swathed patients.

"What happened?  Was there a monster attack?"  Shayma slipped into the room from behind her, looking over the beds with concern.

"No, a fourth-tier Classer’s shower broke and she thought she’d do it herself.  The water pressure was...high." Keri shrugged, while still latched onto Annit. "I think they expect to have the inn repaired by tonight?  Who are you anyway?"

Annit grimaced.  She’d wanted to introduce them in a more...controlled manner.  But given Keri, there’d never been much hope of that.

"I’m Shayma Ell," the fox-girl replied.  "Pleased to -" She was interrupted by Keri transferring her leech-like hold from Annit to her.

"Eee!  You’re the one who sold us the healing focus! Thank you!"

"Mmph?"  Shayma looked over at Annit, barely able to breathe for the embrace.  It was easy to forget Keri’s level was near to thirty. It was easy for Keri to forget it, and the strength that came along with it.

"...she’s also the representative of a Power, Keri, and she wants to talk with you."

"Aw, c’mon, she’s way too young for that.  And, and she smells like vanilla! Scary people can’t smell like vanilla."

"Keri."

Keri rolled her eyes at Annit and disengaged herself from the, for some reason, furiously blushing Shayma.  "Pleased to meet you, Miss Shayma," she said, now somewhat more sober. "I would be honored to discuss business with the Power you represent.  Shall we retire to a more formal setting?"

"Ah!  Um, no need."  Shayma still seemed flustered by Keri - she did have that effect on people - and scrambled to remember what she was there for.  "Annit told me that it was difficult for healers to break through and evolve their Class without a Source for it, so Blue wanted to see if this would work too."

She held out her hand and produced a gem, holding it between her fingertips. It was smaller than the healing Source she'd provided Annit, and was now hanging around Keri's neck. But it was also something rather different than that one.

It was variegated green-and-white like the other one, but this one seemed alive. The colors swirled and moved under the surface, with layers deep enough to make it seem like a view into a well rather than a small jewel.

"Ooh." Keri's eyes lit up, but Annit was doubtful. She didn't trust equipment that gaudy. In her opinion, if something was glowing it was just wasting Mana. Give her plain but functional any day. 

"This is a Primal Source gem," Shayma said.  "Blue isn’t sure if you can use it, or if it’s any better than a normal Source gem.  But he thought it’d be better to ask a healer to try it out than someone likely to blow up a room with their Skill."

"So it’s probably dangerous," Annit said, reaching out to stop Keri from plucking the thing from Shayma’s hand.  "I don’t think you should, Ker."

"Blue says it’s still just a Source gem.  But it might be useless. Regardless, we can compensate you for trying it out if it causes any sort of harm."  She produced, almost inconceivably, a second normal healing Source gem, identical to the one she’d paid Annit with.

"I’ll do it," Keri said stoutly, pushing Annit’s arm aside.  "It’s just healing, and I’m good at healing. All I have to do is see if I can channel my Skill through it, anyway."

Shayma handed over the Primal Source, and Keri took off the one she’d been using, handing it to Annit, who took it with some misgivings. Her fingers itched to snatch the glowing thing away.  Keri was not taking the fact that this was a Power they were dealing with seriously.  Even if they dealt in good faith, it was playing with fire.

The [Healer] narrowed her eyes at the gem, which suddenly flashed.  Then it flickered, turning from mossy green and white to the soothing golden-green of Keri’s magic.

"Um," said Shayma, stepping back a pace, and then Annit saw that Keri’s eyes were glowing too, wisps of mana visible to the naked eye as they cycled between source and Keri and back again.

"No!"  Annit reached out to try and wrench the gem from Keri’s hand, mana feedback be damned.  But her fingers slipped right through the radiant Source as if it were mere illusion, off-balancing herself enough that she needed to exert her Skills to keep from toppling over.

"Maybe Blue can -"

Keri blinked, finally, her eyes glowing from within.  "No," she said, sounding very far away. "I just need to…[HEAL]"

Golden-green exploded outward.  Aches and pains that she hadn’t realized she had vanished in a shock of warmth, while patients woke one after another as the light spun about and sank into them.  It rebounded off the far side of the room and flowed, liquid, back out the door to flood other rooms. Among sounds of confusion, Keri wobbled and slumped as Annit caught her.

"Ker, how do you feel?  Are you okay?" Power or not, she’d kick Blue’s head in if Keri was hurt.

"Nng?"  She blinked blearily up at Annit.

"...Blue says she’s got a different Class now."  Shayma put in quietly. "[Primal Healer]. Oh, and she spent all her mana at once, which is probably why she’s so out of it?"

Only then, relieved that Keri was okay, did she realize what had just happened.  "Wait," she said. "There are no area heals."

Annit barely noticed as the owner of the clinic bustled them into a break room, happy but very confused, and far too busy with a large number of recovered patients to delve into exactly what happened.  No, Annit was too busy fretting over the muddled Keri and the fact that yes, Blue actually was a Power.  It had been sort of a half-realized thing, a high-level Classer of sorts, distant and vague.  But now?

Now she knew Blue could do impossible things.  Now she knew he could bestow incredible gifts. Now she also knew that, if he were so inclined, he could make her beg for death and there would be none to lift a finger.  It wasn’t even that she was scared, it was just that she felt utterly dwarfed by the thing that saw her through Shayma’s eyes. It wasn’t a god, but by all accounts Powers did not fall far short.

Keri came to the same conclusion about the time she became coherent, slithering out of Annit’s grasp to kneel before a bemused Shayma.  "Great Power, I humbly apologize for treating your Emissary with so little respect, and I thank you greatly for the gift you have given me.  I beg you to show mercy on myself and Annit, and I pledge I will repay the debt that I owe you."

Annit had never heard Keri be so somber before, but it was enough to stir her out of her own seat and join her.  Not that Annit had any experience in begging for her life and future but...she couldn’t think what else to do. She opened her mouth, then closed it again, trying to figure out how to say that she really wouldn’t have been so flip if she’d believed Shayma represented someone like Blue.  Only respectfully. "Oh, Great, um, Blue…" Her mind locked up and refused to present her with any further words.

"Blue says he appreciates the level of groveling.  I think he’s trying to make a joke?" Shayma sounded doubtful.  "Yes, trying to make a joke.  But he does agree that you owe a debt for that gem.  He’s pretty sure nobody else can use it now."

Keri glanced down at the golden-green sphere she was still clutching.  "Yes, of course. What do you desire of me?"

"Of us."  Annit emphasized, stepping forward as if she could physically block Keri from Blue’s attention.  "I share whatever debt she has."

"Great!  Because there is something he does need that he’d need both of you for."

"...yes?"  The two of them shared a glance.  That was ominous.

"I need a party.  I’m level one, well, going on seven now, but I still don’t have any real adventuring or combat experience."

Annit snuck a glance up at Shayma, finding the fox-girl had a wry twist to her mouth.  "He says I need some powerleveling."

"That is...unexpectedly generous."  There had to be a catch.

"Mm. Blue says that once you’re roped in it’s not likely you’ll be able to leave without consequence.  Associate with Powers long enough and your business becomes theirs; theirs becomes yours."

"Forgive me," Keri said hesitantly.  "But that seems…"

"Blunt," Annit finished for her.  "Begging your pardon."

"He says he’d rather be honest with you.  Even if that’s not what he intends, it will probably happen, and it’d be better you know now than think he’s trying to cheat you.  He does say that he is not going to enslave you."  Shayma paused. "Though I haven’t found it to be such a bad thing, myself."

Annit stared at her, and Shayma abruptly flushed.  "Anyway! It’s not like you need to drop everything right away. I have business here in Wildwood first, recruiting people for Queen Iniri.  Then I need to go represent Blue to someone else...maybe you can go along with the other Classers?  You can meet Blue officially! Sort of."

Both she and Keri had intended to move on to full-time adventuring once Keri had managed a Class evolution. They hadn't known how long that would take, since healing Sources came up so rarely and even then they'd have to outbid other parties. They had quite a bit saved up, but none of that was necessary thanks to Blue. Even though Keri was overdue for such an evolution it might have taken months of exercising her skills with the Source, and a good opportunity, to manage it.

Now they were unexpectedly ready, but not free. Though it was nice that adventuring was in fact what Blue wanted from them. Keri's Skills would have gotten them into any number of second-tier parties, despite Annit's Class being relatively lackluster, but she doubted Blue would go for that now. Three people was a party, at least, and she admitted it'd be slightly more relaxing with just one woman as the extra. Too many girls gloried in the attention they got as adventurers, since there were so few of them.

For her and Keri, that attention would just be a chore.

"I mean...I got an evolved Class and new Skills just from this one thing," Keri said.  "Just think how amazing we might be with help from a Power!"

"I don’t think we have a choice, but...have you thought about what it means to be bound to something...someone like Blue?"  She glanced up at Shayma, finding that the fox-girl was patiently waiting for them to reach a consensus.

"It means we don’t have to worry about parties, or politics!  Okay, Annie, I know it might be a little, you know, big, but I’d rather deal with one problem of substance than a bunch of annoying adventurers or merchants or kings or queens."  Impeccable and completely nonsensical logic, as usual from Keri. How could she argue with that? "Who...what is Blue, anyway?"  Keri looked up at Shayma as well.  "Is he a dragon, or…?"

"Oh, he’s a dungeon."

For the first time, Keri flinched.  So did Annit. Even before the mage-kings had arrived on the coast, their expansion on the islands across the sea had carried with it news of the invidious appetites of the dungeons that granted them power.  "Is...is he going to want…?"

For a minute Shayma clearly didn’t understand what Keri was too shy to hint at, then she did, eyes widening.  "Oh, no, Blue is a perfect gentleman. Mostly. He won’t force himself on you like that."  

"...oh."

"Anyway, get up!"  She reached her hands down to pull them to their feet.  "That can’t be comfortable. Plus, I mean, Blue may find it amusing but it’s a little embarrassing for me to have people kneel!"

"Thank you," Keri said, rising to her feet.  Annit followed suit, hastily steadying the smaller woman as she wobbled.  "I...I hate to say this but...what was your name again? It’s gone right out of my head with all this."  She gestured vaguely.

"I understand, it was a lot of excitement.  My name is Shayma Ell," she introduced herself again, smiling brilliantly.  "Blue’s Emissary, Iniri’s messenger, all that sort of thing." A vague wave of her hand dismissed it.  "Also, level one [Trickster] but I’ll level up once I get back to Blue."

"You should see her Skills," Annit muttered.  "Her Class is absurd."

But Keri was distracted.  "Wait, I think...I think I know someone you know.  A couple came by a few days back, fox-kin like you, a...Sienne and Giorn?"

"Wait."  Shayma stared.  "You met my parents?"



Day 100 - Blue


It was an incredible relief to know her parents were still fine.  Very little dampened Shayma’s spirit but her worry over them definitely had, the last time we discussed it.  It was good to know that, at last sighting, they were perfectly okay and still traveling and adventuring together.  Plus it gave Shayma something to talk about with her new party members.

 

I was particularly proud of that bit of thinking.  The reaction to the primal Source gem had been a lot more dramatic than I was expecting, and I could hardly let them have it for free, but it wasn’t like they were exactly rich.  Most importantly, from what I’d seen, the two of them were good people.

 

But I was only half-listening to their conversation, because I was hearing another one, and not one from the refugees living in their habitats.  It actually took me a little bit to figure out what was going on, because it was the first time the perk had activated. Someone who wasn’t already inside [Genius Loci] was using my name.

 

It was Thul Monat, [Grandmaster of the Fist].

 

He was sitting on the porch of his cabin, reclining in his hand-carved chair and facing a small gathering of other people who all looked quite impressive.  The perspective I had was like a tiny mote of [Genius Loci], hanging in the middle of all of them, but it didn’t come with the attendant overlay bonuses of being able to appraise people.  I still got names and classes, which was good, because it’d be pretty useless to know some random person somewhere was saying something, but no stats and no view outside of the speck of presence.

 

"And according to the Queen, this dungeon is a Power that goes by ‘Blue.’  Which is disturbing in a number of ways, but according to her it’s fulfilled all the agreements they’ve made without issue."

 

"If it’s not a Great Dungeon, it’s one of the mage-king pet cores," said Yamal Gen, a grey-bearded man with a huge sword slung over his back.  He bore the impressive-sounding Class of [Sovereign of the Thousand-Blessed Blade]. "That means that someone’s controlling it. If not Queen Iniri, who?"

 

"If it’s actually a Power it may not be constrained by those rules," the [Theurge Of Purifying Flame] cautioned.  He had a robe that seemed to be actually on fire, tiny flames licking along it and threatening a neatly-trimmed goatee, and the overlay told me his name was, improbably, Liril Lirilson.

 

"Yeah but I doubt it is."  Yamal scowled. "We should find out."

 

"It is a significant claim, I agree," Monat said.  "But the girl that claimed to be its Emissary was neither monster nor demihuman.  She was something else, which makes me think we ought to be careful."

 

Yamal still looked pretty set on finding me out and since they were all fourth-tiers, that meant he was north of level seventy.  Not that the numbers alone described the power of a fourth-tier class. It was the third class evolution, and people at the fourth tier had earned the Skills and stats to refine their lifetime of experience into incredible power.  I had heard one of the Classers in the inn say that Monat had leveled a mountain with his bare fists. And he wasn’t joking.

 

I was glad I’d already started improving my defenses after that incident with the idiot adventures trying to get ahold of my core.  They had been relatively low-level, second-tier types, and I’d still had to fiddle with things to get rid of them. A group of high level people?  I probably wouldn’t stand a chance without something more robust.

 

Which is why while Shayma chatted and the fourth-tiers debated, I was expanding and improving the tunnels that led through and around my interior.  I didn’t have many, since they were mostly there for the inhabitants, Shayma, and Ansae, but even now I didn’t have enough resource generation to turn them all into stonesteel right away, especially since a number of them were being graced with Spatial Control fields.  Earth mages still worried me, given how the [Earth Invoker] had managed to shortcut through my walls.  

 

That had been pretty uncomfortable, though not actually painful, and it seemed to take more effort to breach the walls than the stone between. Judging by his mana he couldn’t have done it too many times, but a fourth tier could probably just dig straight to my Core if they wanted.

 

So I was taking steps there, too.  Since I could just teleport Shayma to my core room, I created a shell around it.  I had to run threads of my own dungeon-stone through it, since I couldn’t disconnect myself from the rest of the dungeon, but that was fine.  I could make hundreds, thousands of thin stonesteel strands and it was a better use of the material than hallways, because I filled the shell with layers of magma and ice to keep the elementalists out.

 

I wished I could run myself through strands of metal, but I still hadn’t managed to unlock the use of metals for my own structure.  The stuff was just sitting in my inventory in raw form, interesting but useless.  I could spit it out like stone or biomass, into loose stuff lying on the floor, but it wasn’t part of me and I couldn’t manipulate it.  I couldn’t even manage to finagle it with mana flows the way I had with the flower bouquet. Clearly I was missing something, but I had no idea what.  Maybe I’d have to see if I could use [Assimilation] on some sort of metallic structure.

 

Since I was stuck with them, for the moment at least, I just kept the stone threads thin and Spatially Controlled the shell from a respectable ten-meter gap to a massive hundred meters. Then for the heck of it used that same control to compress the angular direction, which actually resulted in a confusing distortion that I was pretty sure meant the core room was effectively smaller from the outside, but it wasn’t quite clear.  But if I was hazy on how it worked, so would everyone else, and under that logic I kept it.

 

Then I started filling up the shell.  Layer of magma, twenty meters thick. Inner shell of stone, coated with glass.  Ten meter air gap, filled with the [Darkness] field. Another shell, this one of ice, encased by stone and glass and likewise filled with [Darkness].  Then more magma, air, ice, [Darkness]. The resulting layer-cake took its own tithe of my mana income, but it would, I hoped, be a difficult and painstaking process to penetrate.

 

New defense created!  Calculating rewards…

16,000 experience granted.

 

After a moment of reflection, I saturated the whole thing with [Warding].  I didn’t generally keep the Skill active over my whole volume, because that took far too much mana and anyway I seemed to have a slight natural defense against divination.  Mostly I kept it to a thin layer on the surface, so my guests could hunt in peace. But divination definitely could work under some conditions, given that twice people had used scrying crystals to track things down.

 

It seemed that no matter how much mana income I managed to create, it got eaten up again pretty rapidly.

 

Ansae made a few comments as I constructed my shield layers, mentioning poison and acid and making me wonder why I didn't have either of those things. I had kind of assumed that the boring tendrils used acid, but a closer look revealed that they used brute force and a touch of mana to break down and intake stone.

 

I had magma, and I knew volcanoes were usually a source of all kinds of nasty chemicals, but mine just seemed to generate heat. But then, it was just heating up my stone...which as far as I could tell was the blandest, most inoffensive feldspar to exist so I didn’t have any nifty impurities like sulfur or chlorine that would offgas from it.  No luck with the surrounding stone, either, since it seemed to be mostly granite – which made finding iron ore in it maybe a little weird but nevermind.

 

I’d have to find some other source of rock or mineral to melt before I could kill people that way, it seemed.

 

I wasn’t just working on defending my core.  I couldn’t really obfuscate the tunnel between the habitat and the surface, but I could and did layer in my various trap ideas.  Not the useless sticky and spear traps, but things with lava and steam and water under tremendous hydraulic pressure. Even if that one guy had blunted it with his swords, the however many billion pascal water stream was one of the few home-grown traps that didn’t rely on heat.

 

Honestly, I had way too many weaknesses when I thought about it.  Or rather, I didn’t have enough approaches. I seemed to be mostly stuck in earth-magma-water, and given that I had access to mana and a pretty reasonable knowledge of technology I really ought to be doing better.

 

Speaking of mana, I was running into an impasse there, too.  I understood how the shower worked, but it needed something I didn’t yet know how to do.  Which was twist mana into actual Affinities. The dynamo only sort-of had Affinities - now that I was actually trying to work with it I could tell it was subtly different than the mana people used, like it wasn’t quite fully realized.  So trying to turn the flow from the ice flowers into an air conditioner...didn’t work.

 

I was hoping that once I talked with Ansae directly I could figure it out. It had to be a simple thing.  Given that Ansae seemed to actually be able to see my weird mana, surely she had some idea of how to apply it.  Actually, I was frustratingly limited despite being terribly busy.  

 

The discussion between fourth-tiers wrapped up without anyone actually agreeing they should try and get rid of me, which was nice, but Yamal did say he’d go join Iniri, which was less nice.  Well, good for her, but I didn’t want the guy around.

 

My awareness of the meeting faded when they dropped me as a topic of conversation, moving onto matters of Wildwood administration that I was just as happy to not have to listen to.  It was a pretty spectacular ability though, to just hear and see whatever, and made me feel like a bit of a bogeyman. Speak of my name and I shall appear! Virtually appear, anyway.  

 

It was something to keep secret, though.  From everyone but Shayma, at least. Even Iniri couldn’t really be trusted with the knowledge.  She had her own loyalties and a whole kingdom to worry about. When she took it back, anyway.

 

"Looks like Monat is going to track you down in a little bit here," I warned Shayma.  "He’s going to start sending people over."

 

"Great!"  She said, confusing Keri for a moment.  Those two seemed to get along pretty well.  Keri was pretty adorable, actually, being so ridiculously cheerful, and the fact that for some reason she had a mouth full of shark teeth made her either more or less adorable, depending on the circumstances. Annit was somewhat more reserved, which I understood, since in her position I wouldn’t have trusted me either.

 

"Blue says that some people are ready to go join Iniri," she explained, and Keri glanced around as if expecting them to burst through the door.  

 

"Is...is he spying on the whole city?" She asked, eyes wide.

 

"Not the whole city," Shayma said, a little bit impishly.  "Anyway, they’ll probably need me to set up the teleporter in a little bit.  When we’re wrapped up here...Blue, do you think you could make them their own cottage or something?"

 

"Since you’re asking, of course. I could even set up a training room if they tell you what they want in it.  I don’t have monsters, but I can make a parkour course?"

 

"Parkour?"

 

"Oh, ah, obstacle course type of thing.  I could also make open areas for sparring.  That kind of thing."

 

"He says that won’t be any problem and he can set up training areas if you have anything in mind."  Shayma relayed back to them.

 

"Well, it’s always best to start with low-level monsters," Annit said with a frown.

 

"Blue doesn’t do monsters.  We’ll have to use the borderlands until we teleport back?  Then I suppose we’ll have to find something near him."

 

"What sort of dungeon doesn’t have monsters?"  Keri asked, fingers playing idly with the primal Source.  She hadn’t let go of it since it had changed color, her mana flowing through it and back into her body even without using any Skills.

 

"The Blue kind," Shayma grinned.  "He’s in a nearly mana-dead area but I’m sure there will be somewhere closer than Wildwood you can train me.  Not to mention Vok Nal’s lesser forces."

 

Annit and Keri exchanged glances at that.  "We’ve been out on the borderlands here since before the invasion," Annit said.  "How bad is it?"

 

"Pretty bad," Shayma admitted.  "Tor Kot has Taere, Invin, Duenn, and Laeer."  She listed off four of the five major cities, holding up her fingers.  "And Vok Nal took over Meil about six months ago. They aren’t expanding anymore, just raiding the countryside for slaves and such, but that’s bad enough.  I passed a number of ruined villages on the way here."

 

"That’s why I wanted to stay out here," Annit sighed.  "Give me monsters any day over wars."

 

"But we can help there too, and adventure!" Keri was not at all daunted.  "I bet we can level up faster there, too. You’ve always said you get more experience from being outnumbered or endangered."

 

"That doesn’t mean that you should be endangered.  You’re a [Healer]!"

 

"I can’t stay inside the city walls forever, Annie."  Keri’s narrowed her eyes at Annit. "You promised we’d go adventuring when I evolved my Class and we could actually get a party together. You promised. And this is definitely an adventure!"

 

Annit sighed.  "You’re right. I suppose we can’t start out in Wildwood anyway.  We’ll come by the Flowering Branch tomorrow probably? How are you giving out these teleports, anyway?"

 

"Blue does it.  He’ll have to take over some part of the street temporarily, probably."

 

"I’m not sure the Grandmaster will like that," Annit said doubtfully.

 

"It’s the Queen who’s asking, and anyway I’m pretty sure nobody else can teleport inside me now."

 

"We should still warn him ahead of time.  I know you like being dramatic and all, but that might not go over so well here."

 

"Aw, but that’s the best part."

 

"Hey, I thought I was the best part."

 

"Um.  Well, yes.  But not in public...usually."

 

Shayma giggled, while Keri and Annit stared.  "Wait." Keri said after a moment. "Are...are you flirting with Blue?"

 

"Um.  A little bit?"  This time it was my turn to laugh as Shayma answered, a touch flustered to be called on it.

 

"Oh my gods."  Keri turned to Annit.  "Why can’t we do that?"

 

Annit was speechless.

 

The pair were going to be really fun when they actually did go adventuring, I could tell.  I had no regrets about roping them in to help Shayma. It didn’t even matter if they weren’t as high level as they could be, since it wasn’t like Shayma was some powerhouse either.  Yet. It didn’t matter that apparently Annit’s [Wind Hunter] was a pretty lackluster Class, either. Once I figured out how to make a wind Source I could give her something to buff her up, and probably give her a huge boost for her next Class evolution.

 

"Well, I’ll leave you two so you can figure out what you’re going to do.  I’m probably going to have work soon and then...probably going to see if I can track down mom and dad, if they’re still here!"

 

"It was good to meet you Shayma!"  Keri waved vigorously, seizing the hand of a still-poleaxed Annit.  "We’ll catch up with you later!"

 

Shayma was barely holding back laughter as she escaped the room, emerging back into the clean-swept streets of Wildwood Reserve.  No sooner had she exited the clinic than the rainbow-ribbon form of Lockert dove from the sky. "Oi," he called. "Grandmaster wants to speak with you!"

 

"Yes, I imagine he does.  Let’s go." She adopted her more official mein, slightly cool and aloof, as Lockert flew a circle around her and lifted her into the sky.  Looking out at the city spread below, I had a sudden thought.

 

"Hey, Shayma?  If your parents are still in Wildwood...uh, how are you going to introduce me to them?"

 

"Um."



Day 100 - Iniri


Iniri was pleasantly surprised at how effective Shayma was at recruiting.  Hiding in the cities had tainted her view of how much fire was in the bellies of common classers, given how tamed and obedient the inhabitants of those cities had become.  Part of it was the ever-present suppression of Depletion, but part of it, she had feared, was simply that they didn’t have much loyalty to her.

Shayma’s work put that fear to rest with how frequently the circle on the floor in the town square would flash and people would come through.  The farmers and crafters usually looked around, shrugged, and got straight to work. To them, it was simply a strangely shaped valley with a few magical benefits.  Odd, but not amazing. The farmland supplied by Blue was rich, verdant, and had enough nature magics overlaid on it to boost the growth of crops by an incredible amount.  They were already expecting their first harvest in another week.

The Classers that came through were a lot more impressed.  They could tell immediately they were inside a dungeon by the feel of the mana, the smell of the air, the weight of stone above them.  Even though it’d been a while since she’d been in one of the Great Dungeons, Iniri had noticed it the moment she’d gotten underground. It still made her a little twitchy.

But Blue had been entirely honorable.  Even helpful. Most of the time it was no different from living in a normal town, aside from the tunnel to the surface and the teleportation circles and the fact that they couldn’t stray out of the area for fear of being targeted by Vok Nal’s scrying.  But occasionally something odd would happen, like all the shuttered windows being replaced with glass ones in the span of half an hour. She could also ask Blue to do certain things, like relocate the teleportation circles. Combined with the lack of menace from the surroundings, and she could almost believe Blue was harmless.

Almost.

"Your Majesty."  Cheya appeared in her office, breaking into her brief mope and pulling her away from the window.  "We’re missing an adventuring group. They seem to have vanished between the surface and the town."

"They didn’t just wander off the warded area?"  She frowned. It was a worry, though she didn’t know how big of one.  Vok Nal might no longer be looking for them, or might have already found them and already decided what to do.  But it wasn’t a risk worth taking, so they strictly warned the hunting parties and kept track of who went up and who came back.

"Terren saw them head back inside, but they aren’t in any of the habitats.  Yurn did a quick fly-around to be certain."

"Mm.  Who are they?"  She did have greater things to worry about, but none that she could address now.  Once Shayma got to Wildwood and third- and fourth-tier classes came, if they came, she could start assembling something useful.  For now, her most important job was keeping the slowly-growing community of refugees and volunteers busy.

"Party name is ‘Under the Dragon’s Eye.’"  Iniri didn’t bother to suppress her snort. From that alone she knew they were some overly ambitious low-tier group, and Cheya’s listing of their party members confirmed it.  None of them above level thirty, a [Blade Bulwark], an [Earth Invoker], a [Heartfire Protector], and an [Ice Assassin]. Not a terrible party composition, actually, and if it weren't for their terrible name they’d probably be taken seriously.

"I take it that since you’re here you don’t have any leads or evidence of what happened to them?"

"I suspect the dungeon ate them, Your Majesty."  Cheya was blunt and didn’t turn a hair at accusing their host.  Who was listening, or at least, could be listening. "The only real questions, to me, are why them and why now."

"We’ll probably have to wait until Shayma comes back to find out," Iniri sighed.  "And hope it doesn’t happen to anyone else. If Blue decides he doesn’t have any interest in protecting us…"  Then her mouth firmed. "Well, he’s been reasonable so far. I’d rather not court disaster by supposing he’s going to betray us."

"He is a dungeon," Cheya suggested neutrally.  Iniri looked at her with a raised brow, since there were several meanings to that, but her spymaster merely looked back impassively.

"For the moment he’s also our sanctuary so mark it, but leave it be for now.  Unless they reappear again, of course."

"Yes, Your Majesty."  Cheya inclined her head.  "I have nothing else of import, but I expect that we will hear from Wildwood Retreat sometime today or tomorrow, if Shayma’s speed of travel remains true."

"Do you think old Monat himself would come?"  Iniri asked wistfully. She remembered seeing him at a festival when she was far younger, each punch and kick shaking the ground as he exhibited what a fourth-tier could do.  The finale had destroyed the stadium set up for that purpose, shattering it into kindling for the evening’s bonfires.

"No." Cheya didn’t hesitate.  "Not at his age, and not with Wildwood still an active mana spring.  The Retreat needs someone like him to guide it. But I expect he will send people who wouldn’t come otherwise.  Fourth-tiers from other kingdoms, perhaps."

"And won’t that just be fun to deal with later?"  Iniri said, then scolded herself for being so negative.  Another country ‘loaning’ their fourth-tiers to Iniri was akin to loaning an army and part of her feared that was a bill she couldn’t afford to pay.  Tarnil was not what it once was. Even so, at least she’d be alive and have a kingdom to handle that political fallout if it ever came.

 "I won’t turn them down.  Any names spring to mind?"

"Liril.  Tanner. The Hurricane."  Cheya shrugged. "Those are the only ones likely to be at Wildwood that owe Monat any favors."

"Three fourth-tiers?  I’ll have to give Monat some sort of official commendation if he manages it."  Cheya’s ‘possible’ and ‘likely’ were closer to most people’s sure things, so it sounded like at least two were guaranteed and maybe even all three would come, in addition to her own Yamal Gen.

"Yes, Your Majesty."

She hadn’t seen the Sovereign for three years, not since he’d held off Tor Kot’s elites while she escaped.  From the news she’d been able to get she knew he had survived, which meant he had to be at Wildwood. Even a fourth-tier couldn’t wage a campaign against a mage-king with no support.  "So do you think Yamal -"

"Sir Gen has arrived at the teleport circle," Cheya interrupted smoothly.

Iniri eyed her.  "You do that on purpose," she accused Cheya, who didn’t even have the grace to smile.  "Well, bring him here!" She instructed, rising herself. She wanted to go out to him, but retained just enough presence of mind to act like a proper ruler.  Even if fourth-tiers were effectively upper nobility, they weren’t royalty.

That didn’t stop her from meeting him at the door, though, and by the time she made it down the stairs he was there.  Despite the four-year difference, he looked exactly the same, down to the half-shaven scruff on his chin and crude hand-stitched embroidery on his cloak.  He looked like a hard man, skin pulled tight against his bones, until he smiled and became boyish. "Your Majesty," he greeted her as he stepped through the door, dropping to one knee and kissing her extended hand.

"Oh, get up, Yas!  It’s wonderful to see you again."  She tugged at his hand and he stood, towering over her.  Most people did, a consequence of kirin blood. At least in her family. 

"I could say the same, my lady.  I just wish it was under better circumstances."  He looked around the interior of the Blue-provided manse with interest, the sword on his back stirring uneasily in its sheath.  "How deep are we, by the way?  This feels like...twentieth floor or so?"

"Blue doesn’t have floors," she said, beckoning him in.  Cheya played maid, bringing meat and drink to the table.  "We’re quite close to the surface...I think. Blue is fond of spatial workings so the distances are somewhat uncertain."

"So it’s not a normal dungeon, then."  Yamal raised his eyebrows. "Hard to believe just from your writing.  Oh, speaking of! Your little fox-girl gave me this." He pulled a folded sheet of paper out of his pocket.  "Don’t I remember her from Invin?"

"Yes, you do," Iniri said, some of her happiness at seeing Yamal fading at the reminder of that particular disaster.  She took the paper and glanced it over, finding that Shayma’s writing was no better than before.

My Queen, 

Sir Monat says that he intends to send Liril and The Hurricane through in a few days when they have properly prepared.  There are also a number of third-tier groups who will be coming, but some of them are still out in the Wildwood Forest or the Tree itself, so it may be several weeks before they’ve all come through.

Wildwood is amazing, have you ever been here?  I want to come back when this is all over. Also my parents were here recently, I hope I can find them and send them over!  I’ve also made some new friends here, and they’ll be helping me level up while we wait. Though apparently I can’t actually level until I get back to Blue, I can still get the experience and he’ll tell me what I’m at when I get back.  I’ll be level seven, right now.

As much as I like this place though, I’ll be glad to get back.  I miss you guys.

Below it, even more hastily written, was a postscript.

Blue says that the missing group were trying to find and attack his Core.  He has their corpses if you want them back.

He also says to tell Cheya she’s killed more people than he has.

She was smiling until she got to the postscript.  The letter was pure Shayma, but that postscript was very...Blue.  At least it solved a worrying mystery, assuming they believed the dungeon’s explanation.  Which she did. That was exactly the sort of idiocy a group with such a pompous name would get up to.

She handed the paper back to Yamal.  "I think we want those bodies back," she said.  "To verify their deaths if nothing else."

Yamal glanced over the message and nodded.  "I’m still more on the side of the adventurers here, but I suppose self-defense is reasonable.  Where is -"

He stopped as part of the room began to reshape itself.  She’d seen it often enough, but it was admittedly jarring.  Mages didn’t so casually move floors and walls around, given how much focus and effort it took to keep everything from falling apart.  The fact that Blue was moving stone and wood at the same time made the smooth and soundless manipulation even more impressive.

Then with four bubbles of black, a quartet of frozen corpses appeared in the stone bowl Blue had set into the side of the room.  Iniri wasn’t particularly horrified. She’d seen worse before, though she was annoyed that he’d put corpses in her receiving room.  But she was a little intimidated by how prompt the delivery had been, even knowing he could and did hear everything going on.

Yamal’s expression betrayed no surprise, but his sword vibrated softly as he took three quick paces over to the dead group.  She followed at a more sedate pace, cold air pouring off of them and into the room, but fortunately not bearing any scent of decay.

It was bad enough having corpses in the front room. Having it smell like the dead would be intolerable.

"I have no idea what did this," Yamal said in a tone of detached fascination.  He prodded an outstretched arm, hard as a rock and covered in frost. She didn’t either.  The bodies were shredded, but not by claws or teeth. It looked more like hundreds of knives, except that here and there were shards of rock embedded in the skin.  She was still looking at the wounds when Yamal whistled, snapping his fingers.

Two swords leapt up like eager puppies, flying into his hands from the equipment strewn about the dead adventurers.  "Look at this," he said, demonstrating tiny grooves cut in the blades. "I have no idea what could have possibly made such precise cuts in Bilib Ivory.  What sort of monsters does this Blue have?"

"He claims to not have any," Iniri said absently.  Something about the face of one of them seemed familiar.

"Well I don’t think that’s true.  There’s something horribly powerful down there."  He waved his hand floorward.

"I’m sure.  He did drive off some of Vok Nal’s elites.  I’ve never actually seen him in action, but the evidence says he’s dangerous.  He’s on our side so don’t go provoking him," she warned.

"A shame.  I was looking forward to fighting something new."  He sighed theatrically. "Well, I suppose Vok’s minions will have to do.  Are there any of those about?"

"Not at the moment.  Blue’s got [Warding] up so they can’t find our precise location, either, but I’m sure it’s only a matter of time."  She waved it off. "Anyway, I want to get these people out of here before they start to defrost. You don’t by chance recognize any of them?"

"Fellow with the sword, a [Blade Bulwark], I’d bet, looks like a House Sarthi scion to me.  You can always tell by that cleft chin."

Iniri groaned, suddenly remembering the face herself.  "He’s a Duke’s son, even. One of the ones that wasn’t caught in the invasion. I hope you realize how much of a pain he’s going to be once I get my cities back, Blue."  She didn’t feel bad for the man, young and foolish as he was. Going out of your way to provoke a Power was likely to get you and everyone around you killed or worse, and this young man could have gotten the entire agreement with Blue voided if he’d been marginally more competent.  Or if Blue were more touchy.

"You keep talking to the air.  That’s probably not a good habit," Yamal said, amused, as Cheya arrived with some mid-level Classers in tow to take care of the bodies.  Iniri wondered if she’d caught the message Blue had directed at her in the brief time Iniri had been holding the paper, then decided she had.  She hadn’t asked to see it.

"Blue can hear us perfectly well.  It’s just that he can only speak through Shayma.  If he mostly ignores us, that’s just fine with me.  Maybe it’s different at the fourth tier but I would rather not have the attention of a Power."

"I wouldn’t either, but I think it’s too late for you.  Since you keep talking to it," Yamal pointed out, standing aside as the shredded, frozen corpses were carried out.

Iniri grimaced.  She’d already decided in the back of her head she needed Blue, or at least what he could do for her.  Not that she trusted him, not in the way she trusted Cheya or even Shayma. He’d not done anything to violate any agreements they had, though, implicit or otherwise.  The way he’d dealt with the rogue adventuring group actually helped, since he hadn’t used it to try and leverage anything else from her. He’d treated it much like a fellow ruler would, though viewing him as one would be a mistake.

He didn’t have subjects, for one.  She was pretty sure Shayma didn’t count.

"I really do need Shayma back here so I can start negotiations," she admitted.  "Even if we do manage to get the other two city-cubes and drive the mage-kings off, he’s still going to be sitting on my northern border."

"You have something in mind a dungeon might want?" Yamal asked, handing the ivory blades to the last porter before the door closed, the chill finally ebbing out of the room.  The corner Blue had set aside returned to normal, stone and wood flowing back into place like liquid.

"I’ve been thinking.  But I’m not going to discuss here," Iniri said wryly, pointing at the ceiling.  Actually she couldn’t properly discuss it at all, for the things she wanted to keep from him.  Not that she had much to bargain with at the moment, or many things to hide.

"Fair enough.  Then, maybe you could enlighten me what role we fourth-tiers are going to play?  We’re tough, but I couldn’t do that much against Tor Kot."

"We’re not going after Tor Kot.  Not at first. Vok Nal only controls one city, and not completely, not yet.  With you and the rest of the Classers, we have a chance of taking it back. Then, all we need is the last city-cube and we’ll have the Adamant Fortress.  That one, I expect we’ll need to get by subterfuge...which will be easier with the treasure vault in Meil."

"Relatively straightforward, except for relying on an ancient legend."

"It’s real enough, but the mana cost is staggering if the legends are to be believed.  It could eat a mana spring if left out too long." After the first real cube had surfaced, she’d scoured what sources she had for more information on the Adamant Fortress, and found some agreement on the fact that it consumed mana like nothing else.  "I’m sure it can kill a mage-king, and I’m willing to pay the price for using it."

"Well, at least it means I’ll get to fight some interesting stuff!"  Yamil beamed, then sobered. "I’m glad you survived, Iniri. The mage-kings are unspeakably vile, and I hate what they’ve done to our kingdom.  I would have purged them myself, but just their elites can match me."

"That’s why I need an actual army," she said.  "And multiple fourth-tiers. And to attack a much softer target than Tor Kot.  Blue is an impressive base of operations but he’s not connected to roads or rivers.  We need a real city to operate from, not a dungeon. And…" She actually hesitated to mention it.  Depletion wasn’t as big an issue for Classers away from the mage-kings. Someone like Yamal would probably have fewer than fifty points of it, despite all his levels.  But it still existed and still ate stats and skill levels. "And Blue can cure Depletion.  Make me immune to it, even.  I’m hoping to do that before we start, so I’ll be able to stand up to them."

She wasn’t a fourth-tier.  Not many people made it to those rarefied heights, and getting to third tier alone had been an effort.  But her Class gave her some of the most powerful defensive magics on record. If she could restore them to the level they had been at, even Tor Kot would find it difficult to break through her shields - so long as her mana lasted, anyway.

Yamal was actually speechless.  "Wait, can I -"

"No."  She stopped him.  "I’ve discussed it with Blue, through Shayma.  It’s something he can only do through...breeding, and he was quite clear it was only open to females."

"...ah."  Yamal looked at her, face going completely neutral.  "You’re really considering it?"

"Yas," she sighed.  "How can I not? There is nothing, nothing that cures Depletion.  I am crippled.  I would spend the rest of my life as half of what I am.  Except I don’t have to. It’s of more benefit than a political marriage, I can tell you that."

"I suppose that makes sense, but…" He shook his head.  "It’s hard to take." One hand curled into a fist, tightening with an audible creak, and the sword at his back hummed slightly.  "I guess I still think of you as little Ini."

That surprised a laugh out of her.  "I’m still little compared to you, but I haven’t been ‘Ini’ for years and years."  She patted his arm. "Don’t worry about me. So long as you keep me out of the hands of the mage-kings I can handle that.  Power or not."



Day 107 - Blue


For better or for worse, it turned out Shayma’s parents had headed out into the woods with a couple weeks worth of supplies.  They were adventurers, so it made sense, but Shayma wasn’t at a level that it was safe for her to go out into the main wilderness of Wildwood.  Plus, even if she wanted to find her parents it wasn’t quite important enough to register to [Seeker], so it would be almost impossible to find them.  We’d just have to wait until they came back.

More Classers and the other fourth-tiers arrived throughout the following days.  Monat eventually set a schedule where all the teleports were done in the evenings, leaving the mornings and afternoons free for Shayma to venture out into the borderlands with Annit and Keri.  They couldn’t go far, of course, but it at least gave Shayma and Keri some proper experience.

The Theurge fellow came through two days after Yamal.  Liril was a slight, stiff-backed man with a poor attempt at a moustache and a thinning beard, not to mention half-bald and refusing to admit it.  Despite that, he moved like the planet itself would make way for him, and there was always a living flame about him. Usually just lapping at the hem of his robe, but sometimes it climbed up to sit on his shoulders.  Once it even perched on his bald spot until he noticed it.

Like Yamal, he concluded there was something incredibly powerful beneath their feet.  Which there was, but it wasn’t me. My core and the sphere of doom around it was off in the mountain, and the only thing below them was Ansae.  I wasn't sure whether I should be amused or embarrassed, but it was probably too late to [Ward] her. Hopefully she didn’t notice them noticing her and take offense.  She’d already demonstrated an impressive ability to see right through solid rock, but for the most part she was napping, sprawled in her chair and snoring.

Another few days later The Hurricane arrived, and she was nothing like the other two fourth-tiers.  For one, she was tiny, even smaller than Iniri.  In fact, I heard Iniri mention to Cheya that it was nice actually having someone shorter than her around.  The overlay told me her race was Mystic-Blood Demihuman, which didn’t mean much to me but probably explained her size and the thoroughly aqua-colored hair.

She was also incredibly loud, maybe as a result of her being mostly wind-Affinity, and she laughed about everything.  Then there was the pole that she hauled around that was twice as tall as she was that absolutely blazed with storm Affinity.  I’d at least outgrown such things hurting me simply by being nearby, but I didn’t look forward to her actually using the thing.  Fortunately she only perched on it, instead of standing like a normal person, or occasionally surfed it through the air.

But beyond the initial amusement I didn’t pay her overly much attention.  I had something much more important to play with. Tree seeds!

Apparently the Wildwood Tree itself didn’t bear fruit but once a century at most, so I was out of luck for viable seeds there, but there were lesser plants with significant wind affinity that thrived in the forest below.  Even if they didn’t actually float, they supposedly at least generated wind about them. Shayma had purchased a number of those just before she sent another letter to Iniri, who seemed rather nonplussed that I’d spent one of my remaining normal Source gems on horticulture.

But I planted a little grove off to the side of the village and connected it to my mana dynamo, as well as seeding the place thickly with green chrystheniums.

Alaer Tree discovered.

Even if they didn’t float, I was pretty sure I could get something I was missing from them.  Plus they did look pretty nifty, with funnel shaped leaves on long, flexible stems, each one flying like a tiny kite.  After about a day they’d grown enough that I was starting to regret putting them all together, as they were starting to form the beginnings of a cyclone about them, the wind circling and carrying bits of leaves and grass in the air.

But when the cyclone sucked up some of the chrystheniums, I got what I was looking for, a new specimen with broad grey petals that, like the tree’s leaves, was tethered and flew on the breeze.

Lofty Chrysthenium discovered.  Creates air currents.

Ever since Shayma had met Annit I’d realized I had a big hole in my Source stockpile, and that was the wind Affinity.  Since I could derive new Affinities from old ones, having an additional and fundamental one like that was sure to vastly expand my offerings.  Not that I was sure what to do with them yet - the Primal versions were so potent that I couldn’t trust Classers with them. Though I’d have to liquidate one or two of them eventually since I didn’t seem to be able to make the normal version anymore.

Maybe I should try trading with one of the fourth-tiers.  They were already monstrously powerful, so making it even worse wouldn’t be too big a difference.  And of course, there was Ansae. I didn’t know what her hoard was like, but maybe she’d be interested in one of them.  Or one of each Affinity. Dragons liked matched sets, right? Either way I’d have to wait for Shayma to get back, so I experimented.

Lofty and Blue (or rather, water) flowers seeded Storm and Kinetic versions, the former of which actually did float, bobbing around the ceiling until they rooted themselves up there, spawning little clouds to drizzle on the grove and occasionally grounding tiny lightning bolts into the faux sky they were anchored to.  The kinetic variation sat in place but spun like its namesake, the petals rotating about the stem.

I was looking at a combinatorial explosion, really.  I hadn’t properly explored mashing together some of the weirder ones, like Darkness or Crystalline, simply because it seemed they needed a close mana link to ‘crossbreed,’ and I hadn’t figured out how to make it work.  Probably I had missed something obvious, like when I’d not been circulating the mana before.

But playing with flowers wasn’t all I did.  The arrival of the fourth-tiers and some of their casual displays of power, without even properly invoking their Skills, made me realize that I still didn’t have enough in the way of defenses.  In fact, I couldn’t think of any single thing I could do to actually stop a determined Classer of that level on its own.  Which meant I’d have to soften them up and chip away at them over time.

The first step was to turn my surface domain into a minefield.

I didn’t have black-powder explosives or anything really nifty, but I did have the steam-pressure bombs that I could pepper about just under the surface.  With no chance of accidentally exploding on anyone I didn’t want, either, since they were manually controlled with no other trigger. They might not do much to a fourth-tier but it’d at least annoy them and force them to deal with the threat they represented to any softer targets about.

Then I did something I really should have done a long while ago and just replaced the tunnel to the surface with a teleporter.  Oh, the tunnel still existed, at least from the surface, but it didn’t go anywhere interesting.  Just very, very long loops that I packed full of pressure-cutter and lava and steam traps, and for the heck of it a few hydraulic crusher blocks.

I did have a reasoning behind leaving a tunnel entrance, in spite of not using it anymore, which was that it’d guide invaders or guests onto a predictable path.  Having no entrance just invited people to start moving earth.  The change confused my guests for a little bit, even though I had Shayma send a letter through.

It was getting to the point where I was going to need to set up more mana dynamos, or improve the ones I had.  I’d been carving away chambers inside the mountain for just such an eventuality but it was weird to need them so soon when I thought I had plenty of space.  Apparently I was never going to really get on top of my mana needs.

At least the present I was trying to put together for Shayma was proceeding apace.  I just had to wait and let the Source gems grow. Everything seemed to be fine, until I caught sight of what was coming up from the river.



Day 107 - Keri


Adventuring with Shayma was weird!

That wasn’t just her opinion, it was Annie’s too.  First of all, Shayma didn’t carry her kit. Actually, she did, but she didn’t at the same time.  In fact she carried all their kits, after asking Blue, and whisked them away into some dungeon inventory so the three of them could travel entirely unencumbered.  But when it was time to stop, she could just whip out tools and tents and chairs and fresh water and everything! Annie grumbled about it making things too easy but actually they were both happy to not have to haul around packs.  The higher level third-tier and some fourth-tier adventurers had spatial magic items sometimes, but such things were expensive beyond belief for second-tiers like themselves.

Second tier!  She could hardly believe it.  She’d known that it’d be difficult when she accepted the Class, but she hadn’t anticipated she’d be nearly level thirty before being able to finally evolve the Class into something powerful enough to actually contribute to a party.  [Healer] was useful as a first-tier Class, it’s just that her magic was slow.  Slow to gather, slow to heal. Still better than other options, but suited for the city, not for the field.

But then Blue had given her that weird Source and she’d blown right through the walls she could feel around her Class.  It had been one surging moment of exaltation that was...well, almost as good as Annie.  Even now she wasn’t quite settled into her new [Primal Healer] Class and the changes that came with it.  [Heal] was the most astounding thing, something more profound than the [Cure] and [Restore] it had replaced.  With it she could exercise all sorts of different spells to target different problems, or simply dump mana into it for the impossible area spell.

But there were other things.  Things she hadn’t heard of when she looked into the [Healer] Class and its evolutions.  Chief among them was an Ability, [Combat Healing], which let her target an opponent and heal...the wrong things.  Seal a wound open so natural regeneration wouldn’t renew the flesh, or spark a fever, or encourage any one of a hundred things that could go wrong with perfectly healthy bodies.  It was actually a little terrifying! Especially since the knowledge that came with the Ability was clearly not hers. That did happen, she knew, but [Healer] had such basic Skills she’d never encountered it before.

This Source wasn’t content with just Class evolution, though.  A normal Source was an extra pool of mana or stamina, as well as something that improved any Skill of the proper affinity.  The first healing Source Annit had brought her made everything just slightly easier, more efficient, more powerful. But it was only that, and completely passive otherwise.  The new one seemed to be alive. It linked with her mana, cycling it through and back into her, each circuit making it more...hers.

Which didn’t make much sense to her, but it was true.  The flow of mana was ever so slowly broadening and deepening her control over her magic, the ease with which it was gathered and directed, and maybe even how much of it she had.  She wasn’t sure, because it was a subtle process, but as a [Healer] she was a lot more aware of her body than most Classers her level. What wasn’t subtle was the fact that the Source was considerably better than the non-Primal version.  Plus, it was warm! Annie always complained about her cold hands so having a nice little warming stone was a bonus.

All that aside, another reason adventuring with Shayma was weird was that it made Annie the only striker in their group.  Both she and Shayma were support. If they were trying to hunt in the woods or the river valley that wouldn’t have worked at all, just because Annie wouldn’t be able to kill the beasts fast enough, but in the borderlands they could manage. Her [Combat Healing] vastly reduced the combat effectiveness of anything within range, while Shayma’s illusions could stymie even the blind beasts.

Which she needed, because everything seemed to fixate on her.  Annie joked that it was just because she smelled sweet but that wasn’t true!  It was Shayma who smelled like vanilla.

Well, actually it was Blue, according to Shayma, who seemed really embarrassed about it for some reason?  But she wanted to actually meet a dungeon that smelled like flowers and spice! He actually seemed pretty nice, despite what Annie said.  Not that she was tempted to make his acquaintance in a more physical way, but even Shayma thought she was being maybe a bit too excited. Still, how often did anyone get to meet a dungeon?  Though apparently the other dungeons weren’t people, which was a bit of a relief given that they tried to kill everyone that went in.

So far she hadn’t needed to heal anything but scratches and bruises, and mostly Annit’s as she protected either of the other two from claws and fangs and once a really big club-arm thing.  But another one of her new Abilities, [Healer’s Foresight], had aided even with that. Ever since her Class evolution, she could keep a thread of her mana attached to her people, and through it she could pulse spells that sort of...piled up, healing as the damage came in. They didn’t last long, but the Ability helped her pay attention to the ebb and flow of the battle so she could anticipate it.

She hadn’t gained a level yet, nor had Annit, given that they were mostly dealing with lower-level beasties.  The borderlands beasts didn’t get more powerful than a level twenty Classer, for the most part, so even for her they weren’t too much of a threat.  But Shayma was level one! And still level one! According to her, there was some weird thing where she had to go back to Blue to level up, and it wasn’t even a Class issue?  

Even though their levels weren’t climbing it was still more lucrative than either of them had thought!  Shayma had Seeker Skills somehow? Which meant that they ran across all sorts of things you didn’t often find in the Borderlands.  Bushes, berries, and small trees that had concentrated mana of their own accord, providing valuable Affinity materials. Animals with their inherent Affinities concentrated in bone and hide rather than blood and viscera, making their bodies considerably more useful.  Once, she literally tripped over something that turned out to be a lost sword, complete with kinetic Affinity forged into it, and not yet rusted from exposure.

Even though they couldn’t stay out long or venture far, according to Annit it was some of the best hunting she’d ever had in the borderlands.  But according to Shayma even [Luck] and [Seeker] didn’t have infinite potential, and they’d more or less run out of the best pickings after less than a week.  She didn’t mind. As it was she was having a lot of fun, and wasn’t worried about money. That was Annie’s job.

"Left," Annie said, and Shayma split into four separate doppels, covering their left flank.  Annie herself vanished into the trees.

For her own part, she pulsed light healing to the two of them, and enveloped herself in a green-gold glimmering [Shield].  Since it was built out of healing Affinity mana it wasn’t particularly strong, but it did spread some of her magic to allies or enemies by touch, giving her a chance to cast spells on them without spending much effort.  Usually she didn’t need it.

But this time she did!  Something streaked through the air from somewhere in the foliage and smashed into the shield, falling to the ground in front of her.  Only belatedly did she recognize it as a quill, as if from a very large porcupine, and by itself it drained a good chunk of what she’d invested in the [Shield].  It wasn’t the only quill, but the others hit the Shayma-dopples, the original being hidden somewhere nearby, and the fakes fell.  The beast responsible leapt silently from the wood to maul one of the illusions, revealing itself as a bear-looking thing with a number of those quills growing from its snout.

A bear-looking thing that quickly shook its head in confusion, starting to stumble forward as between Shayma and herself it was rendered almost insensate.  Even as easy a target as it was, Annit’s darts could barely pierce through the armored hide, and it took several to bring the thing down. Unfortunately, Annit’s Class was not an especially powerful one, not compared to some of the second-tier wind-focused ones she’d seen in Wildwood, and she probably needed a Source weapon just to equal their potential.  Which had been less important than finding Keri her Source.

Shayma was generous enough to let them have her share of all the spoils, aside from a few of the more exotic plants, claiming that she and Blue didn’t need them.  Which was really nice of her! But probably true. One of those Primal Source gems could probably buy half of the Retreat! And she had one! Her hand went to the gem that hung about her neck again, warming her fingers on the gently-glowing stone as Annit dropped out of the trees.  

"This wasn’t lucky at all," Annie grumbled, making that adorable scrunchy face.  "There’s got to be like, ten of these in the borderlands total."

"You didn’t seem to have trouble," Shayma replied, flickering into existence beside her.

"Ker and I are both way above level, is why."  Annit pulled out a skinning knife, and gestured for Shayma to do the same.  She kept watch, glad to leave the messy and laborious process to the two of them.  This was the one disappointing thing. Nobody ever mentioned how much work was involved in taking back monster parts!  She’d known in an abstract way, of course, but it was still disappointing.

Then Shayma froze for an instant and started swearing.  Some of those words she’d only ever heard from third-tier Classers before!  "There’s an army coming at Blue," she said.  "We have to get back to Wildwood so I can tell them before he pulls me back."

"Oh."  That didn’t sound good at all!  "Is he going to be okay?"

"More importantly, what about us?"  Annit said, abandoning the bear thing.

Shayma paused, then made her skinning knife disappear.  "Blue says that, considering the circumstances and how much you’ve done over the past week, he can consider your debt fulfilled."

That was really generous!  Even if they’d given Shayma all the materials they’d found over the week, it wouldn’t be enough to pay for a regular healing Source, let alone something as ridiculous as the thing hanging around her neck.  It was in the class of legendary artifacts in her book, which was not something a mere level thirty should have!

"But," Shayma added, "if you come along Blue is willing to provide Annit with a Primal Source blowgun."

"Ooh!"  She looked over to Annie, who had stopped in her tracks.  "Come on, Annie, we should go! We get to meet a Power and you get a new weapon!"

"But…"  Annie tried to muster an argument, she really did, but blowguns were not a common weapon, especially ones of any quality.  They would have to commission an artisan in Wildwood, find or buy the proper materials, and even then it would take some time and it was possible it wouldn’t quite match with Annie’s Affinity.

But Primal Sources didn’t seem to have that issue.

"Don’t be scared, Annie!  Blue’s been good to us!" She bounced over to give Annie a hug.  That usually settled things! She wasn’t being as breezy, as Annie sometimes put it, as it might seem.  Annie’s Class wasn’t strong, and she had no intention of partying with someone other than Annie.

It was all too common for small-time adventurers like them to get killed either by beasts or by foul play out in the wilds or in dungeons, and two women would be an even more appealing target for some types.  But with the edge given them by what Blue could provide they could tackle serious threats, and being known as servants of a Power would shield them from all kinds of politics.

Plus, she liked Shayma, and once she leveled up and raised her combat Skills, they’d have a great three-woman party!  "Besides, where would we get a better deal?"

"Mmph…"  She already knew Annie would agree by the set of her jaw, so she didn’t try to rub it in any further.

Instead she turned to Shayma.  "I’d like to take the deal but it’s up to Annie to decide.  She’s a lot more careful than I am. I’d get into so much trouble without her!"

Shayma gave her a brilliant smile, then winked, since she clearly knew what was going on, and Annie made a sound somewhere between a growl and a sigh.

"Fine!  We’ll go, we’ll go.  Come on, Ker, we have to hurry and you don’t have movement Skills."

She squeaked as Annie lifted her up, hauling her along effortlessly as the two women flashed through the forest back to the Retreat.  It was surprising, but it always made her feel safer when Annie carried her that way. Not to mention it was pretty fun, since Annie’s movement Skill was amazing, letting her flow effortlessly through the wood.  Shayma on the other hand just flat-out vanished, leaving a ghostly afterimage streaming through the air. It was so weird!

It only took them twenty minutes to get back to the Retreat.  She was pretty sure Shayma would have gone right through the walls if she was by herself, though that probably would have earned her quite a scolding from the guards!  They hated when people didn’t respect the gates, even though most third- and fourth-tiers could ignore them if they really wanted.

"Lockert!" Shayma called the moment the guards cleared them through the gates, taking out a little wooden thing on a string and whirling it about, making a thrumming noise.  "We need to talk to Monat!" Not Grandmaster.  Just Monat.  It was really strange, but then, she’d caught Shayma talking about Queen Iniri as just ‘Iniri.’  Probably just something about being associated with a Power.

If she met another Power would she use a title?  Were there any other Powers around?  She hadn’t known of any that existed for sure before Shayma came along.

Lockert appeared at the sound of the bullroarer, coiling around them, magic whirling and lifting them up.  Somehow Shayma seemed to have already become friends with the windmage-turned-windbeast, though she was pretty sure it was because she didn’t use the whistles that Lockert constantly complained about.  The bullroarer had been Annit’s idea, too!

She wasn’t comfortable speaking around Grandmaster Monat herself.  She’d only met him once before, when he was asking about her Class evolution, and he’d been intimidating!  Even just sitting on a rocking chair with no shirt on, as he was when Lockert deposited them, made him no less intimidating.

So she hung back with Annie as Shayma discussed things.  "I’m actually kind of nervous about actually meeting Blue now," she confessed.

Annie gave her that look, the half-exasperated, half-affectionate one.  "It’s a bit late now. But you were right. He really hasn’t done anything to betray our trust.  Though I doubt you can really meet a dungeon, especially since he can’t talk to anyone but Shayma."

"Maybe he will figure out how someday!"  Powers could do all kinds of things, in legend.  So far Blue hadn’t disappointed. Talking over distances, teleporting people at whim, and supplying never-before-seen and miraculous items.  Being able to speak to someone other than Shayma couldn’t be that difficult, right?

"I’m not even sure how he manages it with Shayma."  Annit shook her head. "Anyway, we are not going to be fighting in whatever battles when we get over there.  I’m no good at mass combat and you’re going to be needed to heal people who get injured."

"We don’t have any dedicated healers over there," Shayma confirmed, breaking off from her negotiations with Monat.  "I’m going to be sending one last batch of people over and then going myself. Could you two stick with Queen Iniri until I show up?"

"You’re not coming through with us?"

"I can’t."  Shayma shrugged.  "Blue has to recall me a special way.  Besides, I need to go level up before I get anywhere near real combat."  She paused a moment, ears twitching. "Assuming Blue lets me near actual combat.  But he’s right that I need to be able to communicate with the commanders."

"Don’t worry Shayma, Annie isn’t letting me near any fighting either," she said conspiratorially, and Shayma giggled.

"All right, how about I send you two right now?  We’re just waiting on...what did you say they called themselves?  Piping Pies?"

Grandmaster Monat heaved a long-suffering sigh.  "Piping Hot Pies. There’s taking group names too seriously, and then there’s...that."

She laughed.  She couldn’t help it.  That was the best adventuring group name she’d ever heard!  "We haven’t named ourselves yet," she whispered to Annit.

"No, we’re not going to name ourselves like that!"  Annit’s face was pinched in the effort to keep from joining her laughter.

"Blue’s Sisters?"  She suggested.  "Annit’s Bandits?"

"We’ll figure it out later."

"A Dame Shayma?"

"Later!"  Annit nearly lost her composure as the Grandmaster laughed.  That was something worth taking to her grave.

Shayma giggled again.  "All right, let me send you two off.  Oh, and here’s a message for Iniri, too.  Just tell whoever’s on the other side I sent you."  She handed a folded piece of paper over to Annit.

"We will," Annit said, schooling her expression back to a serious one.

"Off you go! See you soon!"  Shayma crouched down and touched her fingertips to the ground.  Stone columns slid out of the tower to surround them, which was something she’d seen earth mages do, but this wasn’t earth magic.  There wasn’t any mana at all in what was going on.

Then there was a flash of blue, and they were elsewhere.

They were actually in the middle of a town!  A very nice one, but the distant sheer walls and the sky that wasn’t quite real close overhead made it less nice than it could have been.  Well, that wasn’t entirely true. It just made it strange.  Most people would think a huge tree floating in the air was strange, but it was normal for Wildwood, so maybe she shouldn’t judge.

There were a pair of second-tiers stationed at the circle they’d arrived on, and Annit waved the paper at one of them.  "We have a message for Queen Iniri from Shayma. About an army?"

Those appeared to be magic words.  "Right this way, please." They were ushered off to the side where a woman who made her skin prickle took charge of them.

"I am Cheya," she introduced herself.  "Queen Iniri’s attendant. May I have Shayma’s message, please?"

Annit handed it over without a word, and Cheya glanced over it.  "Come with me," she instructed. "It sounds like we don’t have much time."



Day 107 - Iniri


Blue was acting strangely.

The teleports to the surface had been turned off, and the hunting parties that had been out at the time had been forcibly returned to the habitat.  They’d described that the ground had simply fallen away under them, dropping them into a sand pit, and then they’d been teleported back. Cheya was still gathering reports but it looked like every single person had been removed from the surface.

In hindsight, the replacement of the tunnel with the teleporter for the sake of safety seemed sinister.  Even a trapped and uncertain path to the surface was a path to the surface; now they were stuck some unknown distance underground.  Suddenly the faux sky was claustrophobic.

She didn’t want to panic.  Blue hadn’t been capricious so far.  But nothing that was happening boded well for the future, and she might have to ask the fourth-tiers to see what they could do to break everyone out.

Then one of Cheya’s shadow-clones appeared, not even trying to look like the woman herself. "Message from Shayma," she said abruptly.  "Blue spotted an army approaching. He’ll be recalling Shayma soon so you can coordinate."

The worry that had been aimed at Blue’s actions twisted and pointed at something else instead.  There was only one source for such an army, and she wasn’t sure she was ready to deal with Vok Nal.

But maybe Blue was.  If he was pulling away the hunting parties, he was intending to defend them in some way.  Even if it was just to provide a fortress bulwark or a hiding spot. "Shayma also sent two individuals to you, apparently they are her adventuring companions and one of them is a [Primal Healer]."

She didn’t recognize the ‘Primal’ portion of the label, but an actual healer Class would be a godsend for a battle.  Though in this case, Power-sent. "Good. Bring Shayma here as soon as she appears. And invite her companions downstairs, I’ll meet them in a moment."

"An army?  That sounds like fun!"  The Hurricane said gleefully from where she was perched atop a chair’s back, lounging insouciantly against her staff.  "I haven’t been able to fight an army in ages.  Sorry guys, I claim this one!"

"I’m pretty sure a rebellion of irregulars doesn’t count," Yamal said with amusement.  "Besides, this is a mage-king’s army. You’re probably the only one here that has the right Skills for mass combat that way, but who knows how many elites they have?"

"If we weren’t stuck here I could go scout," The Hurricane grumbled.

"If you weren’t stuck here you’d already be attacking them.  There’d be no scouting." Liril yawned. "I’m fine with letting them come to us.  If they can even get at us."

"All they need is earth mages," Iniri said.  "I don’t think we’re that deep."

"Twentieth floor mana density," Yamal grunted. "That’s at least half a mile for normal dungeons."

"Which Blue isn’t." 

"...and the tunnel had a rise of maybe fifty yards."  Liril shrugged.

"Except Blue uses spatial magic."  The Hurricane pointed out, balancing her chair on a single leg.  "Let’s face it, we might even be in the sky for all we can tell. With the [Warding] this has there’s no way to tell!"  She cheerfully waggled her finger at Liril, her staff imitating the motion. "Isn’t it exciting?"

"No."

"Focus, people."  Iniri cut in. "Regardless of what Blue has in mind, I’m sure I will need you for this.  If we’re lucky, Vok Nal himself isn’t here, but last I knew he still had a number of elite monsters that were a match for fourth-tiers like yourself."

"Like them, maybe," The Hurricane bragged.  "Not like myself."

Yamal just rolled his eyes.

"Hey, I saw that.  Best outta three?"

Iniri wasn’t particularly offended by the lack of respect - if nothing else, fourth-tiers were laws unto themselves - but she was getting a bit irritated by the lack of care.  The reason people used armies was that most fourth-tiers didn’t have Skills that could wipe out hordes, and a few elites could tie them down while the lower levels went after softer targets.  Under the circumstances, those softer targets were her subjects.

"Shayma has arrived."  Cheya’s shadow cut in, and Iniri escaped downstairs.

"Iniri!"  Shayma lit up the moment Iniri appeared on the stairwell, hurrying over to her with two other women in tow.

"Shayma."  Iniri was slightly more reserved, but still smiled and pulled Shayma into a hug.  "I’m glad you’re back, I just wish it was under better circumstances."

"This is the second time we’ve been stuck somewhere with an army closing in.  Let’s not make it a habit?" Shayma hugged her back, then gestured to the two women.  "This is Annit, [Wind Hunter], and Keri, [Primal Healer], my adventuring companions."

"Welcome, both of you," she said, studying them with interest.  If they’d gotten both Blue’s and Shayma’s approval there had to be something unusual about them.  If nothing else, Keri would be useful in the very near future, though she still wasn’t sure what "Primal" meant.

"Your Majesty."  Both of them offered low bows, dressed as they were in adventuring clothes.  Annit was clearly from the southern part of the continent, sun-weathered and raven-haired, with the strong aquiline features of the bloodlines from thereabouts.  Keri, on the other hand, was classically Nivirese; short, blonde, pale enough to glow, and a smile full of pointed teeth. Neither of them were likely to be her subjects, but that wasn’t something to worry about under the circumstances.

"They’re good people."  Shayma said cheerfully. "But Blue keeps reminding me we’ve got an army coming and wants to coordinate with you."

"Yes, come upstairs, all of you.  The fourth-tiers should hear this, too."

Cheya brought up the rear, ghost-like, and Iniri felt a little pity for Shayma’s friends.  They were clearly overwhelmed by the levels and the royalty but there wasn’t any time to let them adjust.

The fourth-tiers waiting in the upstairs room all knew Shayma, and Yamal, the old goat, eyed the other two women with interest, but they waited for Iniri to explain.  At the very least, they were curious what Blue had to say.

"So, um, here’s the army."  Shayma gestured, and [Illusion] magic spun an image on the wall.  A huge mass of goblins and moils, banners of mercenary companies, and figures of higher-tiers or elites hovering in the air.  "That’s six thousand goblins in groups of five hundred, and ten moils per group," she said, saving them the effort of estimating the numbers.  Or rather, Blue had.

"That definitely is an army," Liril said, sounding a bit surprised.  "Where’d he get all those forces?"

"You’ve never fought the mage-kings before," Iniri told him.  "Think about it. They control dungeons."

"...ah."

"So let me out and I’ll blow them away!"  The Hurricane eyed the illusion.

"Blue says he can take care of the goblins and moils," Shayma told them.  "None of them are over level fifteen. But the mercenaries are higher level and there are some elites."  She stopped for a moment, then waved a hand and changed the illusion. "Actually Blue is hoping you can do something about these guys."

Now it showed a small group of people - or more likely, elite monsters - traveling through what seemed like solid rock.  A floating child, a massive grey man who was gesturing as stone flowed around them like water, someone with a beaked mask, two people in heavy armor, and a long-limbed, stick-thin figure draped in cloth.  "Avatar of Vok, Stonecaller, Ironbeak, Paladins of Vok, Barktearer." She named off the classes. "They’re all between seventy and seventy-five, and it looks like they’re going to break into the eastern farming chamber in maybe ten minutes?"

"Sounds like we’re up."  Yamal stood, the sword on his back flying out of its sheath and cuddling up to Yamal’s side like a jealous lover.  "That many elite monsters, it might actually be a fight."

"Wait, those are monsters?"  Shayma blinked.

"Only the mercs are human," Iniri told her.  "Cheya, evacuate the eastern farming chamber now.  Yamal, Liril, Hurricane -"

"It’s The Hurricane!"

"- take care of it, please?"

"Absolutely," Liril said as Shayma dropped the illusion.  "Time to earn our pay."

"We’re getting paid for this?"

"Blue will pay you," Shayma said abruptly.  "He has something for each of you."

Iniri raised her eyebrows.  She wasn’t sure what Blue had in mind that fourth-tiers would actually care about, but it was probably best not to underestimate a Power.

With a black flash, Shayma produced three glowing gems, tossing one to each of the fourth tiers.

"What is...fucking what?"  The Hurricane swore as she caught hers, the color changing from mere gray to a driving storm, lightning flickering deep within.  Liril’s went from ordinary red to deep purple fire, and Yamal’s shone an adamant gold.

"They’re Primal Sources," she explained.

"Primal Sources are really great!" The [Primal Healer] put in.  "Mine let me evolve my Class!"

"I have never felt one quite like...this." Liril admitted, peering down at it as his flames, slow and viscous, roiled around his feet. 

"This...actually helps stamina skills?"  Yamal gaped. "What."

"I’m glad you like your presents, but you’ve got about five minutes." Shayma reminded them, though she was grinning ear to ear.  "Shall Blue just teleport you to where they’re going to enter?"

"Certainly."  Liril recovered his aplomb, stowing the Source gem in his robe.  "Let us be off."

"Hey, wait!  Why is mine the smallest of the three?"  The Hurricane demanded before the fourth-tiers vanished.

"Because -" Shayma started to answer the question, then laughed.  "Anyway, the mercenaries are staying out of Blue’s range, some of them are flying...once he takes care of the army, maybe the other Classers can manage them?  Unless the fourth-tiers are done by then…" 

"Certainly.  Cheya, stage the third-tier Classers, groups first, fill in with any solos, with second- tiers as support.  The Flame Knights are aerial so make sure everyone has at least one person who can raise an overhead shield, and the Earth Corps needs other earth-Affinity users to block them."

"Yes, Your Majesty."  Cheya’s shadow-clone bowed.

"I’m curious as to how Blue intends to take care of the army, though."

"Oh, um."  Shayma waved her hand and brought the illusion up again.  The moils were heading their respective groups, tearing down any trees or underbrush that would impede the march of the goblins with brute strength.  By themselves, they weren’t particularly imposing, but supported by hundreds of bow- and spear-wielding goblins, they weren’t something any Classer would want to deal with.

"You’re a lot better at this than I remember," Iniri said.  Shayma had been gone several weeks, true, but this sort of improvement?

"I got seventeen levels all at once.  I’m still riding the high," she confessed to Iniri.  "So Blue’s opening a bunch of entrances to split up the forces, and when they get deep enough in he’s going to try and cut them off from the mercenaries."

"And he can handle thousands of them?"

Shayma cocked her head, ears flicking backward and then forward again.  "Blue says the hardest part will be disposing of the corpses."

Iniri felt a chill.  She was entirely certain Blue wasn’t joking, and somehow could annihilate that army.  Dungeons were deadly, but mostly on an individual basis. Eradicating whole armies, even if they were in the level-20 range, was something else.

"He says he doesn’t get why they’d bother sending them inside the dungeon though."  Shayma grinned. "Blue, most dungeons aren’t like you. They change slowly, and any traps would be triggered and be done with for a long time."

"Besides, the mage-kings have their monster breeding and living areas inside," Iniri said.  "I imagine this army is meant to destroy those while the elites assault something that must be defended."

Shayma’s ears continued to twitch, and she nodded at intervals, apparently listening to Blue while the army advanced.  Then the ground trembled.

"The elites broke through," Shayma reported worriedly, replacing the view of the army with a view of the farming chamber.  There was hole in the wall there, cutting across some of the terraces made for the rice and loosing muddy water inward toward the central chamber.  Already, ragged chunks of earth were hurtling through the air where The Hurricane’s wind magic caught them.

Her name wasn’t just for show.  She hovered at the center of a vortex, the wind picking up debris and hurling it through the air to suppress aerial magics or attacks, while she swung her staff to send invisible blades down upon the Ironbeak.  It was clear that it was a monster, now, with great black wings contesting The Hurricane’s air magics and the beak parting in a way that almost split its face in two, its shrieks ripping at whatever earth the wind left untouched.  She kept ripping away the Stonecaller’s attacks, too, lassoing the rocky projectiles and hurling them back at the enemy group.

Below her, Liril was calmly burning away the attacks of both the Avatar of Vok and the Barktearer, his purple fires eating away their magic, while Yamal danced with the two Paladins, his sword flashing and flickering.  Sometimes he held the genuine article, other times he held ghostly, elemental versions while the physical sword flanked, beating down the defenses of the armored foes.

"Wow!" Shayma said staring, for all that she was the one creating the image. "They look like —"  Then she flinched as the Ironbeak flung up its hands and blasted The Hurricane backward so hard she slammed into the ceiling, great cracks cutting through the false sky.  She emerged from the debris a moment later, apparently unharmed but twice as angry, shouting something at the Ironbeak. Clouds gathered above her, lightning flickering before arcing outward.  It splashed against the Ironbeak, grounding through steel-tipped feathers and driving the monster to its knees.

The second and third bolt struck downward, one mixing with Liril’s flames and sending them twining and arcing among the other spellcasters, the other wrapping itself around Yamal’s sword.  With the extra power Yamal’s sword didn’t just leave dents in the heavy armor, it drove nails of lightning into them with each blow. Even outnumbered two to one, it seemed they had a handle on things.

"Never seen fourth-tiers fight before?"  Iniri smiled. No matter how they looked, any fourth-tier was probably fifty years old, if not older, with decades of experience in combat.  Even if they’d never fought together before they could cooperate almost flawlessly. Though, unfortunately, not quite well enough that they prevented any harm to the evacuees.  Some sort of shrapnel caught a number of them, and their companions dragged limp or limping bodies into the teleport.

"We need your healing at the teleport where you arrived."  Iniri turned to the young [Primal Healer], who nodded, then remembered herself and bowed.

"Yes, Your Majesty!"

"I will accompany her, Your Majesty."  The other woman, Annit, said, giving her own bow and then hurried after the healer, who had already darted away.

There was another tremor as Yamal broke free from the Paladins for a moment, swinging his blade in a long overhand toward the Avatar of Vok.  The Avatar’s shield flared, and a massive cut running from floor to ceiling appeared behind it, rock and dust billowing in the air and getting sucked into The Hurricane’s vortex.

There wasn’t going to be much left of the chamber by the time they were done with it.

The view vanished suddenly as Shayma let the illusion drop, grimacing.  "Amazing how fast that burns through my mana."

"I can believe it.  That’s intense magic work."  She was actually a little jealous.  Not that she had [Illusion] herself, but the complexity and detail was on the same level as her highest skills.

"Blue helped.  He had a lot of pointers about that kind of [Illusion] that makes it easier.  But still, it’s more…" She stopped, a half smile flickering across her face. "I suppose that works, too."

Iniri could feel it herself.  She was full on all her stats, so the sudden regeneration surge didn’t do anything concrete, but it did relax some of the tension in her back and neck.  It seemed Blue had something that could strengthen the natural recovery rate, since it didn’t feel like external healing or rejuvenation did. Really, she should stop being surprised. 

The floor continued to shiver as evidence of the battle between elites, despite the farming chambers being, if Blue could be believed, completely disconnected from the living area.  Shayma made faces for a while, then waved her hand again. "Blue’s starting to take care of the goblins and moils."

The illusion returned, but this time it somehow peeled back the land covering the tunnels Blue had set up, with only a vague shadow to show it was still there.  Since the only traps she’d ever seen dungeons make were things like spears or spiked balls and Blue clearly didn’t bother with those, she was quite curious as to what he’d use to prune thousands of enemies.  That was nearly the size of her total armed forces before the invasion, and large enough to simply roll over anything but large cities.

She wasn’t sure what she was looking for, but it became apparently quite quickly as the individuals in the columns trooping through the tunnels simply...fell apart, collapsing into bloody chunks.

"What is that?"

"Water.  But Blue says it’s probably best not to go into details."

Iniri had never seen water magic do that, and it didn’t surprise her that Blue wanted to keep the technique to himself. Not that he’d been particularly forthcoming to begin with.  Though she was pretty sure she’d already seen the handiwork of that particular weapon in the finely-scored Bilib Ivory swords of a particularly stupid adventurer.

She'd half-expected to see more of this water magic, but after the vanguard in the tunnels had been eradicated Blue switched to something else entirely. Fountains of rock and earth appeared behind and among the troops remaining outside, hundreds and hundreds of them. The debris scythed down the goblins, though she couldn't tell how many were dead and how many were merely stunned. 

It didn’t much matter though, because in the next instant fire and smoke started to billow out from each point the rock had come from.  A few seconds later the entire woodland was in flames. From start to finish, it had gone from a massive army to a thirty-acre inferno in less than thirty seconds.  The supporting mercenaries didn’t even have time to react. She didn’t have time to react, barely able to figure out what was happening at each stage.

"Why didn’t he just burn them all to begin with?"

"Um, he says he just wanted to test everything to see how it worked."

Iniri goggled.  All this was just...playing around?

"And he wanted them to be away from the earth and flame users."  Shayma paused, looking at the devastation, her face pale. It was good to know she was just as daunted by what Blue had done.  "Also he asks if you can have the Classers take care of the mercenaries now? He can teleport them outside of the fire."

She laughed, a trifle unsteadily.  "Not a problem. After seeing that, they’re ready to run.  Even fourth-tiers might have second thoughts. Cheya! Tell them they’re about to engage a badly demoralized enemy.  They’ll have fire at their backs but Blue will keep it off of them."

"Yes, Your Majesty."  Cheya’s shadow-clone bowed as she conveyed the orders to the assembled Classers below.  Hopefully their morale was intact despite the occasional tremor from the fight between her fourth-tiers and the elites.  A few moments later, Shayma’s illusion showed several dozen Classers appear at the edge of the fire, immediately sallying forth against the shocked mercenaries.  Spells and weapons flew, and the Flame Knights and Earth Corps simply...broke.

The Classers pursued the scattered mercenaries, breaking into their native groups as they attacked the stragglers.  Most of them hadn’t really fought humans before, or she hoped not anyway, but a fleeing human wasn’t much different from a fleeing beast.  Some of the prey escaped, of course, but quite a few of them fell before the Classers starting to break off.

She’d experienced this sort of birds-eye view during flight or when scrying, but never during a battle.  Between various methods of [Warding] and the sheer amount of magic that flew during a serious clash, and the need for her to deploy her own [Shield of Tarnil] at the front lines, she’d always seen things firsthand.  ‘Always’ being twice ever, but that was still enough.  

There was something fundamentally different between killing monsters and killing human or demihuman beings. Even so, she felt no remorse whatsoever watching the Classers fell the mercenaries, one after the other, until only a few escaped the field.  Though the mercenary companies were famously amoral, taking the mage-king’s money - or however they were being compensated - was just too much. Those dungeons and the depletion they brought were a threat to everyone.

The [Illusion] went again with another tremor as Shayma grimaced.  "Blue’s complaining about the mess they’re making in the farming chamber," she said.

"That’s what happens with fourth-tiers," Iniri said, without any sympathy whatsoever.  It hadn’t taken that long to make the chamber.  It wouldn’t take any longer to repair, and it wasn’t like it was their fault Vok Nal’s elites had decided to go underground and break into Blue’s territory.  

Plus, if she even hinted she was responsible he’d probably want something more from her.  Not that she blamed him. If she were hosting refugees, she’d keep an eye on how to get the most out of the situation herself.

Shayma took a moment to recover while Cheya reported that the lower-tier Classers were on their way back with no injuries at all, which was far better than she had ever contemplated upon seeing the army.  So far the only casualties were the injured farmers, but the elites and fourth-tiers were still fighting. If the high-level monsters broke out, all the other victories would be for naught.

But she had faith in Yamal and Liril and The Hurricane.  High-level monsters were, so far as anyone could tell, bred high level, rather than reaching it through decades of experience.  They might have similar levels of power, but they didn’t have the technique or the practice of coordination.  Even given two-to-one odds she was sure they’d win, especially since there was no one else they needed to worry about in the abandoned chamber.

There was an earsplitting clap of thunder and Iniri looked outside, startled.  Lightning crawled around a hole in the far wall, which began to shut even as she watched.

"Yeeahh, The Hurricane just sort of...melted that Ironbeak fellow."  Shayma cast the [Illusion] again, showing the farming area in even more shambles than before.  Half the room was scoured to bare rock, and the entry wound of the lightning strike they’d just seen was a glowing crater of spiderwebbed rock, scorched and smoking.

Vok Nal’s other monsters were frozen for an instant, shocked, and Yamal took the opportunity to bring his sword down in a massive two-handed strike.  There was an impression of something much larger than a single sword blade, a weapon a thousand times the size of the one in his hands, the weight pressing down on the two Paladins of Vok.  Then, suddenly, it smashed into the ground and the pair were rent asunder, showing that they were no more than golems, just layers and layers of strange metal.

The remaining elites tried to flee as the Stoneshaper pulled rock from the walls for a shield and passage both, but Blue hadn’t been idle.  Instead of the solid stone that had surrounded the habitat before, it was hard-packed dark ice, which didn’t yield to earth magic at all. Shayma laughed suddenly, ears flicking.  "At least I can appreciate it," she said, clearly speaking to Blue. "No, I don’t think the timing would work," she added.

It really was nice to see that Shayma got along well with Blue, even if she did look a bit of a loon just talking aloud to herself.  It did, at least, defuse the drama of the moment, as Liril’s flames suddenly surged and burned away the Avatar’s protections. Without the hundreds of layers of magical defenses, The Hurricane’s wind simply smashed him into paste against the newly-revealed ice.

The Barktearer was the next to fall, as Liril focused the full power of his flames on the thing, wind whipping the fire into a frenzy, and while it was occupied Yamal’s sword decapitated the Stoneshaper.  And then it was done.

All the elites were dead, though in exchange the entire farming chamber was wrecked.  She suspected Blue was actively holding it together to keep it from collapsing, considering the gouged holes and deep cracks in every surface.  Her fourth-tiers weren’t completely uninjured, either. Yamal was favoring a leg, Liril’s arm was still on fire which meant he was trying to purge some form of magical affliction, and The Hurricane’s clothes were torn and soaked with blood from hundreds of tiny cuts.

Which didn’t look bad, but given how nightmarishly robust and regenerative fourth-tiers were it meant they were injuries that would have killed her ten times over, and probably put a significant dent in their health pools.  Even their new [Primal Healer] would probably have difficulty fixing them up. Though maybe Blue’s regeneration room would help.

"I’m going to go meet them," Iniri declared.  "The Classers ought to be getting back at the same time and they all deserve recognition."  She looked to Shayma. "Does Blue have anything he wants to say to them?"

Her ears swiveled back and forth.  "He says he’s not much for speeches but he does have something to say."

"Oh?"  Despite how chatty Blue apparently was with Shayma, he didn’t seem to have much interest in talking with other people aside from what was necessary for business.  Though given what just happened, it might well simply be business that he wanted to discuss.

"He says he wants to surprise you," Shayma told her with a wry smile.  The smile meant it was nothing bad, at least, but Iniri was mistrustful of surprises.  Especially if they came from something as powerful as Blue.  Even if Shayma wasn’t upset by whatever the surprise was, it didn’t mean it wouldn’t complicate things from Iniri’s perspective as a ruler.

She had no doubt a number of people would be happy to permanently settle in this town with its perfect weather and teleports and indoor plumbing, and in the farming chambers, with their tailor-made, fast-growing fields.  But this wasn’t her territory, for all that Blue was technically occupying her land, and if her subjects wanted to settle here permanently they wouldn’t really be her subjects anymore.  There was no doubt that Blue would be around for a long time to come, and while his help was vital now, at some point she’d have to figure out how to accommodate his presence without toppling her kingdom.

"Very well then, let’s go."  Iniri proceeded back down the stairs, Cheya’s physical body as well as two of her guard flanked her as she stepped out of the door.  Since she’d had Blue move the teleportation circles it was actually a little bit of a walk to where the returning Classers were appearing.  A pleasant stroll, really, despite the fact that the cobbled streets were crowded with lower-level evacuees from the farming chambers. She made sure to greet and reassure them, spreading the news that an attack from Vok Nal had been repelled.  In less than half an hour, at that.

It had taken more time for the enemy to advance than it had for them to be destroyed.

Cheers and shouting followed her, a kind of happiness that she hadn’t seen since before the invasion.  Actual hope, and a bit of bloodthirst, for paying back what the mage-kings had inflicted on them. Though most of the work had been done by Blue and three fourth-tiers, two of which weren’t even her subjects.  Still, a victory was a victory, and something to be seized on.

By the time she reached the teleport circles, Keri was attending to The Hurricane’s still-oozing wounds, Yamal was chatting with some of the third-tiers, and Liril was sullenly ignoring everyone.  One of the new-arrival Classers, a woman who looked like a kindly grandmother but had a maul strapped to her back, noticed the entourage first and knelt. "Your Majesty," she said, the words rippling outward as everyone followed suit.  Everyone but The Hurricane and Liril, but they at least were polite enough to incline their heads.

"My Classers," she said, watching them and feeling the mood.  "You may rise." They got to their feet in silence, and once they were all standing again she gave them a small, satisfied smile.  "How does it feel to make the enemy bleed?"

That got a roar.

"They caught us by surprise when they invaded, and we’ve been on the back foot for years.  But today, we annihilated an entire army sent against us. This is only the start." Another roar.  "From here we go after Vok Nal. We take back our villages, our cities. We destroy the monsters that have infested our homes and we restore our country!  Tarnil lives!"

This time the cheer was earthshaking.

"But that’s for later.  For now, rest. Regroup.  Eat and drink. Consider that nobody died.  We have our fourth-tiers to thank for that.  Yamal, Sovereign of the Thousand-Blessed Blade.  Liril, Theurge of Purifying Flame. And The Hurricane."  The two men bowed when she named them. The Hurricane pumped her fist in the air.  "And of course, we also have our host. Blue was kind enough to eliminate the chaff by himself."

There was more cheering, though different in tone, and mostly directed at Shayma.  Most people couldn’t really come to grips with the immense, faceless, unknowably powerful entity that was Blue, so instead they considered Shayma to be effectively him.  So the thing that could end them all in an instant was thought of as a cheerful, smiling fox-girl. People were not nearly as careful of Blue as they ought to be.

Shayma smiled and waved at the assembled Classers.  "Blue has something to say too!" She shouted, not having the experience to command silence with a gesture.  The voices lowered to dull muttering and she continued. "Vok Nal didn’t just attack you. He attacked Blue.  So Blue is going to help take back Meil, crush the dungeon there, and destroy Vok Nal."

There was a moment of silence, then another, louder commotion.  Iniri was taken aback. She’d sounded him out about what he could do on that very topic earlier, and he had not been willing.  They’d talked around the point, since she didn’t want to force either of them to commit to anything, but it hadn’t sounded like he was even able to extend himself that far.

Clearly, the attack had changed his mind.  She wondered if it’d actually made him angry.  Shayma’s emotions weren’t Blue’s, she knew that, but it was difficult to imagine him getting truly enraged.  But if he was, there was no better target than Vok Nal.

"He’s already started a tunnel to the city," Shayma added, speaking to Iniri.  "It should be done in a few days."



Interlude - Taelah Catalogues Blue (and other stuff happens)


Taelah was pretty sure the dungeon had no idea what it was doing.

Certainly, it had listened to the suggestions they’d made to change the fields into something that could actually grow crops, but that didn’t mean that it had actually learned what normal landscapes were like. The main living chamber showed that, given the broad sweeps of grass and nothing else, with trees just randomly spotted around. Not to mention the lack of animals.

It was weird enough not hearing birds or spotting the occasional rodent, even at night. No rustling from the bushes or the trees, just the soft sounds of the faint, constant wind. But there were no insects at all. The lack of pests was a nice surprise, but there were no worms or beetles or flies or anything that buzzed or crawled. She suspected but couldn’t prove that some of the dogs that had come through the teleport had lost their ticks and fleas.

Still, birds and insects and rodents and all were necessary to actually keep the land healthy. Except the dungeon completely and totally was ignoring all that and even nature magic did not work that way! "You need to get yourself some animals or something, even if they are monsters," she griped, walking along the edge of the living chamber. "It’s too quiet in here!"

The dungeon nonchalantly rustled its grass at her.

"Look, if you want to have healthy plants you can’t just magic them to grow," she warned it. "Even if they are dungeon plants. Just because mana changes something doesn’t mean it stops making sense."

The dungeon sighed disagreement with the wind passing through the leaves of a nearby tayantan tree. She scowled at it. Even though she had been told that the dungeon didn’t talk to anyone except through Shayma, she still felt like it was giving her lip half the time. Not to mention she was pretty sure it was taunting her with how fast the crops were growing now that they’d finally been sown.

The trick was a pale green lily that grew underneath the tayantan trees scattered throughout the farming area.

Green Chrysthenium: This variant of dungeon flower consumes any Affinity of dungeon mana and in return produces nature Affinity mana. Some of this produced mana is used to improve the growth and maturation of nearby plants. When picked, some of the mana settles into the petals of this flower, making them a potent Affinity ingredient.

She could practically feel [Plant Identification] ticking upward. The plants here were so unusual she could probably gain a Class level or two just from that experience, not to mention if she got her hands on it for testing with [Herbal Medicine] or [Novice Alchemy]. Given enough time she might actually be able to break through into the second tier without visiting a dungeon or mana spring. Well, a real dungeon, anyway. This one didn’t count.

Despite the description she was hesitant to actually pick any. Partly because without asking Shayma she wasn’t sure it was actually safe to. Mostly because she didn’t want to mess up any of the crops that were benefitting from the growth aura. If she plucked one there was no guarantee it would be replaced and food was more important than curiosity. Forage and stored supplies wouldn’t last forever.

Now that everything was planted - and wasn’t that fun, running the spring plantings twice in one year and the second time on fast-forward - she was poking around to find what else there was. [Plant Identification] said that the Green Chrysthenium was a variant, which meant there were more. Since she didn’t want to get in anyone’s way, she was out beyond the strange little town, examining some of the features it had set up.

The isolated rainstorms were proof that the dungeon was all confused. Why would it do that? What purpose did it serve? They didn’t even look marginally natural, while the rest of the landscape was sculpted. She frowned up at the cloud and down at the curtain of rain that started, very abruptly, two feet in front of her. Then jumped as a tiny bolt of lightning flashed and underpowered thunder sounded.

"Was that really necessary?" She demanded.

The dungeon’s rain hissed at her in amusement.

"Well it’s going to take more than that to keep me out," she told it, pulling up the hood of her cloak and stepping into the tiny rainstorm. Not three steps in, an unexpected gust of wind blew water right into her face. She was pretty sure that was on purpose, but she wasn’t going to let annoying weather get to her, even if it was entirely strange that there were gusts here, whipping cold drops this way and that.

The alaer trees looked almost intimidating in the gloom, their leaves flying at the end of their long stems, but such trees couldn’t be generating the winds that tossed the rain about. Not that she’d seen them since she was a child, but [Plant Identification] told her they only produced enough of a breeze to keep their own leaves aloft. It wasn't until she drew closer that she spotted the culprits, just outside the looming silhouettes of the trees.

Lofty Chrysthenium: This variant of dungeon flower consumes any Affinity of mana and in return produces wind Affinity mana. Some of this produced mana is used to generate wind. When picked, some of the mana settles into the petals of this flower, making them a potent Affinity ingredient.

They looked much like the alaer trees themselves, but the stems were far longer, and the leaves broader, swaying and trembling wildly in their own wayward air currents. She couldn’t tell how where exactly the wind was coming from, but it probably didn’t much matter. The wind Affinity flowers were accompanied by a second variant with broad, sail-like petals, rotating this way and that.

Kinetic Chrysthenium: This variant of dungeon flower consumes any Affinity of mana and in return produces kinetic Affinity mana. The flower’s motion can also be used by the dungeon to generate energy. When picked, some of the mana settles into the petals of this flower, making them a potent Affinity ingredient.

That was the most tantalizing description so far. Generate energy for the dungeon? Maybe that was why it’d made these little patches of storm, though she couldn’t imagine that the enormous amount of power it had shown came from such small things. Then again…

She crouched down in the rainstorm, carefully touching the pinwheel flower. Even though the description had prepared her for something with force behind it, the petals stopped easily enough. Even though each of the two petal-sails was the size of her hand, they were as soft as any flower might be, to the point she was afraid of tearing them by preventing them from moving in the wind.

Once she had one captured, she closed her eyes, letting her consciousness seep into the flower, the active portion of [Plant Identification] giving her more than a simple description. Immediately she could tell that despite surface appearances this was not really related to any of the flowers she knew, mundane or magical. It was certainly a plant, but it bore as much resemblance to a common daisy as a diamond did to coal.

It was dense and complex and she was pretty sure that if she picked the flower it’d be heavier than it looked. The mechanism by which the petals rotated freely around the stem wasn’t comprehensible to her even with [Plant Identification] draining her anemic mana pool, but that was just the least of what she didn’t understand.

Normally she could feel the pulse of a plant as it breathed, drew water through its roots, basked in the sun. This was basking in...something else. It had water aplenty, and it was using it, and maybe its leaves could draw nourishment from the sun, but there was a deeper core that was thirstily drawing on something she couldn’t see. Mana.

She didn’t have [Mana Sight], and as an [Herbalist] she didn’t have a chance of developing anything like that, not until her Class evolved. Not that she missed it most of the time. The other senses her Skills gave her were enough for her purposes, and told her things simple [Mana Sight] would miss. In this case though, it seemed like the flower mostly lived on mana, and...bore fruit from mana? That didn’t seem right.

It didn’t seem right but it was what [Plant Identification] told her. She was already starting to get a headache as her mana dropped too low, so she hastily moved her focus down to the root of the plant. Mostly so she would know how much work it would be to transplant a live specimen, but partly because she wondered if it was attached to some actual mana source she could spot even without the sense. Where the roots dug into the ground, the plant did touch something, but the moment she focused on it, her Skill shattered, knocking her flat on her back.

"That wasn’t a plant." She objected. The only response was the cold rain spattering her face and dripping down the inside of her hood. Grumbling, she scrambled back to her feet, shaking fingers still slightly numbed from the feedback, and blinked at the flower she’d been examining. On her way down she’d apparently had too strong a hold on it, and half-ripped the stem. Unless the flower had incredible self-healing properties, it wasn’t going to live much longer.

"Hmm." No bolt of lightning came down to smite her. "Mind if I pick that one?" The silence seemed assent, so she freed it the rest of the way and tucked it into her pouch. As she expected, it had a heft more like wood than flower. Still nothing happened, but she felt somewhat...watched. Though surely that was her imagination.

"Elder Taelah?"

The voice made her jump, though she recognized it a moment later as one of the Classers, a [Gale Knight] with the very southern name of Loren Imt, that regularly kept watch from the air. He was a lot younger than a third tier ought to be and excruciatingly polite. Especially because he regularly checked up on her as she wandered around the dungeon’s interior.

"Yes, here." She called, hastily closing her pouch and taking a few steps to escape the rain. Loren dropped down to ground level, the swirling winds depositing him gently on the grass. He was twenty years her senior and he gave her exactly the same look her parents had given her when she was twelve and snuck out after bedtime.

"Please return to Refuge." They’d finally named it! She was wondering when the town was going to get called something other than ‘the town.’ "Queen Iniri has been informed that an army is marching on our position."

The news doused her spirits far more surely than the rain had. "What do you need me to do?" One of the reasons she’d become village elder at such a young age was that she had a firm grasp on what she couldn’t do, and combat was one of those things. In fact she was pretty sure some actual crafters had come through, either from the borderlands or Wildwood, so even her [Novice Alchemy] didn’t contribute much. Anton Village was good at making food, but for anything else, Classers were better.

"Account for your people. We’re evacuating the eastern farming chamber."

"Oh." Why just that one chamber? Though it wasn’t like she had a good grasp of the internal layout, not with all the teleports. Maybe that one was the closest to the surface, or maybe it was just because that was the one furthest from the mountains. "I’ll start back now." She was a good half-mile from the town, which just drove home how absolutely enormous these areas were, so it’d still take her a little bit to hike back. Unfortunately she didn’t have any physical Skills that could help her cover that ground better.

Loren just rolled his eyes. "Come on, I’ll take you," he said, and a gale of wind picked her up. She had actually been hoping he’d do that, but she wasn’t going to just ask. Taking another person along with his Skill couldn’t be easy. The trip didn’t last more than a few seconds though, and Loren deposited her practically on top of Elder James, who was hobbling away from the teleport circle.

"Oh, there you are." He squinted at her, completely unfazed by her descent from the sky. "What th’hell is going on?"

"An attack," she said shortly, trying to count heads as the others streamed out of the teleport. When Nan Mulle arrived with the gaggle of children in tow, she relaxed. Not that she doubted Nan Mulle, but certain little boys and girls were the ones most likely to be off hiding somewhere when the alarms sounded, and seeing them all safe was a relief.

James grunted. "Should’ve brought my sword."

"You aren’t going to go out and fight," she told him. "Now help me make sure everyone’s here."

Everyone wasn’t. Some people probably had to run from the terraces by the wall, so it was no surprise they were delayed. The teleport circle continued to spit out farmers and craftsmen in dribs and drabs, and not always from Anton’s Village. Shayma had picked up other people along the way, but they weren’t her responsibility. Maybe they were a little bit, since they were helping with farming and all, but for the most part they could handle themselves.

"Where’s Glenn?" She grumbled, tempted to step into the teleport herself to see what was going on on the other end.

"Probably -" James started, but stopped as the ground trembled.

Taelah blinked. That wasn’t a good sign, but when she inspected the walls and ceiling she couldn’t see any cracks or plumes of dust. 

"They’re fighting in there!" Stephan blurted as he stepped out of the teleport, the cuffs of his pants soaked in water.

"Who’s fighting?" She asked the [Farmer]. The kid had only taken a Class a few months ago, so they’d set him to the rice fields to learn and level. That meant he should be one of the last.

"Miss The Hurricane and Mister Theurge and Mister Sword Sovereign are fighting with monsters!"

Taeleh shared a look with James. If the fourth-tiers were actually fighting monsters and not just wiping them out, anyone still in the chamber would be lucky to escape unscathed. By her count there were still sixteen people missing, including Glenn. There was another distant rumble, and the next few people through were soaked from head to toe with water and blood.

She started to swear, then bit it off when she realized the children were still in the area. Instead she barked orders to have the others give the injured space, and get them padding to lie on, and started fumbling in her pouch for herbs. The flower she’d picked was on top of everything else and she cursed as she shoved it to the side, probably ruining it entirely but this was more important. Maybe they could use one of the surrounding buildings for a makeshift infirmary. Surely not all of them were occupied.

"Excuse me! Healer here!" With astounding timing, a Nivirese girl came through the crowd, preceded by a taller woman who had no compunctions about pushing people out of the way. Just about the same time, Glenn hauled the last two people she hadn’t accounted for through the teleport, muttering dark things under his breath, and the [Healer] immediately changed course for him.

The tall woman took one of the men Glenn was supporting, lifting him with the easy strength of a high-level Classer before easing him down as the [Healer]’s hands lit with mana. Taelah had never seen an actual [Healer] in action, given how rare the Class was, and it was astonishing to see gouges that were gushing blood simply close on their own. Neither Jorenn or Roan seemed entirely healed by the time she was done, but they weren’t the only ones that needed tending.

Nobody introduced themselves, but that didn’t seem necessary under the circumstances. Instead Taelah dug in her pouch and got out some restorative herbs to follow up the healing. With [Herbal Medicine], even the dried stuff packed enough punch to get them awake and aware, if still groggy.

A massive crack made everybody jump, a searing light outshining the dungeon’s false day for a moment. "What in the abyss…?" Taelah looked around but couldn’t spot exactly what had done it.

"Probably The Hurricane," the tall woman grunted, looking sour and sere. "Storm magic."

"...are they winning?"

"I hope so." It was the [Healer] that answered, and the tall woman didn’t contradict her.

A few minutes later, after some more rumbling and shaking, the fourth-tiers emerged from the teleport point. The [Healer] immediately went to them, but Taelah made a beeline for the teleporter itself. All her injured were as well as could be without rest, and she had to see for herself what the damage had been to their farms.

The world flashed around her and it turned out the damage was total. There was probably not a full intact acre left. Soil had been stripped away until it exposed bedrock, fields had been flooded, ice and fire had scorched or frozen whatever plants were left, and that didn’t count the massive chunks of rock gouged out of the walls and ceiling that had ended up scattered about. Muddy water lapped at her ankles, but she barely noticed it. 

If there was any saving grace, it was that the barns appeared to have been protected, with rock walls that sheltered them from the worst of it. They were still partly flooded, but platehoofs and chickens would survive being wet and they didn’t have anything stored in the silos yet anyway. "...so much for the farms." It was like ice in her guts, seeing the devastation and the loss of all their hard work. Most of their seeds had been sown in there and were half-grown, so they didn’t even have enough seed stock to recover.

She wanted to cry. She didn’t, but she wanted to. They would persevere, Anton’s Village always did, but it was still crushing. It hadn’t happened in her lifetime, but there had been times when whole harvests had been lost to calamity and they’d still recovered. It wasn’t impossible, but…

But something was happening. Blue had worked quickly before, but the sheer scale of things was boggling. The entire lake of matted soil and muddy water was draining visibly. The ceiling and walls began to heal, chunks of rock melted back into the floor, and dirt lifted up like a cresting wave. Taelah couldn’t help but watch, transfixed, as the farms knitted themselves back together.

"Elder Taelah, what —" Glenn’s question faded as he gaped alongside her, stopped before he even left the teleport circle. It wasn’t every day one got to see acres of land reshape itself. When the dungeon started to add greenery though, Taelah bestirred herself. The dungeon clearly had a different understanding when it came to flora, and while she was pretty sure that difference was just ignorance, maybe it did have some insight she didn’t.

Maybe she could learn something.

What she found most odd was that it didn’t start with grass or smaller plants, but with the trees, starting from the edges and working inward, tiny saplings poking through the freshly-conjured soil. At each of these points one of those lilies sprouted, tiny and immature, but they didn’t stay that way for long. Once these little plants had been established, the dungeon did something, because she could feel the sudden wave of life as both tree and flower matured visibly, the tayan grass spreading outward from the little islands until they stopped at the edges of the fields.

The two plants clearly fed into each other, and maybe the grass did too. No wonder things looked so sparse, they weren’t really acting like a normal field. They were closer to one single plant, which was probably partly magic, but only partly. She’d seen what chrystheniums looked like on the inside and even if they ate mana they still worked very much like any other sort of flora. It made her wonder if she could do that with any of the actual crops they grew.

When they grew crops again. Even if they were mostly repaired, the fields themselves were still bare, and still needed to be worked and planted with the few stores they had left. It was a daunting task to consider and...and tiny little sprouts were popping up in neat rows all along the bare dirt.

When the dungeon fixed something, it didn’t do half measures.

"Um," she said, maybe feeling a little bit bad for ranting at it. "Thanks."



Day 108 - Blue


Ow. Just...ow. Having a bunch of high-level people fighting each other in your innards is not pleasant. Nothing had hurt that much since I was a tiny little dungeon and a knight broke one of my walls. Even after I’d fixed the damage it still smarted, though the overlay claimed that I was still at full hitpoints. That was Core HP, though, so maybe there was some hidden stat for my everything else. Or maybe I was just imagining it, something like a phantom limb.

That wasn’t the only weird thing though. I was pretty sure I’d run into another instance of dungeon-system-supplied emotions. The moment the moils had gotten into range and been registered by the overlay, I’d gotten angry. Not just mad, but enraged. Completely pissed off. I bet if I’d had my own monsters I’d have sent them out. If I had normal traps I’d have triggered them.

But I didn’t have monsters or normal traps, so I retained enough presence of mind to let the moils and foremost goblins, all of which had been given some sort of heat resistance to judge by the Affinities I could see attached to them, into the tunnels to cut them up with pressurized water. The land mines had been shockingly effective for the rest of the army. Even if actual direct deaths were fairly low, they still made it impossible to escape when I pushed the lava I’d been using for the steam pressure to the surface and set everything on fire.

Annoyingly I didn’t actually get any experience for the whole fight, since I no longer got anything from killing enemies. Apparently too many people died for the few mercenaries who escaped to trigger [Merciful]. Sure, I still had over a hundred thousand experience banked but at this point that would rank up [Spatial Control] all of one time. So the only benefits I got from the victory were the non-overlay kind.

I was pretty happy with the fight overall, though actually watching fourth-tiers in action made me increase my standards for protection yet again. Stonesteel didn’t seem to be particularly impressive despite its description. Sure, nothing normal harmed it but Ansae and Yamal and people like that Ironbound seemed to be able to tear through it like paper. I needed to be able to do something with metal, probably, but I had yet to figure that out.

Not like I didn’t have enough to do. I’d dusted off the nearly-forgotten boring beetles and sent them off in the direction of Meil. I just needed the tiny tunnels they carved and I could do the rest without much thought. Making tunnels was tedious, as I’d found out when I was trying to rescue Shayma and Iniri’s group. The beetles at least I could set and forget for a while, assuming they didn’t need to be recovered once they hit the water table. Which was good because I needed to focus for the other thing I had planned for the day.

The audience with Ansae.

Even though she was seeking audience with me, it sort of felt like the other way around. After all, she was the one who knew what she was doing. At least it seemed so to me. Shayma just had basic adventurer-wear and Ansae’s stuff was probably worth a kingdom or two. Shayma also wasn’t all that keen to meet her again, but Ansae seemed more in control of herself this time. The dragon had requested, rather than demanded, a meeting, which was an encouraging sign.

Nevertheless, I kept my metaphorical finger on the core recall.  I’d only used it the one time, but that one time had created a hell of a feedback effect between Shayma and I. She just felt tingly, but I felt awful and it sucked up something around eighteen thousand mana by the time it died down, besides.  The effect was worth it though, since it made me feel a lot more confident as Shayma went down to talk to Ansae.

She clearly saw Shayma coming well before the door opened, but I figured that would be the case. If she could somehow see through half a mile of stone to comment on both my disposal of the idiot adventurers and of the army of goblins and moils, she could tell if someone was coming down the hall.

By the time Shayma opened the door she was upright in her chair rather than sprawled across it, and I could swear she’d lengthened her horns. Her armor was certainly looking slightly fancier, though it had never looked particularly unkempt despite the days she’d spent waiting around without food or drink or anything. At her levels, she probably didn’t need that kind of thing, though she hadn’t been shy about raiding my kitchen the very first time she’d come.

Ansae gave Shayma a nod as she arrived, and Shayma nodded back as she sat down. We were both somewhat at a loss for how to open the discussion.

"So, uh, I guess -"

"I wish to enter negotiations with you," Ansae said, somewhat stiffly. "What would it take to repair the relations between us?"

"I think an apology would be a good start. To you, Shayma, not to me. I’m not the one who was attacked, after all."

Shayma hesitated for a moment, then spoke. "Blue says that he would like an apology for your behavior toward me."

"Not him?" Ansae’s response wasn’t as intense as her conversation the first time, only mildly interested rather than ravenous.

"No, he says that I’m the one you attacked, so, me."

"I see. I, Ansae Ziir, do apologize for my unwarranted and violent behavior. I will not lose my control like that in these negotiations, rest assured."

"Thank you," Shayma said, relaxing a fraction. That was suspiciously easy. I figured that someone like Ansae would be super prickly about her dignity and apologizing to lesser mortals or whatever, but she didn’t hesitate nor sound like she was forcing the apology out. The extra promise helped, though I did take note that she restricted it to these negotiations. A word choice I actually found encouraging, because if she intended to break her word she wouldn’t be so careful.

"So what exactly did she want? I know what I want, but better to find out what she’s interested in first."

"Blue wishes to know what you had in mind when you requested the meeting."

Ansae laughed. "Direct. Blue has a way of curing Depletion. I want to be cured."

"Oh. Well. I would, but...her Depletion is so high it’d take seven hundred thousand mana." Shayma, nodding along as I spoke to her, nearly choked on that number. "Now, if I can figure out a way to reduce that to something more reasonable, or do it piecemeal, I will, but for now I’m just not powerful enough to Purify her. Also make sure she knows it’s a breeding option. Don’t want to spring that on her later."

I let Shayma explain that, watching Ansae’s expression. Oddly, what she reacted to most was not that she’d have to climb into a breeding station, but that I knew how much Depletion she had.

"You know both my Depletion and my name. How do you know these things? I have gone to some trouble to protect myself from most forms of divination and appraisal."

"It just shows up for me when you’re inside. Name, health, stamina, mana, Depletion. Everything else is hidden though, including level." Looking over the overlay’s report, I noticed now that her health and stamina hadn’t gone up at all since the first time she’d arrived. Or if it had, it was only by a point or two. Her mana pool seemed to have gone down slightly, no doubt from whatever spells or natural abilities she was fueling to see the goings-on inside my walls.

"...interesting." Ansae regarded Shayma, then glanced around at the walls, seeing more than just the nearest stone faces, no doubt. "If you’re not yet powerful enough to cure me, I can wait. I have been patient enough so far, another century or two won’t hurt me."

Century? "Uhh, I hope it’ll be sooner than that. I just need some chances to study it. I’m over two-thirds of the way to what I need for Iniri, assuming she’s the next one I [Purify]. I could do Annit and Keri now but, uh, I don’t think they’d want to. Not sure I want to offer and make things weird." The last was just thinking out loud for Shayma’s benefit. I wasn’t actually willing to fuck any female that wanted it, despite the reputation dungeons had, especially since for most it would just be to [Purify] them. Shayma’s friends were definitely on the list we’d made of worthwhile or deserving people, should their Depletion rise too high. "Given that I’ve gotten this far in three months, there’s a good chance I’ll be able to do something in the reasonably near future."

Ansae had difficulty controlling her expression as Shayma translated into something less rambly. "You’re...three months old?"

"Well, this dungeon is." Clearly I had some existence other than being a dungeon, but I wasn’t sure it really counted.  It wasn’t like it had done much to prepare me for dungeonhood, or all the rules that governed this world.  Oh, there were some familiar things in play, like Ansae having a hoard, but for the most part it seemed irrelevant.  I hadn’t even mentioned it to Shayma, since I figured it’d only confuse matters.

"If you could do all this in three months, that does imply you might be able to expand yourself significantly in just a few years," Ansae agreed after pausing to digest the fact. "But until then, I should stay. You may have been able to deal with that army but there are more potent threats around, and I am not going to leave my only route to a cure unguarded."

"That’s great, actually! I can make you a new, larger lair to live in, and more access to the rest of the dungeon - but I also need information and training. For myself and for Shayma."

"Wait, training for me?" Shayma blinked.

"She’s a shapeshifter. I’m hoping she can help you with [Combat Shapeshifting], and maybe general spellcasting? And who knows what else. She’s crazy high level, so she has to know all kinds of things."

"Mm…" Shayma nodded reluctantly, relaying the message.

"Training?" Ansae was amused. "Though I suppose the more able you are, the more likely it is I get what I want. I have to admit that was a nicer place to stay than the cave I dug."

"Don't forget you can come visit upstairs, too," Shayma said. "I’m sure Queen Iniri would love to meet you!"

I wasn’t sure about that. In fact, I wasn’t sure I was happy that Ansae knew about the human...ish guests, but it was too late at this point. I should probably make it a point to inform everyone in the future and make sure they knew not to fight. I might need to host other factions in the future and it was best to make the rules clear.

"I was also wondering if I could trade for gold. I need it, but I can’t find any. I’m pretty sure I have something worth trading."

I waited until Shayma had delivered the message before putting one of each of the Primal sources I had on the table. By now the room was fully repaired, which I guess just sort of happened at some point while we were talking, but that was fine. It was annoying having a messy room anyway.

"What are these?" Ansae stared at them, reaching out her hand but stopping short of touching the glowing stones.

"Primal Sources. Um, so, take this stone." I lifted up a stone pillar next to the table, letting Shayma narrate, then compressed it into Stonesteel. "I did that to Source gems. Given the name I thought you might appreciate them? Or know what’s happening with them more than I do, anyway."



"...you can’t do that to Source material." Ansae half-complained. "Mana of the proper Affinity goes through it, everything else just bounces off or damages it. But…" She reached out again, this time scooping up the even dozen stones, six to each hand. Unlike with other people who’d touched the stones, they didn’t seem to change. "Primal mana is different. The mana most people use is processed by their Class, tamed but limited. Reach past that, touch the raw source behind it, and maybe -"

She stopped as something happened with the gems. She’d flickered her own mana over them, ever so briefly. With my mana perception I could only see that she had, it was too fast for me to figure out what she was doing. But that seemed to be enough as it sparked something like, but not quite the same as, the attunement process that happened with everyone else. The gems shivered, then slid into each other as if they were water droplets.

It didn’t stop there, though. The two combined gems, one in each of her hands, pulled together as if magnetized and, when Ansae didn’t let them go, actually flowed right through the flesh of her hands to meet in the middle. She caught the resulting gem as it dropped. It was far smaller than it had any right to be, maybe the size of a cherry, and entirely clear save for a few points of light floating about the interior.

"Well. That’s new."

"Um," Shayma agreed.

I had...some idea of what had happened. Ansae’s magic wasn’t just one Affinity like most people, it was many. Or most, or even all. I couldn’t really tell. But because of that, the tendency for the Primal sources to try and mimic the individual mana meant that even though each of the gems was of a different Affinity, they wanted to be the same...thing. How that translated into them merging into one physical object, I wasn’t sure.

"What an astounding little trinket." Ansae held the gem up, peering into it. "I don’t have anything like it in my hoard. The closest I do have is this beauty." She patted the dagger at her side, the one that shone so brightly to mana-sight that it hurt. "And she took an ocean over a thousand years to make." She regarded a moment more, then popped it into her mouth.

Shayma stared. I...well, the stare was there in spirit, anyway. What the hell was Ansae doing?

The question was answered when she swallowed and, a moment later, her horns went from steel to a diamond-like lustre. They already resembled a crown, curled about the front of her head, and now they seemed even more like one, humming with power and authority. Somehow, she’d integrated the Source into them, maybe into her entire body. Casually, in an instant. 

"Well, that’s scary impressive."

Which was probably the point. Hopefully I wasn’t about to get into a one-upmanship contest with a dragon, because I was pretty sure I’d lose.

Shayma repeated my maybe-compliment, and Ansae laughed, showing her teeth. "It has been some time since I've gotten to show off."

Shayma nodded politely, a little spooked still, and Ansae waved her claws. "If gold you want, then gold you shall have, but this thing is worth more than mere metal trifles." Spatial magic appeared from her clawtips and a dizzying array of runes appeared in the air. One of them lit up, flying to hover over the surface of the table while the rest of them vanished. Then, suddenly, it popped, bursting to reveal several massive gold ingots, weighty enough to make the stonesteel table groan. 

It all happened too fast for me to really take in the magic itself, but I could tell it was far more complex than anything I was doing. It seemed that she was pulling things from some other space, kind of like my inventory or material stockpiles, but with a lot more finesse. I couldn’t read the runes, which was odd because everything I’d seen so far was the same language as the overlay or Status, but I would bet they organized Ansae’s inventory pretty nicely.

Even if I couldn’t really profit from the magic, the gold was very, very welcome. Especially so much of it. I pulled it into my system but still had to park most of it in one of my holding rooms, as only a tiny chunk filled in the one hundred fifty unit cap. I could finally build those resource crystals!

"So what do you want besides gold? My honor compels me to give you something else, and I do have quite the hoard."

"Hmm, samples of magic exotic materials would be nice, in case I can manage to replicate them. But first, why don’t you ask for something, Shayma?"

"Me?" She blinked.

"Of course."

"...Blue wants me to ask for something for myself, but honestly, he provides pretty much everything I need. I would like to know if my parents are okay, and get a message to them if possible. They were out in the Wildwood forest the whole time I was over there, I think. That’s the direction [Seeker] pointed, anyway."

Ansae’s smile softened. "They do say a child should honor their parents. A divination, then. Not an issue, though it will be easier if Blue takes down the [Warding] for a moment."

To be honest, aside from the [Warding] around my core room, I didn’t really need it anymore. My location had been found out anyhow, and so far as I could tell dungeons did have some natural defenses against anyone looking too closely at them. With that being the case I dropped it while Ansae did her thing and started working on the new lair, as well as placing a bunch of the storage crystals in my test area since I had the materials for them now.

I planned to fill most of them with mana. With the amount of gold I’d gotten from Ansae, I would be able to reach the required mana levels for Iniri’s [Purification] just on the strength of the storage crystals. She needed almost twenty-two thousand, I was up to sixteen at this point. But I also wanted to put some of my other materials into them. Notably iron, because I was actually generating it and a single crystal would give me half again the storage space for it.

That turned out to be a good decision.

[Metalworking] learned. Allows integration of stored metals into dungeon elements.

...Oh.

...I could have done this ages ago. I did have a single gold for a very long time, I just hadn’t wanted to spend it when I only had the one. But if I had, then I would have gotten the Ability and been able to do something with all this iron I was piling up! Though to be honest, iron by itself, in pure form, wasn’t a very strong metal. What I really wanted was steel.

I did have coal. No forges, though, but maybe I didn’t need them. A moment’s experimentation showed me that the storage crystals didn’t want to take more than one resource, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t try and force it. I filled up a large-size storage crystal with iron, until there was only one unit left, and then tried to shove coal in there. Steel was about one percent carbon, after all.

I figured that mana would solve the problem, but I hadn’t figured on the crystal exploding when I tried too hard. I could recover the fragments to get back most of the iron, but not the gold, which would have been really annoying if Ansae hadn’t given me so much. So, once again, but this time holding the crystal together with [Customization]. Between trying to force in that single unit of coal and constantly resealing the cracks in the storage crystal, I blew through over three thousand mana before something happened.

[Metallurgy] learned. Unlocks Metallurgy category.

I hadn’t unlocked an entire category for a while. This was awesome! Since it started out at base level five, it had a number of entries, and I immediately dumped my banked experience into it to get another two levels, though to no avail. Still, what it had was well worth it.

Crucible Crystal (size 100): 20 Gold, 50 Iron, 150 Stonesteel, 3 Fire Affinity Source Gems: Converts metals to liquid version.

Alloy Crystal (size 200): 50 Gold, 50 Iron, 250 Stonesteel, 5 Kinetic Affinity Source Gems: Mixes liquid metals into alloys.

Infusion Crystal (size 100): 20 Gold, 50 Iron, 150 Stonesteel, 10 Purifying Gems: Allows mixing of stored non-metal material with liquid metals.

Hardening Crystal (size 100): 20 Gold, 50 Iron, 150 Stonesteel, 10 Alchemical Diamonds: Converts liquid metals into solid form.

That was amazing. Not only did it do what I wanted to do, but it looked like my dungeon ecology actually fueled the unlocks. The purifying gems and alchemical diamonds were some of the non-Source fruits from my various flowers, finally giving me an actual use for them. I wanted to dive right into it.

But I didn’t. I’d completely missed Shayma’s message to her parents while I was messing around with my own toys, and now I felt too guilty to allow myself to be any further distracted while Shayma and Ansae were still talking.  I caught maybe the last ten words or so of the message, inviting her mom and dad to come up north where I was located. Fair enough. "How long do you think it’ll take them to get here without teleportation?  Are they as fast as you?"

"It will probably take a couple weeks. Mom’s only quick over short distances."

"Aw, well, I suppose I can wait that long. Anyway, you can tell Ansae I’ll have her new lair ready by tomorrow. I’ll leave it up to you two how and when you want to do shapeshifting training...but I have some questions for her right now, if she doesn’t mind."

"Certainly. I have all the time in the world." There seemed to be some personal meaning behind the flippant phrase but it was probably something to do with her being an, at minimum, centuries old dragon.

"I can see and manipulate mana but it’s got no Affinity, and I have no idea how to turn it into any of the Affinities myself. How do I do that?"

"Oh, now that’s interesting." Ansae eyed Shayma, leaning back in her chair. "Pure mana, lacking any sort of Affinity, is extremely difficult to make. To have the opposite problem...hm." She considered. The fact that I had a different issue from everyone else made sense to me, because I was pretty sure dungeons weren’t supposed to have spellcasting to begin with. They had features, and while I hadn’t unlocked any that converted the mana, more normal dungeons likely did. By now it was pretty obvious I was well off the rails so far as what was "normal" for dungeons.

Or maybe that was [Tempered Wisdom] talking.

"What causes mana to take on an Affinity is...truth." Ansae said at last. "A combination of understanding and intent. You need to understand what the mana must be and what it must do. For most, their Class and Skills are all they need for this. Even those without spellcasting have their bodily mana converted into some type of Affinity, because they envision themselves to be or do things.

If yours isn’t doing that naturally, you’ll have to gather it up - with [Mana Control] or whatever skill you have - and push your concepts and images onto it." Ansae snorted. "It’s rather like telling someone how to breathe. Be glad that I actually know how it works since I reached into Primal mana myself."

"That’s why I asked!" Though there were still tremendous gaps in the explanation, I wasn’t sure I was going to get anything better because it was so reflexive for everyone but me. I did see what Ansae was getting at though, and while I’d tried to push and prod mana in various ways, I hadn’t tried anything like what she had said. In fact I’d assumed that Affinities were something mechanical, like a phase change or something, and been massaging mana shape and density. To no avail, and now it was obvious why.

"Before I spend however long fiddling with that, what do you know about Powers? People keep saying I’m one, and I’m all for it, but I don’t know what I’m supposed to do if I am."

"You do whatever you want." Ansae chuckled dryly. "Nobody is exactly sure what makes a Power, but we’re all unique. You’re a thinking dungeon. I’m a primal dragon. Enkinden is a living storm. Tok is a roving mana spring. We all have our own pursuits and interests, and there’s no real overlap between us. Nor is it usual for Powers to interact," She added, her eyes narrowed. "One of the few commonalities we have is the ability to make Bargains, and we know better than to Bargain with each other."

"I guess it’s really important if you’re bothering with me, then."

"You can see my Depletion. What do you think?" For the first time Ansae showed actual anger, though I didn’t take it personally. Especially since it wasn’t aimed at Shayma. The comment had been a little flip for what had to be a mortal danger. I didn’t know what happened if Depletion reached the cap, but even without that the sheer amount she had could not be pleasant.

"You’re right, I’m sorry. I’ll see what I can do to start working on yours." Since it looked like I’d be ready for Iniri in the next few days, I could try and figure out what was actually going on during [Purification]. I needed to know not just for Ansae, but because I really wanted a non-breeding method to address Depletion. Otherwise, I’d only be helping out a select few women.

"Apology accepted." Ansae relaxed slightly, idly running her claws over the table. "I...appreciate that you’re willing to help me despite how I acted in the past. That you’re willing to do so without asking for some guarantee that I would cooperate." Then she snorted. "Or even payment in advance, though I’m not sure that’s so much gracious as foolhardy."

"Mostly I’d rather be on good terms with you. It tickles my vanity to house a dragon’s lair, if nothing else, and I’m so brand-new here that I’d really appreciate having someone with a little bit of wisdom - not the skill - I can ask about things. So to speak."

"That’s a refreshing attitude." She smiled, more relaxed now. "Not one most people have toward me. In the past it’s been mostly running, screaming, begging for mercy - that sort of thing."

"...should I be worried?" Shayma asked, looking more than a little uncertain.

"No, you’re quite safe." Ansae waved it away. "Not only are you Blue’s, but I got all my rampaging done centuries ago. Until this Depletion is fixed, I’m fairly well stuck anyway. I’m sure Blue’s already noticed, but I don’t regenerate at all. I have to be careful."

"That sounds...terrifying."

"Yeah, I have a regeneration field I can add to your lair. I’m not sure how much good it’ll do but it can’t hurt." Actually, I’d gotten an upgrade to it by plugging it directly into the mana dynamo. [Rejuvenation] reduced my mana income pretty significantly but it was far more effective than regeneration, and included mana restoration. But it was a multiplier, so it wasn’t likely to do much for an already-anemic regeneration rate.

"That’s kind of you," Ansae said, amused for reasons that were entirely her own. "For myself, I should see if I can figure out a way to speak with Blue directly. You’re very charming, Shayma, but you can only be in one place at a time."

"Oh, I think Blue would like that," Shayma said, an impish smile touching her features. "It’ll give him someone else to wake up in the middle of the night so he can pester them with bad jokes."

"It was just the one time!"

"Three times."

"It was just the three times!"

"You have an interesting way with your servants," Ansae said, muzzle stretching into a toothy grin. "If I hadn’t seen what you did to that army, I’d wonder if you were too soft."

"Oh, I’m totally soft on Shayma," I said cheerfully, and watched her blush and then glare in the general direction of my core.

"This is another reason you need to figure out a way to talk to him," Shayma appealed to Ansae. "It’s not fair that he expects me to repeat his flirting."

"Yes, it seems he’s a thorough scoundrel." The grin was permanently stuck at this point. "I’ll have to be cautious dealing with him."

"Good idea." Shayma nodded sagely.

"Okay, I’m going to break this up before this turns into a conspiracy against me. Besides, I’ve got Annit’s and Keri’s area nearly done. Oh! I need to make Annit’s blowgun for her."

Shayma giggled. "All right, Blue is afraid we’re going to start conspiring against him. I need to go back and talk to some other people anyway, and I’m sure Queen Iniri would be happy to meet with you any time. Though I think we’ll be attacking Meil in a week or so? We won’t be around then."

"Ah, I remember the last time I razed a city. Do have fun." Ansae smiled cheerfully, and Shayma laughed before bowing to her and leaving.

"You do realize she wasn’t joking, right?"

"I’m still going to pretend she was." Shayma said firmly.

"That’s fair enough. Anyway, I need to finish Annit’s weapon while you show them around."

"You gave them their own room, and Ansae too...how big are you now?"

"Most of the time when a woman asks how big you are, they mean something entirely different." Shayma just snorted in reply. "Uhh...pretty big. Though I’ve been growing more slowly of late since I’m taking over the mountain and want to keep from accidentally collapsing it."

"I appreciate not having a mountain collapsed on me." Shayma swished her tail from one side to the other. "Sometimes all this still catches me by surprise. Just, that you’re this enormous dungeon and you’re dealing with dragons that are also Powers and...it’s daunting."

"Actually you’re doing more dealing with them than I am. You’re making me sound actually diplomatic and coherent, but I understand. It’s strange even if I think about it too hard. But you know I won’t make you do it if you really don’t want to, right? I can dictate letters or something."

"I know," she said. "Thank you."

While Shayma rounded up her companions I considered Annit’s blowgun. It might have been a touch hasty to promise that, since I’d never done anything like it before, but I was pretty confident it was possible. I just needed a large enough Source gem. 

Fortunately, the wind-Affinity Source gems had been growing for nearly a week and one of them was big enough that I thought I could manage it. I was able to use [Customization] on the gems while they were still attached to the plants, and considering a blowgun was just a single piece I thought I could manage it.

I used Annit’s current weapon as a reference, minus the artistic flourishes and the charms chained to the tube. I was pretty sure that it was a simple design, but didn’t want to take any chances by doing it freehand. The end result was a thin shell of swept gray, recognizable as a blowgun but maybe more fragile than I’d like. Still, it was a weapon.

[Fabrication] learned. Unlocks Fabrication category.

Wait, what?

I pulled up the tab in question and found that it was incredibly expensive, experience-wise, to upgrade, and had only one entry in the category.

Assembler: 1000 Biomass, 10 Gold, 10 Steel, 100 Stonesteel: Allows Dungeon to assemble items into more complex products.

The material cost wasn’t cheap either. I’d have to build some of the metallurgy stuff first just to get the steel, and once again I mentally thanked Ansae for the massive amount of gold. I wasn’t sure why these things took gold, and so much of it, but at least it wasn’t asking for things I didn’t have. Plus that hefty biomass requirement suggested whatever this looked like, it was going to be huge.


But worth the investment. The description was as lacking as usual for dungeon skills, since ‘assemble’ was a pretty vague descriptor. Fine, coarse, quick, slow. Maybe it only fit opposing shapes together, or perhaps it could join with nails or other fastenings. It also didn’t have a level, so I wasn’t going to be able to advance it directly, but I didn’t care. I could finally make things.



Day 108 - Ansae (Rashomon)


There was something about watching armies burn that was really appealing. It touched her heart to see Blue do his best dragon imitation and roast some whatever-thousand monsters in one grand inferno.  It was maybe a little disappointing he left the elites to the mortal fighters, but mostly because she wanted to see what other tricks he had. Otherwise, it was a good use of minions.

The side benefit was that Blue’s little representative had returned, her unique not-quite-demihuman signature flitting about among the humans and demihumans.  Which meant that Ansae could finally make a deal with him. Yes, it had only been a few weeks, and she’d been licking her wounds for centuries, but those were centuries she’d mostly slept through.  These past few weeks had been interesting, especially watching Blue expand at a ferocious pace. She was actually feeling a little impatient, which was itself fairly novel, and she’d been awake more than usual.

Blue didn’t really waste any time before sending Shayma down, either.  Enough time to clean up and recover from what was a thoroughly messy, if impressively short battle.  Then Shayma was moving down through the surprisingly-expansive tunnels toward the meeting room. Which was still in shambles, so Ansae took that as a sign Blue was still annoyed with her.  Not that she blamed him.

She straightened up before Shayma arrived, shrugging on a mantle of self-control that she rarely donned, and nodded to the fox-girl when she opened the door.  Whatever Blue felt, Shayma didn’t look angry. Or even particularly upset. Just skittish and uncertain, and more than a little awkward as she sat down and didn’t say anything.

"I wish to enter negotiations with you." It came out less smoothly than she would have liked. It had been a very long time since she was any sort of supplicant, and she found she didn’t much enjoy the position.  But she wasn’t so stupid as to let ego get in the way of getting what she wanted. "What would it take to repair the relations between us?"

Shayma’s ears flicked as she listened to the words of her master. "Blue says that he would like an apology for your behavior toward me."

"Not him?"  That was unexpected.  Most people of power were rather prickly about their prerogatives, herself included, and servants were considered extensions of themselves for a wide variety of reasons.  Having someone apologize to a servant was either an exercise in humiliation...or a sign that the servant is not just a servant.

"No, he says that I’m the one you attacked, so, me."

"I see."  She had a feeling it was the second one, then.  Usually that would be very foolish, but she’d seen the girl’s Status.  For a mortal it was something with an enormous amount of potential, and her Class was unlikely to be the only source of power Shayma had.  Her species description implied that Blue could bestow enormous boons upon her...and that was ignoring whatever knowledge or items he created or found as a Power.  If he so wished, he could probably build Shayma into someone who could topple nations, in time.

"I, Ansae Ziir, do apologize for my unwarranted and violent behavior.  I will not lose my control like that in these negotiations, rest assured."  It was, frankly, embarrassing that she had before. Oh, it was a good idea to rampage every once in a while, just to keep her hand in, but there was a time and a place.

"Thank you," Shayma said, with all apparent sincerity.  "Blue wishes to know what you had in mind when you requested the meeting."

Ansae wasn’t certain how to take that.  Blue was either being entirely disingenuous, or was a lot more ignorant than he should be for someone who knew her name.

Or he had enough of his own concerns that he’d entirely forgotten about hers.  She laughed, then, at already violating her determination not to let ego get in the way of things, and answered honestly.  "Direct. Blue has a way of curing Depletion. I want to be cured."

Shayma nodded, ears swiveling backward then forward, and suddenly seemed shocked at something Blue was saying.  Ansae kept a close eye on it and the surrounding area, since the cracks in the wall were starting to repair themselves.  It seemed Blue’s attitude was positive, though there was clearly some issue given Shayma’s reaction.

"All right, well, first, Blue is willing to do so but he’s not powerful enough right now."  Shayma hurried past the, to Ansae, most important part, as if afraid she wouldn’t be allowed to finish.  "Blue needs a reservoir of seven hundred thousand mana in order to cure that much Depletion, but he also wants to make sure you knew the process requires Blue to h-have sex with you."  For some reason the last part seemed to worry Shayma the most.

Ansae stopped herself from laughing again.  As if a little sex worried her. In fact, it made a lot of sense, since there was almost nothing more intimate than what lovers shared and Depletion touched intimate things indeed.  Not to mention the act itself had so much weight that there was almost always power bound into it.

But something about that reply was extremely strange.  First, the fact that Blue could name a specific figure, however ludicrous, for curing her.  Seven hundred thousand mana was, even for her, an absurd amount, but Blue’s response just asked her to wait.  He was confident he could manage it, and she just couldn’t let that pass.  So she asked. "You know both my Depletion and my name. How do you know these things?  I have gone to some trouble to protect myself from most forms of divination and appraisal."

"He says it just shows up for him whenever someone is inside.  Name, health, stamina, mana, Depletion, but the rest of your status is hidden."

"...interesting."  That was concerning.  It was good to know that even entering his territory gave him such an advantage, but there wasn’t much she could do about it if her existing protections couldn’t shield her entirely.  At least he didn’t have access to her full Status, but just what he could see must have let him know how powerful she really was.

She studied Shayma, then the mana flows that stretched throughout the miles nearby, but didn’t see anything that would grant such an ability.  This Blue was full of surprises, but that was all to the better. He might actually be able to follow through for her. "If you’re not yet powerful enough to cure me, I can wait.  I have been patient enough so far, another century or two won’t hurt me."

Shayma blinked, then shook her head.  "According to Blue it should be much sooner than that.  He’s going to study what [Purify] does the next time he has an opportunity, which will be soon, and since he’s gotten this far in three months he’s pretty sure he’ll have some sort of answer for you soon."

Her control slipped.  Not much, and not in the direction of violence, but she was not expecting that Blue was so...new.  "You’re...three months old?"

"The dungeon is," Shayma agreed, which was exactly the sort of non-answer she’d been expecting.  Powers didn’t spring forth fully-formed from nothing, and Blue was doing too many odd things and acting with too much purpose to be a newborn.  But whatever he had been before, however he had become this, if his power base had only been growing for three months…

She had noticed he worked quickly.  She just hadn’t realized that meant everything she saw was a recent development.  "If you could do all this in three months, that does imply you might be able to expand yourself significantly in just a few years."

By this time the room had repaired itself completely, and taking that as reflective of Blue’s mood, she decided to push. "But until then, I should stay.  You may have been able to deal with that army but there are more potent threats around. I am not going to leave my only route to a cure unguarded."

Shayma nodded again, tilting her head before blurting out a question that was obviously meant for Blue.  "Wait, training for me?" After another short wait she focused on Ansae again. "Blue is glad you want to stay, and says he’ll make you a new, larger lair and give you access to the rest of the dungeon.  He just wants information and shapeshifting training for me, since there’s nobody else who can teach me." 

That was uncommonly generous.  Almost suspiciously so. Ansae was building up two possible versions of Blue in her head, one of which was calculating and convoluted beyond belief, and the other was refreshingly straightforward.  Which version was true didn’t matter to her response, because the offer was quite good. "I suppose the more able you are, the more likely it is I get what I want. I have to admit that lair you made was a nicer place to stay than the cave I dug."

"Don't forget you can come visit upstairs, too," Shayma said.  "I’m sure Queen Iniri would love to meet you!" That seemed to be added by her rather than Blue, which tallied with Ansae’s previous appraisal.  Blue really seemed to be treating her as her own person, which made him far more dangerous than most powers or Powers she dealt with. Allies made better weapons than swords and better defenses than shields.

Unfortunately, she’d outlived all of hers.

"Blue also wants to trade for gold,"  Shayma added. "He needs it for building things but can’t find any.  He has things that are probably valuable." With that, twelve glowing stones appeared on the table, a thin bubble of black all that betrayed the actual method of transportation.  Dungeon biology, honed to a fine art and made to seem even graceful, which was itself quite the feat.

"What are these?"  She felt them respond to her the moment her hand got near them, something very much like a Source.  But she’d far outgrown what a Source could do when she’d learned to wield Primal mana.

A stone pillar slid up beside the table.  "They’re Primal Sources," Shayma said. "He made them by altering normal Source gems.  If you watch the pillar, you’ll see how it gets converted to stonesteel. He did that to the Source gems he made and he thought you might know more about them."

What she saw was mana, either with no Affinity or one she’d never encountered, wrapping around and through the stone, carried by the tendrils of dungeon flesh.  Then everything collapsed in on itself, converting to an entirely new material in a single moment of readjustment. It wasn’t the strangest magic trick she’d seen, but it was not something she’d seen before.  To then apply that to a Source?

"...you can’t do that to Source material," she objected, finally picking up the stones now that she knew what they were.  Or purported themselves to be. But thinking about it, there might be an explanation. She only half paid attention to her own words as she narrowed her magic to the smallest tendril, probing each of the Sources.

They responded.

That shouldn’t have happened.  Nothing about what the Sources were doing made sense, because suddenly they were no longer their own magic, their own Affinities, but hers.  Her single, and singular, Primal magic, every Affinity and no Affinity. Each of the Sources was a tiny shard, but completely hers. With the slightest flicker of thought that they should really just be one Source they became so, their forms melding into each other, passing harmlessly through her because, of course, they were part of her now.

[You have created an Artifact!]

It had been a long time since she’d gotten any sort of notification from her Status.  Doubly long since she’d seen that one.  She’d only ever made three other Artifacts, and none of them on purpose.  The first was the dagger at her side, wrought from the heart of a Mana Spring in the abyssal ocean, granting her utter sovereignty over the winds and tides of that ocean.  That ocean was gone now, but there was still enormous amounts of mana, both wind and water Affinity, resting in the crystal blade. The second was her moon, the Dragon’s Eye, from which she drew her immortality and an enormous amount of raw power.  The third was the orb she had used and destroyed in her assault on the rot at the ends of the world, made of a material she’d never seen before or since, fallen from the skies and then infused with hundreds of thousands of points of her own Primal mana.

[Provides a reservoir of Primal mana that grows with use.]

[Reduces costs for Primal mana spellcasting for absorbed Affinities.]

[Improves imagery and intent of Primal mana spellcasting for absorbed Affinities.]

[Primal spells channeled through this Artifact cannot be blocked or deflected.]

[Cannot be lost or stolen.]

[Will absorb new Primal mana affinities.]

[Please name your Artifact.]

[...]

[You have obtained Crown Of The Silver Woe!]

It felt like she was cheating.  Yes, it had been her power that had converted it to an Artifact, but the substance was the impossible Source material provided by Blue, and for merely gold.  Merely gold! She wanted to growl, or roar, or pin Blue down and ravish him without mercy, since he was clearly equipped for it. It took all of her self-control to keep her expression mild.

"What an astounding little trinket. I don’t have anything like it in my hoard.  The closest I do have is this beauty." She touched the artifact at her side, feeling its eagerness. "Who took an ocean over a thousand years to make." 

She had named it a Crown, but at the moment it was still a gem.  She needed to absorb it, and while there were various ways to go about it, the one that carried the most potent imagery was consuming it.  So she simply swallowed the jewel.

Then she seized it, building on the strength of the concept of eating the power and pulled it into herself, circulating it through her mana channels as she forged it into the image of a crown, resting heavy on her brow, carrying with it her power and authority.  Her horns crackled as it set into place, the Artifact blazing to life.

"Well, that’s scary impressive."  Shayma stared.

She laughed, letting her teeth show and feeling more alive than she had in years. "It has been some time since I've gotten to show off."

The fox-girl nodded, still clearly unsettled, and Ansae took pity on her.  "If gold you want, then gold you shall have, but this thing is worth more than mere metal trifles." Not that the amount of gold she was planning to give them was paltry, but in the end it was just gold.  She accessed her hoard, something she’d tied into her very body long ago, and dropped a few of her larger ingots on the table. "So what do you want besides gold? My honor compels me to give you something else, and I do have quite the hoard."

"Blue says samples of exotic materials would be nice," she began, and Ansae flicked her claws, setting out an arrangement of metals, crystals, and ivories.  Barely anything, compared to what she had stored away and what Blue had given her. But enough for a beginning, at least. 

"Me?"  Shayma suddenly burst out.  Ansae tilted her head, peering at Shayma as the materials rapidly vanished from the table.  "...Blue wants me to ask for something for myself," she explained. "But honestly, he provides pretty much everything I need.  I would like to know if my parents are okay, and get a message to them if possible.  They were out in the Wildwood forest the whole time I was over there, I think.  That’s the direction [Seeker] pointed, anyway."

That was...so pure it nearly hurt.  Most people asking for something from a dragon would think in terms of gold, gems, weapons, or maybe even actual dragonscale or claw.  Most people, offered something from a dragon’s hoard, would think of what they could gain for themselves. Most people would not ask about their parents.

She saw why Blue kept Shayma on such a loose leash.  Or no leash at all. Ansae didn’t have that sort of attitude herself, but she wasn’t stupid.  Shayma’s perspective and personality was incredibly valuable, and trying to control her would only destroy her virtues.  She was starting to think none of that was calculation, though, and it was all just the natural way Blue viewed the world.  And Shayma.

She was starting to warm to the girl herself.  Family was one of the things her power had denied her.  "They do say a child should honor their parents. A divination, then.  Not an issue, though it will be easier if Blue takes down the [Warding] for a moment."

The [Warding] dropped instantly, which made it much easier to see that he was already at work with the materials she’d supplied.  Odd crystals sprouted throughout the uninhabited sections of the dungeon, and began to shift colors. It was actually a little intimidating even to her how quickly he worked, considering the normal timescale of dungeon changes was weeks.  Sometimes years.

She shifted her focus to divination.  That was actually harder than it might be, considering that Shayma had gone through enough changes to weaken the blood connection.  For most people, probably, there would be no connection.  In almost every way that magic cared about, Shayma was a different person now, but the key word was almost.  She still wanted that connection, which was enough.

She’d certainly followed fainter paths, in the past.  It was an expenditure of mana she couldn’t easily recover, but with her agreement with Blue, that might not always be true.  Besides, she had a new Artifact that would let her pool mana to deal with small expenditures like this one. So spend it she did, wishing that her Crown had divination Affinity, and crackled through the hidden ways of the world to a campsite far to the south and east, where two fox-kin were sharing a stew.

"Found them," she told Shayma.  "They’re just fine. I can send them a message, but it’s one way."  She had the ability to open a full portal, but there were limits to how much she was willing to spend when something far less would do the same job.

"Thank the gods."  Shayma said. Ansae twitched, but not at the invocation.  It was because Blue had somehow detonated one of the crystals in a way that threatened to give her a headache, the mana knotting in uncomfortable ways before dissipating.  He really was kind of scary. "All right, um...Mom, Dad, I’m okay, Iniri’s okay, and if you go back to Wildwood Retreat they’ll confirm it. I was there just a few days ago, but I had to leave.  I’m with Queen Iniri, we’re up north past Meil up against the mountains, before Yaen Pass. We’re...being protected by a Power. It’s complicated, but we’re not in any danger or anything, and we’re going to take back Meil in a week or so!  Hurry up here, I’m sure everyone, Iniri and all, not to mention the Power, would love to meet you!"

Ansae packaged up Shayma’s somewhat rambling message and sent it along the connection, watching it turn into a spiral of mist that appeared between them, and then clarifying into an image of Shayma.  They had good reflexes, as the female had a light-absorbing sword out in record time, while the male simply hefted a nearby fallen tree. But by the time Shayma’s message finished, they had relaxed enough that it seemed the message had been received.

"They have heard it," Ansae told her.

Shayma bobbed her head happily before flicking an ear. "It will probably take a couple weeks.  Mom’s only quick over short distances." This business of having to speak out loud to Blue was actually quite irritating.  Hopefully Shayma could learn [Telepathy] or some equivalent, though so far she hadn’t managed to get through to Blue herself with the Skill.  "Blue will have your lair ready by tomorrow," she said, addressing Ansae directly.

Of course he would.  Blue clearly liked moving quickly when he decided on something, and the usual restrictions that dungeons had didn’t much apply to him.

"He says he’ll leave it up to us how to schedule shapeshifting training, but he has some questions for you now, if you don’t mind."

"Certainly.  I have all the time in the world."  As one of the very few immortals, that was more literally true for her than for almost anyone else in creation.

"He says he can see and manipulate mana, but he can’t get it to have any sort of Affinity, and asks how to go about making mana have Affinities?"

That was...very strange.  Even she had started out with some basic Affinities, provided by her Race, even if she’d long ago grown beyond that.  She could see different affinities circulating around, but maybe he couldn’t access them.  The best explanation she had for twisting mana Affinity was her own method of reaching out to Primal mana, and even as she expanded on that, she wasn’t sure that would actually help.  But maybe that was a good thing. Even if it was Blue, a spellcasting dungeon would be...terrifying.  Having one on her side would only be marginally less so.

"He’s also curious about Powers.  What being a Power means, and what a Power does."

"You do whatever you want." This wasn’t the first time she’d been asked something of this sort, though it was the first time she’d been asked by a fellow Power.  In fact, she’d rarely dealt with them. She knew better. "It’s not usual for Powers to interact," she told him, because he clearly didn’t know better. "One of the few commonalities we have is the ability to make Bargains, and we know better than to Bargain with each other."

"He’s wondering what’s so important that you’re bothering with him, then."

"He can see my Depletion.  What does he think?" Despite herself, her lips curled back to bare her teeth and the Crown on her head crackled.  She thought he’d understood what was at stake for her.

"...he apologizes.  It was a joke in bad taste.  He’s going to start working on your problem right away."

"Apology accepted."  It was in very bad taste, but...perhaps she had overreacted.  Blue was a peer, not a petitioner, and Shayma had her ears flat against her head from the pressure of her presence.  She reminded herself that, jokes or not, Blue was being generous and open-handed. Even the joking might be interpreted that way, if she wanted to be particularly forgiving.

 "I...appreciate that you’re willing to help me despite how I acted in the past.  That you’re willing to do so without asking for some guarantee that I would cooperate."  Then she snorted. "Or even payment in advance, though I’m not sure that’s so much gracious as foolhardy."

Shayma ducked her head.  "He says he’d rather just be on good terms with you, and that it tickles his vanity to house a dragon’s lair."  It was clear by the expression on Shayma’s face that she had no more idea what Blue meant by that than Ansae did.  "And that he’s so brand new that he appreciates someone with more wisdom that he can talk to."

"That’s a refreshing attitude." And fairly unique, historically.  Most people didn’t appreciate having The Silver Woe around.  She grinned across the table. "Not one most people have toward me.  In the past it’s been mostly running, screaming, begging for mercy – that sort of thing."

Shayma blanched.  It seemed she’d let some of her control slip as she’d relaxed.  "Should I be worried?" She asked, entirely blunt.

"No, you’re quite safe."  Ansae reassured her. "Not only are you Blue’s, but I got all my rampaging done centuries ago.  Until this Depletion is fixed, I’m fairly well stuck anyway." She considered a moment, then added more honesty.  "I’m sure Blue’s already noticed, but I don’t regenerate at all. I have to be careful."

"That sounds terrifying!"  Shayma stared at her, wide-eyed.  The fox-girl was entirely too precious. "Oh, Blue will add a regeneration field to your lair, even if it won’t do that much good."

"That’s kind of you."  Ansae half-suspected the only reason Blue was doing that was Shayma’s expression. "For myself, I should see if I can figure out a way to speak with Blue directly.  You’re very charming, Shayma, but you can only be in one place at a time." Not just for that reason alone. It was difficult to get a grasp on what he was like without talking to him directly.

"Oh, I think Blue would like that."  Suddenly Shayma smiled. "It’ll give him someone else to wake up in the middle of the night so he can pester them with bad jokes."  Her ears flicked and she made a face. "Three times," she corrected Blue.

"You have an interesting way with your servants," she said, finally unable to let the byplay go without comment. "If I hadn’t seen what you did to that army, I’d wonder if you were too soft."

Unaccountably, Shayma blushed before appealing to her.  "This is another reason you need to figure out a way to talk to him! It’s not fair that he expects me to repeat his flirting."

"Yes, it seems he’s a thorough scoundrel." She agreed, finding herself entirely amused. "I’ll have to be cautious dealing with him."

Shayma giggled, and ended the meeting by claiming Blue was afraid they’d start conspiring together.  Which sounded like another one of his jokes. She was pretty sure, anyway, given that Shayma didn’t seem much worried.

Ansae stretched, stood, and headed back to her lair.  She was pretty sure she could tell where Blue was planning to put her new one, deep in the mountain and, ironically, almost directly above her old one.  Considering his use of spatial magic, it was shaping up to be quite expansive.

She shifted back into her natural form, holding out her claws to open her hoard again. The gold and silver insulation for her mana-gathering rune, and incidental bed, wasn’t necessary anymore, so back it went.  The decorations, some of her favorite though not necessarily most valuable items from her horde, went next, sorted back out into the hundreds of spatial pockets she’d crafted to store things.

It hadn’t taken more than two instances of having things stolen from her, long and ago, to realize that not only was her hoard incredibly vulnerable when she was off elsewhere.  Even back then taking it with her was unreasonable, let alone as the years passed and her collection grew. Then there were the things that were vulnerable to wind and weather, like paintings or unstable magical items.  Or, as years turned to centuries and then millennia, anything that wasn’t solid metal or stone. She couldn’t stop the passage of time, but the space that housed her hoard was absent anything else that might destroy her possessions.

Most of them would probably have to stay there, but Blue’s new lair wasn’t going to need a mana collection rune, and she was certain that if she needed any special consideration for any piece of her hoard she wished to display, it was simply a matter of asking.  Actually, if she were to have contact with the other guests of Blue’s, she’d need a petitioner’s hall. He needed one, if he didn’t have one already, squirreled away somewhere she hadn’t looked.

It’d be easier to tell him such things if she could talk to him directly.  [Telepathy] didn’t work, but if Shayma could hear him, there had to be some method.  With all her centuries of experience, surely she could figure it out.

 



Day 108 - Annit


It was difficult to believe that she was helping the infamous "Slicer Joe" Calloway, who was well on his way to becoming a fourth-tier blademaster. Not because she was far less experienced than him at combat, though that was quite true, but because she was helping him knead dough. It was, as these things often were, Keri’s fault, though even she wasn’t sure whether it was a good or a bad thing. 

"Gently, gently," he told her, hands coated in flour. "You have to be firm, but not rough. It gets harder as you level up, the finesse."

She was almost certain Calloway wasn’t using any Skills, but only almost. Maybe it was just long practice that made his fingers so clever. She shot Keri a glance, but the healer was deep in conversation about caster things with another member of Piping Hot Pies. Annit wasn’t entirely certain how she was the one who ended up making pie crusts, but Calloway at least seemed serious about how useful making dough was as an exercise.

"Now, when you cut fat in, it has to stay cold, so you have to be quick and you want to use the fewest number of movements," he instructed her. Despite the enchanted equipment that he had for everything else, for this he used mundane, if finely-crafted, knives. He also had a small ball of butter that had been, until then, immersed in the chill waters of one of the streams in a waterproof bag. They must have brought it all the way from Wildwood.

She wasn’t entirely certain that the cutting-in practice applied to her, given her chosen weapon and Affinity, but he was so serious about it that she didn’t dare object. His level was also far above hers, so he probably had some idea of what he was talking about. She tried to follow his lead with her own dough until she spotted another member of Piping Hot Pies approaching with a basket full of those blue fruits that could occasionally be seen on the weird trees Blue had.

"Uh." She interrupted Calloway’s monologue. "Did you ask Blue about using those?" If nothing else, she wanted to be clear of the blast radius if they hadn’t. It was hard to forget the image of thousands of ashed monsters and acres of charred forest. Though Shayma had been convincing enough that he didn’t mean them any harm, it was still a little overwhelming.

"They can use them, so long as they make a couple extra pies," Shayma said, appearing from nowhere in particular. "He’s curious how the pies turn out actually. Not that he can eat, but even Ansae likes them raw so maybe they can be an export."

"Ansae?" Not that she was familiar with everyone in their refuge, but the way Shayma pronounced the name made Annit think it was someone important.

"Oh, um. Another guest of Blue’s. You might meet her later! Or not. Anyway, when you’re done there I’ll show you and Keri to the new place Blue made for you!" It was clear Shayma was trying to change the subject, and Annit let her.

"Now is fine." She was still a little uncertain about the dough training, and she’d had more than enough of it for now. Besides, Keri was starting to get a bit of a gleam in her eye so it was time to stop her before she put herself down for three days with mana exhaustion. Again.

Plus she was curious. A house was, in and of itself, a pretty significant gift. But apparently what Blue had in mind was their own chamber, something like what the town was in. Even if it was smaller, it seemed all out of proportion for just the two of them. Then again, Shayma apparently had her own place. There didn’t seem to be any sort of reasonable limit to Blue’s interior, so maybe however many acres of space was no trouble at all.

"Great!" Shayma was as cheerful as usual. It was no wonder she and Keri got along so well.

"Thank you for the training," she told Calloway politely, and the huge man nodded at her, continuing his focus on the pie crust. It was still a bit weird that the group was actually serious about their name. She then more or less physically hauled Keri away from the heat mage, Maiyim something-or-other, following Shayma to the teleportation area. It was definitely an area now, a large circle outlined with bricks, with the smaller circles leading to the outside, to the farming habitats, and now to somewhere else.

They followed Shayma onto the platform and the world shifted. In an eyeblink, they were surrounded by walls rather than street, in a large vestibule room. There was an absolutely sinful amount of glass, providing a view out onto a garden and letting light in from a faux sky and, to the right, showing a large room full of beds. "It’s also a hospital!" The fox-girl told them. "It’s not large, but Blue figured Keri ought to have a proper place to treat people. Plus there’s plenty of trees and such for you, Annit. Your actual home is through that door." She pointed to the end of the vestibule, where there was no glass, only a reassuringly ordinary door.

"Oh, this is amazing!" Keri said. "Though, I can’t exactly run a hospital by myself? I’m just one person! Er, and maybe it could use a sign for the door?"

Shayma stood, head cocked and ears twitching for a moment. "Well, we don’t have any patients at the moment, thanks to your work earlier. Blue says it’s just planning for the future, and since it’s your hospital, he figures you should decide the signage yourself. Oh, here, his first keys!" Shayma produced a pair of iron keys - no, they were steel - and handed one to each of them. Like usual, they appeared from nowhere, reminding her yet again how ridiculous Shayma was. "Not that he’d let anyone sneak in or take your stuff, but he figures you might like it anyway."

"We appreciate that." Annit took her key, stepping forward to unlock the door and open it. The door opened up into what seemed to be a dining room, with even more glass at the far end looking out over a forest with wind-affinity trees clearly visible. Even more doors showed that there were additional rooms, and if the furniture in the dining room was anything to go by, it was just as high-quality as what was in Iniri’s manor.

Apparently they were nobility now.

On the table in the dining room was a blowgun. A brand new one, that looked to be made of steel set with gems. No, that was wrong - the gems seemed to be visible through openings in the steel. Annit crossed the distance in a moment, reaching out to pick it up and examine it closer. She knew this had to be the weapon Blue had promised her.

It awakened. That was the only word that came to mind, because while there was power it wasn’t like she had suddenly become powerful, and while she suddenly felt her skills were more responsive, it wasn’t as though they had gotten any easier. It was, rather, as if it had suddenly made her more. More able, more insightful. If this is what Keri had felt, no wonder she had been able to evolve her Class. For the first time, Annit felt that making it to a third-tier class was actually achievable.

"Oooh, is that Primal Source?" Keri crowded in, peering at the gem, which had suddenly changed color to a deep green, flecks of blue-grey swirling within like motes dancing on the wind. 

"Yes." Shayma said, ears twitching. "Blue says he made it with your Skills in mind."

"It’s...fantastic." Annit spun it in her fingers for a moment, holding it like a baton and invoking [Wind Blade]. The Source gem inside it took the Skill without a whisper of complaint, barely-visible distortions extending from the end. [Wind Blade] was something she didn’t really use often because of how tough it was to apply to ordinary wood or metal, never mind the fact that it didn’t have much cutting power at her Skill level. But this felt like it did.

"There’s a place out back for sparring!" Shayma added. "Or for patients who want to sit outside. We won’t be able to make it back to Wildwood until much later, so we’ll have to practice here. I need to get used to suddenly leveling up so much anyway."

Annit’s fingers itched to test out the blowgun. "Do you mind if I see how well this thing works?"

"I wanna see too!" Keri cheered. "Let’s go outside!"

They proceeded through the sliding glass door at the far end of the room, which had Annit marveling at the absurdity of it. If it weren’t for the fact that this was Blue, a door made entirely of glass would be poorly conceived, at best. Even nobles didn’t do things like that. She didn’t think, anyway.

She pulled a dart from her bandolier, noting that this new blowgun was precisely the same as the old one, so far as the inner tube was concerned, so her darts fit perfectly. Normally her wind Affinity rose about her as she breathed in, but with the Source weapon it stayed confined to her lungs, and [Gust Shot] hummed through her.

The dart smashed straight through three trees before embedding itself in a fourth.

"Oh."

She wasn’t sure if it was she or Keri that said that, or maybe both. She was too busy gaping at her sudden ability to fell timber with just her standard attack.

"Good! Blue says he’s glad it works so well. Especially since he probably can’t do any more alterations on it now." Shayma was the only one who wasn’t shocked.

Not only was it the best weapon she’d ever touched, it was one that instantly catapulted her up to the higher levels of second-tier power. Now she understood why Keri was so effusive about her own, and she also understood that the weapon was something that she in no way could actually pay off anytime soon. The free house and environs they could just walk away from, but this…

It seemed that there was no getting away from Blue now. But under the circumstances, maybe that wasn’t so bad a thing.



Day 109 - Blue


This was really annoying. No matter how hard I tried I couldn’t get any of my mana to change using Ansae’s method. And it turned out I was actually kinda sorta illiterate?

Second things first, when asked about the sign I wondered why I’d never thought of that, and a half second later found it was really hard to think about it. I waited until Keri and Annit were settled in, but I still wanted to ask about it.

"Shayma? Why didn’t you ever ask if I could write something on a wall for someone, or the like?"

"I did, but you sort of avoided it."

Wait, what? 

"Wait, what?"

"Well you did!"

That was...horrifying, because I couldn’t remember any such question. I’d noticed the general Dungeon biology influencing my mental state before, but not to that extent. Of course, if it was able to get me to ignore things how would I know? Why was I able to parse it now if I couldn’t before? Then again, I was technically only a few months old, so maybe there was a maturation process at play. Still, there could be dozens of things I’d forgotten or was forbidden from thinking of and therefore wouldn’t even know I couldn’t address. "Is there anything else I’ve avoided that way?"

"Not that I can think of…"


"Well, tell me if I do. I’m having a tough time remembering or even thinking about that bit and I don’t like it."

I was pretty sure this was a Dungeon thing, given that I could usually think clearly, but I had to test it. It didn’t take long to find that I was entirely incapable of making any written words. Reading, yes. Writing, no. It wasn’t a matter of finesse, because I could make random patterns just fine, but when it came to making a squiggle into anything with meaning my mind ran off into a weird sort of void and I had trouble even remembering what I was doing. Which was really frustrating because I could have used writing to communicate with people who weren’t Shayma, as apparently had occurred to everyone but me. 

Since I couldn’t do writing, I tried other method of simple communication. Even something like red light, green light was verboten. I tried playing twenty questions with Shayma and found myself stumbling over how to connect the lights to the answers, something that made no sense whatsoever. I could indicate intentions a little, like the light trails and such, but anything complex or prolonged sent me skittering off into that mental void, which was a profoundly unpleasant experience. The best results were instinctual, coarse grained things like opening a door to let someone through, which was a message of a sort but would require a hell of a lot of work to make useful. That was assuming I could keep track of it, and it didn’t just end up in the void. 

At least I could still talk to Shayma, which was something that also made no sense considering the former. In fact, just my own thoughts even existing didn’t seem to make sense if I couldn’t communicate. The only thing I could guess was I was running into some hard biological restriction. I’d heard of brain damage that did similar things, so maybe dungeon cores just didn’t have the whatever-it-was.

Then there was my issue with Affinities, which seemed the same sort of problem. I watched Shayma cast as well as spying on people from rank one to four, and of course paid attention to Ansae’s casting since her old lair was within [Genius Loci]. So far as I could tell I was doing everything right but nothing happened. There was nothing there, like I was calling into that same void. It made me wonder when else I’d run into something dungeons simply couldn’t do.

At least I’d found some extra things that I could do. When making Annit’s blowgun I’d managed to unlock [Casting Sphere] under [Fabrication] pretty easily. With [Customization] making a mold from a block of Stonesteel was the work of a moment, and I already had the ability to pipe in molten metal from one of my Alloy Crystals. The only annoyance, to me, was that I had to remake the mold every time, since the [Casting Sphere] consumed it when the object was ready. Not only that, I had to remake them manually. The [Casting Sphere] didn’t have any sort of save function, though maybe I was just too seduced by the digital appearance of the overlay, expecting anything useful like that. 

Even [Mana Logic] only let me make, with great difficulty, switches. I knew that electronic computers were built out of such things, but I wasn’t up to even attempting to reproduce binary circuitry with the tools I had. I was pretty sure I was underusing the ability, but at the same time couldn’t think of anything else to use it for. At least with [Fabrication] I had plenty of ideas and projects.

Especially since the [Assembler] turned out to be hilariously potent. The only thing I could do with it was orient objects and place them against each other, no fastening or gluing allowed. But who needed that, when it used the weird pseudo-spatial inventory system so I could fit things together in ways that would be impossible without bending or welding.

That meant I could embed the probably-fragile Source gem I’d made Annit’s blowgun from in a shell of steel, interlocking them by virtue of a perfect fit between the inner and outer portions. Actually I’d put a few holes in the Source portion and filled in the space with steel on the shell, just to keep it from rotating or anything, but it was still a single piece. Since I had access to Annit’s Status, I could see that it needed some Source gem exposed for [Wind Blades] and [Gust Front], but for the future I’d probably want to consult anyone I was going to make a weapon for.

Actually, I should probably keep that in mind for everyone. I could have asked Ansae about what she wanted in her lair, but I just didn’t think of it. She probably should have said something herself, but maybe she was just fine with a larger version of what I made for her before. Compared to her little cave, it was a major improvement. This one was even better.

I’d overhauled my experimental section to build it, placing it deeper in the mountain, and Expanded a dome some half a kilometer in each dimension. It was more vertical than I wanted since I wasn’t sure how pillar supports would work with the magic, and though an enormous central pillar might look awesome I was afraid I’d collapse or something halfway through the Expansion process.

The result was well worth it, a truly massive open area with plenty of room to populate with flora, sculpt in interesting water flow, and otherwise decorate with bits and pieces for Ansae to look at. She’d even have room to fly a bit!

Though it was five kilometers high only in the middle of the dome, that still gave me enough room to raise a few reasonably sized mountains, and for the heck of it plant ice and magma flowers on them to give her snowcaps and a volcano. Plus, I had plenty of green space to populate it with all the mundane plants I’d acquired. None of them had shown any interesting mutations or anything from being plugged into the mana dynamo, but at the very least it gave the landscape more variety than just grass.

I put a dragon-size bed like the last one in the middle of the lair, surrounding it with display pedestals and the like, though on consideration I added glass covers for the displays and routed the streams away from the bed itself. I’d seen paintings among her belongings and those wouldn’t do well in a humid atmosphere, no matter the lack of weather. Dynamic weather, anyway, since storm crystheniums made a few pockets of drizzle here and there about the lair.

And finally, a humanoid-Ansae sized house, made for three meter tall amazons. At first I started making it stately and out of white stone, but then I considered how she slept and ditched the whole thing, going for homey and comfortable well-lit wood with plenty of glass. A triple-width bed, given how she liked to sprawl, and a rocking chair on the porch as well as a conventional sitting room. Then, upon consideration, a kitchen furnished with cast steel items. She didn’t seem to need to eat, but it seemed rude to deny she might want to. Or maybe actually have guests over, or maybe I just wanted an excuse to show off my new metalworking.

Size requirements for level increase met.

Dungeon Level increases by 1.

Trait points increase by 1.

Wait. Trait point? Not a base skill level-up? I flipped through the overlay and found a brand new section. Were the past five levels...the tutorial? I didn’t know if that was encouraging or depressing.

Casting that thought aside, I perused the trait selection. One entire tab was locked out for me, the one labeled ‘Monsters.’ Well, that was only to be expected, and I didn’t much care about it anyway. The only other tab was ‘Core,’ and it had a number of things in it.

Mana Efficiency: Improves flow of mana within the Dungeon. Higher flow provides larger benefits. (1)

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

Material Precision: Reduces size of minimum material increment. (1)

Field Potency: Increases the maximum effect of Fields. (1)

Abstract Ecology: Unlocks the ability to generate abstract Affinities with Dungeon Ecology. (2)

Dungeon Dwellers: Improves the species traits of inhabitants of the Dungeon. (3)

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

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

Oh my. First of all, the question of where new dungeon cores came from was kind of answered, but I couldn’t imagine how long it would take for a normal dungeon to get to level twenty-five and have the points for Spawn Core. I wasn’t interested in it myself, though. I wasn’t interested in Manifest either, which was ridiculously expensive and didn’t sound very useful. But those low point Traits all were very enticing, and I could use all of them!

Mana Efficiency was the least exciting of the bunch but given how much mana I had flowing around, it’d probably be amazing. Burrowing, well, I had a long way to go to Meil still so something like that would help. Material precision meant I could work with some of the stuff Ansae had supplied, where I only had miniscule amounts and I didn’t want to use it for anything large, and Field Potency, hoo boy. I really wanted my spatial fields to be better. The last two reasonable ones were interesting, implying I might be able to make stuff like divination Sources at some point as well as massively boosting any defenders, but I didn’t think they were a priority.

Since everything looked so good, I just went with the trait that I could use immediately. I had plans that Material Precision would make actually possible. I’d started this project for Shayma four or five times but kept running into the limitations of what I could do. With the new [Fabrication] stuff and this trait, I was pretty sure I could manage it now. Plus, if I was figuring this right, I could now work more intricately with the steel I was producing, little locks or just details that didn’t take a full unit of the metal.

Actually, it made [Customization] better and finer, overall, though once I purchased it I did have the annoyance of all my resource counts getting three decimals after them. The overlay was starting to feel a little over-cluttered, but I did have a lot of abilities and things, so it was probably inevitable.

Before I got too involved in fiddling with it, I had to pull Shayma away from running around with Keri and Annit. "Shayma, could you go tell Ansae that her new lair is ready? Oh, but get a fresh pie first!" By all accounts, they were delicious. I remembered that visitors ought to bring housewarming gifts, even if I wasn’t sure anyone here followed that custom.

Ansae had returned to the in-between meeting spot, and after a detour to Ansae’s cottage to put the pie on the dining room table, I teleported Shayma into the room. Ansae wasn’t surprised, of course, stretching unhurriedly and rising as Shayma gave her a nervous smile. "Blue says your new lair is ready, if you want to see it."

"I do."

"I’ll teleport you there." I waited for Ansae to actually agree to this, because I was pretty sure she could just cut the teleport field if she wasn’t willing to go along with it.

The pair of them appeared in the front room of the house, and I killed the teleport. I actually had a Link set up for when Ansae wanted to go to the main chambers, because teleporters were two way and I couldn’t turn them off without dissipating the whole construct. I could make a new one for her every time, since the cost wasn’t too bad with my current mana income, but I didn’t think she’d appreciate having to ask.

I was pretty sure she’d watched me make the whole lair, but Ansae peered around the little cottage with interest as she stepped in, regarding the view out the massive windows and running her claws over polished wood. "Blue thought I’d like this? Interesting."

"Oh. Well, if she doesn’t like it I can change it, it’s her lair after all."

"No, no, it’s excellent. I just usually go for stone and the like. Once, I even took over a temple because the mana there had made all the marble golden-veined. I never would have thought to make something like this, but for my lesser form it’s...quite comfortable."

"Good! Also, Blue has a pie for you. It’s made out of tayantan fruit, and he says it’s a housewarming gift."

"I didn’t know dungeons could cook." Ansae’s voice was rich with amusement, but she followed Shayma to the table and accepted a slice of pie on one of the plates I’d made for her.

"Well, he got it from Piping Hot Pies, in exchange for letting them have some extra fruits."

"He needs to learn how to demand service from mortals," she opined, and I couldn’t tell how much she was joking. But she took a bite of the pie, then, clearly enjoying it, took a second one. Shayma giggled.

Ansae gave her a sharp look and she shook her head. "It’s just...I realized I’m watching a dragon eat pie." She started to say more, but then shrugged helplessly, letting the moment speak for itself.

The dragon in question started to glare, then snorted herself and took another bite. "Nothing wrong with pie. I haven’t had any sort of pastry for centuries."

"What do dragons eat, anyway?" She asked curiously. I was kind of wondering that myself, to be honest.

"Mana for the most part. Which is why high-level Classers are so tasty." Ansae flashed another tooth-filled grin, but Shayma was starting to get used to Ansae’s sense of humor. Even if I was pretty sure she was not entirely joking. "But that’s another reason to like this lair. So much mana."

She finished off the slice and while she glanced at the remaining pie, she simply set the plate down. "I’m going to go look at the rest of it."

Shayma trailed her to the front porch. She hadn’t seen the lair much either, and took a moment to appreciate the view with Ansae before the dragon simply stretched and returned to her native, enormous form.

"Gods above!" Shayma gasped, and Ansae twisted her long neck to give Shayma an appropriately massive grin before launching herself into the air, great wings spreading wide as she soared over the artificial valley.

"Oh, I forgot you hadn’t actually seen her in full dragon form."

"No! I knew she was a dragon, you told me, but seeing her like that is…" Shayma shuddered, reaching down to smooth out the fur of her tail.

"Yeah it scared the Abyss out of me the first time I saw her." Ansae circled near the top of the dome, apparently just enjoying the chance to stretch her wings, but I doubted she missed any of the details.

"Audience hall," she rumbled, her normal voice probably loud enough for Shayma to hear. "You’ll need one too. You can’t just have people calling out to you at random, even if you can hear them. Supplicants are not equals."

Well, that was fair enough. Principles of equality were all well and good but there was no way I was the same as a mortal. I had enormous resources, could create unique magical items, and fend off entire armies all on my own. Not to mention Bargains. If I were a king, I’d have a hall, so as a Power I should have something too.

Well, I’d start with Ansae’s, since I wasn’t sure about mine yet, but while I was working a familiar face came by the regrowing surface. The Shadow guy - well, monster, now that I knew better - appeared from the shade of a small sapling. Like an idiot I hadn’t refreshed all my steam-landmine-and-lava traps. Maybe that was to the best though, since he wasn’t there to make trouble.

"Since you’ve got such good control of this core, I assume you can hear me," he said, the weird bubbling voice just like I remembered it. "If not, I imagine you’ll notice the missive I’m leaving. Vok Nal’s an idiot but his dad will wreck your place in the Council when he finds out who you are. Or Tor Kot does, for that matter. I advise you to answer before one of them gets permission to visit in person." The monster planted an iron stake in the ground, which had a little mailbox sort of thing on top of it. 

"That was hilarious, by the way," he added. "Vok Nal was so mad. Never seen anyone burn an army like that. Honestly, Tor Kot won’t be mad that you stole his experiments if you tell him how you did that. Maybe even if you don’t, so long as you keep annoying Vok Nal."

Wait, what? I’d thought he was Vok Nal’s creature, but apparently not. But if he wasn’t, whose was he? Did he represent the Council folk, or what? I was still goggling at him as he stepped back into the tree’s shadow and vanished. I didn’t much like that he could just appear here at whim, but at least the message meant they still thought I was a mage-king dungeon, and involved in mage-king politics.

With politics, that meant Iniri. Since I’d planted fifty-plus crystals and gotten my mana over twenty-two thousand, I had a message for Iniri anyway.

"Hey Shayma, I have something for Iniri to look at. And also...I can do her Purification now." I was a little anxious about it, actually. Unlike with Shayma, it was pretty clear that any intimacy with Iniri was purely transactional. She’d made it clear she didn’t much trust me, and that was fair. But I still wanted her to enjoy it. Well, actually I kind of wanted to blow her mind, but that might be a bit too much for her.

"Oh, good! But, um, please be gentle with her." Shayma said, lowering her voice as if someone might overhear. "I’m pretty sure she’s a virgin."

Ah, right. Queen. Which actually made this a huge deal, since it hurt her future chances, or at least future value, in political marriages and other such dynastic considerations. Though considering she didn’t exactly have a kingdom right now, that might be less important than usual. "You know her better than I do. What do you think I should do?"



Day 109 - Iniri (Explicit)


A communication from the mage-kings.

Iniri was a little irritated. They’d never given her any sort of official communication. No diplomacy, no demands, not even a declaration of war. They just showed up.

"They think Blue is a mage-king’s dungeon," Shayma said in response to her expression, if not her words, which defused some of her pique. She’d thought Blue was one of those herself at first, despite Shayma’s assurances, and it wasn’t like any of the mage-kings’ people had been let inside.

The message cylinder looked like clay but felt like metal, and the scroll inside was something that felt unpleasantly fleshy, like living skin. Maybe it was. She wouldn’t put anything past the mage-kings.

You are summoned to Council to satisfactorily explain trespassing on feeder territory granted to Vok Nal. Furthermore, you must be prepared to furnish information on the Depletion anomaly captured by your Dungeon and provide reparations for the spawns destroyed by your Dungeon.

Failure to appear before Council will result in the revocation of your Core by the local Council representative, Tor Kot.

You have three months to appear and make proper assurances of your obedience to the Council.

Signed,

Vok Lim

"Depletion anomaly? I assume they mean you?"

"Yes, I could feel my Depletion immunity being tested when I was in Meil so it seems they noticed it."

"Well, I’m not sure what Blue is expecting me to do." Iniri frowned at the scroll, letting it lie on the table so she didn’t have to feel the slightly warm material any more. "Write a reply? It looks like this is someone related to Vok Nal but we’re clearly not in a position to do anything about it."

"He just wants your opinion and to keep you informed." It was hard to attribute ulterior motives to Blue when Shayma was so earnest and honest. 

"My opinion is we have three months to take down Tor Kot before he comes here himself," she said bluntly. "We’re lucky that they’re giving us that long. That might even be long enough to get the Fortress together, and if my Skills were at full that’d help too. Even mage-kings would have a tough time breaking [Shield of Tarnil]."

"Yes, and good news on that." Shayma agreed. "Blue can fix your Depletion now."

The bottom dropped out, all her annoyance and frustration being replaced by...yes, that was fear. Strange, she thought there’d be more anticipation. "...and what does he want in return?"

"He wants you to accept becoming a Companion. You won’t become like me," Shayma added hastily, cutting off the most immediate worry. "But he will be able to see through your eyes and ears and there are other benefits later on for both you and for him."

"It’s permanent?"

"Probably? He says there might be some way to revoke it but he’s not going to experiment on me."

"Mmm." She glanced over at Cheya. "Thoughts?"

"You can hardly get more vulnerable to Blue than you already are," she said dryly. "And assuming he doesn’t want your kingdom -"

"He doesn’t!"

"-then it’s a good start for a future alliance. Or whatever sort of relationship Blue is looking to have."

"It’s too early to say," Shayma replied after a moment of listening to Blue. "It’s probably better to figure that out once the mage-kings are gone. People might not be happy being allied with a dungeon."

Iniri was clearly not thinking well if Blue thought of that problem before her. "That’s true," she said. "I suppose...when does he want to do this?"

"He’s got it all set up for you." Shayma’s voice became somewhat more tentative. "We talked about it for a while. He wanted to make sure you’d be comfortable with everything. He knows you’re not me."

"I...appreciate that. Cheya, I’m going to be out for the rest of the day, I think." Even if it didn’t take the rest of the day, she wasn’t going to plan on anything.

"Yes, Your Majesty." Cheya didn’t bat an eye. Actually, she had been quite insistent that Iniri cure her Depletion, and gain immunity to it in the bargain. Without a Tarnil, and the Lineage Skill of her bloodline, there wouldn’t be a kingdom. "Do you need me to come along?"

"No, that won’t be necessary." Even if Blue would let her, pragmatically Cheya needed to be available to run things. Right now they were more a village than a kingdom, but there had to be someone in charge, and Cheya had effectively become her seneschal. "Where does Blue want me to go?"

"When you’re ready I’ll bring you into the core chamber. He has everything set up there."

"Let’s go now," she said, before she overthought anything.

"He’ll teleport us there," Shayma said with a reassuring smile, walking over to give Iniri a hug. "Stop worrying. Relax! It’ll be fine."

The flash of Blue’s teleportation surrounded them and they were suddenly in a much smaller chamber. Off to one side was a lake and a cottage, which had to be Shayma’s home, and in front of them was a broad pool with faint wisps of steam coming up from it and long, low, comfortable-looking chairs surrounding it. The entire complex was separated by a fence, not tall but enough to mark it off from the nearby grass and trees.

"Hot spring," Shayma told her. "You can soak in it and relax. Just tell Blue when you’re ready." Shayma must have caught Iniri’s hesitation, or maybe it was something in her expression. She had never really needed to conceal things from Shayma, so she wasn’t practiced. Either way, Shayma smiled at her reassuringly. "Don’t worry, he’ll take it slow. I’ll be in the cottage, just in case." She started to withdraw, then paused. "Unless you want me here?"

"No," Iniri said. "Thank you, but...no." Maybe if she felt less ashamed she would say yes. Or if she were braver, she wouldn’t feel tempted to in the first place. But after losing so much and accomplishing so little she was not as brave or as self-assured as she thought she’d be when she became Queen.

Shayma gave her another hug and headed into the cottage while Iniri took a few steps into the spring area and sat down on one of the chairs. Then she took a deep breath and began to strip off her clothing. At the very least, it was a blessing that adventurer’s clothing was mostly appropriate for nobles and even royalty. At least those who had earned it. It was a lot easier to deal with than some of the frippery the non-Classers settled on.

She was almost tempted to call Shayma back, just to ask what Blue thought of her. The mage-king dungeons clearly didn’t have any preferences, but Blue did, and Iniri...didn’t really measure up to Shayma very well. She was relatively small and flat and not nearly as curved. Kirin tails weren’t particularly fluffy and her antlers were rather tiny. The Tarnil women in general were quite small, tending towards the delicate mage sort, and she’d not broken that tradition despite her mother hailing from a much taller lineage. Not to mention some people were put off by her having actual fangs

Another few moments and she eased herself into the water, finding it surprisingly pleasant and accompanied by the refreshing feel of Blue’s regeneration. Though there weren’t any insects or animals to make noise, the burbling of water and the soft rustle of leaves were quiet and soothing, as if designed to help her relax. They probably were, when she thought about it, since Blue had made this whole thing just for her.

Minutes passed by as she leaned back against the edge of the pool, soaking in the hot spring and breathing slowly, trying to ease the knot in the pit of her stomach. The soft scent of flowers, placed artfully about the pool area, did help a little, but only a little. Eventually she decided that she was as relaxed as she was going to get.

"I’m ready, Blue," she said aloud, bracing herself. What she wasn’t expecting was a soft surface to rise up underneath her, a strangely narrow black bed that shifted its shape so smoothly she found herself lying on her belly without being able to figure out how. She almost started to push herself up, but stopped. She had asked for this, so it was time to let Blue do his part.

The bed shifted subtly as she settled against it again, making itself even more comfortable as black tendrils sprouted from the sides and curved over. Astonishingly they didn’t dive between her legs, instead splitting into finer threads and stroking along her shoulders. Then the touch became firmer, and it became very clear that Blue wasn’t groping or teasing her, but very carefully massaging her knotted muscles.

With the touch came a faint doubled sense, of her own skin beneath Blue’s touch as well as a trace of desire, trickling into her. It was a little strange but not intense enough to disconcert, and actually she was secretly relieved Blue really did want her. He did, but was also content to take his time, the tendrils working slowly at her shoulders and neck, soft and warm but each one with the strength of forged iron underneath.

His touch was inspired, finding exactly the right points to ease the tightness from years of constant stress. Even with full hit points there were always stresses, strains, and aches, especially with the sheer amount of Depletion she had. Additional tendrils sprouted from the bed, massaging her feet, and another pair squeezed gently at the base of her horns, which she hadn’t even known were sore. She groaned, relaxing onto the bed and closing her eyes, letting Blue attend to her.

Long minutes slid by, the slow trickle of lust transmuting the tension into something different as Blue’s tendrils worked their way down her back and up her calves. A little bit of excitement thrummed through her as he pressed against her skin, firm and intimate as he soothed her. There was yet another touch as Blue began to stroke and rub her arms, but the touch didn’t bind her down, any more than the ones at the back of her knees or the ones still rubbing her feet.

Blue’s touch drifted down, and up, along her calves and down to her tail, wrapping about the base. She couldn’t help but moan softly as he tugged it, ever so gently, and began to caress the curves of her rear. All the touching was making her squirm with a fervid ache, her legs spreading almost of their own accord as Blue slid up her thighs, and she could feel her own arousal as Blue’s tendrils finally reached the untouched parts of her body.

He rubbed slowly over the lips of her pussy, making her clamp her teeth against the bed to prevent further sounds as every touch sent a strange current of electric pleasure through her body. It was the first time she’d ever felt something like that, and it made it hard to focus on anything, even Blue’s touch, scattering her thoughts every which way with every delicious stroke. Her muscles started tensing up all across her body before Blue slowed down and started massaging her again, using very fine tendrils to spread her open. The slick noises made her suddenly aware of how wet she was, practically dripping onto the bed. She’d never experienced anything like that before, and it was shocking enough to draw an embarrassed noise from her, quickly muffled.

After letting her relax again for a minute or two, she felt one of Blue’s tendrils press against her entrance, much hotter than the others, then slowly, slowly slide in. Her pussy clenched against it in reaction, and she was expecting something to hurt, but there wasn’t any of that, just the smooth sensation of Blue filling her. He wasn’t even particularly large, nothing like she’d worried about, but even that much was satisfying in a way she had never imagined. Every tiny movement was unique and new, drawing trickles of pleasure from parts of her that she’d never known. 

Blue just kept himself there, inside her, for a while, the rest of his tendrils still slowly working along her back and shoulders, letting her adjust before starting to move. The sensation forced some very unladylike squeaks out of her mouth, muffled against Blue’s bed, at the feel of him moving inside her. It was slow, bringing back that current and tension and then driving it forward, her pussy squeezing around him with every motion and making her shudder.

He didn’t stop there. There was another touch against her pussy, warmth and sensation against her outer lips even as he filled her. He used small, delicate strokes against her, each one leaving her flesh sensitive and craving more, drawing in like ripples running against her until they found her clit. The lightest touch made her keen through her fangs, ramping up the pleasure and making all her muscles tense. She groaned, squirming as her hips tried to push back against Blue on their own, focused on riding the sensation as he took her, feeling it grow inside her.

It didn’t stop. Her body seemed to be wound ever tighter, the raw humming pleasure spreading through her, and the feel of Blue’s own enjoyment, experiencing her own tightness around him, just pushed her farther and faster. Something seemed to gather inside her body, making her feel like she was on a sharp precipice, just one step short of it, and -

- and suddenly her enjoyment twisted into a sharp spike of panic as she realized she did not, could not fathom what that plunge would be like, how she could hold onto anything at all.

Instantly, it all went away. No more touching, no more tendrils, no more motion. Just her lying on the bed, panting hard and trembling. Before she could put her thoughts together, Shayma was there.

"What’s wrong? Blue said you got scared."

Iniri was far too frazzled to be worried about her modesty, describing what had happened in a few short sentences. Since Shayma had the most of this sort of experience with Blue, she hoped the fox-girl had some reassurances for her.

"Oh. Oh. I didn’t know you hadn’t…" Shayma stopped the sentence and started again. "You can’t keep control if you’re having a really good one. I kind of panicked my first time too, but we didn’t stop and it ended up being amazing."

"...ah," Iniri said, more embarrassed by that ignorance than her current state. "I thought it was something Blue had done."

"Well, it kind of is." Shayma’s smile turned impish. "He’s doing his best. After all, if you aren’t enjoying it, he isn’t either."

"That’s why he stopped?"

"And why he didn’t bind you up." Shayma nodded. "He’s really very attentive, but, I didn’t want to go on too much about it to you."

She hadn’t even thought that she was in charge here, but it seemed to be true. How quickly Blue had relented with his attentions was proof of that, if nothing else. But that also meant… "Wait. Blue bound you up."

"...I’ll leave you alone with Blue again," Shayma said, blushing suddenly and retreating from the pool.

Iniri snorted and settled back down on the bed, still feeling hot and twitchy despite the interruption. "Go on, Blue," she said, talking to empty air. On cue the black tendrils came out from the side of the bed again, resuming the massage. One of them brushed her cheek and she smiled, laying her head down and spreading her legs slightly. But still, Blue waited, letting leftover jitters turn back into anticipation before he resumed with the teasing. Once again he rubbed against her sex, sending sharp tingles of sensation through her before parting her lips.

She groaned as he filled her again, still moving ever so slowly, letting her savor the sensation of him inside her once more. Simple strokes, to start with, but feeling deeper than she thought was possible, and then he added to it by spreading thin tendrils over her outer sex, teasing her with them. This time the pleasure ramped up even faster, as soft strokes ran over the swollen nub of her clit and he filled her in ways that made her shudder.

Her muscles started to tense again, hands gripping the bed’s soft surface, breath coming in ragged gasps with every motion he made within her. The hot, smooth, and impossibly satisfying feeling of Blue inside her, and the feel of him enjoying her tightness surrounding him, shoved her back up to where she was before, and then even further, her entire body straining. The pressure and pleasure and heat all threatened to crash over, but that precipice was still too much and another flash of fear made Blue stop everything.

She growled in frustration and need, her sex aching to be filled, a craving she’d never known was possible but one she still felt all too clearly. She rolled onto her back, the bed shifting under her to keep her stable, panting and sweaty. Having her eyes closed like that was too much. She needed to see what was going on. "Again," she said. "This time, don’t stop."

Now she could see Blue’s appendages as they slid out of the bed, which made her realize the bed itself was part of his breeding station, and she hoped she hadn’t actually hurt him when she was biting. It raised her to a half-reclining position, the material itself shifting to provide a slow massage to her back while a pair of flat black bands slid over her small breasts. They felt warm and silk-smooth, sliding over her skin and nipples.

The ones stroking her thighs were smaller, finely divided and feather-soft, and the same obsidian color as everything else. But the one she was really interested in was the blunt-tipped one sliding between her legs. It didn’t look as thick as it felt inside her, and as it rubbed against her pussy she was surprised at how visibly soaked she was before the feeling of Blue’s heat and thickness drove it from her mind.

This time she could watch him fill her, see every inch as he slowly impaled her, her pussy squeezing around him. She could feel the way each squeeze felt to him, how he savored each twitch and moan, and feel of her pert breasts as he stroked them. Soon enough he had filled her as deep as she could take him, and black filaments slid out to caress her pussy, pressing against every inch of her at once. Only then did he begin to thrust, every motion sending shocks up through her spine. Once she started gasping he began to play with her clit, rubbing slowly as she watched him slide into her and back out, slick with her essence and gleaming wet in the light.

He took her without any hurry, refusing to speed up as the power of her pleasure arched her back, her sex squeezing desperately at him inside her as if trying to pull him deeper. Now that he was playing with her breasts, however gently, the crackling tension and rising tide seemed to expand over her whole body. Her eyes threatened to shut but she refused, staring at where Blue entered her, listening to every wet noise he made as he thrust into her.

The heat drove her to the edge of that cliff again, her stomach clenching and fluttering as pleasure and anticipation and fear all mixed together, and this time Blue didn’t stop. He drove into her even as she keened and grunted and arched up off the bed, every muscle taut as he forced her toward release.

Suddenly her entire body locked up, her pussy clenching down around him as everything that had built up exploded through her, her vision going grey from the sheer force of it. She couldn’t even breathe as she trembled in Blue’s grasp, nerves afire as she shuddered from the force of her orgasm. It went on and on, every squeeze of her sex sending another round of sharp pleasure through her, completely unable to do anything but drown in the crashing force of it all. 

She lost track of how long it went on, gasping for air against the shuddering of her own body until she could finally relax enough to breathe. She took in a huge lungful of air, feeling limp and wrung out and sensitive and amazing, only to realize Blue wasn’t done. His own pleasure had only just peaked.

He throbbed within her and there was a sudden rush of something hot inside her, thick enough that she could feel it pump into her depths. The strange sensation made her moan in post-orgasmic bliss, her pussy twitching around him in satisfaction. But even after all that, he still wasn’t done.

She was so sensitive that actually thrusting, even as careful as he’d been, would have been too much. But Blue didn’t try, instead just flexing slowly inside her as his other tendrils stroked against her, wiping away the sweat on her skin and changing from warm to cool. A soft breeze picked up, fanning over her, and now she did close her eyes. Though he was ever so gentle, it was clear from the lust dripping from the link that he was going to take her again. Even wrung out as she felt, her body agreed that it would like that very much.

The slow drip of sensation from Blue’s tendril inside her merged with the soft and and subtle movements against her inner depths, pulling her into another slow wave of pleasure. She felt a little sore, but that only added to the satisfaction of each throb and twitch of bliss, her pussy starting to squeeze him again. Her entire body tingled softly as she breathed in cool, sweet, vanilla-scented air, twitching occasionally as Blue’s ministrations sent runners of heat through her. Then he found an especially sensitive spot inside her, rubbing against her inner walls, and she squealed as a lightning bolt jolted through her.

Blue paused for a moment. Then he began to rub against that spot harder, with what felt like little tiny tongues deep inside her, at the same time resuming the feather-soft teasing of her clit. She scrabbled at the bed with her hands, overwhelmed by the sudden assault, and shuddered as his own pleasure suddenly crested. He filled her again as he throbbed inside her, hot and thick, the flesh against her pussy forcing her to take it all inside her, and she whimpered as he coaxed another orgasm from her.

It wasn’t as intense as the first time, but she still saw stars. Every muscle trembled as the world narrowed down to the feel of him inside her and against her, of the heat and pressure inside her and the feel of his climax filling her body. But this time he didn’t stop, rolling the afterglow into gentle, deep thrusts.

"Oh, gods," she managed, lying boneless on the bed as she watched Blue fill her, making wet noises with each movement and keeping her on the edge of an almost painful pleasure. Every nerve seemed to be attached to her sex, as each movement, the feel of each thrust inside her shuddered through her body.

It went on and on, and she almost called out for Blue to stop, but he sent her over the edge before she could manage it, wringing a third release from her and making her whimper from the sweet pleasure of it. The feel of him pumping his pleasure into her immediately after just intensified the blissful haze, and as she lay there panting she began to glow blue.



Day 110 - Shayma


Iniri Tarnil

[Purified] Protector Queen (Level 53)

Race: Kirin-kin demihuman

Health: 525/525

Stamina: 688/688
Mana: 920/920

Skills

[Lineage: Shield of Tarnil] 9: (9 ranks reclaimed): Inherited from the great hero Teash Arn, founder of Tarnil, this magic shield provides unequalled defense.

[Lesser Divination] 5 (1 rank reclaimed): You see all. With this spell school you can sense and communicate vast distances, as well as locate things far away.

[Royal’s Mana] 4 (1 rank reclaimed): You’ve kept your mana under an iron control, as is the natural course for Royalty. With Royal’s Mana you can further exert your will on your own mana, twisting it into different Affinities, allowing you to dabble in magics you are otherwise unsuited for.

[Protector’s Light] 2: Your light shines as a beacon for your people. You receive great improvement to light constructs meant to protect and preserve, making them cheaper and more expansive than normal.

[Ritual Leadership] 5: Casting is better with others, but a group will always need a leader. You can link your mana workings with those of other mages, allowing you to create things no individual mage could manage alone.

[Inspiring Speech] 4: The authority of the ruling class. You can infuse your words with mana to benefit your followers for a time.

[Body Fortification] 3: Mana is energy. Energy is life. You have the ability to fortify yourself with your mana, improving health and stamina regeneration as well as physical robustness.

[Intermediate Rune Carving] 4: Magic has a shape. Your efforts in understanding and transcribing that shape have borne fruit. You can now etch runes with greater finesse and effect.

Abilities

[Ruler’s Sagacity] 3: You have become wise in the ways of the world. You have unlocked spellcasting, and this skill provides an intuitive grasp of known spellcasting skills. Improving rank improves mana pool and learning speed in spellcasting skills.

[Mana Sight]: You can see the veins of the world. Allows you to perceive mana directly.

[Mana Resourcefulness] 4 (1 rank reclaimed): Less is more. You are practiced well beyond the average practitioner. You use even less mana for mana Skills.

[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.

Shayma had never seen Iniri’s Status before. Apparently the Depletion had mostly focused on eating Shield of Tarnil, but it was back now, as well as a good chunk of stats and other Skills and Abilities. Along with the Depletion immunity that Purified brought.

She’d never seen Iniri this happy before either, and it was pretty obvious it wasn’t just because she had her Skill ranks back. In fact she’d already told Blue she wanted the same treatment since she was going to be training with Ansae and that promised to be stressful.

"I wish [Core Touched] and [Purified] weren’t visible like that," Cheya said, contemplating Iniri’s Status. The sigil they were using was, of course, the one they’d given to Blue, and he was perfectly happy to lend it out because he still hadn’t managed to reproduce its effect.

"I think Cheya needs a vacation." Blue said, only half-teasing. "Maybe I ought to make a hot springs thing up here somewhere, and a nice swimming pool too."

Her lips quirked, but she didn’t reply to him yet. Not while they were in the middle of a meeting. But the truth was Cheya was happy too, though it was more difficult to tell with her.

"There’s no point in hiding our connection to Blue," Iniri replied, idly tapping her fingers on the table. "In fact I’d like to emphasize it, if he’s amenable to it. No matter how well things turn out with the mage-kings, he’ll be a huge and unknown and frankly terrifying force sitting on our northwestern border. Unless he’s already known to be well-disposed toward us."

"I don’t mind. Besides, if I do really awesome things like burning an army or kicking a mage-king out of a city I want it known. It’s either hide or flaunt, and I don’t really want to hide. Too late for that anyhow."

She rendered that somewhat more diplomatically, then almost choked as Blue muttered in an undertone. "That said, it’s probably not a good idea to tell her subjects that I fucked their queen."

"Behave!" She muttered back, making Blue laugh in her ear.

"Sorry, sorry."

"Speaking of kicking Vok Nal out," Iniri said, clearly doing her best to ignore the faces Shayma was making. "When will Blue’s tunnel be done?"

"Four days, at this rate. I could slow it down I guess but I’d rather not. I’m no strategist but I’m guessing the sooner we hit him the less prepared he’s going to be, especially if you guys pop up in the middle of the city."

"Absolutely. Do you three have any objections to that timetable?"

"None here," Yamal said, lounging in his chair.

"I suppose I can be ready by then," Liril muttered, not so much relaxing as hunkering down into his.

"Ehh, why not?" The Hurricane was, as usual, perched on the back of her chair, balancing it on one leg as she only half paid attention to what was going on. Or at least, that’s what it seemed. Shayma was pretty sure nobody who made it to fourth tier did so by being as careless as The Hurricane seemed to be.

"You two are not my subjects, so I know your help doesn't come free. Keeping in mind that my resources are limited now and not likely to be that much better in the immediate future, what sort of boons did you wish for helping me?"

Liril grunted. "If you’re reconstructing the Adamant Fortress, I want to study it. I still think it’s...never mind, you don’t care about my theories." He shrugged. "Just having access for however long you can keep it up would be fine."

"I know what I want!" The Hurricane exclaimed, eyes gleaming. She pointed at Shayma. "I demand kinky dungeon sex!"

"...what?"

"No. Absolutely not."

Liril groaned. Yamal just buried his face in his hands. "Look, H, you can’t just -"

"Oh come on, everyone can see what Ini’s like this morning! I want some of that! Get me some Depletion immunity into the bargain, too."

"Among other things," Iniri said disapprovingly. "That is not my boon to give."

"Fine, be that way. How about it, Shay-Shay? Going to hook me up?"

"...um, Blue says no."

"Very no."

"Very no."

"What, is it just because I’m small?" Shayma wasn’t sure how much The Hurricane was joking and how much she was being genuinely indignant. "Don’t let my size fool you, I can - hey!" The Hurricane sputtered as icy water drenched her, pouring down from the ceiling.

"It’s because she’s crazy! Everyone knows that you don’t stick your...anyway, she’s been kinda weirding me out ever since she got here. Serious face time I think Shayma. I am not going to entertain her demands, and I don’t want her annoying you or pestering me. She has her Primal Source gem and - no, you know what? I don’t need to explain myself. Just, no demands, no annoying me or you."

That was easy for him to say. He wasn’t the one facing a wet and grumpy fourth-tier. But she was his voice, and that wasn’t always fun and games. It took her a moment to school her expression into something appropriately solemn and she turned to face The Hurricane squarely. "That was a warning. Blue has no interest in your demands and you are not to pester him or myself about it."

"Better listen," Yamal warned. "You’re lucky Blue’s giving you that much leeway. As warnings go some cold water is pretty harmless."

"I’ll show you harmless!" The Hurricane turned on Yamal, but apparently didn’t mean it because all she did was use a gust of wind to spray him with some of the water still dripping from her.

"Stop this foolishness and let us stick to the point," Liril said, glowering at the tiny storm mage. "We must prepare to take on Vok Nal directly in no more than four days. Queen Iniri has generously offered to reward us for something we volunteered for at The Grandmaster’s behest. Anything aside from those two topics is a mere triviality."

"Fine." The Hurricane went back to pouting after drying herself with a quick air burst and Iniri seized control of the conversation again.

"What sort of support is Blue going to give us? We all saw what he did to that army but I don’t think Vok Nal is going to be vulnerable to that kind of thing."

"Don’t forget that there’s already a dungeon at Meil, which maybe I can push against directly. Though I don’t know how that will affect my ability to burrow in. At the very least I can provide logistical support. Teleportation there and back, and I can have Shayma with you to coordinate. I assume Iniri is going, now that she has her awesome Skill back?"

"Yes. [Shield of Tarnil] will hold against even a mage-king for some time, and I understand Vok Nal is considerably weaker than Tor Kot. Now that I’m immune to their Depletion they can’t sap my strength with that magic, either."

"I still want some of that," The Hurricane grumbled, but not loudly.

The rest of the meeting wasn’t really illuminating for either her or Blue, since neither of them had any insight on what tactics anyone involved could or would use. She hadn’t been adventuring long enough and Blue wasn’t sure how close he could get, or even if anything he did would be effective against Vok Nal. He didn’t yet have, in Blue’s own words, heavy artillery.

"Ugh, meetings. You’d think that as a dungeon I wouldn’t have to endure them, but nooo. Anyway, better get going so you aren’t late. Ansae’s waiting for you."

"I’m still not completely sure about this!" She told Blue as she headed back for the teleporters. Ansae was more than a little scary, even when she wasn’t trying to be. Not that she imagined Ansae would hurt her, no more than the normal cuts and bruises from any real sparring, and with [Regeneration] those wouldn’t last long anyway. But the dragon was intense in a way that was difficult to describe, making it hard to breathe when her attention focused.

"It’ll be fine. I mean, you don’t have to do this if you really don’t want to but I don’t know anyone else who can teach you about shapeshifting."

"Oh, I’ll do it. I just wanted to complain while I was out of earshot."

Blue laughed. "If it makes you feel better I’m pretty sure she actually likes you."

"I’m not sure that does make me feel better. How is she going to act if she doesn’t like Iniri or someone?"

"Politely, I hope. That said, if she ever does decide to head up to you guys I’ll have you make sure everyone gets warned about her. I’m not going to hold it against her if she pulps someone’s head for trying to attack her, but I do expect her to act like a reasonable guest otherwise."

"I’m not sure anyone is dumb enough to try and assault someone who looks like she does. In either form."

"Oh believe me. There’s always someone." There was a pause. "I bet The Hurricane would."

She snorted and stepped through the Link gate. Ansae didn’t have her own dedicated teleport yet, and when she did it’d go to the petitioner’s chamber rather than the lair proper. For now the Link brought her to Ansae’s cottage, though the dragon didn’t much use it herself. Instead, Blue directed her down into the valley where he’d put the dragon-sized furniture. With how enormous he’d made Ansae’s lair, she had to use [Ghost Step] to get anywhere in a reasonable time.

Ansae was stretched out on the grass in front of her bed, with dozens of pieces of artwork and statuary in stone nooks and gazebos. Not to mention the flash of things wrought from gold or silver or gemstones. But she wasn’t paying much attention to any of that, instead focused on a dragon-sized book that seemed to be forged rather than bound, the pages thin strips of metal.

"No pie this time?" Ansae rumbled, setting the book aside and swinging her massive head around to look at Shayma.

"I couldn’t find any big enough." She almost stopped herself from joking, but didn’t catch it in time. Fortunately, Ansae didn’t seem to mind.

"That’s half the reason I came up with a more demihuman form. Even the most devoted of admirers have a difficult time delivering well-prepared food in dragon-sized quantities." The dragon peered down at her. "Speaking of shapeshifting."

"Yes! I don’t even know where to start. I’ve made my claws longer and little things like that, but beyond that I’m lost."

"That’s just as well. I know you only have [Limited Shapeshifting] but the Skill requires a bit more knowledge to use properly than others. You know how to invoke it, but what do you change, and why? That is what’s difficult."

"Yes, I have [Combat Shapeshifting] too, but I haven’t been able to raise it a single level."

"I wouldn’t expect you to. That’s a terribly strange skill." Ansae seemed to enjoy the lecturing, oddly enough. She waved a claw and Shayma’s Status appeared, without the aid of a sigil. Other than the level increase, the additional stats from said level increase, and the addition of [Stealth] as a Skill, it was much the same as before. "New Skills appear all the time, but that one? No. Part of your Bargain?"

"Pretty much everything other than [Seeker] and [Luck] is," Shayma acknowledged.

"But of course." The dragon sounded pleased. "You offered yourself for it, did you not? I suppose it makes sense that you would find your Skills so changed. A Skill such as that one may address some of the weaknesses in shapeshifting that make it unusable mid-combat. The time it takes, the vulnerability between forms, and the sheer amount of concentration needed."

"That sounds like too many drawbacks to be useful." Supposedly there weren’t any useless Skills, but that didn’t mean everyone could take full advantage of the Skills they did have.

"Only if you try to overstretch what you can do, and believe me, every shapeshifter does at first."

"I haven’t," she objected, wondering how many shapeshifters Ansae even knew.

"And you won’t, because you’re going to do what I tell you and thus not end up half-melted and out of resources to fix yourself."

"Oh."

"Uhh, I didn’t know it was that dangerous."

"Neither did I!"

"As a partial shifter you’re not likely to kill yourself, but it can be inconvenient." Ansae blinked down at her, nictitating membranes sliding in sideways. "Especially if you’re doing it right. Considering your Class and Skills, trying to shapeshift your weaponry is acceptable but not always the best approach. Weapons exist for a reason, and unless you can mimic dragon claws they’re going to be tougher than anything your Skill will let you do."

"Wait, can I though? I mean, you’re a dragon, if you could teach me…" 

"I could, but you’d run yourself out of stamina and mana in a few seconds mimicking it." Ansae told her, more gently than she expected. It was actually making her a little nervous. The version of Ansae that was all teeth at least matched her countenance. "The reason dragon claws and scales are so sharp and tough is all the mana that’s soaked into them, years and centuries and millennia of Affinity mana circulating through them."

"Oh, well, it was a thought." It also explained why she’d never actually heard any stories of shapeshifters just shifting into dragons and being as nigh-invulnerable as dragons were supposed to be. Most of the stories were either them pretending to be other people or, occasionally, things. She actually couldn’t remember any stories of any high-tier people with shapeshifting Skills.

"You may work up to it, in time. You’re the representative of a Power and I doubt Blue is frugal with his gifts. For now, though, we start with the basics."

It turned out the reason that shapeshifting was complicated was because it wasn’t just one thing. If she wanted to turn her arm into a sword she had to understand the material, the shape, and how to change her entire musculature to make the newly-formed weapon actually useful.

"Oh, hey, I know materials and anatomy. Maybe I can help with this!"

"I’m well aware you’re familiar with my anatomy."

"No, I mean, yes, but-" Shayma grinned as Blue spluttered. It wasn’t often she caught him off-balance like that. "What I mean is...oh heck, I guess you don’t know atomic theory and even if you did I don’t know how it’d interact with mana. Anatomy then! Do you know what all your muscles are and what they do and connect and such?"

"Somewhat," Shayma admitted, wondering what kind of magic ‘atomic theory’ was if it didn’t involve mana.

"Well we can make that a full yes. Hang on."

A wooden statue of Shayma sprouted out of the ground, but it wasn’t much flattering because it lacked skin. The only thing that made it not immediately horrific was that it was still wood, and not an actual flensed corpse.

"Oh, excellent." Ansae said, poking the wood with one enormous claw. "That saves me having to spend mana on illusions."

"You can see me like that too?" Shayma demanded. She didn’t even realize Blue could see things that way.

Ansae grinned, showing all her enormous teeth. "My dear, this close I can see your brain change as you think."

"She’s got me beat there."

"You know, I honestly figured you’d be cryptic at me and spar until I couldn’t move," Shayma confessed. "I’m not sure why."

Ansae snorted. "You can spar with your friends, but I can give you knowledge. That’s far more important."

"For once it’s knowledge I can help with!" Blue seemed excessively pleased by that, though to be fair he hadn’t had much input on her training or combat other than some suggestions on how to use illusions.

A thought made her laugh out loud.

"What is it?"

"I just realized how ridiculous it is that I’m getting taught by two Powers."

"And all you had to trade for it was your body and your soul," Ansae pointed out.

"True…" Shayma considered, then smiled. "Worth it."



Day 111 - Blue


It turned out that to transcribe Companion skills, they needed to be Companion rank 3. To transcribe my skills onto them, they had to be Companion rank 5. I had no idea how to actually advance ranks, though, since the only time I’d seen it happen was during a Bargain. So I wouldn’t be getting ahold of any juicy new Skills or Abilities, nor could I boost Iniri. Speaking of which, without the Bargain cheating for me, I couldn’t give Shayma as much of what I’d learned as I wanted. [Metalworking] gave her a single rank of [Smithing] and [Metallurgy] gave [Smelting], which didn’t seem all that useful, but might help with maintaining equipment. On the reverse side of transcription, her [Stealth] improved [Customization] very slightly.

Other than that I was pretty satisfied with how Iniri’s Purification had gone, and not just for the obvious reasons. First of all everyone was happy, which was something I’d been concerned about. It wouldn’t have surprised or offended me at all if Iniri had been wracked with guilt and disgust or curled into a little weeping ball after we were done, no matter how much she enjoyed it at the time. I wasn’t at all human and she wasn’t having sex with me because she wanted it, so a little emotional trauma wouldn’t have been out of line.

Nor was Shayma jealous, which was another concern I’d had. Actually she’d seemed downright proud of me as she sat with Iniri in the hot tub while the kirin-kin recovered from the experience, so that was another fear allayed. It had also given me the chance to watch the process with [Genius Loci] and [Mana Sight] to try and get a handle on what exactly was going on. The answer was that I still had no idea of the details but the Skill it’d given me filled in the general idea, at least.

[Soul Perception] - The Dungeon can detect some aspects of the soul.

That sounded pretty amazing except for the fact that I actually couldn’t. Or rather, I didn’t know where or how to look. Despite close examination of various people with [Genius Loci], I didn’t spot anything identifiable. I had thought I’d seen a brief glimpse of something at the very end of the Purification process, when the Skill had formed, but it didn’t last long enough to figure out what I was seeing.

I had to suspect that even with it automatically bumped to rank five it was a weak Skill indeed. Given that it was separate from Genius Loci, I might not be able to sense it through the normal channels. Which left only the breeding station as the potential sensor, but I hadn’t been able to spot anything out of the ordinary with Shayma. Then again, her soul was, apparently, already mine so who knew how that affected things.

I didn’t want to mention it to Ansae until I had done more experimentation and investigation. She really wasn’t in that much of a hurry and I didn’t want to tell her I kinda sorta knew something that was nothing until I’d chewed on it a bit more.

Besides, everyone was busy preparing for the assault on Meil, and that included me. My main role was digging the tunnel, since most of the other things I could do would only hurt the civilians still inside Meil, and I didn’t want to do that. Iniri wouldn’t thank me for it either, and more importantly, it’d upset Shayma. So I kept my attention on burrowing the passage, especially now that it was starting to flood due to aquifers or whatever, while I fiddled with a long-running project.

Ever since I’d gotten ahold of Illusion flowers, I’d been cultivating them specifically so I could make a Primal Source for Shayma. In fact I felt a little guilty about giving one to Ansae before I could give one to Shayma, but I didn’t want to just hand her a loose gem. I wanted it to be something meaningful, and if possible something that’d mark her authority under me. To that end, I’d been experimenting with Metallurgy, specifically Infusion and Alloying.

Infusing some of my more common Primals into steel had netted me a set of ingots. It was more or less what I expected.

Primal Firesteel: This steel has been infused with a Primal fire Source. Though not as potent as the original gem, it still retains the fundamental properties of Primal Sources.

Primal Earthsteel: This steel has been infused with a Primal earth Source. Though not as potent as the original gem, it still retains the fundamental properties of Primal Sources.

I also appreciated that the overlay was finally giving me something approaching useful in its descriptions. Maybe it was the [Tempered Wisdom] level-ups, or maybe it was because it was something I’d made myself. Checking the stuff that my tenants had still gave me descriptions like Tent or Cart without any further elaboration. As usual, the overlay was inconsistent and unhelpful. I wondered if it would show a description if I didn’t already know what tents or carts were. 

That was a problem for later. I didn’t much like the loss of potency in the infused steel, even if I wasn’t sure what that meant, but this was experimentation anyway. I decanted that stuff into the Alloy Crystal, where the mixture started to suck up mana. A lot of mana, for what I was doing, even if it was an amount I could handle. Normal steel took barely anything to make, but this pulled down over a thousand mana to finish. Apparently merging multiple Affinities was not quite as simple as just mixing them together.

Primal Dualsteel of Earth and Fire: This steel has been infused with two Primal Sources, earth and fire. Though not as potent as Source gems, this steel provides benefits to both Affinities.

That sounded really fancy, and I squirreled the ingots away for future use. Because what I wanted to use for Shayma was fancier still. Since I had descriptions for the exotics, I decided to go for the coolest-sounding stuff. 

One was Dragon’s Silver, which the appraisal suggested was made by Ansae using her own blood as an ingredient in the alloy, and it was a little scary that just that much made it a unique and valuable metal. Of course, unlike with the steel I only used a tiny amount, a hundredth of a unit. Whatever a unit was. Since I had five of it, that was fine.

Primal Dragon’s Silver of Fire: Mixed with the blood of a Primal Dragon, this metal has been further infused with a Primal fire Source, making it a potent carrier of fire Affinity mana.

That was my second choice if my first choice didn’t work out, because my first choice didn’t even have the scant words of Dragon’s Silver. In fact it wasn’t even labeled the same way. The overlay called it "An Ingot Of Promise" and gave it no description whatsoever. It was black as night, so it seemed good enough to represent me.

I had Shayma ask Ansae if it was dangerous or anything before I started using it, of course without hinting what I was going to use it for, and when she answered in the negative I split off a teeny tiny amount. Even less than the Dragon’s Silver because I only had the one ingot, and when melted it amounted to slightly over two units of the stuff.

For Shayma I’d decided on Illusion and Kinetic Sources, for her magic and her combat respectively, along with Light and Dark if I could manage it. Mostly because they were precursors to Illusion and I figured they’d supercharge something like a pure light or darkness illusion, or at the very least help with stealth or something. It wouldn’t hurt anyway.

I thought the Dualsteel took a lot of mana, but the Affinity’d Promise was hungry. If I hadn’t spent time expanding my mana capacity with storage crystals I wouldn’t have been able to make it. All told each batch, one for each Affinity, sucked up eighteen thousand mana, which in hindsight really should have clued me in that I was doing something weird. Only people like Ansae and myself had tens of thousands of mana lying around for experiments.

The resulting tiny portion of metal was A Fourfold Promise of Paradox. I cast it into a ring shape, and put it into the Assembler with a matching and properly shaped piece of Core Lattice gem, so that the black band of metal was only just visible beneath the swirling, shifting blue of the Core Lattice. I figured that’d look pretty awesome and provide Shayma with the Primal gems she could use. I was kind of right.

[You have created an Artifact!]

[Acts as a Primal Source for Kinetic, Illusion, Light, and Shadow Affinities]

[Allows perfect vision under any conditions]

[Bearer represents Authority]

[Cannot be lost or stolen]

[A small portion of Illusions may be rendered tangible]

[A small portion of things hidden by Illusions may be rendered intangible]

[<Trait attuned to Bearer>]

[This Artifact grows with Bearer and Authority]

[Please name your Artifact.]

[...]

[You have obtained Promise!]

Well. Okay then. That was in a different sort of popup than the usual overlay, and the naming part was kind of weird since it just sort of happened without me consciously deciding on anything in particular. Though I did like the name. Simple, but evocative.

It was pretty obvious a capital-A Artifact was something special, if it had its own interface. At least the descriptions stayed when I examined it with [Genius Loci], instead of defaulting to the usual, terrible level of verbosity. Fortunately for me, Shayma was in Ansae’s lair, so I could give it to her and ask Ansae about it at the same time.

"...and this is a scythe cover from a Scalemind Abomination. If you have to use sword arms, this is a good model for how to shape them. I still suggest, if you’re using shifted tools, to aim for specialized forms like hooks or swordbreakers."

"They’re a lot more complicated," Shayma pointed out. "But I see what you mean. Getting enough reach is hard."

"Hey Shayma, I have something for you. You’ll want to show it to Ansae I think, because I’m betting she knows a lot about these things."

"Just something, hmm? You and your surprises."

"You know it. Check your left hand."

Shayma glanced down and gasped. It was great that I could cheat and just dungeon-inventory Promise onto her finger. "This is gorgeous," she said, reaching out to touch it with the fingers of her other hand. Then she froze. "This is an Artifact?" She demanded incredulously. "I didn’t even know the Status displayed by itself for anything other than getting a Class."

I didn’t see anything, even through her eyes, so I could only suppose that Shayma actually did have an overlay and it was just invisible most of the time. Or didn’t have anything on it. Viewing it myself, the only thing that had changed was the [<Trait attuned to Bearer>].

[You may bring up to three additional people into [Ghost Step]]. Which was a pretty awesome trait, I had to admit. But I wasn’t exactly sure where all that extra amazing had come from. 

"Yeah, I was hoping you and Ansae could enlighten me about Artifacts?"

"I assume you created this yourself?" Ansae said, craning her long neck to peer down at the shifting blue of the ring. "Yes, clearly." She said, answering her own question. "For some reason I am not surprised."

"Blue wants to know about Artifacts. Um, I know they’re powerful. The Adamant Fortress is one. I only know others by hearsay. Oh, the Sovereign’s Sword might be one but I’m not sure." She looked up at Ansae as if hoping the dragon could fill in the gaps.

"Believe it or not, I am not all-knowing." She chuckled. "Artifacts are a little like Powers. They’re incredibly powerful, yes, but exactly how they work and what constitutes one is uncertain. Though they’re somewhat more common. I have a few myself, and I’ve even made a few. Though not on purpose."

"Hmm. Well I know how I made this one, I could theoretically make another. Or make one with different Affinities."

"It might be possible, and even worth your while, but who would you give it to?" Ansae responded after Shayma repeated my musings. "Keep in mind that if you make an Artifact, you’re setting it loose into the world. Not only will it put a target on whoever you give it to, but it might be used against you in the future. Shayma might be relatively safe as your representative, but others won’t be."

"...I hadn’t thought of that." I really hadn’t. Mostly I’d been fixated on how cool it was, and I hadn’t considered the wider world.

To some extent I didn’t much care about the wider world. I had enough troubles and goings-on right here in my back yard. Provided I could push Vok Nal out of Meil, and the Adamant Fortress could push Tor Kot out of everywhere else, I’d be happy enough. There was more to the future than that, though, and more to the map than Iniri’s kingdom. So far the only map I’d seen was the one Shayma had brought on her trip, and that barely showed anything in my estimation.

"You could make it for yourself. But can you even use items?" Shayma wondered aloud. "You wouldn’t really be able to wear a ring like this I imagine."

"So far as I can tell I can’t use items, no. Everything I get seems to count as a resource or just appears in my inventory."

"I’m going to guess not," Ansae said, not even waiting for Shayma to share my answer. "Not even the Great Dungeons seem to be much aware of items as such. Materials, yes, but it takes the monsters to make them into anything else. I’m not even sure how they’d use them."

"Maybe a giant rune circle or something?" Shayma suggested. "Something you’d put in a building anyway?"

"An excellent idea, given Blue’s mana capacity, but he’d still need some Affinity control or Ritual skill. Unless he didn’t, of course. It is worth trying. How is your progress on spellcasting, Blue?"

"Nonexistent. I’ve tried everything I could think of based on what you told me, watched people cast, had Shayma do a bunch of magic for me, all of that. Can’t do anything with the stuff in my mana pool. Well, spellcasting-wise. Best I can do is move the mana threads from my [Dungeon Ecology] around, but I’m not sure how to harness that to do useful things yet." It was really irritating. I had it next to communication on my mental list of things verboten.

The strange thing is that I was pretty sure [Warding] was spellcasting, but it acted more like a field. It didn’t need anchor points, but there wasn’t anything to it other than putting it in an area and feeding it mana. I couldn’t even plug it into the mana dynamo like I could fields, even if I normally didn’t because of the way doing so crippled mana production. 

I was pretty sure it was some disconnected mechanic or piece of physics I wasn’t really meant to interact with. Or was meant to not need. I didn’t eat or drink either, and that meant I couldn’t benefit from the restorative properties of the tayantan fruit, not that such things applied to me. It could be something like that, or it could be like the language thing and explicitly off limits. Impossible to say as yet.

"I suppose I’m not surprised. Dungeons use mana very differently, and even as a Power you’re no exception."

"Yeah, and it’s starting to get irritating." I considered, then reversed a previous decision. "So, I have another question. I got a skill called [Soul Perception] when I was trying to figure out Purification, but I can’t perceive anything. I don’t think everyone around here is soulless."

"Soul Perception?" Shayma said, startled. "I guess it makes sense, but it still sounds a little creepy."

"I haven’t dabbled in soul magic. It’s forbidden for a very good reason, though as a Dungeon maybe you’re exempt. The few practitioners I came across I killed, but from what little I understand to actually get a soul to be perceptible required...extreme measures. In your case, I imagine that means actual Purification. Though I suspect you should be able to at least see your own."

"...now why didn’t I think of that?" I was feeling really dumb as I directed my perceptions at the crystal that I mostly ignored where it stood in the middle of Shayma’s cottage. To no avail. I felt a little less dumb when after concentrating on it I didn’t get any kind of read on it. Broadening my perspective and trying to take in everything at once, just in case my soul was spread out over the entire dungeon space, still returned nothing. Not that I really knew what I was looking for, since the only glimpse I’d had so far had lasted only a fraction of a second.

"Nope. Nothing."

"Hmm. I wish I had a spare Core to look at. I don’t actually know much about them."

"Oh. Oh! Hold that thought."

"Hang on, I think Blue just figured something out." Shayma sounded amused.

I was less amused. I’d completely forgotten about something that was probably important. My awakening cave, or whatever I wanted to call it, was still there, and still sealed off. But I didn’t need to avoid it now, so I spent a bit of effort to take it over and found that there were still some red crystal fragments among the debris on the floor. Four [Red Core Fragment] pieces, specifically.

ANATHEMA Core presence detected.

ANATHEMA Core Status: Destroyed. Processing…

2 Trait Points awarded.

Size Requirements reduced for next level advancement.

Absorb Core?

No. Absolutely not! I had no idea what would happen if I did that, and I was pretty mistrustful of something that was labeled ANATHEMA. It didn’t help that every time that word popped up, it was accompanied by that weird, completely artificial rage from when the moils invaded. I was no fan of the red cores but I really didn’t like it when the Dungeon-ness of what I was exerted itself. I didn’t like being controlled, and I didn’t want to give it any extra chances to do that.

Besides, why was I getting a reward for this? I’d just found them lying around, I hadn’t actually destroyed the Red Core myself. Had I? It could have been something that happened before I became aware. The Dungeon that I had started with had been half-built, after all, so clearly something had happened prior to my awakening. Maybe that had started this whole Red Core Anathema thing, somehow.

After safely rejecting the absorb prompt, I glanced at the Traits menu, because even if I didn’t know why I had gotten trait points, I was more than happy to spend them. Only, there were a few new entries.

Mana Efficiency: Improves flow of mana within the Dungeon. Higher flow provides larger benefits. (1)

Tracking: Your Companions can sense the location of your current ANATHEMA. (1)

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

Material Precision: Reduces size of minimum material increment. (1)

Field Potency: Increases the maximum effect of Fields. (1)

ANATHEMA Disruption: Your mana becomes a [Bane]. (2) 

Abstract Ecology: Unlocks the ability to generate abstract Affinities with Dungeon Ecology. (2)

Dungeon Dwellers: Improves the species traits of inhabitants of the Dungeon. (3)

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)

Apparently the ANATHEMA thing was a pretty big deal. If I’d tried to take the fragments way back when, would I have unlocked it earlier? Would I have been able to select traits at level zero? It felt like I was stumbling through whatever way a Dungeon was ‘supposed’ to work sideways and backward, though maybe that was for the best. If I’d run into this ANATHEMA impulse before I might not have been very clear-minded. 

I was pretty determined to have as little to do with it as possible, due to how it affected me, but I couldn’t completely ignore it. Plus it seemed that red cores counted, or maybe even were the entirety of the ANATHEMA, and being able to deal with them better was likely to be useful. But [Tracking] didn’t seem valuable to me. I already knew where Meil was, and it wasn’t like the locations of the other cities were mysteries. 

The rest of the mage-king civilization seemed to be across the ocean and I wasn’t about to go to actual war with them. [Antithesis] might be useful if it weren’t so ridiculously expensive, and [ANATHEMA Disruption]...had no explanation for what [Bane] was.

I could just spend my extra trait points on Field Potency or whatever, but it might be better to ask and see if anyone was familiar with either term. "Okay, so I had some Red Core fragments lying around. I’m pretty sure they’re inert, but you might want to be careful just in case."

"Because of course you have Red Core fragments just ‘lying around.’ Is this a Power thing or is this a Blue thing?" Shayma complained to Ansae, mostly in jest.

"Oh it’s definitely a Power thing. Being mysterious and secretive is one of our great joys." 

I formed a wooden table to hold the bits and pieces and then deposited the chunks of red crystal. Ansae eyed them warily, shifting down to amazon form to prod them with an engraved rod she took from her rune-packaged hoard.

"You learned that pretty quickly despite not being a Power very long," Shayma said, crossing to the other side of the table to look at the crystal bits but, like Ansae, not actually touching them.

"Oh, like you’re one to talk. Your game face when you talk to people for me is all about the mysterious!"

"That’s because it works!"

"Now you know why I do it."

"Yeah, but do you have to do it to me?"

"But that’s the most fun!"

"One of these days that’s going to get you in trouble," Shayma warned.

"Probably! Oh, I’ve got a couple other things to run by you two. Are you familiar with something being an ANATHEMA?"

"Gods above, Blue, it sounds like you’re chewing rocks."

"I can’t help it! It’s some sort of Dungeon thing."

"Blue wants to know if you’ve heard of something being an Anathema," Shayma relayed to Ansae, who was still poking the Red Core remains. "I mean, I’ve heard the word, but the only time I can think of it being related to anything important is when I was imprisoned by the Flame Knights. One of them said something about not wanting to become Vok Nal’s anathema, which I thought was a pretty weird turn of phrase for them."

"It does sound like it must be a dungeon-specific phenomenon, then. I’ve been in dungeons before, of course, but only the Great Dungeons and only for the riches and experience. You’re the first one I’ve dealt with in a more personal capacity."

"Fair enough. Right now apparently Red Cores are my ANATHEMA and I’m kind of okay with that." At least it implied it was a general Dungeon issue rather than just a Blue Core thing, but I hadn’t actually expected anything helpful. "What about something being a [Bane]?"

"Um." Shayma glanced at Ansae. "The only [Bane] I know of is some [Dragon’s Bane] weapons in the kingdom’s armory. No offense," she added.

"I’m not offended by the fact your kind needs special weapons to deal with those of my kind," Ansae said, amused. "In fact I’d have harsh words for any dragon who didn’t inspire the creation of a [Bane]. As you can imagine, a [Bane] creates something similar to a mana Affinity, only it serves to disrupt the fundamental nature of its target. They’re powerful, but rare. Partly because there aren’t many targets worth the effort, and partly because summoning enough emotion while making the [Bane] in question isn’t easy."

I was still a bit wary of anything labeled ANATHEMA, but if it was just that my mana would be harmful when I did run into a Red Core, I’d just take it right now. Since maybe it meant when I got to Meil I’d be able to ruin Vok Nal’s day. None of the other traits seemed as immediately useful, so I went ahead and purchased [ANATHEMA disruption]. With absolutely no fanfare, nothing happened. The trait was added to my overlay but nothing else.

"What sort of [Bane] are you asking about?" Ansae asked.

"Um, it says that my mana is a [Bane]. It doesn’t mention what type."

"Your mana is a [Bane]? That sounds intimidating," Shayma said. "But how can you even have a [Bane] if it’s not aimed at something?"

"You can’t." Ansae said. She’d given up on her inspection of the shards for the moment to regard Shayma, or rather, more likely me through Shayma, with a toothy smile. "Nor have I ever heard mana itself being a Bane. I said it was something like an Affinity, but it requires structure, much like rune-workings. Tell me, Blue, how many laws of magic are you planning to break?"

"It’s not my fault!" Shayma giggled at my protest. "So what does this even mean, then?"

"Assuming it’s not useless, being aimed at nothing, it may be anything. Everything. If you could target your [Bane] at whatever you wanted…" Ansae paused, contemplating. "Well, even I would be a little bit intimidated."

"I’m assuming you don’t feel anything right now? You’re not under the effects of a [Bane]? Have you noticed any changes in my mana?" I certainly hadn’t when I’d taken the trait.

"Well, it’s certainly not aimed at me." Ansae closed her eyes, breathing in deep. As I’d noticed before, she was actually inhaling the spare mana cycling through the dynamo, little streamers pulling away and getting sucked into her maw. "Your mana is so pure it’s difficult to tell, but I think there’s a little bit of spice there now. It’s actually quite good. Refreshing, even."

"I’m a little jealous," Shayma said. "I can’t taste his mana."

"Don’t feel too bad, I’ll let you taste me later," I told Shayma, and was rewarded with a snicker.

"What do you mean by ‘pure,’ anyway?" Shayma asked, pre-empting my own, identical question.

"Whenever someone touches mana, they leave at least a small impression of themselves behind. This is as true for plants as it is for people, so any mana you find in the world has been colored by all the pieces of life and nature it has flowed through. Blue’s mana has none of that. It’s as if he cannot touch his own mana, even though it is clearly not the case. It’s wonderfully unusual."

Then another kind-of-sort-of trait activated. I’d mostly forgotten about it because so far hardly anyone out in the world knew my name, but Thul Monat did. When the mote of perception snapped into existence, he was confiding to Lockert that he hadn’t been completely straight with two fox-kin folks who had asked after Shayma. 

 "I underplayed her connection to Blue," he said. "There wasn’t anything they could do and I didn’t want to worry them. I don’t fully understand what’s going on there, myself."

"I’d have told them," the windbeast said staunchly. "She’s not my daughter, so I don’t really care how much she’s under thrall to a dungeon."

"As always, your tact knows no bounds."

It was just a brief glimpse, as the conversation turned to other things and the remote viewing closed, but it was enough. "Speaking of being all mysterious, I can tell you with my mysterious powers that your parents made it back to Wildwood and are on their way here."

"Oh good! Though I expect they’ll be grumpy about missing all the excitement."

"I’d be perfectly happy about missing the ‘excitement’ of assaulting a city, myself. But it kind of has to be done."

"Well, you know. Adventurers."

"No, you say it like this," Ansae put in. "Adventurers." She managed to make her tone resigned and disgusted at the same time.

"Hey, these are my parents we’re talking about." Shayma chided her.

"Then you say it like this. Adventurers." This time it was amused and exasperated instead.

"...yes, that's about right."

I was a little surprised at how well the two of them were getting along. Considering their first meeting I could see Shayma keeping things entirely formal. Ansae, too, for that matter. But maybe associating with me had numbed her to dealing with the powerful. I didn’t know what Ansae’s reason was, but maybe she was just happy to have someone to talk to after what had probably been a very long isolation.

"I’m going to call this session early. You need to practice and I have some presents to play with." Ansae declared. "How much longer until you assault Meil?"

"Three or four days? Blue’s still tunneling."

"Yeah I...think I’ll make it in that time. Once I can actually see Meil I’ll know better."

"With so little time, you may be better served getting used to your new Artifact than worrying about perfecting shapeshifting. There will be time enough for that later."

"You’re right," Shayma said. "Thank you, Ansae."

"You’re welcome," Ansae replied, turning back to the crystal fragments. "And Shayma?" She added dryly. "Don’t die."

 



Day 112 - Annit


Shayma was a little scary now.

Of course she’d noticed the blue-glowing ring on Shayma’s left hand, because it gave Shayma an indefinable weight and presence whenever Annit looked at it. With that, it was easy to believe she was the representative of a Power, plus apparently it gave Shayma a few extra skills. It was, of course, a gift from Blue and even as inexperienced as Annit was with magical items it was clearly a cut above the normal Source or Affinity stuff.

Her [Illusion] skill had made her a pain to spar with before, though for the most part she kept that to a minimum so they could actually test real combat skills. Now, though, the [Illusion] was part of the real combat skills. Shayma couldn’t quite manage to make a full estoc as hard as iron, but she could give weight and sharpness to illusionary throwing knives. Or, at Keri’s suggestion, thin wires to restrict movement about the battlefield. She couldn’t, at Blue’s suggestion, make only the tip of her sword tangible, which would have been a nightmare for anyone to deal with. Yet, at least. For all Annit knew, that was just something she had to practice to learn.

It wouldn’t do more than annoy a third-tier or above, but considering Shayma’s level her weapon skills were impressive, if unpracticed. She would feel comfortable leaving Shayma to travel to Wildwood alone, for example, provided the fox-girl took along some basic equipment to keep her from being surprised. Of course, Shayma wouldn’t have to, because of one of the new Abilities the ring provided.

[Ghost Step] was an odd experience. Both Annit and Keri had to move on their own two feet, but it was like moving downhill with a tailwind, wherever she went. Her own Class Abilities didn’t seem to affect it, alas, so she couldn’t go even faster, and they dropped out of [Ghost Step] if they moved too far from Shayma. But it still meant that the three of them could effectively move together with as much flexibility as they could wish for.

In a strange reversal, Keri was more effective at landing touches on Shayma, as her [Combat Healing] could find Shayma at range, provided Keri could actually spot the girl behind [Illusionary Presence] and [Stealth]. Given the weird nature of the skill, it effectively bypassed [Regeneration], though nobody was willing to see how much damage it could actually do. Annit had taken a full power use of the Skill and it was an incredibly miserable experience, so their sparring was kept to finesse rather than power.

She stood with her eyes closed, listening to the wind. The fact that there was wind at all here, deep underground, was strange but given how much of her Class relied on it, she was grateful. It told her that Keri was off to her left, her Shield softening the movement of the air, and there were three different Shaymas approaching from three angles. But none of them sounded quite right, and they all sounded like each other, so she ignored them. No, the real one was somewhere further away, barely touching the wind but unable to hide herself completely.

Annit flung a quarter-power [Dart Flurry] in that direction while dodging out of the way of what she knew were incoming illusory daggers. There’d been the faintest rustle of movement just before she launched her attack, and since any of the daggers could be rendered fully weighted and sharp (or rather, blunt, considering the spar), she had to dodge them all.

What she wasn’t expecting to hear was a metallic clang from Shayma’s direction, followed by the girl’s rueful voice. "Touch!"

"It didn’t sound like it," Keri said as Annit opened her eyes, seeing the last of the [Illusion] fade away and Shayma appear from the trees.

"Shapeshifted my arm to be iron...didn’t quite manage the best job." She shook the arm in question, which didn’t have any visible injury but was rapidly losing a gray lustre. "Still stung a bit, so I guess it counts."

"I think you’re off your game today," Annit said wryly. "Normally you [Ghost Step] out of the way of those instead of trying to block them."

"I...well, I’m nervous about Meil, I guess."

"Haven’t you already been in a bunch of battles? I mean, when the mage-kings came over?" Keri dropped her shield since it was pretty clear the spar was done, at least for now, and walked over to join them.

"That’s why I’m nervous!" Shayma laughed, but it wasn’t her usual bubbling cheer. "I actually saw a mage-king in person, from a distance, and Tor Kot’s troops were...just unsettling. All white and too many legs and completely silent aside from the hissing. Plus...it’s not like they keep it a secret, but I actually saw people getting fed to the Red Core dungeons."

"That doesn’t sound pleasant," Annit said. "I’m just as glad we’re missing it."

"You’re not going?" Shayma looked a little dismayed, but that was just too bad.

"Not unless Blue makes us go," she said firmly. "Keri will be by the line of retreat for healing, but there’s nothing we can do in a battle and no reason to risk ourselves. It’s not even our kingdom."

"It’s not? I suppose I never asked, but I always just assumed…"

"What, Keri’s teeth didn’t tip you off?" Annit had to remind herself sometimes that regardless of how absurd Shayma’s experiences were, she still hadn’t seen much of the world.

"They’re not that different from Queen Iniri’s, so…"

"But I don’t have antlers or a tail," Keri said cheerfully. "Just as well. I don’t know how she manages to not bang the antlers on things or avoid closing her tail in a door. Or how you do, for that matter."

"It’s something you learn," Shayma said with a smile.

Annit gestured back toward the rear porch of the house-and-hospital. "Time for a break, I think. Is Blue going to make us go?" She pressed, since Shayma hadn’t taken her more subtle hint.

"Oh, of course not. I’m going, but I’m going to be sticking with Queen Iniri anyway, and with [Shield of Tarnil] that’s probably the safest spot. I’d like you to come, but I understand why you don’t want to." Shayma followed the two of them back to the porch, settling down in one of the chairs and pouring them all tayan-fruit juice from the chilled pitcher. Annit had juiced it herself, once it became clear the fruits were both edible and allowed to be eaten, and had to admit it was pretty good.

"I'd rather not. I'd rather that Keri not be involved either but getting her to listen to good advice takes a lot of effort." Keri stuck her tongue out at Annit. Even though it was true. "So I’ll be joining the rearguard with Keri and the rest of the support. I’m assuming it’ll be safe on the other end of the teleport. And that Blue is using teleports to get there."

Even a week ago the idea of casually teleporting hither and yon would have been ridiculous. It was finicky and expensive for mages to set up the means, not to mention taking a good amount of rare Source materials, as spatial Source was even rarer than healing. But Blue didn’t seem to have that problem, and since it seemed every little chamber he set up was completely unconnected to every other one, not to mention the surface, it had become a casual experience.

"That’s what he intends, yes. It’s quite a trek from here to Meil without it. I should know." Shayma’s mouth twisted with a sort-of smile. "I’ve done it a couple times now."

"Is Blue making you go?" Annit asked. She wasn’t sure she much liked Blue, but she did like Shayma, despite their odd introduction and current terms. The fox-girl reminded her a bit of a younger and slightly less excitable Keri, and while it wasn’t like anyone could change Blue’s hold on her, there should at least be someone to look out for her interests.

"Um." Shayma blinked, caught off-guard by the question. "I don’t think so? I mean, I am - was - Iniri’s subject and her friend and I want to help. Blue’s going to be doing, well, a lot to help, but he’s not the reason I’m going. Not the original reason, anyway."

"Annie’s worried about you," Keri put in slyly, earning a moderate glare.

"Worried about me? Why?" Shayma tilted her head slightly, ears canted.

"I’ve seen your actual Status now," Annit said grudgingly. "The species description is a little scary. My parents bought out their slave contract before I was born, but you don’t have that option."

"But I don’t...I wouldn’t…" Shayma fumbled for words for a moment, flustered. "Regardless of what it says I don’t feel like I’m a slave or anything. He treats me as an equal pretty much, even though I’m me and he’s this." She waved her hand about indicating the walls, floor, ceiling, and everything.

"What’s it like?" Keri asked suddenly, leaning forward in her chair.

"What’s what like?" The fox-girl eyed Keri cautiously, as anyone who was subject to that level of wide-eyed, earnest interest was wont to do.

"You know," Keri said, and fortunately continued before Annit had to intervene, because she did not want to hear certain details. "Just being with a Power every day. Someone who, I dunno, can build or destroy cities with a wave of his hand...well, I guess Blue doesn’t have hands."

"He’s not really that different from a normal person." Shayma said. Then defended herself from their skeptical looks. "He isn’t! I mean, yes, he knows things and can do things that are...beyond comprehension. But when he talks to me he sounds like just a regular person. He likes hearing about what I did and what I want to do; he complains about the little banal things that annoy him. He makes jokes and puns. Normal things."


"...I think that’s stranger than all the weird things he does. How does a dungeon learn to be normal?"

"So, what, it’s just like having a rich, eccentric...boyfriend?" Annit asked, despite herself.

"A bit?" Shayma looked at her tumbler full of juice. "I mean, we can talk all the time, but he does give me some privacy. But...while we can be intimate and all, he can’t exactly give me a hug. I kind of miss that."

"I can fix that!" Keri bounced out of her chair and wrapped the surprised fox-girl in a hug.

"That’s not what she means, Ker," Annit said dryly, not even slightly surprised at Keri’s behavior. She was almost compulsively affectionate, which probably was a good trait in a healer but there were some that found it overbearing.

"Shh, you’ll ruin it." Keri told her. 

Shayma laughed. "I appreciate the thought, but you’re not Blue." She returned Keri’s hug, then released her. "I just meant it’s a little hard sometimes, hearing him right there but not being able to touch him. Or well, I guess I can but it’s not like anything I could share with a demihuman."

"I’d thought of all kinds of troubles you might have, but not that one," Annit admitted.

"I told you she cared!" Keri grinned and bounced over to give Annit a hug too, which earned her a slight swat.

"Hush, you." She said before turning back to Shayma, while Keri perched on her chair arm, leaning against Annit’s shoulder. "It’s just hard for me to think of Blue as a person. He’s more like...an earthquake or a landslide or something."

"Hmm. Way back when I was first changed, after I fulfilled my Bargain with Blue," Shayma said contemplatively. "Basically one of the first things he did was give me a bouquet of flowers. Dungeon flowers, of course, huge things but so exotic! The second time I came here, he’d made a cottage on a lake that I really liked. He remade that for me later on, too. I’d show you, but that’s where his core is so you’re probably not allowed? Not yet anyway."

"That sounds nice enough," Annit allowed, "and I don’t have much to complain about, just being employed by him. It’s difficult to trust someone you can’t look in the face, though. Or can look you in the face. Either way."

"Do you trust me?" Shayma asked, earnest and honest. "I can vouch for him."

"It doesn’t work that way," Annit said dryly. "But I appreciate the sentiment. I suppose I should stop suspecting him of trying to take advantage of you."

"Gods, he lets me yell at him if he messes up even though he basically owns me. He wouldn’t have to try at all. We don’t argue much but I think the fact that we do at all shows he isn’t going to."

"Mmm." It was difficult to argue with Shayma’s logic, but Annit couldn’t shake some fundamental wariness. But maybe that was for the best. Between Shayma and Keri, someone needed to be the cautious one.



Day 113 - Blue


Meil was in sight.

It was the first time I had seen the city with my own eyes, or, whatever it was that [Genius Loci] used. The last time had been through Shayma’s eyes, and it hadn’t improved since then. It hadn’t gotten much worse, either, at least from this distance. I was pretty sure that the dungeon there had eaten more of the wall, but the entire city hadn’t been converted.

The major difference I could see was that figures circled the air around the tower at the center of Meil. They clearly weren’t birds, and they lacked the telltale orange glow of the Flame Knight’s flight ability, but at this distance I couldn’t tell what sort of monster they might be. Probably something boring, considering the lack of imagination Vok Nal had shown so far. If I had some sort of binoculars - or monoculars - I might be able to figure it out.

Wait, I had glass now. In theory I should be able to make a lens or two, and a hollow tube wasn’t much trouble. I wasn’t sure how well [Genius Loci] would act with it, but since I could focus where I was seeing it’d probably work.

Embarrassingly, I ended up with an image that was upside down or small or completely out of focus quite a few times before I got it. Knowing the principles of optics and actually constructing something useful were not the same thing, it appeared. I embedded the thing in one of the standing stones I was leaving along the river, at intervals of kind-of-sort-of a kilometer, of the same style I’d used to demarcate the boundaries of my [Warding].

The pillars didn’t look like anything specific or bear any kind of indicia, since it turned out I couldn’t make that. At least not by myself. But I did color them granite-blue with [Customization], creating a record of my advance toward Meil. One of them had a spyglass in it, and after a little thought I added a little pedestal for people to stand on if they wanted to use it in the future. Not that it looked anywhere but the Meil tower.

Once I got the lenses working right, I could see that Vok Nal was, indeed, unimaginative. The figures were winged goblins. Maybe I could call them imps? Either way they didn’t seem to be all that dangerous, aside from being able to spot things from the air. Which was an advantage normally, but I wasn’t approaching from the air.

The sight made me realize how close I was to some point of no return, or at least a major confrontation where I should probably have as many ducks in a row as I could manage. 

So far as I knew the only people heading over to confront Vok Nal himself were the fourth tiers, Iniri, Shayma, and Iniri’s mages Joce and Keel. The third-tiers and second-tiers would attack the Dungeon itself, provided I didn’t get to it first. I wasn’t sure if I could suborn or destroy the opposing Dungeon with any efficacy, but with [Bane] and all my mana I could certainly try.

I’d already given the fourth-tiers Primal Sources, and with some reluctance I parted with a few more for Iniri, Joce, and Keel. Iniri wanted light Affinity, of course, while Joce and Keel took fire. Then, after a bit more thought, I had Shayma deliver a set of Primals to Piping Hot Pies. I had affinities for three of them, but I had to give the guy with spatial a kinetic Source as a consolation prize.  

I probably could have produced another Artifact, but Ansae’s remark about them coming back to bite me on the metaphorical rear end kept me from doing so. I wasn’t sure that it’d make a big difference anyway. Sure, [Promise] was powerful but it didn’t really make Shayma that much more deadly. Even though Annit seemed impressed by it.

There were still some experiments I hadn’t gotten back to though. All the crops I’d acquired and plugged into my mana dynamo could have made for some interesting consumables, maybe even buffs, but they were disappointingly mundane. Maybe it took multiple generations, which would require someone actually processing the various vegetables. I did have a number of farmers I could pay to do that, with some of Ansae’s gold, but that could be put off until later because that’d take weeks or longer to show results.

A scan through my overlay showed me that I had two Fields I’d basically never done anything with. I’d been getting a steady trickle of experience from reinforcing my core room with steel, and both Darkness and Mist were rudimentary enough that they didn’t take much for me to boost to ten each, just in case there was something interesting once they were maxed and hopefully evolved.

Skill merge; [Darkness] 10, [Mist] 10. New skill: [Murk]. Rank set to 5.

[Murk]: Combines [Darkness] and [Mist]. Creates tangibly obscured area.

Then I cursed myself for forgetting my new trick. I hadn’t plugged either of those Fields into my mana dynamo to see if they gave me a new one, like [Regeneration] had given me [Rejuvenation]. Unfortunately both of the original fields were gone, giving me one field that I could vary more finely but didn’t provide nearly as much fodder for new things.

I’d fix that right now.

Since I was now using [Murk] in my Core protection I used that for the experiment, and while it didn’t unlock anything, the dark, swirling, well, murk seemed to solidify. Good enough, though I was hoping for something more profound. On to other Fields.

[Abundance] learned. Rank set to 5.

[Abundance]: Significantly increases flora growth and yield.

Boosting Growth ate through my [Fertilizer] stocks fast enough that I cut the connection as soon as I’d gotten the new Field. That left only the Spatial Fields, which made me realize I really needed to figure out how to get new Fields that were unrelated to my current ones. They were powerful, and the closest I had to spellcasting, but there weren’t many options. Something like [Field Customization] would be perfect, although there wouldn’t be much difference between that and spells, maybe. In the meantime, I set up some tests with the remaining Fields.

[Spatial Overlay] learned. Rank set to 5.

[Spatial Overlay]: Overlaps two areas of space.

[Portal] learned. Rank set to 5.

[Portal]: Creates a constant connection between two openings.

[Portal] was simple enough, though it was a hefty drain on the dynamo. I could see how it was an improved [Link], though considering I already had [Teleportation] I didn’t know that it was really worth using other than for the nifty visual effect.

[Spatial Overlay], though, was really confusing. The amped-up [Teleportation] created a region that was in both places simultaneously, so when I put it on some foliage they kind of intersected and phased through each other. I assumed that someone who went into it could decide which version they went out or...something like that. I wasn’t willing to run experiments on anyone I knew. I could link it to more than one place at a time, so I could see a value in it as a nexus if it weren’t for the fact that it practically broke the dynamo with how much mana it used.

[Spatial Control] actually did, or would have if I had let it keep drawing. There was probably something there, but it’d take more power to create. I had a pretty enormous mana flow already, so I was hoping that it’d be amazing when I could do it. Though it was possible that as a Dungeon I was just hideously inefficient with my mana and normal spellcasters could do this stuff with a lot less effort.

That was all I could think of, which didn’t seem right. Surely I had more toys than this. Though to be fair, teleporting a bunch of high-powered Classers basically right into the city, or as close as I could get without actually hitting the other Dungeon, was a heck of a strategic benefit. As was the ability to retreat back to someone with an actual healing Class.

Considering the flying things though, I had steam power and I had metals, even if my steel reserves were practically zero. Couldn’t I make some sort of steam pressure cannon thing? Sure, it’d be hideously inaccurate and completely inferior to what the third- or fourth-tiers could do, but...actually that was a bad idea. There was probably a role for something like that, but not here. I’d have to practice with it anyway, and it actually didn’t seem likely I’d have enough ammunition or time to get good enough before the invasion. At least I could pass along what I saw to Iniri via Shayma and let them decide tactics.

Now that it was imminent, I was feeling a little bit jittery about this attack. I didn’t actually know what a mage-king could do, and while I was pretty confident about the monsters, if it had been as easy as just killing those then they wouldn’t have kicked Iniri out of all of her cities. Apparently that was mostly Tor Kot though, and we wouldn’t be dealing with him without the Adamant Fortress. Which I really hoped would be enough. It was pretty clear things would go badly if we didn’t kick the mage-kings out before they realized they weren’t dealing with another one of their kind.

It might go badly even then. Who knew how much power the mage-king Council wielded? Where even were they, other than over the ocean someplace? I didn’t have much choice though, since the best I could hope for was removing them and relying on Iniri’s kingdom and newly-Purified self to hold off any invasion.

Now that I was so close I was a bit more cautious about digging my way forward. Mostly, I couldn’t guarantee that I wouldn’t get hit by ANATHEMA if I touched the Meil dungeon and if that happened I’d be too damned mad to think. Or at least think well. At worst I might end up setting the staging point outside of Meil proper rather than right at the tower like I’d originally intended, but since Vok Nal probably didn’t have much of an army left that might not matter.

I was actually glad I wasn’t in charge of the battle plan. I had many talents but tactical genius was not one of them.

Since I had more attention on the digging I had less on everything else, but it seemed like I wasn’t the only one nervous about the next day or so. Iniri was spending a lot of time in the hot spring, Shayma chatted a lot with Annit and Keri rather than sparring. Here and there, precious reserves of alcohol were opened as people took the edge off with a round of drinks. There were some attempts at tayantan wine but none of it was ready yet. Assuming it would work in the first place.

A part of me was kind of jealous. I could use some liquid courage right about now, or at least some artificial relaxant. I didn’t have the anatomy to feel a proper stomach-churning unease but there was definitely something unpleasant there. "You know, I don’t feel ready for this," I confessed to Shayma.

"You want to call it off?" She asked, and not idly.

"No, that’s not it. It’s just that the mage-kings are really scary. They’ve been talked up an awful lot."

She snorted, lazing in her bed at the cottage. "You burned a whole army by yourself. His army. He’s only got Meil and the surrounds for resources, and you have a better idea than I do how much he spent on them."

"I really don’t. I don’t do monsters at all. Well...I mean I can guess some of it, but how do you make monster levels? How do you use Depletion? How does Vok Nal get any of that power? I don’t know any of that."

"Well, I bet he’s pretty vulnerable right now, and he won’t be expecting three fourth-tiers to hit him without any warning, or for Iniri to be able to use [Shield of Tarnil]. If we’re lucky we’ll just punch him right out of the sky."

"What, you’re betting he’s going to fold like a chump?"

"I’m hoping."



Day 114 - Blue


The day dawned bright and clear.

That was pretty well expected as I hadn’t seen a drop of rain yet, at least where I was. From Meil I could see some dark and scudding clouds on the horizon, maybe something that The Hurricane could work with. Or maybe she didn’t need it. I didn’t know.

The closest I’d dared get to the city was taking over a slice of untouched wall over by the priest’s quarter, as far from the Red Core sections as I could manage. At least the fact that all the Red Core stuff was a nasty red-brown meant it was easy to avoid the main bulk of it. Which was to say, the rest of the city.

Since I was so used to setting up my teleport Fields I didn’t feel a need to do it ahead of time. My worry was more that someone might notice when I did it, or somehow accidentally wander in and get whisked away to the staging area. Because I actually had made a staging area, and not just connected things to the center of town.

Although I thought the odds of a counter-invasion were pretty low, there was always the chance something might happen, and there might be one or two elite monsters still hanging around. Not to mention that Shadow guy, who seemed a lot brighter than the rest of them. I couldn’t actually screen who went through teleports, which is why I still used Link for access to my Core room and Ansae’s chamber. They were a giant gaping indefensible hole, and I didn’t need Iniri’s advisors to tell me that.

I set up a bit of a killbox around the assault teleport instead. Not with traps, because most of mine weren’t exactly precise and I didn’t want to end up killing someone who was only trying to retreat. Instead I made hardened bunkers for the Classers, with little slits for arrows or spells, raised above eye level and set flush with the wall. Considering the things that might be thrown back at the defenders, like liquid flame or deadly gas or whatever, probably stuff other than arrows, I’d given them plenty of room to retreat.

The hall between the killbox and Refuge was guarded by a heavily fortified door of stonesteel and real steel, cannibalized from my core room protections. Making chain wasn’t beyond me but it was super annoying, and probably wouldn’t be robust enough anyway, so it was opened and closed through simple gears. Iniri assigned one of the third-tier Classers that was staying behind to be the door operator, a hugely muscled man even though I’d counterbalanced the door as best I could.

I probably could have used [Portal] instead of [Teleport] so the defenders could see what was coming, but I wanted to have as much mana reserve as possible for this so it was just [Teleport]. I’d also disabled all the other sustained Fields to have the maximum regeneration, which meant that everyone was in the main town habitation, save a few farmers who decided they’d rather be stuck with their fields and livestock for the duration.

"How’s it coming?" Even though I could see the various bits of milling-about that people were doing, second-, third-, and fourth-tiers alike, that didn’t mean I understood any of it. It looked like people were packing snacks and drinks, at least some of them, which I supposed made sense for the defenders at the teleport point but if it took that long there was probably something wrong.

"We’re almost finished rationing out the Affinity foods," Shayma told me. "Not that we had much to begin with."

"Wait, you have buff foods?"

"I...guess? You don’t want to overdo it but having a little extra Affinity mana in your system can make extended Skill use easier."

"Oh. Well that makes sense." More than I was thinking for buff foods anyway. For all that the Status used numbers and labels, the whole magic setup here seemed a lot more organic than that would indicate. Here in the mana dead zone I didn’t get much of a chance to see it in action, since I didn’t count my own mana works.

I noticed none of the fourth-tiers were taking any though, aside from The Hurricane packing a flask of tayantan-fruit juice. That was accompanied with a comment about having me inside her, which earned her another spray of cold water. It was like training a cat, only I wasn’t hopeful it’d actually work.

It made sense that they didn’t actually need it though. The higher level people were, the more concentrated the mana was in their bodies, so I figured the less external mana like the Affinity foods would affect them. It might also mean that spells and things wouldn’t affect them as much either, which would explain why they seemed incredibly robust. Though that might just be their hitpoint pool talking.

There wasn’t a strict strategy for the assault, more of a vague plan. When discussing about a tiny number of people doing their own independent things against a powerful enemy with any number of unknown skills, there’s not going to be much room for strict planning. Rather than any specific tasks, people had general roles that Iniri trusted them to fill.

The Hurricane, clearly, was there to force Vok Nal out of the sky. Taking care of the imps would just be a byproduct of what she could do with her winds. She might also take out the tower, but I doubted it, seeing how much magic was running through the thing. I bet it was made out of something sturdier than stonesteel, which made me think I needed to try fiddling with my materials again once this was all over.

Actually I would lay odds the core was inside the tower, but [Genius Loci] couldn’t actually tell me. I wasn’t sure if the opposing dungeon had something like [Warding] or it was just a natural dungeon thing due to our weird mana, but the mana flows in Meil were essentially opaque to me. And since, like with me, they went through the stone of the dungeon, that meant I couldn’t see any farther with my mana sight than my normal vision.

I was really spoiled by how great it was within my own structure.

Really the biggest question was whether Vok Nal would come out and fight or hide inside the tower. There was no telling which, since while he was a mage-king and incredibly powerful, he’d also just seen his army destroyed and his elites killed. We’d just have to play it by ear.

Liril’s job was to destroy all the layers of magical protections Vok Nal had around himself and the tower. His flames burned magic, though thankfully he’d never used them on any of mine, and with such a specialization I didn’t know how he’d managed to become a fourth-tier. Or maybe that was so powerful that was the reason he had. Almost everyone and everything used some amount of mana, and to simply annihilate it was a little strange.

From what I saw, given enough mana his fire might be able to sustain itself without Liril’s own direction, which made Liril really scary to a dungeon like me. Even if the stone itself wouldn’t catch it might actually be able to burn the dungeon-flesh inside, and that would be all kinds of no fun. I wasn’t entirely certain I should mention that to him, unless we really needed to destroy the Meil dungeon and I couldn’t do it.

That was my role, aside from the transport. With the [Bane] I had and [Assimilation], I might be able to eat away at the Meil dungeon and maybe weaken it and thus Vok Nal. I was more or less planning on that anyway but with ANATHEMA I was going to wait on that until everything was set up in case I was too distracted to properly make a teleport field once I poked that hornet’s nest.

I was pretty worried about it, actually. I considered myself better than Red Cores on principle, but the fact was that the mage-kings were more experienced with dungeons in general. Presumably, they knew what they were doing, and it was entirely possible the Meil dungeon had access to a range of foundational Skills and Categories I’d missed entirely. Or that there was some way to level up aside from growing really huge, and the Meil dungeon was some level thirty monstrosity with an enormous array of traits already purchased. Maybe my speed and alteration and ecology setup was a stupid gimped build that had no significant power in the real world.

Ultimately I was just stumbling my way through things and did what I could, but the mage-kings had to be familiar with all kinds of intricacies of dungeons and cores and how they worked. True, red cores focused on monsters and Depletion and all sorts of nastiness I’d sworn off, so maybe there was no real comparison. But it was still possible I was effectively a civilian wandering into a duel with a warrior.

These efforts were all in aid of supporting Yamal, or Yas as Iniri called him, who had the job of smashing Vok Nal in the face. I still wasn’t able to tell whether his blade was an artifact and Shayma didn’t want to ask unless it was really important, but he seemed pretty confident that he could get and hold Vok Nal’s attention. It was a boast I could believe, because while The Hurricane looked flashier, I could actually feel Yamal’s slashes when he was dueling the golems. There was more power there than belied by his movements.

Finally, Iniri’s role was to keep everyone safe. Really, everyone. It wasn’t just Vok Nal’s attacks they were worried about, but the collateral damage to the city from fourth tiers and a mage king fighting. Now that she had her [Shield of Tarnil] back, she was capable of that.

I’d gotten to see her practicing with it, and it was a very weird looking piece of magic. Genuinely two-dimensional, which was something that needed [Genius Loci] to fully appreciate. It was a thing of width and height but no thickness, transparent from one side and distorted from the other. The side that faced toward the enemy just showed colored smears that bore vague resemblance to what it was hiding.

I actually thought it was the most magic thing I’d seen since coming here. Even teleports and phasing and all that kind of sort of seemed to fit in with the world and interacted in normal ways. I could rationalize the logic. But this was some sort of weird maxwell’s demon sitting in a magic window of actually zero volume. What’s more, while I couldn’t generally read people’s mana flows to begin with I could at least see what they were doing in a general sense. Not so with [Shield of Tarnil].

"By the way, Shayma. What does the Lineage thing mean in [Lineage: Shield of Tarnil]? Is that why it’s so...well, weird?"

"I wouldn’t exactly say it’s weird, but it’s a skill inherited from her ancestor. When people manage to make fifth tier, they tend to found kingdoms, and almost always they pass down one of their Skills to their bloodline. So their descendents get a fifth-tier Skill...but it does influence what Classes they can take."

"...I didn’t even know there were fifth-tiers. I thought four was the limit."

"It’s really rare! I don’t think there are even any alive right now. Teash died over eight hundred years ago, so it’s not like he was even recent. But Tarnil used to be larger, too."

I supposed that made sense. Fifth tier, probably above level one hundred to judge from the pattern, was probably nigh-godlike and maybe not even entirely human anymore. Not actually a Power, as I understood Powers, since fifth-tiers were still human Classers, but scary nonetheless. It suggested to me that these fifth-tiers rose, founded kingdoms, and those kingdoms slowly split apart or were winnowed away until another fifth-tier established a new one. At some point I’d have to see what a map of the whole continent looked like, not just a slice of Iniri’s kingdom.

Iniri’s mages were coming along for divination support, since I didn’t have [Genius Loci] around the whole city. Shayma, of course, was my representative, so I could coordinate with the fourth-tiers and Iniri. I hadn’t given her any instructions of my own, since I figured she’d know what she was doing at the moment better than I would.

Ansae was sanguine about the whole affair. It was clear she couldn’t afford to get within a fifty kilometers of the mage-kings given her Depletion, but given my importance to fixing it she was probably willing to defend me personally. Within reason.

"Are we ready?" I asked, even though I could very well see they weren’t yet. I just couldn’t help myself, being impatient and antsy and other words for being eager to get going. Not that I was looking forward to it, but if we were going to do this I wanted to do it.

"Eager to be off?" Shayma laughed. "Well, not off in your case. You’re already there. Do you want me to bother Iniri?"

"No, I guess I didn’t realize there was so much preparation involved in what sounded like a pretty straightforward fight." I’d even given them four days notice! Of course, most people had only woken up an hour or two before and The Hurricane, at least, was not a morning person. I was very tempted to spray her with water again to stop her incessant griping but she was weird enough that she might consider that flirting by now.

"It won’t be long," Shayma promised.

In fact, it wasn’t. After another half an hour or so of milling about suddenly everything was organized. Iniri stepped forward, looking over the people assembled outside the staging chamber, with the fourth-tiers and Shayma at her back.

"Today," she began. "We take back Meil. Vok Nal will fall." This brought cheers, and I could tell she’d put mana into her voice, both for volume and for the bonuses it provided. "Our benefactor, Blue, has restored to me [Shield of Tarnil] and will himself be taking part in the assault. He has no more love of the mage-kings dungeons than you or I."

Shayma waved cheerfully, and there were shouts here and there throughout the gathered host.

"We are joined by no less than three fourth-tiers. The Sovereign of the Thousand-Blessed Blade, The Theurge of the Purifying Flames, and The Hurricane. When we put Tor Kot’s head on a pike, it will be a warning that the mage kings are not welcome here. Not in this kingdom, not on this continent. We will destroy them and their Red Core dungeons, and drive them back to the god-cursed land they call home."

I wasn’t a political genius by any stretch but I did notice how she cast a fairly desperate and impromptu assault as a coordinated front by combined powers. I appreciated being put firmly on the opposite side of the Red Core dungeons but I wasn’t sure how other rulers would take being given the same role. Not that any of them would be friendly toward the mage-kings if they were sane, but the tacit acceptance of the fourth-tiers there, the ones that weren’t Iniri’s, was probably pretty close to official policy.

That said, it wasn’t like this was a speech given at the capital to an adoring crowd of thousands. The audience was relatively small and mostly composed of the adventuring parties from Wildwood. Though I wouldn’t be surprised if they were all nobles or related to nobles, since it’d be easier to get to higher levels with the support of wealth and connections.

Fortunately the speech didn’t go on much longer. That was probably as much a desire to be brief as the strain of using her Skill, but it suited my impatience. I was itching to do something even while I worried over whether I would be able to do something. The suspense was slowly driving me mad.

People filed into their positions around the killbox. Keri and Annit took their positions behind it. I’d made a more appropriately located hospital, since I’d turned the teleports off, and decorated it with the regenerative-pollen flowers. Plus I’d told them about the healing moss, so there was plenty of it harvested and stored. Keri’s mana would only go so far.

If there were injured, they were likely to be inhabitants of Meil rather than any of our combatants. That was the consensus, anyway. Without many monsters the second- and third-tiers raiding the Meil dungeon wouldn’t be in too much trouble, but the forces that fourth-tiers and mage-kings could wield weren’t likely to be too kind to the residents, even with Iniri helping out.

"All right, Blue." Iniri said. "We’re ready."

"Finally!"

 I created the teleport field, linking the central platform of the staging area to a small patch of stone just inside Meil’s outer wall. The first group through was the fourth-tiers, Iniri, and Shayma, along with Joce and Keel. A [Shield of Tarnil] immediately went up between the teleport and the tower, while The Hurricane raised her staff and pulled lightning from the sky.

With one flash and crack, the dozen or so imps hanging around the top of the tower fell, smoking as they tumbled toward the ground. At the same time, the second- and third-tier adventuring groups came through the teleport, fanning out behind Iniri’s [Shield of Tarnil] while Joce and Keel looked for entrances into Meil’s dungeon.

"All right, Shayma, I’m going to see what I can do."

"Be careful!"

"You too! I know you don’t like it, but I’m telling you now I’ll pull you back to the Core if I have to. But I’ll try not to do that."

Shayma snorted. "You worry about your own part. I’ll be fine."

"Yeah, yeah. Let me borrow your confidence for the day, I’ll give it back, I promise."

"Just go!" She laughed, and Iniri looked back at her. "Blue’s starting," she told the queen, and I made good on her words by using [Assimilation] to move forward into the space the Meil dungeon took up.

The contact was a shock. Almost literally, there was a jolt and a buzzing spread through me at the touch with the other dungeon’s territory, rising up to - 

ANATHEMA!

ANATHEMA!

ANATHEMA!



Day 114 - Shayma


The normal liquid wash of Blue’s presence faded into an odd buzz as he focused on the opposing dungeon. It wasn’t what she normally heard from him, but then, he’d never attacked a dungeon before. There was bound to be some oddness.

"Vok Nal! Your reckoning is come!" Iniri said, voice amplified by her magic to bounce off the stone, sending it echoing through the city. "Come and fight or hide in your tower, either way we will put you down!"

There was, perhaps predictably, no immediate response to Iniri’s challenge. The Hurricane sailed up into the sky, starting to whip the winds into a frenzy with her pole, while the rest of Iniri’s entourage advanced forward. The few people out on the street, and it did seem deserted here, simply stopped and gawked. At least they weren’t cowed enough to hide the moment their Queen showed herself.

"Any luck?" Iniri asked her diviners, and Joce was about to speak when the ground shook. There was a dull rumble and where untouched cobbles met dungeon rock the ground buckled upward. There was a flash of obsidian-black in the stones before they caved in, crunching downward with a horrible wet noise that made it clear exactly what had caused it.

"Cursed gods," Shayma swore, horrified as the ground continued to shake. When Blue mentioned dealing with the opposing dungeon, she hadn’t thought it’d be like this.

"Can you get him to stop that?" Iniri snapped it, eyes fixed on the tower. "It’s going to make it impossible to send anyone in."

"Blue!" She called. "Blue!" The only response was the hissing buzz, a sound that was beginning to make her teeth ache. "I think he’s busy," she said worriedly as another tremor rattled the doors of nearby buildings.

"Of course," Iniri growled, then staggered as the pavement under her feet buckled. "Plan’s changed. Second and third tiers, evacuate the city. Outside the walls or through the teleport, either way. Fast as you can."

They saluted and moved out, while Liril raised his hands and conjured a pillar of fire around the still-distant tower. It was still a couple of blocks away, despite the quick-marching they were doing through the religious quarter. Shayma could feel the depletion field bouncing off her the moment they crossed into Red Core territory, and winced at the thought of what it must be doing to anyone not likewise protected. Not that it was a powerful effect, but nobody wanted even a single point of depletion if they could help it.

The darkening sky blazed white for a moment as The Hurricane brought a bolt of lightning down on the tower’s roof, but to no avail. Liril’s fire burned higher, licking up the stone as it caught on the various magical protections and reinforcements. But it was another tremor behind them that finally pulled a bellow from inside the top of the tower.

"What are you doing!?" Vok Nal roared as he finally emerged into the morning.

He was...incredibly underwhelming. Vok Nal was just a weak-chinned, ordinary looking young man with a plump face and unkempt hair and already the start of a paunch under what looked like bedclothes. Shayma stared. Had he just woken up?

Even though the mage-king looked entirely unprepared, he didn’t seem to even notice The Hurricane directing an enormous dagger of lightning toward him, the coruscating beam just bouncing off and grounding itself onto a nearby roof. Nor did he seem to mind the stream of liquid fire Liril directed at him, instead staring down where Iniri and Shayma were. "You! You’re the Depletion...thing!"

He swooped down from the tower, blurringly fast, and smashed face-first into the hastily-erected [Shield of Tarnil], which was when she realized that despite his unimpressive physical attributes he was huge. Bigger even than Ansae’s amazon form, which hadn’t been obvious since he was proportioned quite normally otherwise. Plus he was a lot quicker than he looked, on par with at least third-tiers and probably fourth.

"I am Queen Iniri," the kirin-kin said coldly. "And you will die." A retort that was somewhat lost on him as Yamal leapt forward, the [Shield of Tarnil] parting around him as he swung his sword. There was a strange ripping noise and Vok Nal stumbled back several paces from the impact of the blow. Behind him, a line of cobbles crumbled into dust.

Even though the mage-king didn’t seem to be actually defending himself, nothing so far had made any noticeable impact on him. At most, Yamal’s cut seemed to have been the equivalent of a shove, since the blade didn’t even leave a mark on Vok Nal’s clothes, let alone his skin. "What are -" he said, before Yamal pressed the attack. He was finally forced to recognize the fourth-tier as Yamal’s blade glanced off his face, leaving a red welt across his cheek.

"You hurt me?" Vok Nal seemed incredulous, seeming to teleport backward as he reached up to touch his cheek. "Fodder can’t hurt us!"

"If I didn’t hate him before, I would now," Shayma muttered to Iniri.

"You can’t -" Vok Nal was cut off once again, but this time by a rumble from the ground as something gave way off in the distance. Shayma spared a glance behind them, seeing a steady drip of people heading toward the teleporter, shepherded by the second- and third-tiers. She even caught a glimpse of Piping Hot Pies hauling a cartful of children before dust billowed up from a building collapsing.

They were terribly exposed, and Vok Nal would be able to stop them or kill them easily, except for the fact that Yamal had just demonstrated the mage-king couldn’t afford to completely ignore the fourth-tiers. A demonstration that meant that Liral and The Hurricane piled on.

Another lightning bolt arced from the dark, ominous clouds The Hurricane had gathered, this time striking Liril, empowering his purple flames. Now the blinding flare was indigo and white, a liquid sphere of Liril’s mana arcing from his hands to splash onto Vok Nal’s back. After that it was a bit of a blur as the mage-king spun, dashing off toward Liril and slamming his fist into another hastily-erected [Shield of Tarnil]. The dour firemage didn’t even flinch.

"Stop it!" Vok Nal shouted, voice booming and echoing off the nearby buildings. It didn’t seem to be magically enhanced, just very, very loud. "You fodder will know your place!"

A rumble punctuated Vok Nal’s words, but it wasn’t from him. The ground shook again, stone groaning as the street folded up nearby, crushing a signpost between slabs of rock. Shayma wasn’t entirely certain, but it seemed Blue was encroaching onto the Meil dungeon’s territory. Or at least the fight was. "Blue!" She said, trying to get his attention. "We’re right here! Be careful!"

The only reply was the same hissing buzz, which was a little worrying. He’d been distracted before but he’d never not answered her at all. The ongoing tremors showed that he was more than a little occupied, but she didn’t think he’d be that occupied. She didn’t have much to contribute to the fight herself, as it devolved into a high-speed exchange of blows between Yamal and Vok Nal, with some support by Liril and The Hurricane.

So far as she could tell Vok Nal didn’t have much practice, but with an enormous selection of stolen Skills and whatever else the Red Core granted, he didn’t seem to need it to keep up with Yamal. The two were too close together for Iniri to intervene with [Shield of Tarnil], or for Jace or Keel to contribute effectively. Not a problem for the fourth-tiers, since both The Hurricane and Liril could keep their lightning and fire, respectively, from actually hurting Yamal.

Liril’s fire was still burning the tower, clinging to it and whipped into a frenzy by The Hurricane’s winds. The clouds she was making were steadily darkening, and already drops of rain were starting to whip against the walls of Meil. From what Shayma understood The Hurricane did her best work in torrential downpour, though how that’d fit in with Liril’s flames she didn’t know.

"Enough!" Vok Nal finally bellowed, apparently frustrated by his inability to land a solid hit on Yamal. It seemed he’d remembered he was a spellcaster too, because he lifted his hands and a massive wave of blue fire burst outward. Iniri’s [Shield] kept the worst of it from them, but she could still feel the heat, spilling around the edges. A nearby storehouse, already weakened from the earth tremors, crumbled, the wind whipping dust and small rocks into the air.

"They need more time to evacuate," Iniri said grimly, looking back at the crowd that was starting to gather around the teleport spot. Not that Blue had any limitations on how fast people could pass through, but the Classers organizing it had to keep things defensible. It wasn’t likely Vok Nal had many monsters left, but most of the city inhabitants were less than level twenty and first-tier, non-combat Classes like [Merchant] or [Scribe].

"Get him back toward the tower!" She called, and Yamal acknowledged the order by changing tactics, turning Vok Nal around and then giving ground, moving the pair back toward what was now a pillar of flames. There had to be an enormous amount of magic there for Liril’s fire to burn so long, or it was very resistant. Either way it was a mistake to ignore it, because the longer it burned the weaker the tower’s protections would be.

Of course, he hadn’t suffered much from ignoring the fourth-tiers. Even now he was defending against Yamal’s Skills with bare hands and pajamas, and batting aside The Hurricane’s lightning strikes to send them into nearby walls or streets. Shayma felt out of place, since not only could she not do anything against the mage-king, she couldn’t even keep up. She could try and throw illusions at him, but even if that somehow managed to distract him it wasn’t like he even noticed the hits he was taking from his sloppy fighting.

A deep boom sounded off to the right and a three-story wooden building heaved drunkenly, then shattered as it sunk into a newly-created pit. Shayma pulled the other three into [Ghost Step] for a moment to keep up with the absurdly fast Vok Nal and Yamal, while Liril made his own way by blinking through a series of flame-portals.

"Is it my imagination, or is Blue getting closer?" Iniri asked, throwing up her [Shield] as Vok Nal conjured a blade of water and hurled it at Liril. A tiny bit of the water-blade clipped the edge of the shield continued past, smashing through the temple roof and leaving a gaping hole.

"He might be," she admitted. "I can’t really tell." It wasn’t like the darkness from the clouds bothered her any, not with her new ring, but she didn’t have the perspective from the ground to tell if Blue was encroaching on the Meil dungeon or the fighting between them had just expanded along the front.

"Ask him -" Iniri started, then cut herself off to throw out another shield to keep Vok Nal from smashing into them again. Shayma couldn’t tell whether he was actively aiming for them, or if Yamal had managed to get a good hit in. But he took the opportunity to stare down at them, even though he couldn’t possibly see through [Shield of Tarnil].

"What are you doing?" He demanded, vaguely and nonsensically, then flinched as another shudder rocked the ground, making the few intact buildings nearby groan. Yamal came back and cannoned into the huge mage-king, blade-point first, and they were off again. Then The Hurricane was finally ready, and drops became a deluge.

Iniri didn’t bother sheltering them with [Shield of Tarnil], making Shayma glad for her waterproof cloak. Nobody else was similarly equipped, and they all got soaked. Wind drove the rain into a sudden flensing burst against Vok Nal, though it managed to do nothing but cut a scrap off the mage-king’s sleeve.

Liril’s flames seemed entirely unaffected by the rain, as he hurled tiny seeking darts of fire at Vok Nal, each of which embedded itself in something invisible a few inches away from his skin and burned themselves out. The Hurricane seemed to have given up on lightning bolts, at least for the moment. She was probably charging a more potent one, like the one she’d used to practically melt the Ironbeak. 

Even though she could see perfectly, the wind and the rain whipped away whatever words Yamal and Vok Nal were shouting at each other as they clashed. Another glance around showed while she had been distracted, some of Vok Nal’s remaining monsters, mail-clad and oversized goblins, had closed in on the evacuees. Not that it was a problem, because they began to stagger drunkenly the moment they stepped onto the stone claimed by Blue, becoming easy prey for the adventuring parties trying to herd frightened civilians through the storm.

"Blue!" She tried to get his attention again, to no avail. All she could do was watch as the third-tiers attacked Vok Nal with a similar lack of effect. "I thought they’d be able to stomp him," she finally said to Iniri over the howl of the wind, as a grey-green beam of solid light tossed Liril through a building. There weren’t going to be many of those left between Blue’s tremors and the fight. Iniri was mostly covering the civilians from the byproducts of the fight, as The Hurricane’s weaponized rain was less discerning than either Liril’s or Yamal’s attacks.

"I was hoping they’d be able to do more," Iniri replied, the grim tone somewhat spoiled by needing to shout. The ground shuddered under their feet, and Shayma was forced to [Ghost Step] them a few dozen paces sideways as the stone pavement crumbled downward, then a spike of greyish stone shot upward to replace it. It was the raw color that Blue used, which meant he had advanced, at least here. Though the fact that he’d advanced directly to the spot where Shayma was standing seemed...suspicious, to her.

The fighting brought Vok Nal and Yamal back around, the mage-king slamming into the spire of stone. It broke but, to everyone’s surprise, cut a small gash into the small of his back as it did so. "What is this?" He demanded, staring at the stone while ignoring several of Yamal’s blows. "What is this?" The huge man touched it again then immediately cried out as Yamal’s next cut actually hurt him, opening a shallow wound along his neck.

Vok Nal immediately rounded on Yamal and summoned a massive sphere of white that he hurled at the man. The battle moved off again for a moment and Iniri shouted at Shayma. "We need to get you to the Meil dungeon core!"

"What?" Shayma stared at Iniri.

"Until Blue takes out that dungeon we won’t be able to scratch Vok Nal. But if he does take it, they can pound him into paste. You just saw what happened. Blue needs to win and win now, before they run out of stamina and I run out of mana."

Shayma winced. Because she hadn’t been doing anything herself, she hadn’t thought about that. They must have been spending resources like water to try and finish this quickly. So she activated [Seeker], since they certainly needed to find that core.

Of course, it was at the top of the tower.

"We need to get up there," she said, waving at the column of purple flames that burned a few blocks away.

"Get Liril," Iniri said to Joce, who began using a quick divination working. With wind and rain and distance that was the only way to get through to him...maybe. Considering all the magic flying around it might well be just as easy to shout.

It took a few minutes, illuminated by lightning and multi-colored flares of magic and punctuated by the ground shaking and growling underfoot, to say nothing of the constant roar of wind and crash of thunder. But finally Liril appeared in a burst of flame, wiping the water out of his eyes. It was a useless gesture, and with a start Shayma realized everyone else could likely only see a few feet without Skills. Being able to see straight through the rain like it wasn’t there was very strange when she thought about it, but such was the power of an Artifact.

"Your Majesty?" He said, barely audible over the storm.

"We need to get into the tower," Iniri told him. "How’s your fire doing? Can you punch us a hole?"

Liril glanced back at the flame-shrouded tower, the purple light of the blaze casting a halo through the driving rain. "I’m not sure why it’s still burning," he admitted. "It should have eaten through the protections by now. I’ll see what I can do."

"[Ghost Step], Shayma." Iniri ordered, and once again she pulled Iniri and Joce and Keel into the Skill, this time following the rapid firebursts of Liril’s movement Skill. In that grey and ethereal world it didn’t take long at all to get to the tower, and Shayma flinched as the heat from the purple fire smashed into them.

Liril wasn’t affected, of course, walking up to touch the glowing flames. "There’s still a lot of defensive energy under there," he said grimly. It was good he could tell, because Shayma couldn’t sense anything past Liril’s own magic. "But maybe you can get through with that Skill of yours."

"Right," Shayma said. [Ghost Step], like [Blink], could ignore intervening space and therefore some of the more prosaic defensive wardings. She activated the skill, approaching the wall of the tower and bracing herself to bull through the tracery of mana she could see even shifted as she was.

The moment she touched it, the webwork blazed with power, sinking into the fabric of her Skill and trying to tear it away. She screamed as needles raked across her, unable to find purchase, before finding herself lying on her back, clothes scorched and smoking as rain drenched her face and got under her hood. Keel appeared in her vision, looming over her as he helped her up. "Are you okay?"

"I...I don’t think we’ll be going in that way." She didn’t know what that was but it hurt. At least she had [Regeneration] to take care of some of it, but the worst part was that it felt like it was attacking her Class and her mana directly.

"Don’t think the wall much liked it either," Liril observed, eyeing a Shayma-shaped patch of brighter, deeper fire.

"Ugh. I don’t think I can keep doing that though." She leaned on Keel, trying to listen for anything from Blue. But there was nothing there. If it weren’t for the buzzing and the occasional shuddering from below she would have thought he was asleep. Or dead.

"You may not have to." Liril leaned in closer. "I might be able to push through here, but there’s no telling what the inside is like."

"Unless we can get through whatever door Vok Nal came out of…"

"I checked it," Liril shook his head. "If anything it’s warded even more heavily."

"Do it," Iniri said. "Before he comes back."

Shayma realized she’d lost sight of Vok Nal and Yamal, having only the occasional flashes of magic to mark their location behind some building in an entirely different quarter of Meil.

Liril lifted his hands, looking entirely unimpressive in his now waterlogged robes, and pointed at the flaming silhouette. The fire actually dimmed, but Shayma could feel the eager hunger as it tore into the mana embedded in the stone. Some of the bricks slumped, melting as much from the heat as the destruction of the magical reinforcements that kept them in place.

A shriek echoed from somewhere out in the city and Vok Nal’s form came hurtling toward them over the rooftops, only to smash once again into [Shield of Tarnil]. Iniri let out a grunt, her hands splayed as the mage-king pounded on the Skill. "You’re hurting my dungeon! I’ll kill you!"

"Yas! Keep him off of us!" Inri shouted, even if Yamal wasn’t visible, and the fourth-tier obliged by appearing from a side street and crashing into Vok Nal.

"Inside!" Liril said, and enlarged the burned hole by the simple expedient of punching it. Even though he was a mage, as a fourth-tier his strength was more than sufficient to shatter the heat-weakened stone.

They piled through, into an astoundingly normal-looking lower room with desks and bookshelves and a startled-looking man – no, a monster, he wasn’t quite human – who fled out the door at the sight of them. Not that they had time to deal with that, since there was a stair up and [Seeker] was pointing in that direction for the core.

"This way!" Shayma said, bolting for the stairs. [Shield of Tarnil] flashed as Vok Nal burst through a different part of the wall, apparently without any effort, and almost made it to them before a winded Yamal simply tripped the mage-king with a phantom sword. She didn’t dare use [Ghost Step] inside, with all those magics still blazing about her, and was restricted to just using ordinary muscle power to climb the steps.

The second floor was ordinary, but the third was not, being an entire empty floor lined with brown-red capsules large enough to house a person. Shayma had no idea what they were, though if she had to guess they were incubation chambers for monsters of various types. Whether or not there were also women inside them was something she was glad she couldn’t tell. They didn’t have time to deal with that.

Another floor with more dungeon-flesh things, but these ones were empty. The sounds of pursuit came from behind them, the clash of sword and the meaty thump of bare feet on the wooden stairs. Maybe the creepy dungeon pods were working to their advantage, forcing Vok Nal to follow architecture rather than simply bursting through it. [Seeker] indicated they were almost there, the core directly above them, but when they got to the top of the stairs they found it wasn’t unguarded.

There were bars of some grey-red metal running from floor to ceiling, blocking off the room. Not to mention there were two huge moils, hulking at the entrance. According to [Seeker] the core was just out of sight, but even she could see the reinforcements around this room were incredibly dense. If Liril had trouble burning through the outer wall…

"Anything." Iniri said, looking at Joce and Keel and Liril. "Anything at all."

The three mages began to hurl their magics at the bars as Shayma hastily stepped aside, but the magics there shielded both the bars and the moils behind them. They didn’t have long to work. Vok Nal flew into the room with Yamal close behind, and once again Iniri put up [Shield of Tarnil] to keep him from reaching them. But she must have been low on mana from the constant use and the sheer force of a mage-king, because this time he actually pushed it back. It hissed and spat where he touched it, at least until Yamal hurled him aside with a look of exasperation. "The Hurricane is on her way," he called to them. "But I can’t hold him long. Hurry up!"

"Shayma, you have to use your [Ghost Step]," Iniri said, but suddenly another option occurred to the fox-girl. There was one ability her ring had given her that she hadn’t done much with yet. This wasn’t the best time to test it, but the [Bane] ability of her mana, through Blue, might give her enough of an edge for it to work.

She used [Illusion] on the bars, substituting empty space for metal. Not a large space, but enough to fit through. Then she reached out through [Promise] and rendered the hidden bars insubstantial.

It was like shouldering a massive weight. She staggered, straining under the load, but kept throwing will and mana into the Artifact, until she finally felt it hold. "There! We can go through -" She squawked as she was cut off by Keel physically picking her up and throwing her through the opening she’d made, right between the moils and onto the ground on the other side. She rolled, the moils staring at her dumbfounded as Vok Nal crashed into the bars where she’d been a moment before. He was far too big for the illusory hole, and the shock simply destroyed her illusion, bent and twisted bars snapping back into view.

"Go!" Iniri shouted at her, and Shayma scrambled, whirling around to see the core. It was exactly like Blue’s, if not larger, but a deep, arterial red. The faceted crystal was connected floor to ceiling, and had an enormous chaise lounge next to it, overstuffed and strewn with equally oversized pillows. She darted for the crystal, while Vok Nal howled and tore the bars from the doorway with his bare hands. Lacking any better ideas, she hurled herself bodily at the core, wrapping her arms around it just as Vok Nal burst into the room. The moils were still lumbring to catch up, their forms not even halfway toward her.

The crystal sizzled against her skin. She screamed. Vok Nal screamed. The moils screamed, which was even more horrible than she would have imagined. The hissing buzz that was Blue’s presence suddenly surged up, rushing through her flesh as the crystal seared her, smoke and the smell of burnt meat pouring into the air. The pain lanced through her arms, up to her throat, threatening to strangle her. Then, without any warning, the crystal flushed a clear blue.

She stumbled backwards and collapsed onto the lounge, completely exhausted all of a sudden, her hands and arms blistered and burnt black, her armor missing or charred into ruins. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Vok Nal likewise collapse and the moils keel over, utterly still. Iniri dragged herself through the shattered bars of the doorway, and looked around cautiously before limping over to the unconscious Vok Nal. Without any fanfare, she conjured a blade of light at the tip of her fingers and separated the mage-king’s head from his body.

"Well," she said grimly. "That’s done."

 



Day 114 - Taelah


The people of Anton’s Village were doing quite well in their new home. Anton Marn himself would have been proud of their work, even though they would all cede much of their success to the land they worked. Especially since they would make that admission. A farmer might be proud of what meagre living they could scratch from a rocky, hostile land, but a better farmer would be prouder of finding the best land and the best crops they could manage.

It was really good land.

It was weird land, since it lacked insects to pollinate or worms to make the soil better, but that didn’t seem to be a problem. It also lacked birds or rodents to prey on the crops and weeds to choke them, but nobody was going to complain about that. Most city folk would think that wouldn’t leave much work to do, but they would be wrong. Planting and tending their fields with only a fraction of the usual beasts of burden and tools was still back-breaking labor.

There were sharp limits on what Blue could or would do. The pre-ploughing of the fields was a one-time gift, for example, although it actually hadn’t been done all that well the first time around. Like many of the other things to do with farming, it had been done with only a vague idea of what the job actually entailed. Fortunately, lacking rocks or even roots from grass the expanses of soil weren’t too terrible to tend using only hand tools.

Other than moving buildings or adjusting gross structural features, he ignored the rest of the requests or suggestions. There was no tayantan orchard, for example, which was a shame and something she’d have to correct if Taelah could corner Shayma long enough to convince her. Surely Blue would listen then, and correct the travesty.

Still and all, under the influence of the flowers and maybe whatever else Blue could do, they’d managed their first harvest two weeks after planting. The best part was that there was nothing strange about the crops in question. Kon root grew quickly and was a staple besides, but easily went bitter and she’d seen how Affinity mana could twist it into inedibility. Another reason to generally stay in low-mana areas.

There had been only the one issue, which was hard to blame on the location. There wasn’t much to be done about a group of elite monsters sweeping in and wrecking the place. If it hadn’t been for that Keri girl, they’d still have people laid out after all that. At least Blue was nearly as quick to repair things as Keri was to repair people, though all the crops were a complete loss.

"Are you sure?" The man asked again, as if he didn’t notice Taelah surveying the fields and making notes. She never had caught his name, just one of Iniri’s men who seemed to be the one that bothered them most often.

"War or not, there’s still work to be done." Taelah told him. "I don’t care that the teleports are going down, it’s not like we really need Refuge." Really she still thought the town’s name was awful. "We have food and water here and things need tending whether there’s a battle going on somewhere else or not. Anton’s Village is staying."

"Very well," he said, clearly exasperated. "Queen Iniri has made it clear you can stay, but keep in mind none of the Classers will be able to help you if something happens."

"Yes, yes," she waved him away. They didn’t need Classer help to till the land or harvest melons.

The man grumbled and stomped off, stepping through the teleportation ring set in the middle of the chamber. Taelah eyed it as the ring itself vanished, effectively locking them inside. Not that it felt like inside. Not with the wind and the water and the green and growing things, and even with its flaws the fake sky overhead made the whole thing feel quite roomy.

"Y’realize that if things go sour with them, we’re fucked?" Glenn said bluntly, appearing from wherever he vanished to whenever the higher-level Classers came around.

"As are they, if we run into more issues with the harvests." She frowned at him for his language. "I don’t blame Blue for burning up the forest on the surface, but there’s just no way to support this many people without us now." Several hundred people burned through preserved food very quickly, and even without the usual vermin issues they were frankly on the brink of starvation. She’d heard that dungeons could produce food directly but Blue never had, which was just as well since it’d put them in a very unfortunate spot.

For a while there was no real change despite the teleporters being gone. The fake sun moved through the fake sky, the breeze blew with the water that came in from the ice fields above, and Taleah’s fantasies of tayan-fruit pastries spun hazily in the back of her mind. Then without any prior warning all the lights went out.

There was dark, and then there was this dark. Even on the deepest of nights there’d be stars shining somewhere beyond the clouds, points of mana or fire or lantern-light, just small things to break up the black. Here there was not, and the darkness was so absolute she couldn’t tell whether her eyes were open or closed.

Shouts of alarm came from all directions, as well as people calling names as they tried to find each other in the sudden blackout. Even [Mana Sight] wouldn’t have helped, if any of them had learned the Skill, because apparently Blue’s mana was invisible anyway. She just cursed, wishing she’d had the foresight to fuel a lantern or even put a candle somewhere she could light it, but they’d grown too dependent on Blue’s convenient, ever-present slices of daylight, which they could even turn on and off themselves.

All that was gone. The breeze continued, as did the trickle of water, so it wasn’t like everything had come to a halt, but the lack of light was bad enough. "Haerar!" She called into the darkness. He was the only one with a Skill that would let him make fire and light out of nothing, though it wasn’t much. Just [Kindle] from a misspent youth before realizing he didn’t really have what it took to be a mage. "Can you get a fire going somewhere?"

"Yes ma’am!" His voice floated back from somewhere far away. She was just glad he wasn’t up on one of the terraces. Whoever was up there was far out of shouting range. Carefully, she put her hands out and groped around the storage area until she stumbled into a barn. By touch alone she couldn’t figure out which barn it was, and she cursed the sameness in Blue’s constructions. They were quality, but identical, which wouldn’t have happened if they’d built the things themselves.

Her fingers found a door and she opened it, sniffing. Platehoofs, definitely, which let her orient herself a bit. The chicken pens were that way, the shaeff barn was that way, the water she was hearing was that stream. Her eyes tried to conjure shapes out of absolute darkness, hallucinatory little flashes of outlines that weren’t there at all.

Suddenly real light flared, some distance off. It seemed Haerar had managed a torch, which was accompanied by a few cheers as people gravitated toward the beacon. Plus a few curses as they immediately tripped over on uneven ground, which made her smirk as she made her way carefully, carefully, toward the torch. Despite the circumstances the sight put her in a much better mood. Fire was the core of civilization.

Then the ground bucked under her feet and sent her sprawling. Rumbles, growls, and creaks echoed through the chamber as the dungeon shuddered, and she could suddenly feel the weight of uncountable thousands of tons of rocks above their heads. She really regretted not taking the offer to leave the farming chamber, though if Blue’s dungeon collapsed the surface wouldn’t be very safe either.

"Waugh! The silo’s melting!" The shout came from somewhere to her left. The tremor seemed to have knocked out Haerar’s torch, and while he’d probably get it started again soon enough that meant, once again, everything was pitch black. And the buildings were melting.

"Then get out of it, stupid!" Someone called back.

"Get everyone and everything out of the buildings!" Taelah yelled, for whoever could hear it. She followed her own advice and hauled on a door that, indeed, groaned and juddered against a jamb that no longer fit it quite right. "Come on," she said to the platehoofs, and did her best to mimic the whistle Tienn used to call them. With the creaks and groans the barn was making, it didn’t require much encouragement to get them out, even if they weren’t particularly happy to move in the darkness. From the noises they were making there might have been some minor injuries, too, but that’d have to wait until light came back.

If it did. She’d heard something about Blue fighting but what was even going on? Was he hurt, or unconscious? Dead? She didn’t know enough about dungeons to know anything about what was going on. All of a sudden she knew exactly what the drawback was from this land that seemed too good to be true.

Another tremor rocked the chamber, and water splattered down on her from somewhere above. She knew there was an enormous cap of ice up there, and the thought of a sudden flood...well, it was about the same as the ceiling collapsing on them. Taelah gritted her teeth and forced away the crushing weight, real or imagined, as she navigated her way blindly past the confused herd of platehoofs and onto the next barn. They were Anton’s Village, and they weren’t going to let a simple thing like a collapsing dungeon ruin their livestock.



Day 115 - Blue


I had one hell of a hangover.

Not since the first day had I been so disoriented. It took me four or five tries to even think, let alone figure out what had happened. Everything hurt, and given how big I was there was a lot of everything to hurt. My walls ached, my floors smarted, my core felt raw and even [Genius Loci] buzzed unpleasantly as I tried to focus on things. 

It drove home that I wasn’t a person. Not really. I was something inhabiting a dungeon body that did whatever the hell it wanted, when it wanted, and there was very little I could do to stop it. The ANATHEMA anger had completely wiped me out, and I was incredibly lucky that I’d even come back from it. Combined with the fact that my thoughts still fell into a void when I tried to consider writing and the utter lack of magic from the same problem, and I felt pretty damn crippled for a supposed Power.

The overlay floated in my mind or whatever it was, something separate from the rest of my senses, which made it unique in that it was the only thing that didn’t hurt at the moment. What drew my attention first was the Day 115 floating in the bottom. So I’d lost a whole day. A whole damn day and the most important one to date, and to compound that I couldn’t remember a single thing. Fortunately for me the log in the overlay was at least somewhat revealing and reassured me that Shayma and Iniri were both alive, since both [Genius Loci] and the Companion bonds still hurt too much to be of any use locating them. 

127 entities killed (expand)

Level 9 ANATHEMA Core defeated.

3 trait points awarded.

Size Requirements significantly reduced for next level advancement.

Level 9 ANATHEMA Core absorbed.

Core converted.

Dungeon gains additional Core.

[Dungeon Conquerer] Title gained: Defeat a higher-level dungeon core. Unlocks combat versions of [Assimilation], [Boring Tendril], [Customization].

[Dual-Core] Title gained: Acquire a second Core. Unlocks Core Specialization traits.

Size requirements for level increase met.

Dungeon Level increases by 1.

Trait points increase by 1.

Shayma Ell Companion level advances to 6.

60,000 experience gained for advancing a Companion to rank 6.

Shayma Ell has gained [Trickster] experience. Calculating…

Advancement to Level 20 available.

Iniri Tarnil Companion level advances to 2.

20,000 Experience gained for advancing a Companion to rank 2.

The rest of the log was less clear. No, that wasn’t true. It was absolutely clear so far as it went, but I had no idea what the implications were. I could...have extra cores? The benefits of defeating a Red Core seemed pretty significant, three level-ups worth of trait points plus a discount, and that extra core, whatever good it did. The titles seemed neat too, but I didn’t like that I had no idea how I’d accomplished the feat. It meant I didn’t know if I could do it again.

Actually I didn’t want to do it again. I was pretty sure that the ANATHEMA anger had some more subtle effect than what I was noticing because now that I was clear-headed I felt I had been pretty stupid. Why did I just blow trait points on the [Bane] thing when I had no idea what it did? Why did I decide to tunnel to Meil without thinking it through? Or at least consulting Iniri and Shayma beforehand to make sure it was actually something they could manage. Despite the hangover I felt more clarity than I had since the army attacked, and that was not a fun thing to realize.

I peeked at the entities killed section and unfortunately it didn’t just contain monsters. There were twenty-odd civilians in there, all low-level [Merchant] or [Coachman] or [Laborer]. Everything else was a monster of some sort, every single one of them with the prefix of "Nascent." So...I killed Vok Nal’s spawners maybe? The mage-king himself wasn’t in my kill list, which was worrying, but hopefully Yamal or Liril or someone had managed to take him out. I was pretty sure if I’d eaten his dungeon core, he couldn’t have much power left.

Another peek with [Genius Loci] showed that everything still hurt too much to see clearly, so I flipped over to my Status to see where I was with things.

Blue

Blue Core Dungeon Level 7 (x2)

Core 1 HP 3/8

Core 2 HP 4/8

Resources

Biomass: 1217.164/7000

Water: 2148.647/4200

Magma: 2021.107/4200

Fertilizer: 17.118/1400

Stone: 700.000/1400

Hardened Stone: 150.000/1400

Stonesteel: 8.000/1400

Iron: 210.112/700

Copper: 0.000/700

Magicite: 0.000/700

Gold: 211.037/700

Coal: 312.120/700

Steel: 2.183/700

Mana Latticework: 12.000/28

Promise:1.920/28

Mana: 0/40000 

Free Experience: 81150

Built Features 

5203 (Expand List)

Categories


	Architecture: 10: Architecture costs reduced. Build speed increased.


	Wall

	Floor

	Ceiling

	Door

	Furniture (Bed, chair, desk, dresser, window…)



	Traps: 10: Trap costs reduced. Traps reset automatically. Traps may be deployed automatically.


	Spike

	Sticky

	Pit

	Scythe

	Lava

	Steam

	Rockfall

	Crushing

	Hydrojet

	Steam Mine

	Core Defense



	Bait: 7: All Bait cost reduced. Bait decays slowly when separated from dungeon. (Expand)

	Features: 10 (Level Max): All Features cost reduced. All Features formation time reduced. 


	Boring Tendril (Root Upgrade) (23 Biomass): Digs into and consumes material external to the dungeon


	Combat Boring Tendril (150 Biomass, 5 Stonesteel, 5 Gold, 2 Mana Lattice): Digs into and destroys foreign dungeon material.



	Assimilation (Consumes mana and biomass over time): Converts non-dungeon material into dungeon material.


	Combat Assimilation (Consumes large amounts of mana and biomass over time): Attacks and converts foreign dungeon material.



	Digester (3 biomass): Consumes prey and objects on the dungeon floor

	Maw: (15 biomass) Converts organics into Biomass. 

	Storage Crystal 5: Provides external storage of non-inventory resources


	Small: 100 Stone 10 Iron 1 Gold 100 Mana | 25 Storage

	Lesser: 200 Stone 20 Iron 1 Gold 250 Mana | 50 Storage

	Normal: 400 Stone 40 Iron 1 Gold 500 Mana | 100 Storage



	Composting Chamber: Consumes organic waste or [Biomass] to create [Fertilizer].



	Breeding: 8: Breeding costs reduced. Breeding station strength upgraded. Breeding station resiliency upgraded.


	Breeding Station (50 biomass): Used for breeding monsters

	Blue Core Breeding Station 10 (250 biomass): Used for Blue Core breeding.

	Purifier Breeding Station 6 (500 biomass): Used for Purifier breeding.



	Fluid Handling || Upgrades: Heat Resist 6, Corrosion Resist 1. Maximum pressure increased. : Level 9


	Pipe

	Valve

	Pump

	Tank (scalable)

	Filter



	Ecology: Level 10 Max: Ecology costs reduced. Growth time reduced. Yields increased. Mundane mutations allowed.


	Dirt

	Tayan grass

	Tayantan tree. Fruit: Blue Tayan Fruit. Restorative properties.

	Tayan moss. Mild Healing Properties.

	Chrystheniums:


	Grey: Produces Stone. Gem: Earth Primal Source

	White: Produces Ice. Gem: Ice Primal Source

	Red: Produces heat and Iron. Gem: Fire Primal Source

	Steam: Generates Steam. Gem: Hot Stone

	Carbonized: Absorbs Heat. Generates Coal. Gem: Alchemical Coal

	Crystalline: Crystallizes Local Resources. Light-Sensitive. Gem: Alchemical Diamond

	Latticework: Generates Mana Latticework. Light-Sensitive. Gem: Core Lattice

	Blue Chrysthenium: Generates Water. Gem: Water Primal Source

	Deepwater: Increases Local Pressure. Enriches Local Resources. Gem: Purifying Stone

	Green: Increases local plant growth. Gem: Nature Primal Source

	Mossy: Regenerative Pollen. Gem: Healing Primal Source

	Radiant: Produces Light. Gem: Light Primal Source

	Umbral: Produces Shadow. Gem: Shadow Primal Source

	Illusory. Invisible. Gem: Illusion Primal Source

	Wind. Generates breezes. Gem: Wind Primal Source

	Storm. Clings to ceilings. Generates rain and lightning. Gem: Storm Primal Source

	Kinetic. Pinwheel. Captures wind and water power. Gem: Kinetic Primal Source



	Mundane Flora (Expand)



	Metallurgy: 5


	Crucible Crystal (size 100): 20 Gold, 50 Iron, 150 Stonesteel, 3 Fire Affinity Source Gems: Converts metals to liquid version.

	Alloy Crystal (size 200): 50 Gold, 50 Iron, 250 Stonesteel, 5 Kinetic Affinity Source Gems: Mixes liquid metals into alloys.

	Infusion Crystal (size 100): 20 Gold, 50 Iron, 150 Stonesteel, 10 Purifying Gems: Allows mixing of non-metal stored material with liquid metals.

	Hardening Crystal (size 100): 20 Gold, 50 Iron, 150 Stonesteel, 10 Alchemical Diamonds: Converts liquid metals into solid form.



	Fabrication: 5


	Assembler: 1000 Biomass, 10 Gold, 10 Steel, 100 Stonesteel: Allows Dungeon to assemble dungeon items into more complex products.



	Fields: 10: Field costs reduced. Field deployment time reduced. Field strength cap increased. Multiple field types can be used at once.


	Regeneration 7: Improves Health and Stamina regeneration


	Rejuvenation 5: Significantly improves Health, Stamina, and Mana regeneration



	Murk 5: Creates tangibly obscured area.

	Growth 5: Improves the growth rate of flora. Consumes [Fertilizer].


	Abundance 5: Significantly increases flora growth and yield.



	Spatial 6


	Spatial Control 5: Up to 10x growing or shrinking along any number of axes.

	Link 5: Provides transport between two doors (mana cost per use)


	[Portal] 5: Creates constant connection between two openings



	Teleporter 5: Provides a permanent transport system between two points


	[Spatial Overlay] 5: Overlaps two areas of space.









Skills


	[Customization]: Combines [Alteration] and [Camouflage]: Allows complete customization of all dungeon features to any scope. Allows saving of customized versions.


	[Combat Customization]: Allows application of [Customization] to foreign dungeon material within range.



	[Relocate]: Move a dungeon feature. Time based on complexity and size of feature.

	[Temperature Control 9]: Increase and decrease temperature of areas inside dungeon.

	[Reclaim 7]: Remove a dungeon feature and absorb a portion of its cost.

	[Warding]: Adds [Warding] Field as well as active ability. Active ability allows the dungeon to deflect or suppress any scrying within range of [Genius Loci].

	[Mana Manipulation] 7: Allows the Dungeon to directly manipulate its mana structure.

	[Mana Logic] 1: Allows the Dungeon to link mana structures.



Abilities


	[Tempered Wisdom] 5: Combines Insight, Intuition, Foresight, and Luck. Provides low-level instinctive knowledge of the world. Allows appraisal of individuals and items. Unlocks magic use. Allows for projecting probable outcomes.

	[Blue Core]: The Dungeon takes direct possession of bred entities. Breeding options restricted. Unlocks dungeon options.

	[Genius Loci]: The Dungeon no longer needs sensory organs to discern its own interior or the nearby area. Massively improves the ability of the Dungeon to appraise individuals and items inside it. Effect degrades with distance from dungeon architecture.

	[Soul Perception] 5 - The Dungeon can detect some aspects of the soul.

	[Fluid Handling]: Unlocks Fluid Handling category.

	[Dungeon Ecology]: Unlocks Ecology category.

	[Spatial Manipulation]: Unlocks Spatial Fields

	[Metalworking]: Allows integration of stored metals into dungeon elements.

	[Metallurgy]: Unlocks Metallurgy category.

	[Efficiency] 5: Global reduction in mana and material costs.

	[Extension]: Genius Loci effect extends through Companions.

	Companion


	Induct Companion

	Shayma Ell: 6


	Manage Skills



	Iniri Tarnil: 2





Titles

[Breeder]: Improves Breeding options

[Blue Core]: Restricts Breeding options. Unlocks Breeding options.

[Purifier]: Severely restricts Breeding options. Unlocks Dungeon Options. Unlocks Companion Options.

[Source Purifier]: The Dungeon's Source creations evolve to Primal Sources.

[Merciful]: Gain experience from driving off enemies without killing them

[Sworn Protector]: You may summon your Companions to your Core

[Defender’s Superiority]: Gain experience for creating new defensive options

[Dungeon Conquerer]: Unlocks combat versions of [Assimilator], [Boring Tendril], [Customization].

[Dual-Core]: Unlocks Core Specialization Traits.

Traits

Trait Points: 4

Purchased

Material Precision: Three decimal points of precision for material quantities.

ANATHEMA Disruption: Your mana becomes a [Bane].

Available

Mana Efficiency: Improves flow of mana within the Dungeon. Higher flow provides larger benefits. (1)

Tracking: Companions can sense the location of the current ANATHEMA. (1)

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

Field Potency: Increases the maximum effect of Fields. (1)

Core Specialization: Ecology: Allows creation of additional resource types with [Dungeon Ecology]. Unlocks the ability to generate abstract Affinities with [Dungeon Ecology]. (4)

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)

Core Specialization: Habitation: Grants Dungeon Skills based on the species of Dungeon inhabitants. Improves the species traits of Dungeon inhabitants. (4) 

Core Specialization: Companions: Unlocks additional Companion options. Increases rate of Companion advancement. (4)

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

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

Antithesis: The dungeon’s existence becomes inimical to its ANATHEMA. Contact results in annihilation. (35)

Inventory: 109473 items (expand)

Wait. I’d eaten a level nine core, why was everything level seven? In fact, given that it had only been in control of Meil, and not even all of Meil, how the hell did it get to be level nine in the first place? Either they were cheating or I was gimped or...something. It wasn’t fair that a pathetic little dungeon core like Meil’s could be three levels higher than me.

Given that I’d tangled with something significantly higher level than me, and apparently I was not optimized, for a dungeon, I guess I should have felt lucky that I’d come out on top. Mostly though I just felt awful. This was the first time I’d actually seen Core HP something other than full, and now that I had two cores, both damaged, that meant I got to experience twice the hurt. Joy.

What I didn’t understand was how I had no mana. Actually zero. I didn’t think I’d ever gotten that low before, and even if it was at zero why was it staying there? Weren’t my mana dynamos...oh. Right. They probably weren’t working. Given how much everything hurt I was probably pretty wrecked. Still, there was natural regeneration so...was something still active?

I fumbled out blindly, vaguely feeling that there were some Fields still active, and shut them off. Instantly I felt better as my mana was no longer being drained to zero or below. Half the aches and pains went away once I was no longer trying to support something I physically couldn’t, but only half. Clearly whatever had happened during dungeon-to-dungeon combat had really messed me up but, as they say, should have seen the other guy. Focusing [Genius Loci] only sent a sharp stabbing pain through me, rather than a blinding one.

Meil had become...well, me. I was the other guy.

That was not unexpected. I wasn’t really intending to hold the city, but if the other dungeon had taken it over, and I had taken over the other dungeon, it was a logical conclusion. What was unexpected was that the interior of my real body, or whatever it was going to be called because it wasn’t like one part of me was less me than other parts, was in shambles.

First off, everything was dark. Not that I needed the light to see with [Genius Loci], but it was probably pretty unpleasant for everyone stuck inside the various chambers. I went to fix that right away, turning on light panels instead of bothering with the whole sky thing. I wasn’t up for that yet. The revealed scenery was not pretty, since somehow all my buildings were melted and deformed, even the wood parts which made no sense. It had to have been some sort of dungeon-specific attack, since it only affected things my biology was wound into, primarily buildings. The spatial fields were perfectly fine. Thank god, because if they’d collapsed everyone would be dead.

The mana dynamos were pretty well broken too. Most of the elements were in place but almost all of them were dead, withered flowers and trees peppered throughout huge swaths of grass gone dry and brown. Still, some of them still lived and I was practiced enough with [Mana Manipulation] to string things back together. It was a frail and limping thing at first, compared to what I’d made before, but it was enough for a start.

"Ah, you’re awake." Ansae stretched and yawned, apparently just waking up from a nap as mana started to move. "Good job not dying."

I had a dozen smart replies for that, none of which I could get to her so I just let her be and continued inventory. The farmers that had remained behind were looking particularly unhappy, though a few ragged cheers floated out as light revealed their tattered farms. From the look of it they’d made a bonfire, which normally would annoy me but in this case I didn’t blame them.

The defenders and refugees stuck inside the main chamber and attached killbox had Classers with them to make their own light but they, too, welcomed the return of life to the area. The teleportation field had broken at some point so everyone was stuck on that side, but given how many people were filling the hospital beds I’d made and even spilling out of them onto the floor, that was probably okay. The beds hadn’t collapsed since I’d made it a habit to pull myself out of the furniture so it stood on its own, but parts of the hastily erected chamber were showing clear signs of distortion, which couldn’t have been very pleasant.

Keri was drowsing where she sat, and Annit looked exhausted as the two of them stood guard over the wounded. I hadn’t thought about it before but of course Annit would have to know something about healing, even if it wasn’t her Class, after hanging around Keri for so long. Between the two of them it looked like they’d managed to stabilize nearly everyone, but only nearly. Off to the side twenty-two corpses were lying in rows. They all looked like they were civilian refugees, sliced half to ribbons, evidence of the fight I’d completely missed.

Tapping into my Companion bonds, I found both Iniri and Shayma in a house in Meil. Iniri looked to be deep in discussion with a whole group of people I didn’t recognize, despite it being barely after dawn. It was all politics: who was doing what and owed which and laws and things that I was, yet again, glad I didn’t have to deal with. Shayma was asleep, lying on a bed upstairs with her arms wrapped in bandages.

I hated to wake her, especially since she was hurt, but since I’d been insensate for so long I needed to ask questions. More importantly, I needed to let everyone know that I was okay. Though only okay for now, since I was still trying to set back up all my ecology stuff. It was surprising how quickly I ate through my biomass and stone stores when I didn’t have the income from the dynamos. Even though it’d ramp up as things got fixed, by my estimation it’d take me hours to get the first one back to form.

"Shayma, I’m awake! Are you okay? How is everything?" She stirred, blinked blearily, then opened her eyes wide.

"Blue! You’re alive!"

"Yes, I was just out for a while. There were…" I found myself struggling to articulate the way ANATHEMA had knocked me out and was annoyed by it. Was it hard to express or was this more Dungeon shenanigans? The fact that the very word resulted in internal strangeness, like I couldn’t conceive of it without shouting inside my head showed that that was still an issue, even if I wasn’t directly under the control of it anymore. "The dungeon system screws me up when it kicks in, and it did for that fight. I think it was due to the ANATHEMA thing. I actually have a bunch of things to discuss with you later, remind me. But right now, what happened to your arms?"

"Um. I found the Red Core and wrapped my arms around it so you’d have access to it directly. It worked! But it burned me a lot, so." She started to shrug, stopped. "[Regeneration] is taking care of it."

"Oh jeez, I’m sorry. I’d whip up a healing Field for you but pretty much everything is broken right now, I’m still fixing it all. I’ll do that as soon as I have any mana to spare though." That was awful. Sure, I knew there was a chance of her getting hurt when the assault was going on, but it sounded like I’d been the one who hurt her, through...whatever the hell the dungeon body was up to while I was under. Calling it me and not-me at the same time was inconsistent, but whatever. I still felt responsible. It was times like this that I really felt the lack of any way to just hold my little fox. Just hold her, not fuck her, and so far I hadn’t unlocked a [Hugging Station].

"It’s okay! I’ll heal, and you absolutely destroyed the Red Core. That dropped Vok Nal in his tracks and Iniri took care of the rest." Shayma carefully swiveled to get out of bed, since she couldn’t use her arms or hands for anything. Someone had dressed her in what looked to be cotton pajamas, which would certainly be more comfortable than her other getup. Though when I thought about it, her armor had probably been ruined if she’d been burned that badly.

"Ruilin!" She called, alerting the Level 25 [Soldier] posted outside her bedroom, who rushed inside instantly, alert for anything. Not someone I’d seen before, so someone from Meil? He seemed competent enough anyway, since after assuring himself Shayma was in no immediate need of help he saluted.

"Ma’am!"

"Can you send a message to Iniri that Blue’s awake again?"


"Yes ma’am!" He ran out of the room, headed down the stairs.

"I was worried," Shayma said quietly.

"Says the lady who can’t even use her hands."

"I’ll heal from that. But if something happens to you…"

What was there to say to that? "To be honest I’m worried too. Turns out I’ve got less control over myself than I thought and that’s not going to end well. No idea how to fix it but you and Iniri and Ansae should all know about it. It might be time for Iniri and Ansae to finally meet."

Shayma blinked. "You sound like you’ve been doing a lot of thinking."

"No, I just feel very clearheaded today. In pain, but clearheaded. It’s going to take a while to fix up...uhh, everything."

"Meil is a bit of a wreck," Shayma agreed.

It was. The tower that had been at the center was completely gone, a weird shapeless mound of stone where it had been. It looked like the terminal version of whatever had distorted my buildings, with my second core buried underneath it, but it was the only thing so melted. I didn’t know how I had melted it but clearly I had, and done a number on everything around besides. Some were burned, others collapsed, sunken into the ground, cut in half, blown over...

Probably a good third of the city was in ruins, which made the death count I’d seen pretty low. Either that was luck, good planning by someone, or the population had already been scarce before the attack. I hoped it was one of the first two, since there were a couple thousand people still within the walls despite the damage. There were only a few hundred civilians on the other side of the teleport field though, so it might well be most of the current population came from outside the city. I could easily see Vok Nal plundering the population to make up for the army he’d lost.

"Everything is a wreck. I guess the mage-kings have their reputation for a reason."

"Yes." She agreed. Then hesitated. "I think everyone picked up a little Depletion, but Yamal...could you take a look?"

"Sure," I said, though just from the sound of it things were bad. It didn’t take me long to find the man, since he was on the same level, also in bed. His troubles were more severe than Shayma’s.

Yamal Gen

[DEPLETED]

That was the entirety of his stat block I could see. No Class, no Skills, no level or even stats. I was pretty sure that it wasn’t, this time, a failure of the overlay or whatever. No, the status meant that he’d been cut off from all that stuff completely. It’d all been consumed. Even if Purifying worked on men, which I did not want to test at all, it wouldn’t work when there was nothing left there to fix. That wasn’t even a probably; with my new clarity of mind I could feel [Tempered Wisdom] at work once again. To cap it all off, the Primal gem I’d given him had crumbled, lining his pocket with dust. That last seemed the most final.

"It...doesn’t look good, Shayma. It seems like his entire Class got ripped out of him. I’m not sure what happened to all the mana but honestly I’m surprised he’s still alive."

"Isn’t there anything you can do to help?" Shayma knew best of anyone what she was asking, and was really the only person who could ask me. "We went back to get him after the fight and he was just out and his sword was gone."

"I’m afraid not. So far as I can tell there’s nothing there to Purify. I have a few vague ideas how the process works and he doesn’t have any Class or even any of his own mana anymore for the Skill to work."

Shayma nodded glumly. "I was afraid of that."

Ruilin by now had managed to break through the various people hovering around Iniri and deliver the message. It seemed to me Iniri was glad to hear the news, or was at least grateful for the interruption, excusing herself and bounding up the steps with Ruilin laboring behind.

She burst into Shayma’s room and stared around her, as if she was trying to catch my nonexistent eye. "What in the Abyss happened?" She demanded.

Ah. She hadn’t been hurrying because she was happy, but because she was angry. Well, I was a little pissed myself, but since Shayma was the only one who could hear me I refrained from yelling. "You can tell her the dungeon here was half again my level. I did win but it wrecked me pretty bad."

Shayma dutifully repeated that and Iniri deflated somewhat. "...it was a lot more difficult than I’d anticipated. I thought with just one city and no army...and it’s not like he was even competent." 

"Yeah it was pretty rough. I’m going to be spending the next, oh, week repairing everything."

"What about Yas?" Iniri asked, before Shayma could even convey my comment.

"Blue says...there’s nothing left there to purify. His whole Class and mana are gone."

Iniri growled wordlessly, pacing in the small room. "Isn’t there anything he can do?"

"I’m afraid not. I am trying to understand Purification more, so maybe there will be something in the future, but at the moment no."

"This is not the victory I was hoping for," Iniri sighed, sitting down on the bed next to Shayma. "We definitely can’t go against Tor Kot without the Adamant Fortress. Assuming even that is enough. It’s not like any of us have seen it before."

Shayma made a motion to put an arm around Iniri, before wincing and stopping. "Well we only have one cube left. Um, assuming that the fourth one was still here in Meil. Blue?"

"Uhh let me check."

I had to cast around in the inventory for a while, which was now absurdly huge thanks to Meil, but eventually I did locate all four cubes. I dropped them onto the nearby desk, interrupting Shayma and Iniri’s conversation with the sound.

"Well, that’s one thing gone right, at least." Iniri patted Shayma’s shoulder, gingerly, then stood up to run her fingers over the cubes. "Though I guess one less mage-king in the world is its own reward."

"Could you tell Iniri that I want to actually have a meeting thing with you and her and Ansae...err, maybe tonight. It’s going to depend on how long it takes to get things working again. I’ve got a lot of sorting and cleaning to do."

I was weighing discussing the trait options with those three too. I mean, it was my Status, but we had common cause for the immediate or maybe even long-term future. They might have some insight I was lacking. Then again, they might not, since I was a dungeon and my Status and the whole way everything worked was different.

"Oh, so I finally get to meet this mysterious other resident of Blue’s." Iniri smiled without much joy. "That should be interesting. So far as getting things working again...half of my petitioners want me to make you fix things and the other half want me to kick you out of Meil. They don’t understand the realities of the situation, but if you could give me any sort of answer to any of that, it’d make my life a lot easier."

"I can do both. I don’t want to keep Meil anyway." I had to figure out what to do with the second core. Put it inside another core defense setup, clearly, but beyond that, I wasn’t sure. "I’d fix all the damage I did myself anyway, but cleaning up the whole city isn’t going to be completely free." Sure, it would be possible and maybe even easy once the rest of my infrastructure got repaired, but it would set a bad precedent to work miracles just because someone wanted me to.

"I wouldn’t expect it to be," Iniri said dryly. "Favors from Powers are dangerous things. What would you want?"

Right. It took me a minute to come up with something, actually. If I wanted gold, Ansae was a better source. Plus I had enough of it at the moment. Other raw materials I wasn’t sure about, since I didn’t know what exactly...ah. Perfect. "I’d like a loan of crafters. Ones who can make Affinity equipment and the like. I’ll be supplying some of the materials but I’ll need cloth and leather."

The Status sigil had been a bust, but maybe if I saw how other sorts of things were made I could duplicate it myself. Or if nothing else, I could get them to make new equipment for Shayma. Cloth producing plants I could grow, but I didn’t have anything that would process them, so maybe I could get inspiration for that. Leather was more of a problem, since Digesters and Maws just converted things to Biomass and leather was somewhat involved in its production, but there might be a chance. I’d have to buy herd animals anyway, if I wanted to be sufficient enough for Shayma and her gang.

Actually one thing I hadn’t done was try and shove any animal corpses into my metallurgical devices or storage crystals. I didn’t see why that’d work but I’d gotten some Skills and other unlocks from attempting things before, whether or not they made much sense, so it was worth a shot.

"That’s surprisingly reasonable," Iniri said, looking fairly relieved. "I haven’t forgotten about the payment for the farms, either, but we’re still working on finding the bits of the treasury here that weren’t plundered."

"I’ve waited this long, another few days or weeks won’t matter."

"At least I can go give some good news to people. They’re less thankful to be freed from Vok Nal than you’d think." She snorted. "Some of them anyway. Those who didn’t have family fed to the dungeon here."

"So long as they don’t think I’m the same way." I wasn’t sure if any of the survivors of Meil would be able to do me any harm but I really didn’t want to deal with people trying to take revenge against me for something Vok Nal did.

"Yes, I’ve made it clear that you’re different but I will make it extra clear that if they bother you, they don’t get their property restored." Iniri stepped over to Shayma and gave her a very careful hug. "I suppose I should get back to it. Keep me posted if Blue has any more issues, hmm?"

"So long as he tells me about them," Shayma said with a smile.

"And stay in bed! [Regeneration] or not, healing takes a lot out of you."

"I’d say I’d get Keri over here but...she’s completely tapped out on stamina and mana and it’s going to be a while until I can do teleports anyway." I wasn’t used to having such paltry resources.

"I’ll be fine," Shayma insisted, both to Iniri and to me. Iniri left, and Shayma dutifully reclined on the bed again, carefully laying her arms down.

"So, I seriously do not remember anything from basically right before the attack to right before I contacted you. I missed the whole fight. Think you could fill me in while I work?"

"Sure, though mostly I just watched until the very end." While Shayma related the trials and travails of dealing with Vok Nal, I continued combing through the various broken bits inside me. Apparently whatever the dungeon instincts were up to while I was out weren’t limited to just fighting the Meil dungeon.

My boring beetles had dug a number of haphazard tunnels down from my main body, long wandering things that dead-ended in moderately-sized spherical chambers, all empty. At least, that was what I assumed before I remembered my boring beetles were all over near Meil, and a second look showed that these weird tunnels were not made by anything of mine.

It was an infestation.
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I’d more or less forgotten about the tunnels beneath Ansae’s old lair, having closed them up and focused more on the mountain above, but they hadn’t gone away in the meantime. Even if I’d put up walls the tunnels still went somewhere. I had seen before that creatures were attracted to my mana, as it could still be felt even if it was invisible to most people’s [Mana Sight], and I had the feeling there was a lot of stuff down there. Ansae probably kept it trimmed back before, between eating all the mana and eating whatever bothered her, but now that she was ensconced inside the dungeon things were coming up.

These looked like my boring beetles, only larger. They were armored, of course, as the description said, cattle-sized things that were steadily chewing away at my stone underpinnings. There were fifteen of them, though that count was loose since some were trundling in and out of my limit of perception, heading out and down the tunnel network.

Unfortunately I was low on resources to deal with it. No mana, very little stone or metal...but I did have lava. Some of it had cooled, where the red chrystheniums had died, but I still had the stuff in my resource pool, so it wasn’t too hard to form a spigot and flood the chambers.

Well, flood was a relative term. It was molten rock, so it didn’t move very fast, and I didn’t have anywhere near enough to fill everything all the way to the brim, but it’d be enough to discourage the crawlers. Or so I thought.

Instead the damn things thrived off the lava. Several scurried close to the glowing front and apparently ate the heat from it, hardening it in a matter of seconds before starting to crunch down on the solidified rock. Even as I watched, three more Tunnelers wandered into my range of vision from the deeper tunnels.

Clearly I needed to work on my defenses again. Again. Surely there was something I could do using a more advanced knowledge of physics and mechanics than I’d used so far. Unfortunately, I didn’t know many details about a lot of useful weapons, and for those I did know the details of, I didn’t have the ability to make high-powered Fields or synthesize chemicals. I’d have to work within the system I had.

Ultimately I didn’t have much that I could do at the moment though, so I sealed everything off with ice, and that seemed to work, at least for the time being. I was glad that my problems right now were of the unintelligent variety, because if they’d been smart and hell-bent on causing me trouble, I’d have to rely on the remaining Classers or beg Ansae for help. 

It’d hold for a while, so I went to check on other things. For some reason all my copper had been stuffed into the crucible and my magicite ore was in the infusion crystal, waiting for some metal. The latter was actually an interesting idea, but I wouldn’t want to use all the resources I had for it.

For whatever reason, and I was thankful for it, the dungeon-self hadn’t touched any of the habitation spaces, but there were a lot of little things in the experimental areas and the lava- and ice- portions. Various traps blocking off sections, the beginnings of a labyrinth in one of the icy places, and chunks had been taken out of the platforms strung over the lava so people could harvest the fire Affinity plants. It was like walking into your house to find someone else had been doing renovations, and it was really creepy.

That sense of unease was not helped by Shayma’s tale, which was far too close for comfort. "Jeez. If I hadn’t made that ring…"

"Or you hadn’t been able to Purify Iniri. Or...really, we were lucky. I thought we were over-prepared with three fourth-tiers and everything, but if Vok Nal actually knew how to fight…"

"Yeahhhh, let’s not do that again." From the sound of it the mage-kings were powerful enough to breeze right through anything I could put up to defend myself. It made me wonder why they didn’t conquer more, actually. The only thing I could think of was that they needed to be in or at least near the dungeon territory to take advantage of that sheer amount of power. "I’m surprised it was that easy for Iniri to chop off his head though. I guess even fourth-tiers would die from that…"

"Probably not, actually," Shayma disagreed. "Liril was surprised too. That was just basic control of light Affinity mana, which wouldn’t do much to a fourth-tier. I guess without his dungeon boost he was just...I don’t know, first tier?"

"And where is - oh." His head was actually on a pike, out in front of the manor Iniri had claimed. Well, a big metal pole anyway, and it was a huge head. Death had done him no favors, but if he looked like that in life he had been very unfortunate. "...has anyone else ever killed a mage-king?"

"Not that I know of."

"Well, even if it was by the skin of our teeth...good job us." It came out a lot less enthusiastic than I intended.

Shayma giggled. "That’s the spirit."



Day 115 - Ansae


It would be a stretch to say Ansae had been scared, but she had certainly been concerned. Watching Blue’s various constructs fall apart one after the other was a lot like watching someone die, but since none of the mana that traced his actual body ever collapsed the straits weren’t too dire. 

On the other paw it was fascinating to see dungeon-to-dungeon combat. She hadn’t known it was even something that happened and she wasn’t sure how Meil’s dungeon could infiltrate back this far, but it had. Little jabs of foreign mana manifested to disrupt Blue’s most complex constructs, or attached themselves to bits and pieces and slowly ate away at them.

She completely severed the connections to her lair once one of the probes tried to touch her cottage. Less to protect it than to keep any hint of a Red Core dungeon well away from her. That severed Blue’s connection too, but he would have to cope. Soon after that the mana flows inside her lair collapsed and the lights went out, but so long as everything else stayed intact that was fine. 

If any of the foreign mana had shown a hint of being able to reach Blue’s actual core she would have ripped it out and taken it away, Blue’s wishes be damned. It was a wide world and she knew there were plenty of places to hide and recover that weren’t in striking distance of the mage-kings. Of course she thought this was such a place but that had been centuries ago.

What was really irritating was that she didn’t dare protect Blue directly. The foreign mana might well carry Depletion with it, and to put her own constructs in the way would be the same as disconnecting Blue from the front. She could only keep a close eye on things and be ready to act.

Eventually the counterattack stopped, but Blue stayed slow and sluggish and a little strange, showing none of the crisp command of dungeon biology or oddly sloppy mana control she was used to. The lights didn’t come back on, the mana dynamos didn’t get repaired, and what small bits of mana movement she did spot didn’t make sense. He did repair the severed mana link, but it was a sluggish and uncharacteristically tidy patch job and was left alone thereafter.

When the lights finally did come back on, it took her by surprise and she was perhaps less complimentary than she should have been, but at least Blue was back. Which meant that a mage-king was dead. Just a drop in the bucket as far as she was concerned, but a good start.

It annoyed her that she could merely watch on the sidelines, because she was the Silver Woe and by all the gods she had some woe to bring to them. Alas, she was not yet fit to contend with the world. But, she consoled herself, she would be soon. In years, not centuries, if Blue survived.

Speaking of which, she had more to do dissecting the Red Core fragment Blue had provided. It was the first time she’d seen any dungeon core close up, and it was a fascinating piece of magic. Or more specifically, it was an Artifact, for nothing else had that close interlinking of matter and mana. That wasn’t a surprise since the first Great Dungeons were, at least in legend, the direct creations of the gods. Blue and the Red Cores clearly weren’t. She wasn’t much of a god-botherer but she’d happily gut anyone who thought otherwise for blasphemy.

The fact that the Core fragment was an Artifact accorded with the fact that every single dungeon she knew of other than Blue was under someone’s control. Artifacts were things. Tools. Each had a purpose but none had a will. Unfortunately that helped not at all with understanding Blue, because it only made him more impossible.

The fragments she had were the same all way through. Complex, yes, beyond her ability to understand how they worked, but definitely the same, precise and rigid. Not only was it not in the nature of Artifacts to be thinking beings, Power or not, but if Blue’s Core was anything like these then he shouldn’t be so bad at controlling mana. He shouldn’t be capable.

He wasn’t likely to make jokes, either. Even bad ones. Especially bad ones. Then there was the way he let Shayma run around without any sort of leash, which would be inimical to something as strictly and finely tuned as the crystals she saw. It was a complete puzzle, which put her in quite a fine mood. The mysteries surrounding Blue seemed to never quite go away.

It seemed unlikely he was created a Dungeon Core. He’d phrased things in certain odd ways that made her think he was not simply a three-month-old dungeon. Shayma hadn’t seemed to notice, but the girl wasn’t stupid so either she was letting Blue keep his secrets or he didn’t want her to know. Given her species description, if Blue preferred Shayma not realize, she wouldn’t even if it were spelled out to her.

Ansae didn’t intend to pry too much though. That’d just ruin it, when maybe she could figure out his origins herself. Not that they mattered overmuch, given his capabilities. Especially given his capabilities, and his actions. The most logical guess for whatever he had been prior was another mage-king, but if that were the case he’d turned his coat thoroughly enough that she need not regard him under the guise of the Silver Woe.

She was still musing over the crystal shards when Blue’s teleport Field swirled back into existence and Shayma appeared by the cabin. That was a good sign. It would be awful difficult to discuss things with Blue if his representative had ended up bleeding out in Meil.

The scents she bore with her as she appeared from [Ghost Step] were blood and burnt flesh, reeking of the aftermath of battle even from under the bandages. Considering the girl’s Abilities, it must have been some fire to actually burn her, and do enough damage that [Regeneration] still hadn’t fixed it. "You’re alive," she greeted Shayma, setting aside her tools. "I’m glad to see it. I take it everything went well?"

"Not...not actually. We won, but it wasn’t easy. That’s part of the reason I’m here." Shayma approached the workbench, hands held awkwardly at her sides. From the looks of things her hit points were not quite full, and it’d still take some time to heal through the status ailment. "Blue wants to have a meeting with you and me and Queen Iniri to talk through some things."

"Oh?" She lifted her brows, finding this sudden change in policy...somewhat alarming. Not that she was worried about her ability to handle mortal nobility, but something might have spooked Blue rather badly. Understandable, but scared people made bad decisions. "What does he have in mind?"

"That you should know what’s been happening from his perspective, and know that the other knows it." Shayma wasn’t listening for Blue’s prompting for this, given that her ears weren’t twitching, so clearly she’d already discussed it in depth. "You’re both invested in his future for very different reasons, so he hopes that you’ll at the very least respect each other’s goals. Plus he wants input on that future, since he has some decisions to make."

"Oh, interesting." The words she used were polite, but her curiosity was piqued. Blue had, thus far, been fairly reticent in sharing anything about himself. She could see his various workings but he rarely mentioned them, except for the few times when he sought her knowledge directly. Whatever had happened must have been severe, for him to change his habits so suddenly. "When? I will be there, of course."

"In a few hours. He’s still recuperating, but by then he should have a room put together and the teleports up. Besides, he doesn’t want to interrupt what you’re doing."

She snorted. It was probably more that any sooner time would sound like a summons rather than a meeting, and Blue had always seemed very conscious of her prerogatives. He treated her more like the Silver Woe, whereas Shayma had been quite friendly once she got over her initial fright. Besides, by spending a few points of stamina she could see the meeting room shaping up, and if Blue had teleported Shayma in he certainly had enough mana to teleport Ansae out. "I’m sure he doesn’t," she said dryly, just to ensure Blue knew how she read that excuse. "What do you think of the meeting?"

Shayma hesitated. "I think he’s scared," she said after a minute. "Of something that happened. I’ll let him explain it himself, but he was definitely in an odd mood when he woke up."

"Don’t worry, even I have been frightened a time or two in my life, long ago. He’ll get over it," she assured Shayma.

Surprisingly, Shayma stayed while they waited for Blue and Iniri to be ready. The girl seemed maybe a little lost, but given that Blue sounded uncertain that was no surprise. When she had servants herself, they’d pick up on her mood, and none of them had been bonded so closely to her as Shayma was to Blue.

She welcomed the company, actually. After a few centuries in seclusion she was still getting used to other people, and Shayma was tactful enough to simply exist quietly when Ansae was concentrating on something. In that companionship Shayma had been willing enough to answer anything Ansae asked, on the rare occasions she asked it, but hadn’t divulged a single one of Blue’s secrets. Ansae was certain that was because Shayma didn’t know any, rather than great skill at dissembling. Ansae didn’t make much progress either in her study or in conversation before Shayma cocked her head, ears twitching. 

"Iniri’s on her way," she reported, getting to her feet. A circle appeared just in front of her, Blue’s teleportation field flickering into existence. Even she found it rather ridiculous how much Blue used spatial translocation, given how mana-intensive anything of that nature was, but she had to admit it was a luxury she could get used to.

The room Blue had set up for the conference was simply a round table with three chairs. Hers was sized appropriately, something that humans and demihumans forgot about surprisingly often, but they all looked extremely comfortable. There was a pie and pitcher of juice on the table, which amused her, but aside from that there were no frills at all. The walls were solid and unadorned grey stone, and the ceiling was composed of those daylight-glow patches Blue preferred.

Ansae settled into the chair and picked up the pitcher, pouring it into the dragon-sized glass that spun itself into existence at her place and leaning back as she sipped it. She would have almost rather come in her full form, just because it made that much more of an impression. On the other hand, pie and juice. The room was too small for the full form anyway, and she preferred neutral ground to meeting in her lair.

Iniri popped out of the other teleport and gazed at Ansae with wide eyes. Ansae looked back, though she’d ‘seen’ Iniri before through some of her more esoteric senses, spending stamina to look straight through the stone. It was something she probably shouldn’t have done, since even with the excess mana Blue generated she wasn’t exactly gaining it back.

The queen had come dressed for war, in the political sense, with spotless, high-Affinity clothing and jewelry, the crown marking her status as royalty. Though the dress was ornately embroided, white and pale blue, it was at least not one of the ridiculous confections that had been popular in empires past. Those made it impossible to move without using Skills and had, in fact, been the cause of a number of deaths by assassination.

"Um. Queen Iniri, this is Lady Ziir." Shayma made the introductions, though the corner of her muzzle twitched at the appellation Shayma gave her. "Lady Ziir, this is Queen Iniri Tarnil, descendant of Teash Arn and ruler of the Kingdom of Tarnil."

"A pleasure," Iniri said, offering her hand. Something that took its own sort of courage, considering Ansae’s own wicked claws.

"Likewise," Ansae replied, engulfing Iniri’s dainty fingers with her own massive paw. "I’m afraid I’m not familiar with the fifth-tiers from this continent, but I think I did hear of Teash once. He took down Tel-aeir, didn’t he?"

"Yes…" Iniri gave her a cautious look. "Though most people remember him as the Diamondhide. Are you a scholar, by chance, Lady Ziir?"

"Just long-lived." She grinned, showing teeth, and released Iniri’s hand. Apparently Iniri didn’t recognize the name either. It did hurt her ego some that they didn’t simply recognize her on sight, but it had been centuries since she was last active and then not even on this continent. "No need to study history when you’ve been through it."

"...of course." Iniri gave her another look. With some people it was more fun to declare herself directly, and with others it was more fun to hint and wait for them to come to the conclusion themselves. Ansae judged Iniri was the latter.

"Um, Blue says go ahead and sit down." Shayma waited until the two of them were seated before taking her own chair. "He says that the first thing you need to know is that he’s been grappling with dungeon instincts for a while. For the most part it’s been okay but there’s been some...issues.

"Like communication. He can speak to me but he can’t to anyone else, through any method he tries, even writing. It seems to be completely blocked off for him. The same with magic. It’s hard for him to even remember how these things are supposed to work."

"I had wondered." Iniri said. "Though I suppose if he started communicating directly, everyone would pester him."

"I don’t imagine it’s that problem that brought on this meeting though," Ansae observed. That sort of restriction was exactly the sort of thing she would have expected from the rigidity of an Artifact. Even if the rest of what he did violated it, at least it seemed likely that his core wasn’t too far from the Red Cores.

"No." Shayma took a breath. "There are a lot of systems that dungeons deal with, and one of them is called ‘Anathema.’ It fills him with an artificial hatred - toward red cores, in this case."

"Don’t really need artificial hate for those," Iniri muttered, and Ansae nodded agreement.

"The problem is that when he contacts a Red Core dungeon, it completely consumes him. He doesn’t remember anything of the past day and had no control over it, which left the dungeon instincts in charge of everything. It seemed to be okay this time, but if it happens again the dungeon might try to attack you or something. Fortunately he doesn’t have monsters and the dungeon instincts seem too simple to understand his complex traps, but it could still be an issue."

"And Depletion?" Ansae asked sharply, feeling very much less safe.

"The [Blue Core] and [Purifier] Titles have locked out any sort of Depletion options," Shayma reassured her, "and the [Purifier’s Breeding Station] doesn’t have monster options. It doesn’t even work on someone who isn’t willing. The worst you’ll have to deal with is probably normal traps, but you should know about it. Plus, with all the teleporters shutting down he’s going to physically link up the chambers so nobody gets trapped again. Unless you object."

"I expect most of us will be leaving. There’s room in Meil, and once the supply lines are back in place we won’t need to impose on you any longer." Smart. Iniri was clearly paying Blue something for his hospitality, and it wasn’t wise to get any deeper in debt to a Power than was strictly necessary.

"We can discuss tunnels and such later," Ansae said, helping herself to a slice of pie. "I sealed myself off for a reason." Though so long as she stayed inside of Blue’s influence she didn’t have to worry about world mana carrying any sources of Depletion. It might actually be reasonable to consider hearing audiences again.

"Oh, you may have noticed Blue isn’t using the pseudo-sky anymore. Since he has to do all that manually, he says it makes him a lot slower and stupider to keep it up, so he’s cutting back on that. Plus some other things, though most of them won’t impact you much."

"That’s fair enough," Iniri said, though that description intrigued Ansae. It wasn’t that Blue was tired of doing those things, or lost interest, or even actively disliked them. It was that they impaired his thinking, which wasn’t even how elemental spirits acted. Admittedly, she was pretty certain Blue was something else already, but she couldn’t imagine what.

"So that’s the first thing. The second thing is, he has some options that...honestly it’s really strange. Dungeons don’t level up like we do, or get Skills like we do. So he actually has options he can decide on right now. They’re called traits, and he has four trait points. This is a transcription from his Status." Shayma’s arms twitched, in an abortive flourish, and an illusion hung between them. It was sort of a faux Status, the lettering closer to Shayma’s normal scrawl.

Mana Efficiency: Improves flow of mana within the Dungeon. Higher flow provides larger benefits. (1)

Tracking: Companions can sense the location of the current ANATHEMA. (1)

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

Field Potency: Increases the maximum effect of Fields. (1)

Core Specialization: Ecology: Allows creation of additional resource types with [Dungeon Ecology]. Unlocks the ability to generate abstract Affinities with [Dungeon Ecology]. (4)

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)

Core Specialization: Habitation: Grants Dungeon Skills based on species of Dungeon inhabitants. Improves the species traits Dungeon inhabitants. (4) 

Core Specialization: Companions: Unlocks additional Companion options. Increases rate of Companion advancement. (4)

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

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

Antithesis: The dungeon’s existence becomes inimical to its ANATHEMA. Contact results in annihilation. (35)

Ansae glanced over the options, brows lifting. Partly at the sheer scope and variety of what was offered, and partly at the descriptions being so sparse. [Manifest] and [Antithesis] sounded like something only the gods themselves would be able to do, but considering the brevity of the Skill descriptions, she couldn’t be certain.

"Dungeon Combat," Iniri said immediately. "There’s still the rest of Tor Kot’s cities to deal with."

"Blue says that since he probably won’t be in control and the dungeon instinct is stupid, more advanced options would probably be wasted. So while it might be useful, he’s not really certain." Shayma shook her head. "I was thinking that if Blue was the one who powered the Adamant Fortress, at least for a little bit, maybe Mana Efficiency would help?"

"I would suggest not getting anything." Ansae said, after considering the list.

"What?" Iniri blinked up at her.

"These descriptions are terrible," she said bluntly, and Shayma abruptly flinched, ears flattening briefly as if someone had shouted.

"Blue agrees with that," she put in.

"They’re terrible and they don’t really tell us what any of these things do. Doesn’t he have any insights into his own Skills? Anything to add to these descriptions? Did he obfuscate any of this himself?"

"Not really. Dungeon Ecology is what he uses to make sources, but that’s about all he can add. He says that his version of Status seems to be really bad. It’s also different from the way my Status or Iniri’s looks. He wants to know if dragons have anything comparable."

"Hmm." Ansae considered the question. It had been some time since she’d had to worry much about her own Status. "It may be that dragons are closer to dungeons when it comes to Status. We don’t have Classes, for example, and these trait points seem most similar to the evolutionary paths we can take."

"I really don’t know much about dragons," Iniri admitted. "We haven’t had any in Tarnil. Well, not recently at least. Wildwood is probably the only place they’d be interested in anyway."

"You evolve your Classes. We evolve our whole beings." She waved a dismissive claw. "Wildwood holds only wind and nature, which are not enticing to most dragons. Not when you could saturate yourself with volcanic or glacial or storm Affinities. There are choices to be made each time we move forward that seem a bit like the traits Blue has. The difference is, we actually know what each one does."

"What is evolution like?" Shayma asked, fascinated.

"That’s a bit personal." Ansae grinned and winked, making Shayma blush. "But the point is there are just too many questions. Can he have more than one core specialization? What do ‘additional Skills’ or ‘additional options’ even mean? Will anything he gets be immediately usable, or just allow for future growth?" She ticked off questions on her claws as she named them. "We have no way of knowing what the actual benefit of any of these choices is. Unless he has a specific need of one right now, wait until one seems useful and get it then."

"With that sort of advice we didn’t need to meet in the first place," Iniri pointed out, with some degree of humor. "But you’re right about how odd it is that the traits are so vague. When you first get your Class, you have some idea of what it does, and you know how to advance your Skills. At the very least you can tell when what you’re doing isn’t something that’s affiliated with your Skills."

"Trickster wasn’t like that, though," Shayma said. "I didn’t even know I had changed my Class until Blue said something. Then again, I hadn’t gotten very high level…"

"Probably because it’s a Dungeon-given class?" Iniri said, though Ansae would have guessed it was due to a Bargain. They were so individual and so idiosyncratic that it was even odds whether someone who wasn’t a Power would get any Status notification unless something drastic happened. True, changing Class and Species was drastic, but Shayma had been unconscious at the time from what she heard.

"Blue says it seems that everything to do with Dungeon Status, or at least his Status, is pretty vague."

"It may be related to him being a Power," Ansae mused. "It’s not like Powers tread normal paths. If it’s vague, it may be that he’s simply treading new ground. In which case, waiting might actually result in more knowledge as things ripple out into the world."

"The problem with waiting is that we can’t plan for whatever these traits would unlock," Iniri objected. "In an emergency there’s not going to be time to adapt to whatever he gets, especially since he can’t talk to anyone but Shayma."

"What is an emergency for you is not by necessity an emergency for him," Ansae pointed out. This was something she was familiar with. Mortals rarely understood that Powers generally had greater concerns than their little power struggles. Or that their choices would be ones they’d have to deal with for a very long time. Even if most of them weren’t immortal like she was, they did tend to last longer than any human or demihumain strain. "How does Blue get these trait points?"

"So far, by leveling up and defeating Red Cores."

"So far?"

"Well, he doesn’t know if something else will give him trait points yet."

"Mmm. Then, pragmatically, they’re limited." Ansae considered the illusion again. "If it weren’t for the issues with dungeon combat, that would be a clear winner, since that’s a good way to get more points. With those issues...it might even be a net negative. Some of the best weapons have to be managed carefully so you don’t hurt yourself."

"Blue was not careful," Iniri agreed. "Now that I know that wasn’t intentional it’s...less irritating, but still worrisome."

"I take it Meil suffered some damage?"

"It’s two-thirds destroyed," Iniri frowned at her.

"I imagine if Blue were more powerful it’d be all the way destroyed," Ansae said mildly. Really, cities were so fragile. It was amazing mortals still got mad when they were smashed. "If we were to select one now, it might be the Dungeon Ecology specialization. He could empower more individuals, if he chose to do so. Or...you’re both Companions now, yes? If you’re truly committed to a long term relationship, that may be an option."

"Hmm. I’ll be dealing with him for a long time yet but, no offense Blue, I’m not sure I want to become so indebted to a Power I’ll have to spend all of this life and the next digging myself out."

"None taken," Shayma responded absently, ears flicking. "He says he’s partial to either the field potency or ecology options himself, but he was so used to how little the descriptions told him that he didn’t think about just...waiting."

"If the Adamant Fortress works, he may not have to actually fight the other dungeons anyway," Iniri observed. "Without Tor Kot, we could go after the cores directly."

"Even if it doesn’t, Blue says it’s not a good idea to rely on him attacking dungeon-to-dungeon if you can just go after the cores. Trait points aren’t worth the risk, and since I can find the cores with [Seeker] targeting them is actually possible for us."

Ansae nodded approvingly. Young dragons often fell into trouble because they thought they were more powerful than anything, which was manifestly untrue. Paradoxically, they would also chase after any gain in power no matter the risk, which was manifestly stupid. It was a trap she’d nearly been killed by once or twice before learning better, and while Blue wasn’t a dragon it was a sure bet burgeoning Powers had the same temptations.

"Would Blue share his full Status?" Iniri asked, contemplating the trait list again. "I might have more cogent advice if I saw everything else."

"Yes, and nobody has ever seen a Dungeon’s Status so far as I know." Ansae leaned forward. "It would be fascinating to see."

Shayma canted her head, ears flicking slightly as she listened to Blue’s instructions. "He’s willing to share it, but only with us three, privately. He’ll get to it later, because it’s really long and it’d be easier for me to write it down than try and do it from memory. Maybe just make one copy you can come down and look at."

"That seems reasonable." Not that it would stop either of them from duplicating it from memory, but the fewer physical copies produced the less likely it was that one of them would end up where it wasn’t supposed to.

"Maybe the core room?" Iniri suggested. "If Blue’s still willing to keep it open to me. Or...does Miss Ziir have access?"

"Not yet," Ansae said. "But for this I may ask for it." For other reasons too. She had some ideas for a down payment on compensating for Blue rendering her immune to Depletion. The fact that she was curious for her own sake was pure profit.

"Is there anything else?" Iniri asked, sipping her own glass of juice. "That was a lot shorter a meeting than I expected."

"Than Blue was expecting too," Shayma agreed.

"Before you leave, though, I do have a request for Blue. I might be able to help with some of his issues, or at least shed light on them. But to do it I’m going to need a piece of his Core."



Day 116 - Blue


I didn’t really agonize over whether or not I should indulge Ansae and let her take a piece of my core as long as I might have.  If nothing else I had a redundant Core now, just on the off-chance this went badly, and if Ansae could fix my inability to communicate or use magic...well.  That would absolutely be a massive improvement.  I figured Ansae was more or less trustworthy since she so desperately needed the Purification only I could provide, even though I wasn’t there yet.  It was in her own interests to keep me healthy and powerful.

For the first time I let a non-Companion into my Core room, where I’d put both of the Cores for now.  Shayma actually seemed more nervous about it than I was, escorting Ansae through the teleport and onto the landing in front of the cottage.  The dragon looked about the room appraisingly, though surely she’d seen it before with whatever she used to look straight through my walls, and followed Shayma into the cottage.  She had to duck to make it through the door, but it was Shayma’s home, so I felt it wasn’t quite right to alter it to fit Ansae’s frame.

"Amazing."  Ansae studied my core with a little more hunger than I was comfortable with.  In fact she had a downright acquisitive gleam in her eye as she stepped closer, stretching out her hand.  She stopped just short of the surface of the crystal, while Shayma hovered nearby. "May I?"

"Go ahead.  I can’t feel anything through it, I’m afraid."

She put her hand flat against one of the facets of the Core crystal, slitted eyes narrowing.  "That is an enormous amount of mana.  Even I would want to be careful dealing with this."

"Oh."  Shayma looked down at her bandaged arms.  "I guess throwing at myself at the Red Core wasn’t the best idea."

"Don’t knock it, it worked.  Probably wouldn’t have managed to win that if you hadn’t, so don’t feel like you were an idiot. You were desperate, and you were right."

Ansae just chuckled wordlessly, tapping the crystal with her claws.  "I’ll just cut out a small piece. There may be some mana leakage but I can handle that.  Ready?"

"Go ahead."  I braced myself, though I wasn’t sure how this would work.  The best case was I wouldn’t even notice. The worst case was I’d lose a Core and who knew what that would cause.  Just as an extra caution I was letting her take from  the one I’d just acquired, though as far as I could tell they were identical and each one was as much me as the other.  According to Shayma, the formerly Red Core had actually grown since she last saw it, as well as shifting its shape slightly, in order to duplicate mine.

Ansae’s claws blurred, and suddenly she was holding a faceted chunk of glowing blue crystal.  The pain hit a moment later, a deep wrenching agony that compounded on all the aches I still had from the battle and more or less rendered me insensate for a few minutes.  It wasn’t quite the fugue, but it was close. Apparently cutting a chunk of Core out did result in mana leakage Ansae dealt with that by the simple expedient of absorbing it herself, so that by the time I had recovered myself it had died away to nothing.

"Ow."

"Are you okay?"  Shayma brushed bandage-wrapped fingers against one of the core facets.

"Yeah I think so."  According to the overlay, doing that had dropped the Core’s HP by one, so now they were both at three of eight.  The fact that I hadn’t recovered any yet was a little concerning, so I’d have to figure out what was needed to bring myself back to full.

"He’s fine," she reported to Ansae, who simply nodded, still entranced by the chunk of crystal in her hands.

"Good," she said absently.  "This piece is still alive too, so it should be quite informative."  I could actually see the draconic glee in her eyes as she turned the chunk of blue-glowing crystal in her hands.

"Was there anything else?"  Her obvious relish in having a piece of me was a little disturbing, and I was perfectly happy to let her go off and do whatever so long as I didn’t have to pay attention.

"No, this will do for now."

Shayma ushered Ansae back to the teleport, but I stopped her from going through herself.  "You’re taking today off." I told her.

"Oh, I am?"  She smiled in the direction of the core, clearly more relaxed now that Ansae was gone.  Watching that surgery must have been just as disturbing to her as to me.

"Yup.  And I’ve got enough mana now to set up a regeneration field for you, too.  So I’m going to keep you stuck here until you’re feeling better."  I felt really bad about her doing as much as she had.  Her Status said her hit points weren’t full, still seventy points under her maximum, and they probably wouldn’t go up until the "Affliction: Severe Burns" went away.

She settled into the heated pool, all but her arms, which she rested in some cool water I separated out by way of special armrests, populated with the healing moss just to provide some extra oomph.  The little bit of extra temperature manipulation was enough to finally, finally level it after ages being stuck at nine.

[Temperature Control] advances to 10.

[Temperature Control] evolves to [Temperature Finesse].  Rank set to 5.

[Temperature Finesse] upgrades [Genius Loci].

[Temperature Finesse]: The dungeon has extreme control over temperature.

[Dungeon Ecology] and [Temperature Finesse] create new Category: [Dungeon Climate].  Rank set to 5.

[Dungeon Climate]: Unlocks Climate Category

Oh, Skills!  And Categories!  It had been a while since I’d gotten any of those.  There was no good reason I hadn’t been pursuing them, really, save for a lack of any particular direction.  I didn’t let myself get too distracted though, since Shayma was more important than shiny new toys.  "Aside from the arms, how are you feeling?  That battle sounded pretty awful and I wasn’t actually there to help."

"Still a little shaken," she admitted, settling more comfortably into the warm water as I molded the wooden seat to better fit her curves.  "I’d only ever seen a mage-king from a distance, but Vok Nal…" She sighed. "If he were as good as a fourth-tier Classer, or even a third-tier, he would have killed us in seconds."

"Sounds like we need to avoid actually trying to confront Tor Kot directly."

"That means I’m going to have to go find that last cube," Shayma said, leaning her head back and closing her eyes.  "Not sure I’m ready for that."

"Well don’t worry about it right now.  There’ll be plenty of time to worry later."  I refrained from mentioning the three-month-ish time limit before Tor Kot moved.  Assuming that still held now that Vok Nal had fallen. It might be something she’d need to do immediately, once she’d finished healing, but she didn’t need that worry.

Instead I distracted her with small talk as she rested in the healing waters, and at the same time considered the state of...me.

I could now sense temperature through [Genius Loci], but it wasn’t so much hot or cold as something like thermal sight.  Absolute, rather than relative. That would certainly take time to get used to, but at least it didn’t throw me the way gaining Mana Sight had.  It also meant I could really fine-tune certain things in my various chambers, especially with the brand new [Dungeon Climate].

Dungeon Climate 5: Climate is more resistant to disruption.
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Before I started fiddling with the living chambers, I figured I would finish fixing them.  Now that the dynamos were mostly back in operation, I was comfortable with expending the mana.  I went to restore all their functions, such as the false sky or the growth Fields, and found out that I had been an idiot.

Using [Customization] to imitate the outside for four separate ceilings produced a heck of a mental strain, not to mention the manual balancing I had to do for Growth and Fertilizer.  It wasn’t that I couldn’t do it, but it slowed me down. Made me stupid. I hadn’t much noticed it because I’d slowly increased the area that I’d been dealing with, but trying to take it up all at once made me realize it was a bad idea.

I dropped it all.  They’d have to be content with faux blue sky and a painted-on sun.  The farmer’s crops hadn’t been harmed when all my stuff withered, likely because it wasn’t actually tied into me, so they were about ready for another harvest.  The Growth Field would have to wait until I had some way to automate the Fertilizer production. For the moment I abandoned worrying about the now-functional living and farming chambers and considered the basics.

I now had forty thousand mana, so maybe it was time to try once again something that had worked in the past.  I shaped a cube of Stonesteel, and then after some consideration, ordinary steel, and an empty storage crystal.  I wanted to try this with my metallurgy set but I didn’t quite have the resources for a second one yet, so it’d have to wait.

I applied [Customization] and mana, trying to crunch each of the things down.  I didn’t bother to be restrained, just pouring all the mana into them as fast as I could.  All three got me results.

Adamant Stone unlocked.
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Cultivated Steel unlocked.

Affinity Storage Crystal unlocked.  Stores mana of a specific Affinity.

All three were monstrously expensive, too.  Adamant Stone, once I figured out the conversions, sucked down a thousand stone and thirty thousand mana per unit.  The sad part was, I recognized it. The base of the Status Sigil had been made of it. Which meant I was just now breaking into what the Great Dungeons did.

Cultivated Steel looked like regular steel but with an odd sort of translucence, but since it took two regular steel to make one Cultivated, not to mention five thousand mana, I didn’t have enough metal to really make a lot of it.  The Affinity Storage didn’t actually take mana, but it did take two Adamant Stone and ten gold to build, along with a Source of the appropriate Affinity. The cost made me suspicious, but maybe if I hadn’t unlocked Adamant Stone the equivalent price would have been paid in Stonesteel.

Either way, I was absolutely going to play with one.  Unlike the Adamant Stone and Cultivated Steel, I didn’t actually get a version from the unlock, so it was going to take me some time to build up my reserves to make enough of the Adamant Stone to build one.  Just as well, since I didn’t really know how I was going to use it yet. [Tempered Wisdom] told me I still wouldn’t be able to cast spells with it, which left...well, [Dungeon Ecology], mostly. That and [Metallurgy].

Or Fields.  Now that I considered it, I was pretty sure I’d been dealing with Fields wrong, or at least, stupidly.  Things like Regeneration and Murk were dynamic things, constantly consuming mana as they spread their effects.  Forcing the full flow of mana from a dynamo into them was a brute-force sort of affair, and while it certainly had netted results there was no real control to it. Spatial Fields were set once and done, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t try and give them Affinity mana while they were still growing.

Since I was going to be doing some experimenting I made a series of tiny chambers for fields, large enough to hold a patch of grass and a few chrystheniums, and started by setting up [Regeneration], [Murk], and [Growth].  Since I’d maximized the Fields Category I could put two Fields in an area, but so far that hadn’t seemed very useful aside from being able to put an active field in a Spatially-expanded space.

Probably I’d been doing it wrong, like most things. Just because the two Fields were on top of each other didn’t mean they interacted.  No, for that they needed to be linked...like with the skill that explicitly was meant for linking mana, [Mana Logic]. Thus far, I’d only used it to forge light switches, connecting tiny, [Customize]-altered doors to light panels.  It was intensely difficult to do, and I was pretty sure it ate up a little bit of my mental ability when they were used, just like the false skies, so I hadn’t fixed the links that had been broken yet.

As a test I filled one of the tiny chambers with [Regeneration] and [Murk], trying to forge a connection between the shifting mana constructs.  It took me a lot longer than it probably should have, possibly because I still had half my attention on Shayma, but eventually I managed a link.  Unfortunately, it clearly wasn’t enough. I could see that it needed another one to actually bind the fields together, and quick, before the first link broke.

[Restful Night] discovered.  Provides Regeneration. Aids sleep.  Aids mental recovery.

[Mana Manipulation] advances to 8.

"Oh, hey.  I think I have something that can help, Shayma.  Let me know if it feels at all weird though."

Even with the monstrous mana regeneration I had, my reserves were pretty low at that point.  Fortunately the derived Field didn’t take all that much mana - more than one of the Fields, but less than two.  I wrapped it around the heated pool, replacing the regeneration field, and Shayma sighed in pleasure.  

"Oh, that is nice.  It smells like...summer nights when I was little." She yawned.  "Even the stars look like I remember." I didn’t see any stars inside the Field myself, so there was some illusory component even if the description didn’t say that.  "Do you mind if I try to nap? I didn’t get much sleep due to...well, arms."

"I figured that might be the case.  This Field is supposed to help you sleep, so don’t worry.  I’ll keep an eye on you."

"Thank you, Blue," Shayma said with a smile, yawning again as I pillowed her head on a created cushion.

I watched Shayma until she was definitely asleep, by which time I had enough mana for more experiments.

[Lost Woods] discovered.  Speeds flora growth. Generates Illusory Light. Flora actively impedes enemies.

[Rampant Growth] discovered.  Massively increases growth of flora.  Massively increases mutation of flora.

Unfortunately the new fields seemed to count as two, and I couldn’t layer another one on top of them to try any further combinations.  Which emphasized that I really needed to work on getting more base Fields. Even if it was just in pairs of two, combinatorial explosion would be amazing.  Despite not mentioning it in the status, both [Restful Night] and [Lost Woods] inherited the darkness of [Murk], though not the physical weight and density that Field had, which made me wonder if some weird combination might net me a new Affinity.  There were, at least, certainly new effects.

While I waited for mana and stone stores to replenish enough to try the new crystal, I tested the idea the stupid-dungeon-self had given me and mixed metals with the magicite. Oddly it didn’t give me magical variants on copper and iron, but new metals entirely.  Or at least, the overlay named it something different, and when I put it through the hardening crystal the resulting bars looked more chalky than metallic.

Red Calamite discovered.

White Calamite discovered.

As usual, there was no explanation of what it actually was or what it was used for.  The claim about [Genius Loci] improving my ability to appraise things was absolutely a lie.  Even if I could get an identification on things like "A bar of Promise" the fact that it told me nothing about it was not much help at all.  I’d have to ask Shayma if she knew what these new metals were.

I cast about for more things to put into the metallurgy apparatus without resorting to just mixing everything and realized I’d neglected one of my earliest staples.  The tayantan tree. I’d really never done anything with it, but Ansae and that [Herbalist] had both been interested in the wood so surely there was something there.

Unfortunately it turned out that trying to crunch it like I had everything else resulted in dead trees.  Even when I was being extremely careful, and watching extremely closely, the pressure generated by my mana and my dungeon biology just crushed them.  Watching that closely made me realize that yes, I was actually threaded into my trees and my plants, even if it was the thinnest and faintest of tendrils.  There were probably microscopic filaments I couldn’t even see, wound into the blades of grass.

I had kind of vaguely known it before, but now that I saw it I realized exactly why I had certain limitations.  Other things I was less clear on, like how I managed to direct the boring beetles when they were clearly not physically connected.  Their spawner was, which gave me hints at how maybe the monster path worked, but that was about it.  I would have liked to study the Red Core versions of things from Meil, but it seemed that my dungeon-self had melted them all.

At least my dungeon-self hadn’t decided to melt the extra core.

It would only take another hour or so to reach full mana, but I could spend that time making good on the agreement I’d made with Iniri.  It’d take more than that hour to finish the job though, because Meil was a complete wreck.  More than it even seemed from the surface, since both myself and the Red Core had spread out underground and the foundations of the city itself were compromised. Without repairs, I would bet that if left alone one good rainstorm would drop everything into a muddy pit.

Fortunately I had more than a passing knowledge of architecture, mostly because I was architecture.  I had an immense temptation to repair the shattered and crumbled buildings into something more along my tastes, but suppressed it.  Barely.

The archeological remnants of Meil past were interesting to me, where they’d been unearthed by the previous dungeon digging into the ground.  The same dungeon had brutalized the remnants beyond recognition in most cases, leaving only a few slabs that had been clearly welded together by earth magic.  It made me wonder why modern Meil was mostly brick.

Even though I didn’t know all the details of Tarnil’s history, the picture that was slowly revealing itself was of a kingdom in decline.  The Great Northern Waste, a young queen inheriting a throne. Only five cities and no important ports. A fourth-tier, true, but he was gone now and a sizeable number of the third-tiers Iniri had with her weren’t from Tarnil.  Wildwood Retreat was holding strong, but in hindsight its independence seemed born from the weakness of the kingdom than the strength of the mana spring.

In all, it was not a very encouraging picture.  Tarnil was most likely a minor power as it stood, and even without the mage-kings it might have been absorbed into something larger soon enough.  Which actually made me wonder if that was why the kingdom had been targeted. If the mage-kings weren’t quite as powerful as they seemed, or had certain political sensitivities that kept them from assaulting a more hale kingdom.

Politics weren’t exactly my thing but I was already Core-deep in the Tarnil kingdom’s affairs, mostly by accident.  Part of it was simple geography, as I was located in the northern part of the Tarnil kingdom, somewhat south of the Waste.  Pragmatically, I’d carved off a chunk of it for myself already, though it wasn’t like they were using the mountain. Part of it was our mutual enemies, in the form of the mage kings, which pushed us together.  The final part, of course, was the Bargain with Shayma.  

I didn’t regret it at all, but it was becoming clear how deeply it had involved me in things.  Technically I only needed to shelter Iniri and her companions, but obviously there was no way to do that without taking an active role against the ones who had usurped her kingdom.  Even if my aid stopped at kicking out Tor Kot and the mage-kings didn’t return, it wasn’t likely that any of the other governments around would view me as anything other than an ally.

I liked Iniri well enough, but having my wagon hitched to a small, broken, and possibly already fading kingdom was not really the best situation.  Maybe it didn’t matter, especially in the long term, but I was pretty sure there’d be some issues I had no idea how to address. Shayma was my voice, but she was also her own person and I didn’t think she relished the idea of dealing with foreign dignitaries any more than I did.

Apparently one of the downsides of being able to think clearly again was worrying over things I couldn’t change.

Not only did I have to dip into my stone stocks to fix Meil’s foundations, I had to dig down to bedrock to shore up patches where clay and mud were no longer stable from the river leaking into the subterranean passages opened up by the previous dungeon.  With that as a base, I could leave the remnants of older buildings I found alone, enclosing them in their own chambers and running proper halls into nearby basements so they could be properly accessed in the future. It wasn’t strictly necessary to do that, and was a bit above and beyond in the task of simply repairing Meil, but it appealed to me for some reason.

It was only when I had properly stabilized the ground under the whole city that I started fixing buildings.  Actually one of the first things I did was use [Customization] to return everything to the proper sandstone color, getting rid of the ugly brown color of the Red Core’s stone.  Then I started restoring buildings. It was actually pretty fun to watch the reactions of Meil’s inhabitants as the buildings started to regrow themselves.  People stopped, gawked, or ran, probably to go complain to Iniri through whatever channels.  

I wished her luck with that.



Day 116 - Iniri


"With all due respect, Your Majesty," Duke Lehrem Sarthi said, not sounding respectful at all.  "We can’t possibly suffer this other dungeon to stay within our territory.  Not after all the damage dungeons have done to us."

Iniri took a deep breath, keeping a firm grip on her temper.  Normally Lehrem was not this idiotic, but it was hard to blame the man.  She wasn’t sure how many human kills Blue had to his credit, but it wasn’t many, and unfortunately Lehrem’s son was one of them.  While she believed Blue when he said they were out for his core, there was no actual proof that he hadn’t just murdered an adventuring group for fun.  Considering how every other dungeon worked, it was actually hard to believe that wasn’t what happened.

She wasn’t sure how much of the nobility was intact after the invasion.  Since it had focused on the cities, a good number of the more economically or politically minded nobles had ended up dead.  The ones who were still in their estates had been cut off, or had cut themselves off, and even now Iniri hadn’t managed to get messages to them.  Now that Blue no longer had [Warding] up she could start using her divination to see if she could get in touch, but Lehrem was the one that was here now.

"We also cannot afford to remove him," Iniri replied, feeling that she was stating the obvious.  "We don’t have either the military or diplomatic capital to pressure him in any way, even if I felt it was a good idea to do so.  Which I don’t. Even as we speak Blue is repairing Meil.  At a cost we can actually afford.  I appreciate your opinion, Duke Sarthi, but we simply do not have the money or laborers necessary to even feed ourselves without his assistance.  Not yet."

"But -" Lehrem said, red-faced, and she held up her hand.

"You wish to seek justice for your son," she said, and he flinched as she dragged the real issue into the light.  "If it were a Great Dungeon, you wouldn’t even think of such a thing. Blue may still be beyond our ability to hold accountable, regardless.  It may be best to consider him the ruler of a sovereign nation, and approach him yourself. Or rather, Shayma as his ambassador."

Lehrem blinked, taken aback.  Iniri smiled thinly. Even among those who had stayed within Blue’s walls, most of them didn’t really understand that Blue was his own person.  Or that he was a person. Those from Meil and its surrounds held the same opinion, assuming they knew about Blue at all. Some of them still didn’t really think the mage-kings and their dungeons existed, and it was just one of the neighboring kingdoms that had invaded.

The Duke wasn’t that under-informed but it was clear he still thought of Blue as Iniri’s property.  Or at least under Iniri’s management. She supposed she might not be giving him enough credit, and that he was petitioning for her to deal with things as a ruler.  Unfortunately for him, she wasn’t in a position to do that.

True, Blue could have handled it more delicately.  There were surely ways for him to return the adventurers to Refuge without killing them.  Given his teleports he probably could have simply removed all the other tunnels anyway, which would definitely keep anyone from wandering around.  Yet, those that crossed Powers were not let off easily. Despite what she’d said to Lehrem, Blue was not a ruler, and he was not bound by any laws made by man. He was barely bound by the laws of nature.

It would be nice if he were a little more conscious of how precarious her position was, though.  Her subjects might rightly question the legitimacy of a ruler that had been utterly blindsided by an invasion force, and not managed much of any resistance against it until now.  Her nobles were more accustomed to the regent who had presided over things between her parents’ death at sea and her breaking into the third tier and properly manifesting her Lineage Skill.  The fact that even if she had known they were coming, there wouldn’t have been much she could do against the mage-kings was no real excuse.

Now that Tarnil had taken Meil back things might be turning around, but that didn’t mean people would be any happier.  Maybe the opposite, now that there was finally someone to vent spleen at. Not to mention there were surely those who had benefited under Vok Nal’s rule and would be loathe to give up whatever spoils had been allotted to them.  Sorting out those who had turned their coat would be its own ordeal, since whatever records had been in the tower were long gone.

"Blue is not a mindless thing," she told Lehrem, trying to be as diplomatic as possible.  She didn’t want to simply tell him that she wasn’t in a position to demand anything from him, even if she were inclined to.  "If you engage him, politely, you may get somewhere." What she didn’t mention was that Blue was probably listening to them right now and had already formed opinions on what to do.  "When Shayma returns I will tell her you wish to discuss things."

The Duke seemed like he couldn’t decide whether he was infuriated or terrified, and with a few growled pleasantries he excused himself.  Iniri sighed, relishing the brief span of time when nobody needed her attention. She really wished Cheya was still screening her supplicants, but her [Spymaster] needed a break.  Not that Cheya was actually taking a break. If Iniri knew her, she was out trying to find out who had collaborated with Tor Kot and who was merely a victim of circumstance.

A faint vibration under her feet pulled her out of her mope, and she glanced out the window to see one of the nearby piles of rubble moving.  If she remembered right, it had been some poor baron’s ancestral home, and The Hurricane had more or less flattened it. Blue was un-flattening it, and given that he had been able to do that sort of thing without even the briefest of tremors before, Iniri expected he was making some very foundational changes in Meil.

She trusted Blue marginally more, now.  Part of it was simply being forthright about what his help would cost, and not trying to coax her into unspecified favors.  Part of it was Shayma and her genuine like of the dungeon. Most of it, she had to admit, was how he’d treated her during her Purification.  That topic still made her body tingle if she thought too hard about it, but he’d been so unexpectedly considerate that it was difficult to believe he wished her any ill.

"Send in the next petitioner," she told the guard, and settled back into the overlarge chair.  It wasn’t exactly a throne, but it was comfortable and helped with the stress of trying to do everything with effectively no resources.  She owed Monat a lot for sending the third- and fourth-tiers to her, especially since Wildwood Retreat was compensating them in her place, but she couldn’t just order them to deal with the menial labor that needed to be done to keep Meil functioning.  

Which left just the scarred and mourning citizenry.  One of the more unpleasant things she’d found during the slow cleanup and reorganization was that there were almost no young women left in the city, only female children and elderly.  It would take generations for Meil to recover. Even those who had snuck out of the city under one pretense or another had probably been caught up in the raids by the monsters Vok Nal produced.  Most of the abductions were recent, leaving behind a horrifically small group of scarred survivors after Blue’s purge of the Red Core facilities, most of them completely broken. They were being cared for in another manor-house, though Iniri had doubts any of them would ever recover.

Fortunately the next person actually had plans to help, for once.  As a high level [Caravaneer], he had the Skills and resources necessary to start linking the farms and villages back together.  He only needed official backing, which she gave without hesitation. Though not without marking his name down for Cheya to keep an eye on.

"Your Majesty."  It was one of the second-tiers who were patrolling the city outskirts, more to keep an eye out for any refugees than to fend off any potential attacks.  If the woman’s expression weren't enough cause for alarm, the very fact that she’d come all the way in to consult Iniri meant something drastic had happened.  "There’s a…" She paused, her face wrinkling in confusion. "A monster that wants to speak with you."

"...what."  She just stared at the woman.

"I know!  But it approached under a messenger’s flag and hasn’t tried attacking or anything.  It’s really creepy."

Iniri dipped into her mana pool to cast a Divination sweep.  It didn’t take much to find the monster in question, lounging against the outer wall while a half-dozen second- and third-tiers watched it.  It was a shadowy humanoid, almost completely featureless and yet still managing to convey its amusement at the situation.

She didn’t like that.  Monsters weren’t supposed to be amused. They were supposed to single mindedly carry out their orders or, if they were simple beasts, attack anything that came within reach.  They could be clever, even more clever than Classers, and yes, some of them played with their prey. But they didn’t lounge around and appreciate the inherent humor in life.

At least, that was what she had thought.  Admittedly, the Great Dungeons had generally more bestial monsters than the mage-kings used.  She hadn’t run into any that showed any signs of civilization or speech, just raw animal cunning.  The mage-king’s troops, on the other hand, could speak, but none of the forces she’d ever seen had acted this...normal.

"See if either Liril or The Hurricane are willing to escort me," she said to her guard.  "If not, find some third-tiers." She wasn’t going to let that thing inside the walls, messenger or not, but she did want to talk to it.  Though she couldn’t be certain, it seemed to be the same monster that Blue had described bringing the first message scroll, the one that had called Vok Nal an idiot.

"Yes, Your Majesty."

Iniri regarded the adventurer who had brought the news.  "I’m going to speak to it from the top of the wall. Tell those who are guarding the monster to prepare for that."

"Aye, ma’am.  Er, Your Majesty."  The woman blushed and bowed deeply, and Iniri waved her off.  That lack of formality was pretty common to the sorts that stayed out in the wilds all the time and never really bothered with politics. Once she had run into someone in a Great Dungeon who didn’t even know what country he was in.

Joce and Keel strolled in after a few moments, and Joce shook his head at her inquiring look.  "Liril says he’s done and The Hurricane refuses to talk to anyone but Shayma. Well, Blue, I guess."

Iniri grimaced.  They’d both gotten a chunk of Depletion during the fight, so she couldn’t blame either one of them.  The Hurricane’s could at least be addressed, in theory, if Blue wanted to. So far, it seemed that he didn’t want to.  "All right, to the wall then."

Stepping out of the manor, she was almost surprised by how much Blue had already fixed.  Only almost, though, since she’d seen him at work before. That said, all the empty shells of buildings being raised back into place didn’t guarantee the interiors were fixed.  They couldn’t be, really, since he’d never seen what they were like to begin with, and a number of the completely demolished buildings looked different than they used to. At least the massive cracks in the streets were gone.

Royalty usually traveled by carriage or mount, magical or mundane, but there were none of those to be had in Meil.  Instead one of her [Gale Knights] supported a hastily constructed pseudo-palanquin, aided by her mages, while the rest of her entourage rode along.  Iniri pitied any noble that was made queasy by flying, and thanked the gods above she wasn’t one of them, as even the short trip from manor to wall involved more swooping and tilting than she preferred.

They touched down smoothly on the rampart near where the monster stood, and even though she wasn’t intending to move from her palanquin, Iniri molded [Shield of Tarnil] over herself.  She had no idea what this monster was capable of, and wasn’t intending to find out by becoming a target. Harold slipped out of the palanquin, calling orders before shouting down at the messenger.  "Speak your piece, monster! Our queen is listening."

For her part, Iniri fashioned some basic wind Affinity constructs with [Royal Mana], so she could hear and speak without having to shout herself. She didn’t expect that she’d have much to say, but she’d be a fool not to listen.  Nobody she knew of actually had diplomatic dealings with the mage-kings, so anything she could learn would be valuable.

"You’re the one who took the Meil core?"  The monster’s voice sounded like bubbles rising through thick tar, a bass growl with sharp pops cutting the syllables apart.

Without even thinking about it, Iniri felt a sudden, burning need to keep Blue’s nature a secret.  It was strange to have such an emotional decision arrive when she didn’t feel she liked Blue that much, but she’d always trusted her instincts.  Besides, this was still her country, not Blue’s, whether the mage-kings recognized it or not.

"I am not, but I can speak for the one who has." 

"That’s fine with me."  The shadow didn’t sound particularly worried by the Classers surrounding it. "First, Tor Kot is going to want to check to make sure the core isn’t damaged.  It isn’t, is it?"

"I couldn’t tell you.  I didn’t see anything that looked like damage."  It wasn’t entirely a lie.  Before it sank through the floor, the now-blue dungeon core seemed to be a single chunk of intact crystal.  Not that she had any idea what to look for. "Nobody attacked it, though." She was pretty sure Shayma’s contribution wasn’t exactly an attack, and Blue’s takeover was beyond her ken.

"Good.  Tor Kot’s in enough trouble letting someone take one of his spare Cores without adding damaged Cores into it.  You do know how much trouble he’s in, right?"

"I don’t.  The master of the Cores doesn’t share much of his personal business with me."

"Does this master have a name?"

"I don’t know his name, but I call him Blue."  The one thing she couldn’t do was give away what Blue actually was.  The rest of his secrets she didn’t actually know, so she couldn’t betray them.  It was easy enough to imagine herself as some subordinate noble under Blue, though, and act accordingly.

"Typical.  Probably knows how much trouble he’s going to be in once Vok Lim figures him out.  How is Vok Nal, anyway?  Recovering from the transfer process?"

"...so far as I have heard, he has not recovered."  She would be surprised if mage-kings recovered from death.  Vok Nal’s death was something else she didn’t want to reveal, and fortunately none of the Classers blurted it out, but she had no way of making sure it stayed that way.  If someone like Duke Lehrem was willing to oppose a Power for the death of his son, what would a mage-king do?

"First time losing a Core, I suppose that’s not surprising."  The shadow monster waved a hand dismissively. "Serves him right.  Losing a whole army and then his Core? What an idiot. Lim always coddled him.  Anyway, not official but Tor Kot really wants Blue’s monster information. He can’t just be using humans and I haven’t seen a monster yet, even under stealth, so it must be something pretty exotic."

"What is Tor Kot offering, not officially, for such information?"

"Forgiveness for stealing one of his experimental cores, for one.  Keeping Vok Lim from locking your master in a siphon chamber for the next decade, for two," the monster said dryly.  Iniri’s eyes widened. Of course Blue was a refugee from the mage-kings.  It was obvious in retrospect; where else would a dungeon core have come from?  It didn’t explain anything else about him, because if Tor Kot and his ilk had even the slightest intimation he was independent they wouldn’t be assuming someone was controlling him.

"He is not the queen’s master, monster," Harold said coldly, which made Iniri wince but there was no help for it.  Even if they’d agreed on a story before they came, which in hindsight they should have, it’d be awful difficult for Harold to reign in his tongue.

"My mistake."  He didn’t sound at all apologetic.

"Do you have an actual message or just gossip?  I am quite busy." She didn’t actually want to cut the conversation short, but sooner or later someone would say something stupid and give away something they shouldn’t.  Adventurers weren’t known for their diplomatic prowess.

"Aside from ensuring the Meil core is intact and undamaged, the summons by Tor Kot still stands.  The time limit, however, has changed to one month from now."

"I’ll pass that on," Iniri said, though she winced.  Not much time, but at least it implied they’d have a month without being bothered by anyone which was nice to know.  Even that much breathing room was a gift. "Anything else?"

"Just really curious what monsters he uses.  I would have thought I’d spot any stealth types, but so far I haven’t seen a single one.  With the city so intact, neither did Vok Nal."

"You’ll understand that I can’t make any comment about that."

"I suppose not.  I suppose you won’t let me in, either."

"No," she said, flat as she could make it.  She was quite tempted to order her Classers to kill it, but that would be a bad idea.  Even if they could, which she doubted given its obvious shadow Affinity and utter lack of concern, it’d probably get them into all kinds of trouble.  It clearly was not the usual sort of monster.

"Well, then I will be seeing you – and your master – later."  He repeated the phrase that had made Harold fume with a little more emphasis this time, and then the Classers made various noises.

"He’s gone," Harold reported, poking his head back inside the palanquin.  "Some sort of shadow teleport."

"That...doesn’t surprise me."  Iniri sighed. "Keep an eye out for him, but for now, let’s just go back to the manor."  She should be more worried about it infiltrating the city, but she was pretty sure Blue would object, and he was far more equipped to deal with a shadow-teleporting monster than she was.

She’d have to talk to him about the conversation though.  Especially if he hadn’t been paying attention, though she was confident that he couldn’t miss something that drastic.  Maybe she’d see about going back to the core room before bed.  She could really use a soak in that hot spring.



Day 117 - Blue


The bandages came off after a few hours, peeling away from pale but whole skin of their own accord, after which I put a bed underneath Shayma to lift her out of the water. Even with [Restful Night] active I was pretty sure soaking in hot water for hours on end wasn’t the best thing for someone to do. Once I spun blankets over her, using [Temperature Finesse] to take most of the heat out of the surrounding air, she made a sleepy noise and rolled over, snuggling into the bed. It was adorable, and a side of her I hadn’t gotten to see for a while. Not with all the fighting and stress.

I didn’t let Iniri wake her up when she arrived just before midnight, so the conversation was one-sided. Embarrassingly, I hadn’t caught the conversation with the shadow monster, so maybe it was better that I couldn’t talk to her. It was weird to think she’d heard, and figured out, something about me before I had. Though I doubted that, whatever Tor Kot’s experiments had been, I was the intended result.

At least Iniri had given them my name, and in such a way that they still thought I was a mage-king. Hopefully that meant my level-five benefit would kick in and I’d get to see Tor Kot and maybe whoever else was talking about me among my enemies when the Shadow guy reported in. Until then, I had a lot of work to do.

Something I’d somehow failed to notice earlier was that all of my Sources were gone. I hadn’t stockpiled any, but kept them on the vine, as it were, letting them slowly grow from the chrystheniums. Either when the ecology had died the Sources had evaporated, or my dungeon-self had done something with them, but either way I’d have to wait a couple days for them to start appearing again. Unfortunately that meant I didn’t have much to distract me from rebuilding Meil.

There wasn’t any shortcut or background way for me to do it. I didn’t have any sort of process I could hand it off to. No, I had to remake each building manually. It wasn’t like it was exactly difficult, but it was tedious and I found that I had a lot more work to do than I’d originally thought. Partly because I’d underestimated the size of Meil despite it being part of me, and partly because I wasn’t just making things from scratch. There were partly-collapsed walls, some belonging to me, some not, debris, furnishings, and even the occasional corpse that had escaped either the Red Core’s or my dungeon-self’s notice. On rare occasion there were even survivors trapped under the rubble who needed to be delivered to the clinic. Keri and Annit were still working there, both of them half-exhausted.

I was a one-dungeon search and rescue and repair crew, and while I had a lot of advantages that made it possible, it was still enormously intensive. I kind of regretted agreeing to it, but I was stuck now. Besides, I really did want to see how normal Affinity and Source crafting was done. I had my [Fabricator] and my [Metallurgy] stuff, but that was pretty limited. I still couldn’t do cloth and leather and even much with wood, and there was probably stuff I was forgetting. Or stuff I hadn’t even seen yet, since my perspective had been pretty limited.

While sorting through one of the collapsed areas and using [Assimilation] to remove a particularly precarious section of wall, I ran across something I was tempted to steal for myself. A map. And not just of Iniri’s kingdom, but of the entire continent! Finally, some context for where I was. I decided to make a graven, symbol-free copy inside my core room just so I could have something to reference at will.

The continent itself was labeled Orn, and it was a roughly trilobe-shaped affair, with three enormous peninsulas sticking out from a central heartland to the northeast, northwest, and south. I didn’t realize how big until I located Tarnil, on the eastern coast of the northeast lobe, looking very tiny against the backdrop of the enormous area claimed by the Empire of Ir in the center of the continent. Not that size and power were the same, but it pretty well confirmed that Tarnil was a minor player.

Actually the entire northeast lobe seemed to be that way. According to the map it was heavily mountainous, in a way that defied what I knew of geology, but considering magic and, frankly, the shallowness of my knowledge it was believable. Multiple distinct ranges crossed each other at various angles, chopping most of the land up into little pocket valleys, each one holding its own kingdom. Calling them ‘little’ might be a bit of a misnomer, though, as Nivir was over twice the size of Tarnil but was still slightly below the average.

The Great Northern Waste was on the map too, and if it had previously been part of Tarnil, they’d lost an enormous amount. The blotch sitting north of Tarnil, and very close to where I was, seemed to be on the same scale of Nivir’s valley. I could well imagine the current Tarnil was a minor portion of the original kingdom, the survivors of whatever awful conflict had needed the Adamant Fortress.

So far I’d only heard of Nivir as Tarnil’s neighbor, and that wasn’t too far wrong. With the Waste to the north and Nivir to the west, along with the curve of the shore, Tarnil only barely touched one other kingdom, to the southwest beyond Wildwood. Well, I assumed it was a kingdom but the map only labeled it as Orrelin, one of the big geographical winners of the lobe, a roughly crescent shaped plateau running from the eastern shore to nearly the western. The other power bordering the Waste and presumably Tarnil’s former neighbor was Haerlish, who had a shallow wedge of mostly coast. 

That made it very similar to the current Tarnil, which was a sort of bracket-shaped piece of land with Meil near the very top and the other four cities clustered around a river delta further south and east. Wildwood was south and west, and I suspected it constituted as much of a border as the mountains. Though considering that there were earth mages and wind mages I wasn’t sure how much of a barrier mountains really were.

Considering that I’d found Ansae in a mountain and that this was a world chock-full of mana and magic, digging a tunnel straight through might actually be a terrible idea. Or even flying over. I could well believe that people would stick to normal passes rather than risk disturbing something that might decide to eat their kingdom.

For example, the entire northwestern lobe was blank, with a label that just said Wilderness of Tarkelion. Presumably it was uninhabited, or at least, not inhabited by anyone with a political presence. The only hint of what might lie there was a stylized snake with wings. It took up almost a full third of the landmass, and was bigger than any of the countries, even Ir.

It wasn’t just kingdoms and principalities on the map, either. Nivir’s Great Dungeon was labeled, and after some searching I found a second one on Ir’s coastline, in one of the massive bays formed by the continent’s shape. The third was smack in the middle of the southern lobe, in whatever country Larch was. 

Mana springs were more common, with at least one per country. I wasn’t sure how Wildwood compared to them, but it really drove home that my low-mana location was rather unusual. Maybe Tarnil itself was fairly unusual, but then, Ir’s capital was a long way from both its Great Dungeon and any of the eight mana springs within its borders.

With some reluctance I left the map to its original owners, whoever they were, and went back to fixing the buildings. There wasn’t much that the map really did for me, aside from satisfying my curiosity, especially since it didn’t tell me where the mage-kings came from. I knew that they’d arrived on the coast, and they weren’t from the continent, but that left basically the whole wide world beyond Orn.

It wasn’t until later that I found more. In a different and far more intact building someone had a small globe. It was an expensive-looking thing made of gemstones, and while it lacked any sort of labeling I could at least identify Orn on it. Which led me to a problem, because according to the globe, Orn was just one of seven continents, all of a similar size, not to mention a broad scattering of islands and things halfway between. If everything was to scale, this world was enormous.

I did some quick estimations, based on the scale of the continent map I’d found. While it was possible that some things were grossly exaggerated, if everything was correct the planet was something like thirty thousand kilometers in diameter, which should have resulted in crushing gravity and atmospheric pressure. That clearly wasn’t the case, so all I could guess was magic was involved somehow. Maybe I should feel lucky though, if things were magic I could have ended up on a planet that was actually flat, or a cube or something. Unfortunately, nobody had an orrery so I could take the next step and assure myself that the solar system was at least marginally normal as well.

I dispersed the [Restful Night] field around morning, partly because Shayma had already slept for over twelve hours and partly because I wasn’t sure she could wake up with it going. I was pretty sure that as a beneficial field, it wouldn’t have so deleterious an effect, but then again, the only difference between medicine and poison was amount. Only a few minutes later she yawned and pushed herself up, sheets sliding off bare skin. It was a sight I enjoyed no matter how often I got to see it.

Despite being a third of the way through the gestation time on the Dungeon Seed, I couldn’t see any noticeable bump to her belly. Not that I knew what to expect. I’d only used a breeding option that produced something all of one time before, and that was a sort-of monster. With the Purifier line of options being almost definitionally opposed to monsters, it would be a mistake to take that as precedent.

"Feeling better?"

"I feel amazing! Everything’s healed, and I don’t think I’ve slept that well in years." 

"I have a new magic field and it’s called [Restful Night], so I would certainly hope so." Her hit points were full and she no longer had any status effects other than [Well Rested]. Aside from being paler, her arms looked fully restored, even the muscle mass replenished.

"It definitely was restful," she agreed. "Thank you, Blue! But now I’m starving. Is there anything around?" It was not an idle question. The refugees had been running on scraps and fumes since I was still sure that feeding them dungeon-made meat was a bad idea, courtesy of [Tempered Wisdom], which made the introduction of the tayantan fruits quite the relief. Since those actually properly grew rather than were made directly, they seemed far safer as a food source. Too bad all mine had died off.

All the crops in the experimental rooms were dead as well, withered along with my chrystheniums and grasses and trees. Apparently it had been a really good idea for me to not plug the farming room crops into my mana, given how everything had ended up dying. I didn’t even have basic potatoes for Shayma.

Fortunately, Iniri was starting to have her own breakfast over in Meil, and as queen she of course had first call on the remaining stocks. It wasn’t overly elaborate, just bread and jam and eggs, but more than I could provide. All I had was a couple of leftover pies, now cooled, and a bushel or two of the tayantan fruits. "Looks like Iniri has food. How about I send you over there with some of my fruit? I’m afraid I don’t have much breakfast-worthy fare at the moment."

I hadn’t much thought about it until Iniri mentioned pulling everyone out of the living places I’d made, but I needed some way to feed Shayma and Keri and Annit once everyone else was gone. I could imitate a refrigerator with [Temperature Finesse] but the rest of it was beyond me.

"Great! Is there anything you need to discuss with her?" Shayma dressed herself again, and I added laundry to the mental list of things I needed to provide, or get someone else to provide, to my people.

"You can tell her to go ahead and fill you in on the meeting she had with one of Tor Kot’s monsters. Or I guess it was one of his monsters. Either way, she did a great job but I’d rather have her tell it in case I forgot something."

"I hope she doesn’t mind me dropping in…" Shayma blinked at the thin stone bowl I put nearby, filling it with fruits from storage.

"You’re not just my representative, you’re also her friend, and she sounded pretty stressed out yesterday."

"Well, when you put it that way…" She picked up the bowl, gingerly at first, as if afraid her arms were still tender, then hefting it up. "Ready."

I went ahead and spun a temporary teleportation field around her, dropping her in front of the door to the fairly large dining room. To their credit, none of Iniri’s guards did more than twitch at her sudden appearance, though Iniri looked up sharply the moment Shayma appeared. I didn’t see any perception skills like Shayma’s in Iniri’s Status, but maybe it was just levels. Shayma did mention she felt more capable after leveling up, and her visible stats had certainly risen, so maybe basic perception had too. I didn’t tend to use her eyes now that I had [Genius Loci] so it was difficult for me to gauge.

"Shayma!" Iniri’s face lit up in a smile. "I see you’re all healed up."

"I am! I come bearing gifts!" Shayma put the bowl down on the table, eyeing Iniri’s spread covetously. "Think I could get a little breakfast?"

"Certainly." Iniri waved a hand at a servant, who obediently left the dining room to find the cook. "I admit tayantan fruit is nice, but I’m really looking forward to the next harvest. It’s been a while since I thought of fresh vegetables as a luxury. I haven’t worried about that since my adventuring days."

"Where did you go to level up, anyway?" Shayma asked, taking a seat at the table. "You don’t really talk about adventuring that much."

"Well, a surprising amount of adventuring experience doesn’t really apply to being a queen." Iniri took another bite of toast and jam. "I went down the coast to Ir’s Great Dungeon. I know Nivir’s is closer but...we don’t have the best relations with them. I suppose you’ve never been, but Ir’s is more developed anyway."

"Like Wildwood is?"

"Much larger than Wildwood." Iniri smiled. "In fact I believe it was a veteran of Ir’s Great Dungeon that decided to build Wildwood. Most mana springs can’t support a city, after all. Imagine what a fire Affinity mana spring looks like."

Oh. 

Suddenly the fact that fourth tiers from other countries were hanging out at Wildwood when there were so many mana springs around made more sense. While there were clearly a lot of beasts and things around Wildwood, nature and air Affinities didn’t result in horrible flaming wastelands or the like. In fact, it meant that there was plenty of food and water to support a city.

"Huh. I guess that explains why mom and dad didn’t often go to other countries. Though I’m kind of glad they were out in Nivir when the invasion happened."

"Would that more of our Classers were." Iniri sighed. "I shouldn’t be maudlin in the morning. There’s a lot of work to be done."

"I’ll have to ask Blue to let you try out his new magic field," Shayma said. "Gave me the best night’s sleep I’ve ever had."

"I could use that," Iniri admitted.

"Oh, also! Blue said something about a monster visiting yesterday?" Shayma asked, before being immediately distracted by the delivery of her own breakfast.

"Yes, it was...certainly interesting." The second repetition of the story was more or less the same as the first, but this time it started me thinking about something entirely different. Namely, it had me wondering what counted as damage to a core. 

So far, neither of my cores had regained any hit points. Both of them were sitting at all of three Core HP and, aside from a slight divot in the side of one of them, they both looked fine despite the numerical evidence. I was starting to get a little worried, since even slow natural HP regeneration would have been fine, but none meant that I had to repair them rather than wait for them to heal. 

Clearly the mage-kings had knowledge of how to repair cores. They’d have to, after all this time. But given that the Meil core had been level nine it was clear to me that they operated on different principles. Well, not totally different, but different enough that I couldn’t really use them as a reference for how I could do things.

If I couldn’t regenerate naturally, that meant there was some sort of material or Skill or something that repaired me, and it probably took resources. So while Iniri and Shayma had breakfast and chatted, I considered the ways I could fix myself. The problem was this was my Core, so my usual solutions of how to affect things didn’t count. It already contained most of my resources, was already part of my mana dynamo, and held a huge chunk of my mana by itself.

Attempting to somehow push any of my resources into my core was an exercise in futility. They were already there, after all, save for the mana that I had in my external storage. I thought maybe if I built some more of those I’d reach some tipping point where I could actually pressure one of my cores, but I hadn’t yet. The storage crystals that might let me do so were one of the things that I could actually build right now, but that ran into a problem too. Apparently there was a limit to how many I could build.

I already had slightly over fifty, and when I hit seventy they started disconnecting from me all on their own. Which wouldn’t have been a problem if that just meant they were standalone chunks of resources, like when I stored excess stone in big empty rooms. Instead, the disconnected storage crystals started melting or, if they had mana in them, they exploded. That was really irritating, but since the number was a multiple of my level I figured it was one of those level restriction things, albeit an unspoken one.

Of course, the overlay never actually mentioned any restrictions like these. Instead I got to waste a bunch of gold and mana and stone and time. I was too annoyed to continue experimenting, so I went back to fixing up Meil while I chewed over the problem. If I had any free experience I could level up the storage crystals, but who knew how expensive they’d get, and anyway [Tempered Wisdom] implied to me I already had the tools to solve it, so it wasn’t a matter of finding a new Skill.

Thinking it over, I had a few resources I hadn’t done much with and still didn’t really know what they were for. Everything about the latticework gem, for example. While I’d used a Core Lattice Gem for Shayma’s ring, mostly due to aesthetics, I didn’t know what it was for. Same with the resource it produced, mana lattice. If I still had any lattice gems I would have definitely tried to do something with them, but they were one of the things lost when everything died. Mana lattice itself just evaporated when I tried to get it out of storage, making me think it was exactly what it said. Mana, structured in a specific way.

I was still musing over these things when Shayma grabbed my attention. "What does The Hurricane want to talk to Blue about?"

"The same as before," Iniri said. "Only this time I think she’s really serious. She won’t even talk to me until she’s spoken with you, even though she knows I don’t have any actual influence with Blue."

It took me a minute to locate The Hurricane, who was sulking in a different manor, a street away from Iniri. Though, considering her status, she had reason to be upset.

Mildred Norp

The Hurricane (Level 79)

Race: Mystic-blood demihuman

Health: 1025/1025

Stamina: 880/880
Mana: 1748/1748

Depletion: 270/313

She’d gained something like two hundred points of Depletion over the battle, maybe more, so certainly her Skills had degraded. And maybe stats and regen too, I wasn’t exactly sure how it worked. It didn’t seem to be consistent from one person to another, because of course it wasn’t.

I still wasn’t that interested in her, mostly because of the crazy. Without that she was pretty cute, probably due to the mystic-blood influence, which made her look a lot younger than she had to be. I didn’t know, but I got the impression that getting to fourth tier took a lot of time, and both Liril and Yamal looked to be in their fifties. A very hearty and hale fifties, but still. The Hurricane, and I understand why she went by that when her real name was Mildred Norp, looked to be a well-preserved thirty or so. The vibrant hair probably helped with that.

The crazy could be an act, though. A professional persona. It didn’t seem likely to me, but it was at least possible, and having a fourth-tier in my debt would be useful, if nothing else. 

"Well...if she behaves herself I’ll talk to her,"  I told Shayma.

"I’m...actually a little surprised Blue’s willing to deal with her," Iniri said. "Even I find her a little wearing."

"Mostly I wouldn’t mind having a fourth-tier available for something. Still considering what."

"Blue can find a use for her," Shayma translated, making me sound more aloof and calculating, as usual. I was lucky she was good at making my public persona more like a Power and less like someone who had no idea what they were doing. I suspect most people would be far less impressed with me if they heard my meanderings to Shayma.

"I wish you luck with that," Iniri shook her head. "And speaking of Blue, while most of the treasury here was cleaned out there are a couple items I can use to pay him what I owe."

"Ooh?" Shayma’s eyes sparkled. "I always wondered what was in the treasury. Any treasury."

"Mostly currency," Iniri admitted. "Plus some magical tools that various royals and nobles used during their adventuring days. There are some I’d rather reserve for rebuilding, but if Blue doesn’t like either of these choices I’ll bring them out."

"I’m pretty good at building myself so I doubt I’d need any of those tools anyway."

Iniri snorted. "I suppose he is, at that. The two I’m suggesting are an air sled and a monster wardstone. Both of them require you to charge them with mana, and the sled just floats – it’s really useful for hauling things when you’re adventuring – while the monster wardstone interacts with dungeon mana somehow. I’m not clear on exactly how it works, but it keeps most monsters from wandering into your campsite in Great Dungeons."

"Ooh. That second one sounds really interesting. Maybe it’s kind of a [Bane] item."

"Maybe, but if I turn it on I’ll do it way out at the edge of your territory," Shayma said. "Blue wants the wardstone."

"I thought that might be the case. And the sled?"

"Since it turns out I can’t do magic...I mean, I can take it, but I don’t have anything I can do with it yet. It’s not like you really need it since you can always use my inventory. What about the crafters?"

"I’m still working on getting those together," Iniri admitted. "If you don’t want the sled I’m sure I can find a use for it. Sell it, maybe. Though we’re still on a war footing, and need food more than gold...anyway, the wardstone is all yours. I’ll send someone to get it. Though, I suppose Blue already has access to it, since he is the room it’s locked in.

"Umm…" Actually that was a valid point. Technically I did have access to everything in the treasury. The locked room Iniri mentioned had several hundred gold coins, several dozen Source capsules, and the magical tools Iniri had mentioned.

Dungeon Wardstone: Keeps away Dungeon monsters

Forin’s Plow: Improves crop yields.

Statue of Biriah: Improves fecundity.

Shared Storage Cube (5): Spatial storage. All storage spaces connected.

Air Sled: Carries items.

My descriptions were still terrible, since I was pretty sure that anyone else looking at them would get more information. The wardstone was a fist-sized white sphere, not very exciting to look at. Forin’s Plow wasn’t a plow at all, but rather a metal spike with runes on it. I figured that it worked somewhat like my own growth fields and flowers, with whatever range and power. The statue was probably similar, but working on animals, and made me wonder where my version of that was. It looked like a statue too, maybe made out of silver, not much larger than the wardstone.

The five storage cubes were really cool, even though I had no need for them, and at least implied what that weird shared spatial field was for. They looked like wooden boxes inlaid with gold, and I could see the spatial magic on them, making them the only active artifact in the treasury. Though from my own experience spatial magic just sort of stayed once it was set up, rather than needing a constant feed like my other fields. Calling it active might be misleading.

Finally, the air sled was just a shallow box maybe a meter long and half that wide, with railings. I was pretty sure it was made out of Wildwood Tree wood, which explained the air magic, but beyond that I couldn’t tell how it worked. Unlike the other stuff I didn’t see any runes or active magic. It reminded me that I really wasn’t that wise in the ways of the world despite what any of my Skills might claim.

All interesting, but distracting. "I think it’d be better if she has someone present it formally. Don’t want to get the habit of rummaging through Meil like it’s my own stuff." I was already a little guilty of that with the map and the globe, even if I hadn’t taken them. Propriety aside, I felt like it’d be a bad idea to simply start taking things other people had. It wouldn’t just breed bad habits, but given the power of Bargains, something like stealing things I didn’t need to might end up harming me through whatever strange mysticism made a Power.

[Tempered Wisdom] advances to 6.

Oh hey, it’d been a while since I’d gotten that Ability to advance. Probably because I hadn’t actually been listening to [Tempered Wisdom] for who knows how long. A month or more, perhaps. Had I even advanced [Tempered Wisdom] or just its prerequisites? I couldn’t even remember now, and the overlay didn’t store things indefinitely, so I couldn’t go back and check.

Iniri nodded. "I appreciate that, actually. I still would call Meil my city, even if it’s controlled by Blue right now. I’m glad that he sees things the same way." She sent one of her guards down to get the wardstone, and while I did feel a little silly about the whole rigamarole, it did feel more official when Shayma accepted it on my behalf.

"Hey Shayma, feel free to take your time with Iniri, I want to get something set up before we deal with The Hurricane."

"Just tell me when you’re ready." Shayma nodded. "Blue says he’s setting something up for The Hurricane so I’m free for a while. Is there anything you need from me, Iniri?"

I didn’t interfere with them any further, letting Shayma wolf down her breakfast and lend Iniri a sympathetic ear. More sympathetic than me, anyway She’d spent some of the previous night complaining but I didn’t know any of the politics involved and couldn’t even make polite noises, so Shayma was a far better companion. It occured to me that if any of this ever came up in the future, Shayma would actually know how I should address it, and that Iniri probably knew that too.

So I took a break from fiddling with details in Meil to do something I probably should have done a while ago. Ansae had suggested an audience hall of some sort, or a petitioner’s circle, or whatever, and if I wanted to set the proper tone with The Hurricane I’d need one. Not to mention any of Iniri’s subjects, now that I was more or less public. If nothing else I’d need Shayma to summon that [Herbalist] there to resolve the matter of the flower she took. Not a big deal in the grand scheme of things, and frankly I was lucky to even notice, but I wasn’t going to just let it pass.

Actually, I was willing to give her some more so I could see what [Alchemy] did with it.

To that end I reshuffled some of my mountain territory. The mountain was eerily homogenous, all granite with the occasional inclusion of a tiny bit of other resource without any rhyme or reason. I’d found some garnet and garnierite, a little more copper and magicite, and one nodule of limonite, all just appearing by themselves. Pretty sure it had something to do with mana.

That meant that I’d ended up just chopping it up into a bunch of identical rooms as I changed the stone into something more useful. Fewer rooms than I could have, because I didn’t want to trigger any landslides. I still remembered that first cave-in. All that meant it was no trouble to push everything near the front of the mountain deeper in. In fact, thinking about it, I decided to play with the mountain face itself, changing a section of steep slope to a sheer face of stonesteel, some twenty meters high and wide. That would give me a start.

It was a lot easier, or at least less tedious and fiddly, to work from a blank slate than try and reconstruct a ruined building, so it took a lot less time for me to turn the vertical face into a grand passageway. Unlike most of the tunnels I’d made, which were in the three to four meter range and square-ish, I made this one a good twenty meters high and half that wide. That gave me an imposingly large entrance hall, domed at the top, that I could have put pretty deeply into the mountain but instead I stretched it out with a Spatial field. Not the full order of magnitude, but enough to turn ten meters of hall into forty.

Then I started work on an actual audience chamber or whatever it was going to be called. I wished I could consult Ansae for what would be appropriate but it wasn’t like I couldn’t change it later if there was something that needed fixing. At first I had thought to go with a big room like some sort of church or cathedral, but that didn’t really seem to express the dungeon-ness of things. I supposed if I wanted to I could make a sort of a labyrinth or ceremonial trap hall or something, but I hadn’t really exercised that aspect of myself too much.

What seemed most appropriate was a mana dynamo. [Dungeon Ecology] and everything that had sprung from it was really what had given me most of my tools. So far the only person who had seen anything near a full dynamo was Ansae, and actually they looked kind of amazing in their totality. Even for people who couldn’t see mana there were different colors and various glowing things. Plus it’d be a nice challenge to fit into as small a space as possible so people could see it all.

Just putting lava at the bottom and ice at the top wouldn’t be very interesting, so I tried mixing it up a little. Making a large hollow sphere and Expanding it fully, I scattered red and white chrystheniums throughout, an even number of each. It took more effort to route the subsequent water and lava and steam around, but the point was to look impressive. The end result was a number of pipes, islands, and water- and lava-falls circulating throughout the open area, but given any length of time it’d just turn into an oven. I could use [Temperature Finesse] to fix things but I was a little leery of something that might fail if I lost concentration or slipped into fugue again.

Instead I used glass and doors, since those seemed to have their own temperature control built in, chopping up hot and cold and ultimately venting the hot air up and away. Then I started filling in all the empty spaces with the other chrystheniums I had, linking up the mana flows as I went. Nature, water, light, dark, illusionary...some of it was a little rough without grass and trees as intermediaries, but I wasn’t quite sure what I wanted to do for the landscape yet.

I had a bunch of hanging ornaments, the flowers planted on stonesteel spires at various heights, some of them glowing, some not. The Radiant and Umbral and Illusionary flowers produced points of light and darkness and distorted regions of uncertainty. Crystalline versions shimmered, while wind and storm whipped droplets this way and that, occasionally sizzling against lavafalls. 

In the middle of it all I put a storage crystal full of mana, which was only faintly blue but it did glow. A few passes with [Customization] turned it into an ersatz Core suspended in the center of the sphere, since I wasn’t about to use either of my real ones. Of course since I couldn’t respond directly to things I needed a place for Shayma, and to that end I wrapped a balcony around the base of the false core, where I’d teleport her in when necessary. I formed a dais between that and the entrance, somewhat below the balcony, and then I started considering landscaping.

Frankly the chamber was huge. Barely enough to squeeze in a mana dynamo but with most of it being open space it was clear how enormous a five hundred meter diameter sphere was. I wasn’t ever planning to have hundreds of people inside it, and I wanted to show off the mana dynamo anyway, so instead of putting in full ground I grew some walkways, lined them with grass, and sent them meandering about the room. One connected to the dais of course, and I put a few chairs and benches near wide spots where I planted trees

The resulting confection was a fragile-looking thing suspended above and among all the the machinery of the mana dynamo. It was mostly stone and glass, otherwise, with a few of the lava- and water-falls dividing the path. Of course I’d partitioned off the lava so people didn’t get scorched from its mere presence, but since the protection was an open door, [Customized] to be effectively invisible, they could still reach out and touch it if they were so foolish.

With all that done, the domed entry hall was far too plain and austere by comparison. I wasn’t entirely certain what to do with it, since I didn’t want to repeat the mana dynamo, but after surveying Meil and considering what I remembered of Wildwood, I figured just fancy carving would work. It wasn’t like I could put anything meaningful in there, but I could do something like...fractals.

Nature adored fractals, but some of the more esoteric ones looked organic while still being utterly alien, which seemed to fit the strangeness of dungeons. Not that I remembered most of the math but I at least knew the principles and scrawling self-similar designs into the stone was easy enough, as was using [Customize] to give it some color. Shades of blue, of course. 

The whorls of engraving curled into themselves, down past the limit of vision, curling upward to wrap over the ceiling and along the floor, something I doubted anyone in this world had ever seen. They crawled into the archways, the gaps filled with glass, a filigree of fractional dimensions. I wasn’t sure the overall effect quite meshed with the mana dynamo room, but decoration had never really been my strong suit.

"Okay," I told Shayma. "I’m ready."



Day 117 - Harold


Harold didn’t much like the situation.

Oh, retaking Meil was a good step, and a necessary one, and he wasn’t sure how they would have accomplished it on their own.  That didn’t mean he was much taken with the...other dungeon, and all that came with it.  The chief thing he objected to was Queen Iniri having to debase herself to be cured of Depletion.

He’d guarded the girl since she was young, and he’d been expecting to turn her over to some particularly well-heeled prince for her marriage bed.  What she’d gotten instead was considerably less than she deserved, and he had doubts about how well-reasoned that exchange had been. The Queen did have her Heritage Skill back though, that was clear enough.  The cost was just so high.

Then there was the way Shayma flittered about, as if presuming she was of the same status as his Queen.  He liked the girl well enough, especially since she gave Queen Iniri some much-needed female company, but ever since she shacked up with the dungeon she’d been a little...strange.  Talking to herself, appearing and vanishing without regard to proper protocol, and of course acting like the dungeon was an actual person.

She really didn’t seem to notice how damned eerie the thing was, with walls and floors moving of their own accord, silent adjustments to room sizes or furnishings, and of course the use of some transparently potent magics.  Some days he was afraid he’d wake up in an entirely different place than where he went to sleep. It didn’t much help that they hadn’t left it behind when they took Meil, the thing somehow managing to exist in the city as well as back in its mountain fortress.  If he had been a less wise man, he would have complained of it to Shayma or perhaps even Queen Iniri.

He had to admit some of this grumpiness was just pique.  Some random members of a little-known third-tier party had gotten Primal Sources, and he had not.  Though, considering that of all those who had received such Sources, four were women under the dungeon’s influence and one was Yamal, a fourth-tier that had been...well, not killed, but as good as, maybe they were not as much a blessing as it seemed.  But as [Sword Saint] used both light and kinetic Affinities, he could have benefited enormously from receiving some.

If Shayma hadn’t seen fit to remember him to her master, it would have been nice if she’d asked it to help him with his job.  So far there hadn’t been any roving assassins, but the number of people who wanted access to his Queen for other, slightly less nefarious purposes was astoundingly high.  "If I catch you on the grounds again I will throw you to the dungeon to eat," he growled to the rotund little man. It was the second time the [Merchant] had snuck in trying to get a bite of Iniri’s time, trying to bypass the queue.  If nothing else, the dungeon could be useful as a threat.

"But, but, if you’d only give me five minutes -" The man spluttered, as inanely self-serving as all too many of his Class.  Not that all [Merchants] were a problem, but he never could quite trust someone who centered their abilities around money. Considering how few stores were intact and how few actual customers could be found, he was thoroughly unsympathetic to whatever the [Merchant’s] idea was.

"Out," Harold said firmly, quite literally tossing the man onto the cobbles outside.  Fairly gently, in all. At level twenty or so, to judge by the feel the [Sword Saint] got from him, it would take more than that to do anything other than bruise.  He was a little surprised when the man limped away, but then he reminded himself that anyone from Meil would be sporting a good chunk of Depletion.

He was feeling it himself, though he’d only been responsible for evacuating people and not fighting Vok Nal directly.  The damage wasn’t too bad but he was quite certain he’d lost a level of [Robustness] at the very least. On the other hand, he could feel the density of the mana the dungeon brought with it.  Even if he couldn’t see it, there was something about the atmosphere that made him twitchy.

It didn’t much help that all he was doing was standing guard.  Now, standing guard was what he’d been doing for all of Iniri’s life, but after the past few years it seemed terribly inadequate.  After the past few days it seemed terribly inadequate.  He really wanted to lock Iniri in a secluded monastery somewhere until things blew over, no matter how ridiculous an impulse it was.  Things wouldn’t blow over.

The next person meandering up seemed utterly immune to his ire, despite the fact that they were clearly lower level.  Level didn’t mean everything, but there weren’t many Classes with the stats and Skills necessary to take on a higher-level [Sword Saint].  Given the man’s fine clothing, he might be relying on his status instead, as if patents of nobility meant much anymore.

He frowned at the petitioner as the man walked up, offering Harold a brief bow.  "I request an audience with Queen Iniri," he said, which was more or less what everyone so far had said to the guards at the manor.  There simply weren’t enough people to set up proper channels for petitioning the queen. "My name is Orel, I am here representing King Toren of Nivir."

Harold gave him a sharp look.  The name sounded Nivirese enough, but Orel looked like a sailor, with salt-tanned skin stretched tight over his bones, not to mention the fact that his teeth weren’t pointed.  He looked, in fact, like he could have come from any port town in Tarnil, which meant that he was not only a spy but probably a traitor. In another day and age he would have arrested the man for such a thing, but two things stopped him.  The first was that they didn’t have the facilities for dealing with accused spies, and the other was that the man flashed the seal of Nivir, one of the tokens for those representing their ruler.

"...Korun, I’ll take him up."  The other guard nodded in response.  He would have preferred a whole platoon of guards for the manor, but they had to make do with just two per door.  Even then, there were fewer doors than there had been, since he’d insisted on boarding over ones they weren’t actually using.

He fixed Orel with a glare, one hand on the hilt of his sword.  "This way," he said, opening the door. The inside of the manor was actually quite crowded, with all the apparatus of city and country governance moved into one place, but nobody did more than glance at them as Harold brought the spy and messenger upstairs.

Giving the man another glare, he had a quiet word with one of his comrades who was outside Iniri’s door, and waited for the reply.  He was hoping he’d be told to eject the Nivirese spy from the city, but alas, such was not to be.

Lorsen emerged with the Shayma girl in tow – presumably she’d teleported inside again – and nodded at the door.  "Her Highness says to bring him in and stay."

At least she was letting him stay to make sure the Nivirese man tried nothing.  Oh, with [Shield of Tarnil] back it wasn’t likely that anyone could actually hurt her, but it eased his mind to be there just in case.  Orel wasn’t deaf, so he followed Harold into the room without any further prompting.

His Queen was looking more well-rested than usual, sharp dark eyes appraising Orel and giving Harold the faintest of nods.  "A messenger from Nivir," she said, not quite a question. "The timing is quite interesting."

"Your Majesty."  Orel bowed. "You are a difficult woman to find."

"Not that difficult."  Queen Iniri said dryly.  "Nivir knew I was in Meil months ago, unless Vok Nal caught Riri when she snuck out."

Orel managed to hide any reaction, but Harold grinned.  Cheya was cold and scary, but she was very good at her job.  He hadn’t known that the maid Iniri mentioned was a Nivirese informant, but it didn’t surprise him now that he thought about it.  The revelation certainly explained why none of the Queen’s other maidservants seemed too distraught about her disappearance.

"I am merely here as King Toren’s messenger, Your Majesty," Orel insisted.  "Far be it from me to remark on the actions of others."

The Queen didn’t comment on that.  "What does Nivir have to say to me?"

Orel fished out his seal again.  "King Toren sends his regards, and his regrets at the depredations performed on your land."

Queen Iniri had a more diplomatic face than he did, but he could still read her, and he could tell she was doing her best not to roll her eyes.  Relations with Nivir weren’t so bad that they’d fallen into outright hostility, but it was no great secret they would love to have Wildwood and coastal access.  Diplomatic necessities had to be observed, however, so neither of them commented on the blatant lie. Though to be fair, it might be genuine enough that he was outraged at what the mage-kings had done, even if he didn’t much care about the target.

"As a fellow ruler, King Toren has sent me to offer sanctuary to you and your retinue until such time as your land can be reclaimed."

"I see."  Queen Iniri’s lips tightened.  She could read the offer just as well as he could.  The sanctuary would come at a cost, likely some form of political marriage if she were lucky, a pleasant imprisonment and stewardship of her land if she were less lucky.  The alternatives were worse from there.

"Under other circumstances, I may have considered Toren’s offer.  If this was offered before I retook Meil, for example.  Coming after I have successfully defeated a mage-king, and shown that they are indeed vulnerable, it reeks of rife opportunism."

"I cannot comment on my King’s motives, Your Majesty," Orel said tactfully.

"You may tell King Toren that I will not be accepting his offer.  You may take that rejection in the same spirit as the offer was given."  Her tone was a touch waspish, but it was more polite than he would have been.

"I understand, Your Majesty."  It was clear that Orel wasn’t particularly happy with the dismissal, but he wasn’t about to say anything else.

"See him out, Harold."

"Yes, Your Majesty," Harold said with no small amount of relish, and loomed over the Niverese man.  He got a satisfying flinch from Orel at that, since with Harold’s Skills it probably seemed he’d simply appeared in front of the messenger.

"Thank you for seeing me, Your Majesty."  Orel bowed and allowed himself to be escorted out.  The exchange had been entirely tame, but when Harold glanced back at his Queen, just before he closed the door, he saw the worry in her eyes.  Nivir was going to be trouble.



Day 117 - Blue, Part Two (Explicit)


Shayma was so much more diplomatic than I was. So much. The Hurricane was grumpy and I really didn’t blame her, but Shayma was able to calm her down enough to invite her to the petitioner’s hall. Well, invite might not have been the correct word, but at least The Hurricane agreed to come with a minimum of fuss. Fortunately for her, she didn’t actually yell at Shayma, otherwise I might well have rescinded the invitation.

"Could I get a teleport?" The Hurricane asked. "My flight isn’t as good as it used to be," she added darkly, which certainly was part of her mood. It wasn’t just combat power that was lost to Depletion.

"Certainly. I’ll put her at the beginning of the hall. Shayma, I have a place for you in the middle of it, and I guess that’ll give you time to appreciate what I’ve put together. Probably best not to gawk in front of guests. Actually I’ll use [Link] instead of teleport. Tell her to go through the door when she’s ready." As huge as the entrance was, I could still connect the same way. Since Primal Sources had yet to fruit on any of my flowers, and probably wouldn’t for another day or so, I didn’t quite have as much mana to play with as I’d like and the [Link] was a lot more mana efficient.

"Yes," Shayma told her. "I will meet you inside. The door will take you there when you’re ready."

The [Link] brought Shayma to an archway on the center pedestal of the audience chamber first, and I hastily reset it for The Hurricane since it didn’t seem like she was going to delay long at all.

"Oh, wow. I love it!" Shayma looked around at the sphere. I’d ended up making the outer walls polished black and continued the fractal design in blue, but from Shayma’s place in front of the fake core that was barely visible behind all the exposed workings of the mana dynamo.

"Good! I mean, it’s kind of your throne room, if you think about it. You’re going to be the one presiding over it if I need to talk to anyone."

Shayma hesitated. "I’m not sure I’m really cut out to sit on a throne," she told me.

"Well, it doesn’t have to be a throne. You can have a comfy armchair instead! You’re the one who needs to be here, so I can make whatever amenities you want."

"Maybe just a normal chair and a side table?" She suggested, tail swishing as she ran her fingers along the railing. "For water or whatever?"

"Your wish is my command." I made as comfortable a wood chair as I could and a small table next to it, making a few notes to myself for when the crafters came. While I could make things out of some sort of generic wood, it was not tayantan tree wood, and I was very definitely not an expert at furniture. It’d be nice to get Shayma something more suitable.

The Hurricane wasn’t far behind Shayma, despite the fact that she had to arrive from the front door. Partly that was because even now she wasn’t bothering to walk, preferring to stand on her storm Affinity weapon and let it convey her along the hall. Mostly though, it was because she’d scrambled after Shayma the moment the door had closed, not even spending a minute to get herself together.

"Are you okay with this, by the way? I don’t plan to make her a Companion, that’s for sure." Having to listen to the fourth-tier all the time would be unbearable. It was slightly harder to ignore the input from my Companion eyes and ears than it was from Genius Loci, though clearly I could manage it as I had when I’d missed Iniri’s conversation. I was still trying to ignore most of her political discussions, though even thinking about it brought her senses to the forefront of my consciousness. The poor woman was suffering through a long and stilted speech from some lesser noble or another.

"Oh, certainly. I’m not worried you’ll like her more than me, or anything." Shayma smiled as she settled into the chair. "I think the only problem is she might keep pestering you afterward. She seemed very...insistent."

"I’d noticed that myself!"

The Hurricane zipped through into the audience hall as we were speaking, not paying much attention to all the spectacle I’d put together. She was a fourth-tier though, and probably had seen plenty of amazing sights in Great Dungeons and mana springs. The flying sort of ruined the mood of the room, though, and made me wonder if there was anything I could do to stop it in the future. Maybe some sort of Field, though I had no idea how I could make one with that particular effect.

At least she had the good grace to touch down on the petitioner’s dais, standing on top of the pole as usual, narrowing her eyes at the faux core. "All right," she said. "I’m here."

Shayma responded without any prompting. "State what you wish to petition Blue for."

"Purification," she said, starting to add something then cutting herself off. It seemed she was on her best behavior for this, though I wasn’t sure how long that would last.

"Blue is amenable to that, but there will be a price."

I wasn’t going to do it for free, and since I didn’t want another Companion nor did I want to make a Bargain, it’d have to be a more normal transaction. I’d been thinking it over and I figured there were two things she could do for me. "Mostly I want her to be available for escort duty the next time you go somewhere," I told Shayma. "Plus I think she could probably give some pointers to Annit. Wind and storm are pretty close Affinities, aren’t they?" Although it might be a trial for Annit to get along with the Hurricane long enough for that. I’d leave it up to her if she wanted to try it.

"As long as it is a price I can pay."

"It’s quite simple. Blue merely wants you to escort me at a future date, and provide some training to another Classer in his employ."

"Simple but that’s more of an ask than you think." She crossed her arms and looked unhappy. "I’m Haerlish's fourth-tier and I can’t be stuck here for years or months or even weeks. Plus, I’m not going to fight another mage-king even if I am immune to depletion."

"I guess that makes sense, but yeah we’re not going to be fighting Tor Kot, we’ll let the Adamant Fortress do that. I’m thinking she can escort you to wherever that last cube is and maybe make a distraction while you take it." Unfortunately, so far as I knew locating the final piece of the Fortress was up to Shayma. Nobody else had [Seeker]. "I’m thinking maybe a week from now for that?"

There was, to one way of thinking, no need to delay even that much. Shayma was healed up, I couldn’t think of many things we could do to prepare that wouldn’t take a long time, and while we hadn’t had any discussions with Iniri or anyone about it, it was the next logical step. Yet, Shayma had only just finished healing her arms, and real people couldn’t just keep going forever. If there wasn’t some incredibly urgent need to go immediately, a few days off to rest, refocus, and reorganize would be worthwhile, plus I was hoping the crafters could make her some new gear. She was still wearing what I assumed was scavenged clothing from the city.

"Blue suggests the escort will be needed in one week."

"Fine. I accept."

"All right, then I guess we do this thing." I wasn’t going to let her into my core room, so I hastily put together another chamber. Not that I was lacking in space. I chose one at random and swept it clean, making the walls the same polished onyx as the audience chamber with blue highlights.

"Blue accepts as well."

"Yes! Finally! Gonna get me some dungeon sex!" The Hurricane instantly shifted from dour and grumpy to sparkling and excited, which made me have second thoughts about agreeing. I already thought she was a little bit crazy and anyone whose mood shifted that quickly was either bonkers or faking it.

Nonetheless, the moment I built a [Purifier’s Breeding Station], those concerns seemed a lot less relevant. Proof that despite being far more in control than before, such things still affected my mind. "Do you want me to put you near Annit and Keri?" I asked Shayma, weaving a Link through an archway I was putting together in front of an ecstatic The Hurricane.

"Ooh, yes! I haven’t seen them in a couple days." Shayma’s eyes lit, and I felt really bad for the fact that I hadn’t made sure the three of them had regular contact. Keri and Annit may not have even known she was still alive, closeted as they were in the healing ward. So Shayma went through one archway, and The Hurricane through another.

In deference to the fourth-tier’s professed appetites, I’d structured the breeding station more like the first one I’d ever created, a sort of iron maiden of black flesh and wriggling tendrils. I thought it might have been too much, but the moment she spotted it her eyes flashed and her clothes disappeared. Actually disappeared, all at once in an instant, the loose robe vanishing to somewhere else. It had to be either a Skill or some strange item. She cackled gleefully and plunged her pole into the stone floor, leaving it quivering there as she hurled herself at the station.

Fortunately for my sensibilities despite her size she was well enough formed, with wide hips and breasts that, on her frame, gave her a fair bust. Her skin betrayed more of her mystic blood than her hair did, veins of green spreading out from her spine like lichtenberg lines, the rest of her an ash-grey. Without her clothing, even her face was the same dull shade. The only points of color other than the markings on her back were her nipples and the inner part of her sex, which were both aquamarine, like her hair.

I managed to take that in before she slammed into the breeding station with enough impact that I could feel it strain the dungeon-flesh and almost certainly hard enough to bruise her, fourth-tier or not. Though I had a lot more control over the [Purifier’s Breeding Station] than I’d had when I’d first started, it seemed the form I’d chosen had a mind of its own because several looped coils snapped out to pin her limbs before I thought to do so, suspending her midair.

Her lust flared through the link, as intense as the first time I’d built a breeding chamber, and she melted against the restraints as they wound down her arms and up her legs. "Oo-ooh yes, lock me in here! Fuck me forever!" She babbled. Though I hadn’t intended to initially, I followed her desire by closing the ‘door’ of the breeding station. The light from the outside chamber was cut off, and she nearly orgasmed just from the sight of it, wetness dripping down her thigh. Apparently she really liked the idea of being imprisoned in a dungeon’s breeding station.

Even though I hadn’t really planned to, her mood infected me and the next tendril I made was a breeding tendril, a thick and ridged cock sliding between her spread legs. She whimpered as it slid against her slick pussy, which was the only noise that interrupted her constant stream of words. "Oh gods I can feel it and I can feel it feel me this is amazing and it’s going to split me in half and it will be so good and -"

I shut her up by shoving a breeding tendril into her mouth. She moaned and immediately started sucking, tongue playing with the ridges on it as she slurped. Even that didn’t actually make her quieter, just muffled what she was saying as she tried to talk and suckle at the same time. Her entire body clenched with eager anticipation, and I could feel it, her burning need to be taken and filled and used.

Drawing one of my breeding tendrils against her folds, I wet it on her own arousal before starting to ease it into her, only to be met by a wave of discontent. I freed her mouth to find out why. "- just teasing me, fuck me godsdammit, break me in half, don’t just poke me and -" I shut her up again, thickening the cock she had in her mouth while I drove the other one into her with a single thrust. I still held back a bit, worried about hurting her, but that turned out to be needless. Not only was she so wet that I drove into her with unexpected force, but her fourth-tier constitution meant that when she squeezed down on me I realized I was the one who might get hurt, not her.

Satisfaction and pleasure surged from her as I hammered the breeder into her pussy, giving her a rougher treatment than I’d given anyone else so far, but despite that I could tell that she wanted to be filled more. She was leaking wildly from both her mouth and pussy, slobbering and dripping and moaning as I stretched them both to my satisfaction, but that wasn’t anywhere near enough to satisfy her. I pressed a third breeder against her ass, feeling her excitement jump another notch, writhing against the bonds. The tiny entrance resisted me a little, but her hunger to have me inside her could not be denied, so I drove into her without mercy, cock slick with some dungeon-biology lubricant.

She came instantly. I wasn’t expecting it, and the rush of pleasure overwhelmed my last reserve at treating her too roughly. Instead of tensing up, she hung limp as she shuddered, milking all three breeders and making happy crooning noises around the one in her mouth when I sped up. Her pleasure cascaded into mine and crested as I came the first time, marking her insides with my cum and make her moan happily, swallowing it all with careless greed.

The feel of it just made her hungrier, I could feel it raging out of control as even in the throes of orgasm she only wanted more. Thicker, harder, faster. Without even thinking about it I forced a second breeder into her pussy, and she melted into the bonds holding her. Her grey flesh went nearly white as I stretched her in different directions, making her moan in hoarse pleasure from the strain. By now each thrust was rocking her back and forth against the bonds, filling her sloppy holes while her mouth worshipped me. Her breath panted through her nose, clearly not giving even the slightest thought to relinquishing the breeder in her mouth as she licked and sucked with frantic abandon.

The force I was using would have brutalized someone lower-tier and she wasn’t anywhere near satisfied, wriggling as I fucked her. Then my tendrils slammed against the entrance to her womb and she squeaked, the feel of that contact like an electric jolt through her system sending her into a toe curling incoherently burbling orgasm. I couldn’t understand what she was mumbling as she trembled but I could guess she was begging for more.

From that much I was staring to get some prickles from various [Skills], like [Soul Perception], but I was too lost in the drowning sea of Mildred’s hunger. She wasn’t anywhere near satisfied anyway, so I drove a third breeder into her insatiable pussy and a second into her shockingly needy asshole, feeling her excitement as I stretched her beyond what I thought was healthy or even possible.

She shivered and moaned and bucked in pleasure as I fucked her with six cocks at once, feeling that even that wasn’t enough for her. Now with each thrust I drove the cocks as deeply as they would go, making her twitch with fervent desperation, squeezing hard over me until I came too. With even more seed soaking into her, filling her from both ends as it poured inside, [Soul Perception] became even clearer, but I could barely care about that. 

Mildred hung there in total darkness, trapped inside the breeding chamber with the flesh of it binding her in place, hanging her in the air while I forced myself into her every hole, and still she wanted more. If anything the overwhelming sensation of it only fed her desires, her body clamping down against my motions and forcing me to push through it, her strength competing against mine just to fuck her properly. Even with that, she just pressed back hungrily, trying to force more of me into her.

Since she wanted more, I graduated from ridges to more exotic things. If I could change the shape of my tendrils, why not give her the full experience. I drove my cock into her throat, forcing her to draw breath between each thrust and getting another wave of approving pleasure from her, then changed the ridges to studs, raking and tugging at her insides. She wriggled, wanting only more, so the studs expanded, hardening to tease her more thoroughly. Small mouths bit at her whenever I bottomed out, teeth nipping at the most tender points inside her. She still wasn’t satisfied, wanting me to give her something more extreme, and that was enough to make me pull back slightly from the heady lust and realize something was wrong. I was wrong, almost fully consumed by her twisted needs.

It was only then that I noticed her hit points were dropping. In fact I’d apparently already done more damage to her than she’d taken in the first elite fight. Suddenly I realized that just because she wanted more didn’t make it a good idea to give her more. Dungeon breeding instincts were perfectly happy to fuck someone forever, and Purifier didn’t stop me from hurting her because she wanted it. She was either twisted enough or needy enough that I could literally fuck her to death and no instincts would stop or even warn me.

I almost stopped. I couldn’t, not entirely. I was still compelled and lusty and wanted to finish this, but I stopped ravaging her. I’d gotten way more extreme than I ever wanted to from her influence, so I pulled way, way back. I had known I shouldn’t touch the crazy. She whimpered as I slid all the extra breeders out, but I made it up to her. One pressed tight against the entrance to her womb, one stretched her ass, and one filled her mouth as I brought in extra tendrils and wrapped them over her, covering her head to foot, but especially wrapping tight about her breasts and clit. Then I made things vibrate.

I wasn’t subtle about it, either. Even if I absolutely had gone overboard before, she clearly wanted things rough and I was betting she’d never felt a vibrator, let alone had them pressed against every erogenous zone she had. Even the one on her lower back and her feet. The pleasure jolted through her clit, and she strained against the enwrapping tendrils as I stimulated her breasts, forced into a sudden orgasm as I swept the vibrations along her body in waves, in toward her clit. The numb bruising that I’d given her turned into a sweet ache that only served to heighten every throb and shiver.

She squeezed around me and didn’t stop, trembling and panting but not willing to be satisfied with simple pleasure. I wasn’t going to hurt her any further though, and so I just kept the vibration going, stimulating her directly, keeping her wrapped in dungeon-flesh and piping in air so she could breathe while I played with her clit and her nipples. The breeders kept her filled for orgasm after orgasm as the hunger slowly shifted into pure, white-out bliss. Still, the vague fuzz I could see with [Soul Perception] refused to crystallize as her inner flesh shivered and squeezed hard enough to hurt, but even that felt good against the backdrop of the sheer intensity of her need for me. But that feel of her around three of my cocks trembling and wanting, was itself torture as it refused to turn into an actual orgasm. 

I was feeling desperate when, nearly an hour in, she abruptly sagged as the continuous, forced orgasm overwhelmed her. Finally I was allowed to come, instantly flooding her with my seed as the breeding window appeared. The fuzz crystallized into a concrete light, running through her body.

Breeding options:

Rejuvenate: Restore some health, stamina, mana: 10 biomass, 2000 mana

Revitalize: Restore the body to prime condition

Purify: Removes all forms of depletion by replacing all of target’s energy with dungeon core mana reserve: 31,300 mana

Affinity Modification: Shifts target’s primary mana Affinity: 31,300 mana, 79 Source of desired Affinity.

Affinity Addition: Adds Affinity to target’s mana: 31,300 mana, 79 Source of desired Affinity.

When I selected [Purify], I watched very carefully. All that mana encapsulated the crystalline threads and forms inside The Hurricane in an instant, showing me that I was missing most of what was there. To judge by the outline it was monstrously complex, and as The Hurricane started glowing, the Skill or whatever it was actually started making alterations. I couldn’t even follow the speed, let alone the detail, so I knew I had no hope of doing it myself, but I could at least try to understand.

It seemed that [Purify] needed access to the soul, and it needed whatever channels were opened by intimacy. Sex that actually satisfied. It made me wonder if I shared some heritage with succubi, or, well, incubi in my case. I would have to ask to see if those existed in this world.

That wasn’t the only component though, because her Purification timer was more than an hour. It was an hour and a half, and the only explanation I got for it was a notation next to it reading [Fertility Penalty.] As explanations went it was better than most the overlay gave me, since it meant that yes, being female was required, at least for how I worked, and that the ability to bear children was somehow involved. Given that The Hurricane was, so far as I understood it, somewhere in her fifties despite how she looked, having children would be incredibly difficult. Since there were stories of sacrificing firstborn and the like, I wondered if this ability somehow fed off of the potential for children, whether biological or metaphysical.

Unfortunately I doubted many people would be able to fill me in with more than speculation, even Ansae. Soul magic was generally banned and I could see the various reasons for that, especially given the ridiculous complexity of whatever [Purify] was doing. Trying to do this manually would be like trying to perform heart surgery with a spoon. While blindfolded.

[Soul Perception] advances to 6.

Despite all the work that it was doing I couldn’t see any noticeable difference until right before the timer ended. Then, suddenly, all the encapsulating mana coalesced and I had a glimpse of the finished Soul-work. The Hurricane’s soul was a lot brighter and more complex and, if I had to guess, more complete than it had been before. There were more lines, more branches, and more connections, though the overall shape hadn’t been changed much. There seemed to be some subtle difference at the edges, but I couldn’t pursue that as the perception vanished with the timer.

The [Purifier’s Breeding Station] dumped her unceremoniously on the ground as it vanished, something which I’d completely forgotten about. Apparently that was enough to rouse her, and she staggered to her feet, wild-eyed.

"Wow! I mean, wow! That was the best thing ever!" She giggled, staggering over to lean against the wall. One hand slid down between her legs, where her gaping holes still drooled black seed. "Ooh, I’m going to be feeling this for a while, mmm. I love it." She tottered over to the weapon she’d left driven into the stone and leaned on it, flexing fingers and toes. "Oh yeah, this Purified thing is amazing. All my Skills are back! Even…[Cloud Dancer]! I forgot about that one, got eaten at level one. Gotta try that one out."

She grabbed the staff and dashed for the [Linked] archway. I didn’t even think to turn it off, just watching in amazement as she popped through and jumped on top the staff, zipping back out of the entrance hall with renewed speed. The Hurricane took off into the sky, still completely naked and whooping at the top of her lungs.

It took me an embarrassingly long time to realize she wasn’t coming back.

I had been so stupid. I’d known The Hurricane was unstable and full of things I didn’t want to deal with, and in just trying to Purify her I’d nearly killed her because she was so messed up. I’d thought maybe it’d be useful to have her on my side and for that I’d gotten not only what was in hindsight a fairly horrifying experience, but also a complete brush-off for what she owed.

I hadn’t realized that whoever was inside the breeding station could have such an effect on me. Clearly I needed to be a lot more careful both with who I agreed to Purify and how I did agreements. [Tempered Wisdom] and common sense both agreed that I had to hold The Hurricane to account somehow for breaking an agreement with me, and I had to make sure nobody did it in the future.

I’d have to take things more seriously from now on.



Day 120 - Shayma


Shayma relaxed in the bliss of afterglow, practically purring as the bed lowered itself into warm water for her morning bath.  After The Hurricane had left, he’d been a lot more attentive than usual. Almost needy, in fact, but also incredibly gentle. Not that she was complaining.  It was a wonderful way to wake up.

The soft sound of water and wind preceded Blue’s voice, kept low this time as if he were murmuring in her ear.  "Good morning!  Sleep okay?"

To be fair she’d had a few nightmares since the fight with Vok Nal.  She thought she was done with those, but being so close to an actual mage-king had dredged them up again.  [Restful Night] did stop them, but she didn’t want to depend on a Field to get a good night’s sleep the rest of her life.

Helping Keri and Annit out didn’t do much for her restful sleep, either.  Healers were rare, and that only meant that demands on their time were even greater.  Keri couldn’t simply cast one spell and regenerate a crushed or missing limb; it took time and effort over multiple days and after the battle in Meil there were a number of unfortunate souls with that kind of injury.  Everyone was lacking manpower everywhere, and those who were healed left to fields or to Meil as fast as they could, so it was just the three of them taking care of patients most of the time.

They’d overstrained themselves in doing so, too. Running stamina all the way to zero was exceedingly uncomfortable, and she’d heard mana was worse, but Keri had done both.  Annit didn’t use mana pools, but she was suffering herself, fetching, carrying, and hauling, mostly without any benefit from Skills. It was clear she had some medical Skills, since once Shayma took over some of the grunt work the southerner spent more time with the least injured patients.

In all, Shayma had seen quite enough of smashed, bruised, and oozing flesh, but she’d complained to Blue before and didn’t think it was worth going over it again.  "I slept okay. Better than last night."

"Wish I could help more," Blue said regretfully.  He’d added a regeneration field to the hospital area, which was help enough, but what he was really referring to was the fact that he couldn’t just hold her.  In this instance the sense-sharing of the breeding station worked against them, because there was always that spiralling undercurrent of sexual desire.  Just cuddling was impossible.

"The fact that you can literally make nightmares go away if I need you to is pretty amazing, Blue."  Shayma reassured him. "You shouldn’t feel bad that you can’t do everything."  Keri gave her hugs, at the very least, which Annit didn’t seem to mind too much.  At least, not so long as Annit got more of them. Watching the grim-faced southern woman start to pout until Keri came by to give her at least a touch on the arm was something she found endlessly adorable even if she dared not say anything about it.

"The things that I can’t do are getting really old, though."  Blue grumped, then sighed.  "Anyway, Ansae mentioned seeing you earlier, I don’t know for training or what, so you should probably visit her earlier rather than later.  I think Iniri is going to have the crafters come in today, which is great because I’m finally regrowing some Primals."

She’d actually found it a little discomfiting to find that Blue had lost so many resources in the battle.  Even though it was temporary, she was just used to him having as much of anything as he wanted. He’d just mention he had something and then it would appear in her hands.

As unlikely as it seemed, she’d also nearly forgotten about Ansae with how distracted she’d been since the meeting.  Shayma definitely hadn’t been keeping up with her training, but she wasn’t really a combat maniac like some of the higher tiers were.  Or even to the degree Annit was. Hopefully Ansae wouldn’t be too disappointed that she hadn’t kept up her practice. "Sure, just let me get breakfast and I’ll head down!  Or, maybe I should bring a breakfast."

"I don’t think she’s eaten any...normal food lately.  Might as well if there’s extra."

Fortunately there’d been a harvest, and things weren’t quite so tight anymore.  Meat was still not as common as anyone would like, but there was plenty of produce to fill in the gaps.  Even fried plunor, which she hadn’t had since she was a kid. It tended to spoil too quickly for the cities to get any.  Blue was doing his part too, by allowing people to pick tayantan fruit, but there wasn’t all that much of it and there was only so much to be done with the fruit.

Even though she didn’t have any staff, when she headed up to Refuge someone brought her two plates of breakfast food immediately.  Though she felt a little embarrassed to be treated like a noble, she had to admit it was useful and Blue would have insisted anyway.  Besides, she practically was one, given her status with Blue.

She stowed both breakfasts with [Phantom Pocket], glad that she’d actually figured out how to do that without spilling things everywhere.  Even if other Skills were more powerful, that one was far and away the most useful, even if she did have to empty it of all the miscellanea she’d picked up every once in a while.

Blue’s Link sent her to Ansae’s cottage rather than the center of her lair, so Shayma went ahead and knocked on the door.  It swung open for her, despite the fact that Ansae was clearly seated at the table across the way. She wasn’t sure whether that was theatre or practicality.  It was probably easier for her to open the door with a brief application of willpower than actually getting up, but on the other hand, Ansae really seemed to have a preference for the dramatic.

Besides, Ansae had chunks of crystal and illuminated bits of magical equipment Shayma didn’t recognize spread out over the table, and was busy doing something with them.

"You wanted to see me?"  She stepped inside. Even if the cottage was more normal than the massive furnishings at the center of the lair, everything was large enough to make her feel like a child.  The chairs were nearly at chest-height.

"Mostly I wanted to discuss what I’ve found with Blue, but have you been keeping up with your shapeshifting?"  The dragon pinned her in place with a look, the innocent question having a lot more teeth than expected.

"No," Shayma admitted, a trifle out of breath from the sudden pressure.  She imagined Ansae already knew the answer. "I’ve been mostly helping with the injured."

Ansae snorted.  "Any time you’re working your muscles you could do at least low-level shapeshifting.  If you’re serious about the Skill it should become second nature to you."

"Of course."  She should have thought of that, but of course shapeshifting wasn’t second nature to her yet.  "Thank you, Ansae."

The pressure left.  "Yes, of course. So far as Blue goes, I can say he’s an Artifact."

"...what?"

"What?"

"His core fragment is precisely the same as the Red Core fragments, aside from still being alive.  A complicated interweaving of mana and crystal, clearly artificial." She waved her claws at the shards lying on the table, the blue one glowing faintly.  "I can’t even figure out why it’s blue instead of red." She beamed at Shayma. "I love it. It makes sense that an Artifact couldn’t cast magic. Artifacts don’t have intent, they’re things.  How he has consciousness, I don’t know."

"...wouldn’t that be true for the living storm too?"

Ansae’s muzzle quirked.  "Have you ever run into a storm that didn’t seem angry to you?"

"Um."  She wasn’t sure that actually counted, but she wasn’t going to try and argue with an ancient dragon.  "So I guess you don’t know how to let him talk to anyone else?"

"I’m not even sure how he talks to you. So far as the universe is concerned, he’s just a rock with some mana.  That’s why nothing seems to be there for any mind magic. I suspect that’s why he can’t perceive himself with [Soul Perception] either."

"Wait is she saying I don’t have a soul?"

"Blue doesn’t have a soul?"

"It’s just conjecture, since I have absolutely no desire to dabble in soul magic, but yes.  In fact, not having one himself might be why it’s safe for him to perform soul magic at all, if that is what [Purify] does."

"All right, she’s going to have to explain that one."

"Blue would like some clarification."  Translating his comments was becoming second nature, though he still caught her off-guard sometimes with his meanderings.  Or his jokes. Fortunately for this he seemed just as focused as her.

"Everyone I’ve ever killed who was doing soul magic was insane and tainted by it.  You can’t touch something with magic without it touching you in return, so I imagine their very souls got corrupted.  If Blue doesn’t have one…" Ansae shrugged.

"Okay that makes sense but lacking a soul sounds like it’s...kind of a problem?"

"So what exactly is he missing, if he doesn’t have a soul?"  She’d never really considered the question. At best she was indifferent to the gods, so religious questions like the nature of souls were far outside her knowledge.  So far no divine wrath had come down on their heads, but she couldn’t imagine they’d be happy with some soulless entity accruing more power.

"I did point out I don’t do soul magic," Ansae grinned at her.  "We don’t have any ensouled dungeons to compare him to, either.  The only thing I can tell you for certain is that he is an Artifact, and whatever gives him his consciousness does not touch the artifact.  I think it touches you though."

"Yeah, I touch you all the time."

Apparently his focus didn’t last all that long.  Shayma rolled her eyes and asked the obvious question.  "So you can see the Companion bond or something?"

"I cannot, but I’m referring to the fact that you made a Bargain.  The one thing that he can do that is not part of the dungeon itself."

"So you think you need a Bargain to talk to him."

"I’m hoping for nothing so drastic.  But I might need to study you rather than the core fragments to do that."

"Um…"

"I hope she’s not intending to take you apart like she did me."

Ansae laughed at her expression.  "I’ll want you to talk to Blue while I teach you shapeshifting.  Surely you can do that."

"...it’d be difficult to stop him from talking," Shayma agreed with a smile.  "If that’s all it is, I don’t think it’ll be a problem."

"Keep in mind you won’t have much time today though.  Or at least, you’ll have to take a break when Iniri’s crafters come around. Oh!  Maybe Annit and Keri can join you. Get you all some new gear. I can’t make all that many things yet and I think I should keep all my people equipped."

"Blue is bringing in some crafters today.   I’ll need to be there for that, but otherwise I’m free today." She told Ansae.  Then her stomach growled. "Oh, and I brought breakfast." Ansae’s news had driven it completely out of her head, but now she conjured up the two plates and put them down on the table, only to remember she didn’t have cutlery.

Ansae didn’t seem to care about that, spearing slices of fried plunor with her claws.  Admittedly they were sized a bit small, the entire plate being more a snack portion, but the dragon didn’t have any complaints about what was essentially peasant food.  Instead of following Ansae’s example, Shayma decided to work on her shifting practice and simply focused on turning a finger into a fork, considering the metal and the tines before changing herself, earning a nod from Ansae.

"So, the whole soul thing is kind of worrying," Blue murmured as she ate.  "Not that there’s anything I can do about it, and it’s not like I feel like some hideous abomination against nature, but...it makes me uncomfortable."

"You don’t act like you’re soulless," she assured him.  "I’m pretty sure that’s all that really matters."

"Aww. Thank you, Shayma."  Blue sounded genuinely pleased, which only drove home how much it actually worried him.  It hadn’t been much of a compliment.

For whatever profound reasons ancient dragons had, Ansae stayed in her amazon form that morning, chatting with Shayma as they worked.  She still was puzzling over the core fragments, while Shayma was dealing with her shapeshifting. Something like changing a finger was barely anything; fingers didn’t have muscles.  Changing something like an arm or a leg still took too long to properly use in combat. Still, the Skill was ticking upward and things were becoming easier. Maybe she’d be able to actually do some real damage with whatever new equipment Blue was going to have the crafters make.

"Ah, they’re setting up now.  I’m glad they had their forges and whatnot intact.  I don’t think I could substitute mine."

"You know, I haven’t seen any of your crafting things," Shayma reminded him as she waved to Ansae, stowing the empty plates in [Phantom Pocket] and heading back out to pick up Keri and Annit.  For some reason when Blue mentioned a crafting demonstration, and equipment for the three of them, she’d been expecting that they’d all be coming to Blue’s main area. To Refuge. Instead, they were all going to Meil.

"Yeah it doesn’t look like much and the area that I have it is...not hospitable.  I’ll have to set up a proper crafting room or something. Though for now it’s mostly just...crystals.  Sometimes they glow. Kind of mysterious I suppose."

"I know you have all kinds of things you don’t show off," she admitted.  "With the audience chamber at least people can see some of it! It’s a shame most people won’t see any more though."

"Other than you, who would I show, anyway?  I mean, it’s not like there’s people I trust or...I guess would care."

That gave Shayma a moment’s pause.  It wasn’t like Blue had any friends.  He didn’t really have anyone other than her.  Not even Ansae really counted, though she’d consider the dragon the closest confidante besides herself.

Aside from not being able to directly talk to anyone, she understood the good reasons behind his reticence.  He had strange gaps in his knowledge and understanding, and was incredibly powerful in some ways but not others. He was far more vulnerable than he would like and really didn’t want to tempt fate by revealing that.  Even if it worked, it made for a lonely lifestyle.

That might change at some point, but it’d depend on Ansae, and while Shayma personally rather liked the dragon she was well aware Ansae had her own agenda.  One that matched with theirs, for the most part, but there was no way an ancient dragon wasn’t holding out at least a little. It was a worry she had to put off for another day, though, as Blue brought the three of them across to the teleport pad in Meil.

"This doesn’t look like a city that was supposedly wrecked just a few days ago."  Annit observed.

"Blue did a good job!"  Shayma agreed.

"Thank you, I try." Blue preened.

"Yeah!  Looks totally normal to me!"  Keri said, hanging onto Annit’s arm as she peered around.

"I suspect they’d be less impressed if they saw it before it got wrecked.  I’m pretty sure I didn’t get most of the buildings right."

Shayma didn’t pass that on, as usual for Blue’s hedging or muttering.  He was right that people wouldn’t take him seriously as a Power if he talked to them directly, at least, if he talked to them the way he talked to Shayma.  She was pretty sure offering such an almost-apology to any of the more aggressive nobility or adventurers would only result in tragedy.

They didn’t have far to go, Blue having put them outside crafting row.  Already there were plumes of smoke in the air from some of the stations, and a stout gentleman with a heroic beard waited nervously next to Tulk.

"Shayma, girl!  Over here!" He waved at her frantically, as if she could miss him, and grinned broadly as the trio approached.  "How’re you doing?"

"Hi, Tulk!  I’m— ack!" She couldn’t help the noise of protest as he scooped her up into an enormous hug, Blue laughing in her ear.  Shayma hugged back and Tulk grunted, setting her back down and peering at her.

"You got strong!"  He declared. "Anyway, this is Enchanter Gill, he’s in charge of all the crafting stuff?  I guess it’s for Blue, not for you three."

"It’s for both, actually."  Shayma told them. "Blue wants demonstrations, and we could use new or replacement equipment."

"It takes a few days to make anything," Gill said, clearly nervous.  "If we’re working from scratch, we won’t have any finished products for you right away."

"That’s fine.  I’m not in such a hurry that I need this all immediately. "

"Blue understands.  We’re mostly here so we can tell you what we’d like.  Also in case Blue asks any questions."

"Of course."  Gill bobbed his head uncertainly.  "What is it you need?"

"I need armor and weapons.  Sword and dagger, and loose cloth armor for shapeshifting."  Shayma looked to Annit and Keri.

"I can’t believe I’m getting stuff!  I haven’t even done anything!" Keri said.  That wasn’t true at all, of course. Shayma had no idea how many lives Keri had saved, but in Shayma’s opinion she’d earned something more than thanks.

"She needs some cloth armor and a staff," Annit answered for her. "Probably one that can hold her Source gem.  Ker?"

Keri lifted the necklace that held her Primal up to show it off to Gill.

"I can provide the wood for that.  I can also supply steel, and Primal Sources...I don’t know how they’ll act with crafters if they bond to whoever uses them.  The powder essence stuff might not actually be any good for crafting."

"That’s something we can find out."  Shayma replied, then focused on Gill.  "Blue can provide wood and metal. He also has Sources but they may not be suitable for crafting.  He’s counting on you to find that out, if there’s something small that we could test with. Annit, what did you need?"

"New kit," she said firmly.  "My armor’s okay, and Blue’s weapon is...amazing, but everything else I have is pretty worn."

"Any extra resources would be welcome," Gill said.  "We’re fairly low on most things, but we should be able to make what you’re asking.  What did you want to see first?"

"I actually want to go to the smith," Shayma admitted. "I have [Smithing] and I’d love to be able to make my own stuff."

"Oh jeez.  I feel terrible.  I just assumed it was going to be a dead Skill and I didn’t even ask.  That’s great anyway, I have some special metals that now that I think of it might be a problem for other people to work with."

"I’ll see the leatherworker then, and Keri, cloth or woodworkers?"

"Cloth first, if Shayma will be dropping by later."  Keri agreed.

"Do you have samples of the Sources, by chance?" Gill asked.  "I should be able to appraise them."

"Right.  Other people actually get good descriptions of things.  Sure I’ll show him a nature Source I guess. I haven’t actually seen anyone with Skills for that yet.  I think."

Shayma lifted her hand and Blue deposited a primal Nature on it, all swirling greens like leaves fluttering in the wind.  Gill blinked at it, removed his glasses and polished them on his sleeve, then replaced them and blinked again. "Primal Nature Source.  This dungeon-created item binds itself to the essence of the user when activated through mana or Skill. It improves the potency of Skills of matching Affinity, as well as refining the Class and Skill quality over time.  My word, I’ve never seen that last effect."

"Ha, I knew it was special.  Also I’m going to guess that binding things means that a crafter can’t work with it, if all it takes is Skill use."

"Does that mean it will bind to the crafter if they try to use it?"

"I’m afraid so.  It’s rare to see on anything but an Artifact or a high-quality finished product, but when I’ve seen that trait it really does mean any Skill."

"All right, then Blue’s sources...probably won’t be very helpful for making our items then."

Gill nodded, gesturing for them to follow him down the crafter’s row. Annit and Keri fell in alongside them, the healer peering around curiously.  "Then we are limited in what we can make with Source materials. Though if you already have a Source, there is likely no need for that for any of your other equipment."

"Hmm, is there any way to get enchantments or whatever on weapons other than sources or...magic enchanting I guess?"

Shayma relayed Blue’s question as they made their way down the street.

"Hm.  The best way to acquire equipment with effects that are not created by enchanters is material that has been soaked in a mana Affinity long enough to transmute.  Rather like how ore pockets are created in the earth."

"Ohhh, so that’s why the geology doesn’t make sense.  Okay that clears up a lot of things. Also, I bet I can do that."  Blue’s mutterings faded into wind and water again as he moved off to try whatever experiment Gill had inspired.  Hopefully he’d be back to paying attention to them by the time the crafters actually started their work.

"Thank you for the explanation," Shayma said on Blue’s behalf, and Gill bobbed a nod.

"Of course.  Most people are neither interested nor familiar with the mechanics of crafting.  They just know that the more magic is involved, the better. Anyhow, there’s the clothier.  Miss Shayma, the smithy is just ahead. The leatherworks is at the end, due to the smell, you know."

"Of course," Shayma said.  Annit waved at her, letting her know that she was perfectly fine with splitting up.  Keri bounced into the clothworks, and Shayma left Gill and Annit behind to step into the smithy.

The kirin-kin waiting for her looked vaguely familiar, but it took her a bit to recognize him as the blacksmith that had taken her order way back in Khiral town.  "Hello again, miss Shayma!" He beamed at her. "I hear you need a smithing demonstration! It does take a while, but what can I make for you?"

"Hello, mister Eiluth."  Shayma smiled back. "I’d like a longsword and a dagger, actually.  Blue can provide you with the steel."

"Oh, right, hang on."

"Where -" Eiluth started, then stopped as a black flicker on the counter deposited a stack of gleaming steel ingots.  He stared at them. "Can’t say I’ve seen that trick before!" Hesitantly, he reached out to pick one up, then blinked and stared at it. "This is completely pure steel," he said.  "Usually takes the third tier of smelting to get this. Haven’t gotten my hands on it too often!"

"There are certain benefits to working with Blue."  She really wasn’t surprised that he could produce such high quality material.  It seemed that everything he came up with was absurd in one way or another. If it wasn’t literally growing Sources, it was producing Artifacts out of the aether.  "Also I’d like to get some instruction and do some work myself. I have a level one [Smithing] Skill that I want to increase."

He laughed.  "Normally I don’t take apprentices, but I guess you don’t count!  Daggers are a good starter project anyway, we can start on that and maybe get you a few skill points before you even put an edge on it!"

"I also have some special metals for you, since I think they’ll bind to whoever makes them.  Might as well have him take a look at those." Another set of ingots popped into existence next to the first, these ones sheened in red.

"Could you examine these too?  Blue’s pretty sure they’ll bind to me if I use them but I’d like to be sure."

"Always happy to be of help!"  He went to take one of the ingots then stopped, fingers almost touching the metal.  "Yes, it says they’ll bind. I don’t dare touch them! I’m not sure about combat, not really my Class, but it says they are like a weak Source and...refine Skills?  Might make for fine tools, if you make those first."

"Oh, [Smithing] is fire Affinity?" She was wondering how many Affinities she had in her Skills now.  Illusion, of course, but [Ghost Step] also had Spatial, and she wasn’t even sure what Affinity [Limited Shapeshifting] was.  Maybe it was its own Affinity. [Luck] and [Seeker] probably didn’t have any Affinity, but really they didn’t need any boosts.

"A little bit of fire, a little bit of kinetic, and a touch of metal, aye."  Eiluth nodded. "I’m guessing you don’t have a smithing Class, just the Skill?  Then fire is your best bet. So long as you have the strength, you don’t need help on the kinetic side anyway, and I haven’t yet seen a metal Source!"

"That sounds like a challenge!  I didn’t even know there was a metal Affinity, hmm…"

Shayma considered mentioning that she did have a kinetic Source to help her in the form of [Promise], but maybe it was for the best that she didn’t broadcast she was wearing an Artifact.  Even if Eiluth seemed harmless enough. "Making tools sounds like a great idea! I can always have Blue set up a forge for me later."

"Sure thing!  I’m pretty sure I can duplicate the setup here, but of course I can’t use it.  No hands. Maybe it’ll unlock something though…"

The liquid sounds of Blue’s attention faded in and out as she and Eiluth loaded the ingots onto a dolly to push over to the forge. She was actually kind of excited about learning to make things.  It hadn’t been all that long since her Class had been changed and she’d gotten a number of abilities, so it was greedy to want more Skills. But she didn’t want to do combat all the time and there was just something appealing about making her own equipment.

Eiluth passed her a hammer while the ingots heated, and she took a few practice swings.  [Promise] hummed on her finger, the Primal Kinetic aspect linking into the [Smithing] Skill even without a piece to try it on.  

This was going to be fun!



Day 121 - Blue


A man made out of shadows leaned back in a crudely-carved chair, surrounded by rock walls and torches. There were figures in the flickering shadows, things of scale and bone, nowhere near human in shape. One rested its scythes on the ground, leaning on them like an old man might on his cane, another squatted on six stout limbs, close to the ground. Still others were more bipedal, but still monstrous in size and form. In the light of the torches, the figures looked like they belonged in chiaroscuro art rather than a living scene.

"I’ll do you one better," Shadow said. "Forget Tor Kot. You probably wouldn’t much like what he would do to you even if he agreed to take you in. There’s this other one called Blue that’s a far better prospect."

Strangely, the monsters didn’t say anything at all. There was soft clicking and hissing, the coarse scrape of bone against bone, but nothing that could be called words. Shadow answered anyway, casually waving away whatever question had been asked. "Because he killed Vok Nal and mounted his head on a fucking pike, is why. No, I didn’t tell Tor Kot that. Yeah, he has no idea how dangerous Blue is, because he still thinks it’s one of his opponents hijacking his experiments."

A scythe came up, pointing at Shadow for a moment, and the monster held up his hands. "Look, Blue lets that Queen girl run around and manage her own damn cities so that makes him a lot more amenable than any of the mage-kings I know. Plus whatever his monsters are, they’re damn shy so he could probably use ones like you to actually have some kind of presence."

Still there were no words, only intense staring from the things watching him. Shadow didn’t wilt under the weight of their regard, instead his pitch-black lips peeled away from tarry teeth in a rictus grin. "No, I’m pretty sure Blue doesn’t want to hear from me. I’m one of the mage-king’s creatures, aren’t I? Unless you think this is good enough."

Shadow swiveled to look at an overly-tall, emaciated-looking lizard-thing that was covered in spines. "He’s dug into the mountain, just a little north of...yes, right there. No, I have no idea about the Blight. You’re on your own with that one."

The monsters of scale and bone eyed each other, then the one with the scythes moved forward. It didn’t lumber, as something of that size and bulk ought to, but moved with the sinuous grace of a striking snake. Dozens of small, bone-armored legs supported a serpentine body, tapping with surprising delicacy against the floor as it laid the scythes on Shadow’s shoulders.

Magic built, coming from somewhere deep inside the scythe-limbed monster, and while its posture suggested that Shadow was imminently in charge of losing his head, the other monster’s posture was entirely relaxed. What passed for its eyes were closed even, the magic rising up and then sharpening, coming to an infinitely fine edge. There was a flicker, of something ephemeral being severed, and Shadow shuddered head to toe.

Then he started laughing. Bubbling tar had never sounded so delighted. 

"Good luck with Blue," he told the assembled monsters, "and don’t tell him I sent you. I doubt he likes me." He rose out of the chair as the scythes dropped away, and bowed, courtier-like. "Thank you." Then he flickered, vanishing into the darkness between the torches.

While the ability to see wherever my name was mentioned certainly was interesting, I wasn’t sure how to take what it showed me. Not that I was stupid; it was clear enough that some other group of monsters was being aimed at me, but I didn’t know who or why. It sounded like they wanted something from me, rather than trying to just invade, but I couldn’t imagine what.

Whatever was going on, though, it seemed like even the monsters weren’t entirely happy with the mage-kings. I hadn’t even considered that was a possibility, but the Shadow guy, assuming it was the same one as ever, had always seemed weird for a monster. A lot smarter, for one, and more cautious. Closer to an actual person.

Unfortunately I couldn’t do anything about it other than pass things along to Shayma to inform Iniri and Ansae, assuming I could figure out a good way to do so without tipping my hand. I really didn’t want to let anyone know about this particular ability, not even my Companions and friendly neighborhood dragon.

I decided to let that stew for a while, and distracted myself by considering what I’d gotten out of watching mana- and Source-imbued crafting. While helpful, observing them was not quite as useful as I thought it’d be.

[Fabrication: Loom] discovered.

[Fabrication: Mixing Bath] discovered.

[Fabrication: Hydraulic Press] discovered.

It turned out that anything that required a manual touch to do the work was effectively impossible for me to get a dungeon version of, at least the way I was doing things. The loom was really just an extension of the assembler, which is how I unlocked it. The hydraulic press was my own idea, after finding out I couldn’t actually get forging, and the mixing bath came out of seeing the way they treated wood and cloth.

Leatherworking was a complete bust. The amount of work required to skin the creatures, tan their hides, and then turn the result into useful things was beyond me. Woodworking was much the same, though I didn’t feel much of a lack there because I could use [Customization] on a tree and put it together with the [Assembler]. The main thing I found out was that putting Sources in things was a lot less useful than I thought, because they just improved Skill use, and a lot of people didn’t have armor-related Skills, for example. No, real magical items were made by enchanters or runesmiths or just manifested of their own accord from mana-infused materials.

I had a lot of ideas for experiments but before I did any of that I wanted to deal with my infestation. The ice had been doing a good job of stalling the [Armored Tunnel Crawlers] but they were starting to accumulate, spreading out over the bottom surface of my territory. I didn’t know if it was because my mana generation had ticked upward again or just because of time passing, but I had a grand total of sixty of the things, between levels thirty and forty, hanging out and chewing on stone.

So I flushed them. I didn’t know where the tunnels went, but they went down, and if it worked on a flame knight I could probably get rid of a number of the crawlers just with that. Over the past few days I’d been filling a massive reservoir with excess water, a special reservoir I’d built just to try out an idea I’d had. It was polished as smooth as I could manage, which turned out to be pretty damn smooth with [Customization]. Not quite atomically smooth, but it’d likely take advanced instrumentation to spot any texture.

All of which was in aid of supercooling. I really didn’t know how well it would work; I knew the theory but I wasn’t by any means an expert. If I could get it to work though, any bugs that weren’t killed by being smashed against walls would freeze solid as crystallization spread. I might just get a massive ice dam in front of the reservoir but it wasn’t like I could lose much from trying it.

The results were more dramatic than I had anticipated. A great deluge of water washed the beetles out and down the tunnels, crystallizing into ice as it went. I wasn’t sure if there was some magic influence or that was just how things normally worked, but the ice started forming on the beetles first, doing little more than riming the tunnel walls while it completely encased the beetles.

I ended up with twenty or so frozen bug statues that I could see, and the rest of them washed or driven down the tunnels, all of which were coated in a half-meter of ice. Oddly, I didn’t get any messages about kills. Even encased in ice, the crawlers were still alive. Maybe it was asking too much for simple ice to take out a level thirty-something monster.

"Shayma? What would your group think about stabbing some thirty-something monsters in the face? I’ve got them locked down pretty well. [Armored Tunnel Crawlers], frozen but not dead."

"Oh, maybe! I’ll go ask." Shayma took a break from the smithing area I’d made her next to the cottage. Even if I couldn’t make dungeon versions of most crafting, some of the tools I could imitate pretty well. Things I couldn’t grow directly I could build with the Assembler, provided it was all wood, stone, and iron. A forge and anvil was simple, and I had plenty of alchemical coal, so it was easy enough to making something for her.

None of them had their new gear yet, but they would probably be okay since they only needed to finish off something helpless. 

"Oh and everything’s frozen over down there so make sure you have boots and gloves." Actually I’d start warming it up once they actually started offing the pests, but I suspected it’d be cold work unless I tried to melt everything before they got there. While going through all the preparations, I realized I was asking adventurers to get rid of pests in my basement.

"Oh my god I’m a cliche."

"What?"

"I’m not sure I could explain it. Is there such a thing as adventurer’s guilds by chance?"

"I don’t think so? There are some places that cater to registered groups of Classers, like Wildwood, but nothing like a guild. Maybe some larger nations have something like that, like Ir, but nobody around here does."

"Huh." I supposed that made sense. Most governments wouldn’t be terribly pleased with an organization that could effectively muster elite soldiers, which Classers were, if they didn’t control it. Not to mention that even with divination it was probably pretty difficult to organize across a bunch of nations that weren’t really on the best of terms.

Which meant no quests for low-level adventurers, I supposed. It seemed the real money that Classers made was from mana-rich materials that they carried out of dangerous areas, or just noble backers. So far I hadn’t seen a properly working city so I didn’t know how that translated into real life, whether all that stuff ended up in the noble houses or had more mundane uses. Maybe most cities were more like Wildwood when they were intact, if a couple steps down. Sure, I didn’t see any remnant runework in Meil but I’d already seen it had been rebuilt in a low-magic way so I couldn’t expect it. 

By now the only patients left of Keri’s were the ones who had been most severely mangled and were still regrowing limbs. They needed regular but not constant attention, which meant that both the women had caught up on sleep and spent a lot of time wandering around the forest I’d put in the back of their house. I was pretty sure Annit was going a little stir-crazy, actually, given the lack of things to hunt.

Shayma found them holding hands and strolling between the trees, which was so intimate a moment I almost wanted to have Shayma leave them alone a little longer. Keri waved cheerfully with her free hand, but Annit looked more suspicious than anything. 

"Hi Shayma! What brings you by?"

"Blue has some stuff for us to kill!" Shayma’s tone was as cheerful as Keri’s, and even Annit’s eyes lit up a little upon hearing that.

"What stuff and where?" Annit asked, reaching down to touch the blowgun she always kept on her.

"Armored tunnel crawlers. He says he has them frozen down in the tunnels below us." She waved at the floor. "So we’ll want to pack warm."

"What else is down there though?" Annit’s eyes were already far away, considering things from the adventurer point of view.

"You know, I have no idea since I haven’t taken them over yet. Ansae might know, though, so you should probably stop by before you go down there."

"All of us? I wouldn’t want to spring Keri and Annit on her."

"Oh, uh, you know they should probably meet anyway. Might as well ask Ansae if she’s willing to say hi."

"I hope she says yes." Shayma grinned and turned to the curious Keri and Annit. "You two get ready, I’ll see about getting an audience with our resident expert."

"Blue isn’t an expert?" Annit asked, skeptical.

"There are tunnels down there that aren’t his." Shayma shrugged. "If it’s too high level we won’t go very deep."

"Sounds interesting anyway!" Keri’s eyes shone. "It’d be like being in a real dungeon! Um, no offense to Blue."

"None taken." I actually preferred people thinking of me as something other than a ‘real’ dungeon. After all it wasn’t like I had much in common with any of the other types of dungeons people knew.

"Who’s the expert, anyway?" Keri continued.

"A recluse." Shayma grinned. "I don’t want to spoil the surprise."

"Oh, but you’ll spoil us surprising her?"

"She’s scarier than you are."

"That is not reassuring," Annit muttered.

"It’ll be fine! I’ll be back in a little bit."

Another teleport brought Shayma into Ansae’s lair, where the dragon was, well, licking the chunk of core gem she’d gotten from me. That was a little weird, since I’d seen her testing it with tools that were a lot more complicated than a tongue, but then, she did say she ate mana. Maybe the core gem had a bunch of mana and it was like some kind of rock candy.

Shayma, wisely, didn’t comment, and Ansae didn’t either, setting the gem aside. She was in her normal form this time, wings mantled on her back as she lounged at the center of the lair I’d made for her. "Yes, Shayma? What does Blue need?"

"There are some Armored Tunnel Crawlers coming up from the tunnels below," I said, and Shayma repeated. "I froze a bunch and I’m going to have Shayma and Keri and Annit kill them off, but I wanted to know if you had any idea what else was down there and how much they need to worry about."

"Hmm. I’m surprised those came up already, but now that I’m not eating all the mana, I suppose it was inevitable. Those tunnels go all the way down, though. Keep going far enough and you’ll find all sorts of nasty things, but they mostly prefer heat. They won’t come up here unless you convert the whole area to something volcanic."

"Well, that’s a relief." Shayma said. "Um, would you mind if I bring Keri and Annit by to hear what’s down there? Annit is more experienced as an adventurer than I am and probably knows what you’re talking about if you name any beasts."

"More people?" Ansae’s lips peeled back to reveal a toothy dragon grin. "So long as they behave themselves. They’re not you, or Blue. Everyone else needs to work their way into my good graces. Because they’re friends of yours they may skip the audience chamber this time."

Oh, right. I’d nearly forgotten that Ansae was an insanely powerful and old dragon who was a Power in her own right and everyone who wasn’t an immortal Power was basically a buzzing mayfly.

"Yes, of course." Shayma bowed suddenly, more formal than usual. "You have my thanks, Ansae."

She flipped a negligent claw at Shayma, returning her regard to the core crystals. Not mine, this time, but the red ones. They were all inside some sort of fantastically complex magical array, and even as I watched one of the fragments began turning to powder. I bet if she was the one who was controlling the dungeon I’d be twenty levels higher already.

"So what was that about?"

"Hmm?" Shayma’s ears flicked as she stepped back through the Link, hopping between Ansae’s lair and Refuge, between Refuge and the hospital.

"That weird exchange at the end between you and Ansae."

"Oh, I think she was just reminding me to be formal when they’re here. Most people don’t talk to a Queen like we do, let alone a Power."

"Right." I had to wonder if losing my fear of Ansae was a mistake. Though she seemed perfectly happy to be chummy with Shayma, that could be an attempt to keep me on her side. Of course, both could be true at once. That said, I didn’t think Ansae was the type to act. Rather the reverse; she seemed the type to be brutally honest and grin when people didn’t like it.

Keri and Annit were finishing up with packing their equipment. I thought maybe Annit was being a little over-conservative, considering that I could supply them with things through inventory and they weren’t even going very far, but she seemed like a very by-the-book adventurer. Considering that she had mostly been a guide for greener Classers, I couldn’t blame her. For all I knew she really would need all that stuff; it wasn’t like I did any adventuring. I just watched Shayma.

"Now, Ansae agreed to talk to you about what’s down there." Shayma told them, looking from one to the other. "What I didn’t mention because she likes her privacy is that Ansae is a dragon. She’s also a Power, so be polite."

"What." Annit just stared.

"Um, are you sure it’s a good idea for us to go?" Keri, for once, looked less than happy to plunge into things.

"Ansae is working with Blue, and you’re working for Blue. I don’t know what the future holds but it’s better that you know each other in case there’s some emergency or another." Shayma’s reasoning was a lot better than mine. Mostly because mine was something along the lines of might as well. "For all you know you might be working together!"

"I doubt that." Annit sighed. "But very well. We will be on our best behavior."

"Brush!" Keri said suddenly, darting into the bedroom and returning with the named implement to put Annit’s hair into some sort of order. Only then were they satisfied to see Ansae. Another trip through the teleports, making me think I really needed to reorganize my rooms and maybe use spatial compression instead, and both women stopped dead upon seeing the massive dragon stretched out in front of them.

Shayma nudged them, and Annit went down to one knee, dragging Keri along with her. "Greetings, Lady Ziir," Shayma said, curtseying. "These are my adventuring partners, Annit and Keri."

"You may rise," Ansae told them imperially. They did so, and the massive dragon surveyed them. "I do hope you are taking care of Shayma."

"W-we are, Lady Ziir," Annit said, with an unaccustomed tremor in her voice. I was starting to feel a little bad for having Shayma introduce them. Apparently Ansae had a hell of a presence, one I lacked given that even when they were bowing and scraping people didn’t look utterly terrified.

Then again, I didn’t have sharp pointy teeth.

"Blue has remarked that you will be entering the tunnels below. The uppermost set were dug by my thralls, and there may be some still there. I expect they have been mostly driven out by the inhabitants of a natural cavern full of earth and fire Affinity mana that I nibbled on occasionally, a half-mile deeper. Crawlers, as Blue has said, but there may also be Cavern Anglers, Stonefish and the assorted outriders their hives have, Heat Kites, from the deeper levels, though I don’t imagine they’ll come up here unless Blue puts down a lava trail."

Which I almost had. Turned out that lava didn’t actually kill everything.

"Yes, Lady Ziir. I don’t anticipate going very far down but if I do I shall be exceedingly careful."

"Oh, and the cavern does have lowways into the greater subterranean civilizations. I never did check which ones were nearby but I haven’t yet seen anyone come upward so they’re probably irrelevant."

"The who what now?"

"Blue isn’t familiar with subterranean civilizations," Shayma said. "Neither am I! I didn’t know any existed!"

"Oh, plenty," Ansae said dismissively. "But most don’t care about the surface. Some don’t even know it exists. Still, if you’re going down there you’ll have to understand that there may well be civilized individuals that are very far from human or dragon. I don’t imagine you’d want to accidentally declare war."

"Or on purpose declare war either, but I take her point. Also, if I’m going to be digging deeper I’m going to have another Queen Iniri to deal with it sounds like."

"For today I don’t think we’re going much deeper than where Blue has the Crawlers frozen," Shayma said. "Would it be alright to consult you if we do run into anyone down there?"

"Certainly," Ansae replied. "Though don’t bring them to me directly unless they look delicious."

"I’ll keep that in mind," Shayma said, clearly swallowing laughter. I wasn’t sure Ansae was joking. There was always an edge to those statements, and Ansae didn’t get to be monstrously powerful by good cheer and charm. Someday someone was going to make her mad and then we’d all see exactly how she treated those who annoyed her.

The thought process made me think that perhaps one of the reasons for her seclusion was to avoid just that. Given enough people, one of them would surely be an idiot and I’d have to clean up the inevitable aftermath. Not that Ansae would care herself, but she might want to avoid it out of consideration for me.

"Off you go." Ansae waved an immense paw at them and Shayma bowed again, ushering Annit and Keri back to the Link.

"What in the Abyss were you thinking!?" Annit demanded the moment they landed on the other side. "That’s not just a dragon, that’s an ancient dragon. I was there when the Taras Beast attacked Wildwood and even it didn’t have that pressure."

"Huh, I didn’t notice any...pressure."

"Well you represent a Power too! That’s probably why." Keri had already recovered, and was fairly vibrating from excitement. "I wonder which legend she is! The Kingslayer? The Calamity of Tenebron? The Silver Woe?"

"She’s probably just from one of the other continents." Annit disagreed. "I’m pretty sure all those others died centuries ago."



Day 121 - Keri


Dungeons were one thing, but dragons were another! Being in front of that Ansae Ziir was like being underwater. Under a lot of water. Blue had a little bit of that effect, but it wasn’t so concentrated.

On the other hand, she got to meet a dragon and it wasn’t trying to kill her or anything! No one would ever believe that. Though she had a feeling Ansae was a bit more willing to act dragon-y than Blue was to act dungeon-y.

Blue was currently being not-dungeon-y by presenting them with an icefield full of monsters they could just...kill. Keri stared in awe at the crystalline tunnels, the light from overhead softened by a thick coating of rime, her breath fogging the air. The [Armored Tunnel Crawlers] were perfectly preserved lumps, helpless against the three of them even if they were somehow still alive.

Annie began using her blowgun, which more or less exploded the monsters inside their icy prisons, but she didn’t seem particularly happy doing so. That made some sense; she preferred an actual fight to this sort of busywork, though gods help anyone who accused her of being battle-happy. She just wanted to be effective.

Shayma shifted her arm into a long pick, some sort of red-colored steel, punching through the ice to efficiently spear directly into the eyes of the immobilized tunnel crawlers. Keri thought it was quite disgusting, but those solidified illusions of hers were still limited to something like a dagger, which didn’t have anywhere near the force or reach. She kept glancing down the tunnels, as if afraid something might come up from them, where Blue’s light didn’t reach. Which was a reasonable worry!

For her own part, Keri was just applying her [Combat Healing] to everything in sight that wasn’t her friends. It was strange, keeping multiple mana lines open like that, since she was still not used to multitarget spells. Those were mostly relegated to the [Mage] evolutions, and while [Combat Healing] was a damage dealing spell she didn’t think it was anything like a fireball.

"Blue wants to know if you want any of the corpses or if he should dispose of them," Shayma said, the comment coming out of nowhere as Blue’s messages often did. She knew, intellectually, that Blue could see them whenever he wanted to, but it was hard to really accept that was true when there was nobody else around. Especially since he could only talk through Shayma! It still bothered Annit though, which was a problem she hadn’t figured out how to solve yet.

"I think I’ll pass on these," Annie said. "Probably Fire affinity, and I don’t think Crawlers have anything unusual anyway. Maybe exoskeleton, but after the freezing it’s probably worthless."

"You just think it’s icky." Keri grinned, picking her way over to where Annit was standing. The thick coating of ice on the floor wasn’t smooth, so it wasn’t as slick as it might have been, but it was still far too easy to lose her footing. "I’ve seen you gut giant civets no problem, but squashing bugs?"

"Keri…" Annit groaned as Keri attached herself to the other woman’s arm. "Not in front of Shayma."

"Aww, but it’s not as fun to tease you then!"

"For what it’s worth," Shayma called. "I’m on Annit’s side here! These things are awful! According to Blue I’m getting some combat experience but there’s no way to tell how much. Probably very little."

"I’m curious why Blue didn’t finish these off himself." Annit said, grimacing at the goo-filled ice pocket in front of her. "I appreciate him thinking of us, I’m just confused."

"It’d take a lot of mana to control all these tunnels without risking collapsing them," Shayma said. "He’s using most of his mana for experiments right now. Also he’s unsure how deep it’s a good idea to go right now."

"I thought Great Dungeons went all the way down," Keri said. "Wherever all the way down is."

"I guess Blue’s just a pretty okay dungeon then," Shayma said with a grin. Her ears flicked and she laughed. "Oh, stop it, you know I love you."

Keri caught Annie’s attention, receiving a wide-eyed look in return. She still didn’t know how to deal with Shayma teasing Blue, but she’d learn. Keri elbowed her and grinned. "You should take lessons," she said. "Blue isn’t that scary."

Annie raised her brows and then looked pointedly around at the icefield and frozen monsters. "Not that scary, you say."

"Actually Blue wants to know if we’re willing to take a look any deeper. The monsters will be a bit less frozen there." Shayma carefully made her way over to them, rolling her eyes. "Also he says to tell Annit, in these words, that he’s not all-powerful...yet." 

"That’s...reassuring?"

Keri laughed. "She’ll come around eventually," she assured Shayma. Which was probably true, but Annie never did much like unbending for anyone else.

"...if all these things are dead, we’ll see what else is down here. Could Blue melt some pathways for when we get back?"

Shayma tilted her head for a moment, then nodded. "He’ll have everything cleaned up by the time we get back." She flipped her hand, conjuring a light to float down the darkened tunnel. It was still slicked with ice, but less of it. Paradoxically that made it even more slippery, as rivulets and spalling evened out, and Keri found herself hanging onto Annit to keep from taking a tumble.

"So is this like delving into a dungeon?" Keri asked. She’d never been able to get into one aside from Blue, which didn’t count, and hadn’t even been into the higher-level areas on the other side of Wildwood. Until her class evolved, no group would have had a reason to take her along so this was all new to her.

"Yyeees," Annie allowed, her face twisting slightly. "Though it feels wrong that we’re actually delving out of a dungeon."

"You’ve been in a Great Dungeon?" Shayma looked back at Annie for a moment before returning her gaze to the front. She was usually the scout, since she had the best stealth and probably the best movement, though Annie could usually tell what was around by listening to the wind. Not that there was much wind down under the dungeon.

"Just to get my first evolution and become a Classer." Annie shrugged. "Only the first couple floors of Nivir’s Great Dungeon, with a bunch of other low-level folk. It wasn’t exactly fun."

"Nivir doesn’t have anything like Wildwood Retreat," Keri put in wistfully. "Otherwise we would have just stayed there."

"Why not?" Shayma asked. "It’s a Great Dungeon! It’s even bigger than Wildwood is."

"Nivir’s Great Dungeon tends to Earth and Fire Affinity," Annit said dryly. "A hundred square miles of bare ash doesn’t make for as rich a city as the Retreat."

"Even so -"

"It’s the void Affinity," Keri explained. "There’s not much, but it’ll shred any enchantments or runework in days or weeks. It’s why only low-levels bother with it. Nivir’s greatest non-asset, a Great Dungeon nobody wants to delve." She sighed, mourning for her homeland. The story of the discovery of the Great Dungeon, and the subsequent founding of the country and disappointment, was something every Niverese child knew.

"Oh! My mother’s family came here for the void Affinity, but I didn’t realize it was that much of a problem."

"What?" Keri’s foot slipped as she stared at Shayma, nearly pulling Annie with her as she stumbled. "Why would you want void Affinity?"

"Oh, mom’s family tends to use it," Shayma said cheerfully, as if that wasn’t a ticket to an early grave. Then she noticed Keri’s look of horror and laughed. "Oh, no, she’s no caster. It’s a melee Class, so she doesn’t internalize any of it. Goes through weapons at quite a clip though." Her ears flicked. "Of course," she said, now talking to Blue. "Void Affinity mana destroys things."

"Staying in Nivir’s Great Dungeon is like having permanent sunburn," Annit grumbled. "And your clothing will fall apart in a few weeks. There’s waystations just outside the Dungeon’s terrain solely for changes of clothing. I don’t think anyone’s made it any deeper than the thirteenth floor."

"Um." Shayma stopped, her ears twitching. "Blue just asked me if all these fire and earth creatures down here are leaking from Nivir’s Great Dungeon."

"I...have no idea." Annie paused, stumped.

"Probably not unless there’s void Affinity here," Keri put in. "But we don’t know how big the Dungeon gets more than a mile or two down. It spreads out, like a giant pyramid underground."

"Yes, that’s a good idea." Shayma said, then added for their benefit, "Blue is going to avoid digging any deeper until we know he’s not going to run into a Great Dungeon."

"I’m pretty sure that’d turn out badly!" Keri agreed, trying to imagine something like a Great Dungeon fighting the way Blue and the Meil Dungeon had. It’d topple mountains. "I know that Tarnil doesn’t get along with Nivir all that well but I’d prefer my homeland not be wrecked by a Dungeon!"

"Blue doesn’t want to wreck Nivir either," Shayma said soothingly. "This might all be speculation anyway. How far away is the Great Dungeon?"

"A few hundred miles," Annie replied absently, paying attention to her footing. "I doubt it’s expanded this far, but I’ll let you know if I spot anything I recognize."

Deeper they went, with Shayma’s little light-balls providing light far enough ahead to illuminate without blinding, though it took a couple of comments from Annit for Shayma to get just the right distance and color. Some of the advantages of her ring were disadvantages for her party.

They didn’t run into any monsters while there was still ice underfoot, thankfully. The frozen trail stretched several hundred yards down an at times quite steep tunnel. The tunnel walls bore the signs of claws and teeth, quite different from Blue’s pristine and smooth-planed corridors. Keri missed the familiar surroundings already. The ice crunched underfoot where it ended, leaving a long stretch of damp stone where meltwater trickled into the depths.

Annie heard them first, holding up a hand at a fork before Shayma could scout down one of the pathways. "We’ve got incoming. Lots of incoming. Sounds like a horde of small things." She hefted her blowgun, [Wind Blade] hissing softly as she activated it. Shayma vanished to do whatever she did. Keri, for her part, lifted her hand to the Primal Source at her neck, ready to do an area cast. Technically she was the only one of them with an actual area Skill, though hers took a while to kill.

Annit had been wrong. It wasn’t a horde of small things. What came out of the tunnel was a tangle of stone-thorned vines, colored and textured like dirt but writhing like a knot of furious vipers. It also sprayed frigid water everywhere as it quested toward them at a speed that was very unplantlike. Keri had no idea what it was but started casting at it anyway, letting [Combat Healing] guide her mana.

It went to hundreds and thousands of little specks throughout the vast bulk of the creature, or plant, or whatever it was. The thing went deep into the tunnel, spreading out into the stone beneath their feet. Her mana dropped as the spell went to work, while Annie and Shayma started fighting the thing’s questing thorns. "Level 38 [Earthpipe Burrower]," Shayma reported as she parried a blind thrust by a stone-covered tendril, either using her own talents or Blue’s.

"That’s a lot higher level than I like, especially for something I don’t know anything about." Annie frowned, gesturing for a fighting retreat. It was a lot higher level than them, but it wasn’t as fast as it might be, though neither Shayma’s sword-arm nor Annie’s wind blade did much but cut small chunks from it. So long as it didn’t get even more aggressive they could get away from it, at least, though her mana was draining quickly as it fought against the Burrower’s health. Fractions of the buffers she’d put on the other two were shaved off with every hit, making up for the bruising recoil of blows against stony skin.

"I’m doing...something!" She said, since she was! It wasn’t like she could tell how effective it was, only how much effort she’d put into it.

"Blue says its health is dropping! Hang on, he’s got an idea." For a moment the only sound was the scratching of stone on stone and the crunching of little bits of Burrower being hacked off the dirt-colored vines. "Right then, this might get weird."

A single tone came from just in front of Shayma as she scrambled backward and away from the thorned vines, starting out low-pitched and then dropping deeper. Then deeper still, vibrating into her bones and echoing off the tunnel walls. Suddenly the actual sound vanished, but the pressure remained, settling into her lungs like she had just run miles.

"What in the Abyss—" Annie gasped out, matching Keri’s thoughts exactly. It didn’t help that it came with a sudden deep foreboding, the feeling that something awful was creeping up on her, but if she hated it, the Burrower hated it more.

Suddenly the thing went berserk, thrashing about and bashing against the ceiling and floor. It wasn’t advancing on them anymore, or driving thorned vines at Shayma and Annie, it was just wildly hurling itself about the narrow tunnel. The ground trembled from the force of its convulsions, and the three of them backed up further, scrambling away from the plant.

Despite the ominous premonitions Keri kept the [Combat Healing] going. Shayma had warned them it might get a little strange, and Keri trusted that if there was something she really needed to worry about either Annie or Shayma would say something. 

"Back!" Annie called suddenly over the din, waving for the three of them to retreat even further, and they scrambled up the tunnel, up to the edge of the ice.

The spots and patches that Keri had been feeding with her mana reached a critical point, and there was a cracking, creaking groan that had nothing to do with Shayma’s illusion. The Burrower suddenly stilled and the tunnel beyond shuddered and sank six inches, rock and dust falling from the walls and ceiling. Then the weird feeling Shayma was causing vanished.

"I’m going to veto down here for now. That’s way too high a level for just three of us." Annie said, matter-of-fact. "Also, what in the Abyss was that, Shayma?"

"Infrasound, Blue says. He thought it was probably sensing vibration so really low pitched sounds would blind it. I guess it did a bit more than that."

"I’ll say! Even I felt it, it’s so weird. It’s just illusion?"

"It’s just sound!" Shayma shook her head. "Though I didn’t think sound could do...that." Her ears flicked and her eyes narrowed. "According to Blue, sound can do all kinds of things like...shake buildings apart?"

"I’ve heard of sound Affinity but I’ve never actually seen it in action. It’s not very popular." Annie frowned. Keri knew what she was thinking. Just like sound Affinity was merely a fraction of proper illusion Affinity, her own wind Affinity was strictly inferior to storm Affinity. Unfortunately, evolving Affinities was even more difficult than evolving Classes. It had been a sore point with Annie for a long time, even if Keri didn’t mind, and while the new blowgun had helped, seeing The Hurricane had done the opposite.

Still, they were on good terms with a Power. She’d have a talk with Shayma and find out if something could be done. It wasn’t like Annie would ever ask!

"Anyway, apologies to Blue, but until we get some more levels it’s just too dangerous down here. We should at least wait for our new equipment."

"That’s fine," Shayma agreed. "Blue didn’t realize it’d be like this, and he doesn’t want us getting in over our heads anyway."

"Don’t suppose he has any lower level areas he can send us to?" Annit asked wistfully. "If he did have monsters like a Great Dungeon…"

"Not right now," Shayma shook her head. "Maybe when he expands, but for the moment we’ll have to stick to sparring."

Annie grimaced. "At least until we head down to Duenn. I only hope we can deal with any of Tor Kot’s forces we find on the way there."



Day 122 - Blue


"Okay, I hope this works!"

I finally had my resource generation back to something I was comfortable with. All the flower types had fruited, some taking longer than others, and predictably, the one that had taken the longest was the one I wanted the most. The Latticework Chrystheniums that bore Core Lattice Gems were incredibly slow, but it did mean I had time to notice that the other types seemed to top out at about seventy growing gems each. A mere fraction of my total flowers, but the number was pretty suspicious. I would bet it was level-related.

"Me too!" Shayma picked up one of the gathered gems and pressed it against one of my core crystals. For a moment nothing happened, then the overlay woke up and decided to acknowledge my idea.

Core Lattice Gem absorbed. 1 Core HP restored.

I felt better instantly. Not that being down on hitpoints actively hurt, but it was like an incipient headache that never went away. "Ahhh, yes. Keep going!"

Shayma giggled. "Hey, that’s my line!"

"Well now we’re even! Ish."

"Nnnnooo, I don’t think we are."

"Well, who’s counting anyway?"

"You do, sometimes!"

"Oh, hush."

I had a pile of the gems for Shayma to use on me, both cores now resting inside her cottage, and in no time at all I was back to full on both. Plus I found out one thing more, since I figured I should see if I could increase my HP or something if Shayma kept trying after I was topped up.

Core HP Full. Core Lattice Gem linked.

As usual, my overlay didn’t give me any further, useful information on what that meant but I did have a theory. The only thing I’d used a Core Lattice gem on so far was Shayma’s ring, and it had an explicit connection to me as an "Authority." My guess was that the ‘link’ meant that if I put the gem into something, I’d have a connection to it and might even be able to control it. That, or I could use those gems to automatically heal if I got damaged again. Or both. 

It was pretty clear I wasn’t anywhere near powerful enough to play in the leagues I had found myself in. Vok Nal could tank three fourth-tiers and Shayma couldn’t solo a monster that wasn’t even level forty. Admittedly, she was only level twenty-two and her Skills were progressing nicely, but she wasn’t exactly a powerhouse.

Shayma Ell

Blue Core Fox Spirit: You are a creature of the Dungeon, body and soul. You have a connection to the Dungeon like no other, and in turn it can reach out through you. Furthermore, your soul has been altered to be immune to depletion.

Enhanced Senses: Your sight, hearing, and smell are sharper than similar races. You can see mana naturally.

Blue Core’s Blessing: Despite being a spirit, you still have a body of flesh and can still have children.

Level 22 Trickster: As a Trickster, you are never where or what your opponents expect. The closer they look, the less they see.

Health: 445/445

Stamina: 1370/1370

Mana: 285/285

Skills

[Seeker] (Greater): You can find that which is most hidden, most lost, and most desired. 

[Physical Superiority] 7: Your body is stronger, faster, tougher, and more flexible than your species’ base. Each rank improves benefits.

[Ghost Step] 8: You can walk through the world without touching it, instantly moving short distances and quickly moving longer ones.

[Luck]: Heads, or tails. You can bend probability to benefit yourself.

[Limited Shapeshifting] 7: You are exceeding the limits of form. You can change your shape easily, but not entirely. Convenient for disguising your identity or race.

[Illusion] 8: Reality is what you say it is. Allows the creation of illusions, temporary phantasms of sight and sound. Longevity and distance of illusions increases with rank.

[Illusory Presence] 4: You are not who you say you are. Allows you to present a false identity to magical and mundane senses, including your Status.

[Combat Shapeshifting] 5: Because you can shapeshift, your combat options are unusual. You may create claws, harden your skin, or wield a weapon not meant for your body. Allows use of all weapons as well as unarmed styles. Improves learning of weapons and unarmed styles. Provides unique synthesis of styles with shapeshifting.

[Stealth] 4: Sneaky, sneaky. You know how to move quietly and spot places to hide.

[Mana Manipulation] 4: 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.

[Smithing] 3: The manipulation of metal. Smithing allows for the creation and maintenance of metal-based items.

[Alchemy] 1: Combine, distill, transform. Alchemy allows for the creation of potions and tinctures as well as the alteration of materials by the use of magical substances.

[Weaving] 1: Thread manipulation. Weaving allows you to create skeins of thread, bolts of cloth, or finished products from raw thread.

Abilities

[Regeneration] 7: Your robust nature significantly improves health regeneration and allows recovery from crippling or disfiguring wounds without magic.

[Wisdom] 4: You have become wise in the ways of the world. You have unlocked spellcasting, and this skill provides an intuitive grasp of known spellcasting skills. Improving rank improves mana pool and learning speed in spellcasting skills.

[Corrosion Resistance] 1: You have a natural resistance to acid and other eroding effects. Ignore damage and status effects associated with corrosion. Benefits improve with rank.

[Temperature Resistance] 3: You have a natural resistance to temperature extremes. Ignore damage and negative effects from heat and cold. Benefits improve with rank.

[Legerdemain] 4: Your grasp exceeds your reach. Your fingers are supernaturally quick and you can touch people and objects without quite needing to reach them.

[Phantom Pocket] 7: You can store and retrieve items from a small space only you can access.

[Awareness] 5: Like eyes in the back of your head. You can sense your nearby surroundings even when you can’t see it directly. Precision increases with rank. Range very slightly increases with rank.

She would eventually be powerful. Maybe. But for now that wasn’t near enough, to say nothing of the fact that if I couldn’t kill it with lava I had few effective techniques of my own. The water cutters and steam mines worked to some degree, but they’d already shown they were of limited usefulness against really high level intruders. I couldn’t even properly take The Hurricane to task for skipping out on her part of the deal, and I really needed to. I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of her since she left and time was ticking away, so I couldn’t rely on her for anything.

"Hmm. I’m going to see what I can do to make you three better equipped. Maybe Iniri too. What sort of weaponry does she use anyway? Heck, what equipment do casters normally have?"

"That really depends! Some casters use weapons, actually, others will use some form of focus. It depends on their Skills."

"Oh that makes sense, duh. Okay, I don’t think I’ll have anything soon but I’m going to try and get everyone something nice."

"I bet they’ll like that. Just don’t give them any rings, huh?" Shayma grinned.

"I wouldn’t dream of it."

I needed to improve both my Companions and my own weaponry. For the first, I had been spending all my stone and mana on Adamant Stone so I could make [Affinity Crystals] and hopefully boost myself into the next level of...stuff. Items, Fields, flowers, whatever. I built one for each of the Affinities I had access to, twelve total, and plugged them into my largest mana dynamo. Immediately they started filling with mana, ever so subtly colored, but they didn’t seem to feed back into the loop.

I needed to use [Mana Logic] to connect them to anything, and in this case I connected them to [Small Storage Crystals] of Cultivated Steel, one to one. That had knocked out all my iron production despite the fact that I’d tripled up on iron-producing flowers given how much steel I needed. Interestingly the connections finally used [Mana Latticework], a resource that I had started wondering if it had purpose. Now that I’d joined the [Affinity Crystals] to [Storage Crystals] I could see them as a delicate tracery physically connecting the two. Good thing I’d put them next to each other.

Nothing happened immediately, but I didn’t expect it to. According to the crafter people, it took time soaking in mana for anything to transform. Sometimes years, but I figured I had so much of it, and it was so pure, that it wouldn’t be nearly that long.

I made a thirteenth Affinity crystal, this one of healing, for a different experiment. A tiny isolated room held a tayantan tree and some grass and moss, with my [Rampant Growth] Field. I stocked a bunch of biomass into the [Composting Chamber], linked the Field to the Affinity crystal, and let it do its job. The grass and tree did start changing their look, but they didn’t yet register as a different sort of plant. My hope was that it eventually would, and I’d get some sort of absurd healing herbs and woods I could use for Keri.

The last thing was the calamite I had made, which had been tentatively identified as an alchemical catalyst. I dumped a good chunk of it into an alchemical bath with some fabrics and mineral oil that I got from the crafters to soak some thread. Apparently that was the best way to infuse them with the capacity for holding extra magic, though really I’d need to start with magical fibers to begin with for the best outcomes and I hadn’t gotten that far yet.

All that more or less exhausted my stockpiled resources, which was fine because my idea to give myself more of an arsenal mostly just took mana. Probably. I hadn’t tried it yet!

While my ability to wield magic directly was nonexistent and my tools to manipulate the world were fairly limited, I’d somehow managed to forget that I did have access to light. Given that Iniri’s Affinity was light I really should have remembered the offensive capabilities a lot earlier, and in fact I’d have to instruct Shayma on flashbangs. What I had in mind for me required a bit more juice, though.

I isolated a tiny chunk of one of my light panels and started using [Customization] on it. I had a suspicion that Ansae’s explanation of how magic worked sort of applied to my own processes, even if I couldn’t cast. Some things I unlocked were just from random experimentation, certainly. Yet the times I had unlocked exactly what I wanted, when I had a reasonable chain of logic on how to get there, made me think my intentions had an effect.

So my intentions were to narrow the light they emitted to a single wavelength, and match the output of every single point on that panel. Coherent light emission was actually relatively simple, compared to a lot of other technologies, since it could be done entirely solid state. Whatever I used to emit light was completely tunable to begin with, since I could color the light at will with [Customization], so narrowing it down more wasn’t that much of a stretch.

Once my focus hit a limit with the light panel I started throwing mana at it, concentrating on my knowledge of wavelengths and excitation and quantized energy states. There were three or four kinds of lasers I knew of that fit into the general idea of a light-emitting panel, but they had the same general method of operation, so I just visualized that until it clicked.

Coherent Light Emitter created. 1 Alchemical Diamond, 1 Light Affinity Source. 

25,000 Experience gained.

Not that much experience, at least not compared to what I needed to increase skills, but then what I’d made couldn’t do much more than blind someone. It needed a few more tweaks to be really powerful. The emitter manifested as a dark polished surface, about a meter square and millimeters thick. I thought it was odd that a light Source and a diamond turned into something dark, until I turned one on and saw that the default color was, of course, blue.

I dialed the frequency up as far as I could, which turned out to be on the barely visible side of ultraviolet. Shayma could make infrasound, but I couldn’t make gamma rays. It was a bit unfair. Maybe I could do better later though, with some sort of upgrade or another. Then came what I considered the marginally clever bit, which involved abusing spatial Fields.

The basic architecture was two cylindrical rooms abutting each other, the joined circular face replaced by an open door. Actually by this point I should have stopped even thinking of my not-really-there doors as doors and started considering them mana boundaries, so I promptly did so. I had [Mana Control], so maybe I could finagle something out of a boundary that wouldn’t make sense with a door. After I was done, the boundaries covered the entire surface of each cylinder so there were two round rooms, one meter in diameter, facing each other.

One room got expanded, the other one shrunk, and through the convolutions of spatial magic the doors still matched, which meant that a ten meter diameter circle translated straight through to a ten centimeter circle like some trick of forced perspective. The ten-meter wall got polished as close to atomically smooth as I could manage and covered in [Coherent Light Emitter] film, while the ten-centimeter wall got another mana boundary for a portal.

Light Armament Experiment 1 Created.

250,000 Experience gained.

Oh. Seemed like that was worth a lot more than just slapping up some barriers around my core, no matter how layered they were. It seemed fair enough though, I bet that actual lasers and not just light magic were nonstandard for the world in general and dungeons in particular. Not to mention the extra work to condense the beam without using lenses or really, anything aside from space itself.

I decided to test-fire it into the corpse of the plant thing that Shayma and company had killed. It was still far enough outside the range of my territory that I’d have to exert myself to get it, something I hadn’t been doing while I was spending most of my time and mana on crafting, but close enough that I could still target it with some judicious portal placement.

It sucked up maybe a hundred mana a second, though with my regeneration I wasn’t completely sure, but given my current mana pool that was just fine. Especially since the damn thing flash-vaporized a good chunk of the corpse, punching a ten-centimeter hole straight through to the rock beyond and filling the air with haze. Maybe it had fewer defenses after it was dead, but seeing something so effective and cheap to use cheered me immensely. Especially since it was, effectively, portable.

"Hey, Shayma, I’ve got something to show you!" My foxgirl and her friends had somehow met up with Piping Hot Pies again, though I didn’t mind that they were sticking around. Both because they were definitely helping train up Shayma and the gang, and because they actually appreciated my fruits. A small thing, but it was nice. They were hanging out in Annit and Keri’s back yard, though at the moment they were just talking rather than sparring or lecturing or whatever else adventurers did in their downtime.

"Ooh? Is this what you mentioned earlier?"

"That stuff isn’t ready yet, this is more something for me I just made. It seems pretty good, but thought I’d run it past the gang."

"Now that sounds interesting!" Shayma turned to the others, the four from Piping Hot Pies in addition to Annit and Keri, getting their attention. "Blue is going to show us a...new thing he made!"

"I take it that it’s not a normal spell or something," the big guy drawled. He had the most normal name I’d seen here, Joe Calloway, but apparently he wasn’t a Tarnil native either.

"It is not!" Before I tried using Shayma as a base for the portal I wanted to get used to forming and firing it so I never blasted it in the wrong direction. To that end I lifted up a sheet of stone and put a ten-centimeter depression in it for the portal. Considering how potent it seemed, at least to me, I made sure it was positioned and aimed outside the group, into the woods beyond. I’d actually had to replant those poor trees more than once considering the area was used as a makeshift shooting gallery and sparring area, and I was pretty sure that I’d have to do it once again.

The portal formed and I flipped on the LAE. For a moment it didn’t really look like much happened, since it just put a ten-centimeter hole through a bunch of brush, vaporizing it too quickly for it to even catch fire. Underwhelming didn’t even touch it.

"I don’t -" Calloway said, and then I twisted the portal frame sideways.

Trees crashed and toppled, grass shredded and smoked, and a line was scored into the stone in the far wall. I had enough juice to keep it going, but that was enough. Several hundred square meters of trees and greenery had been neatly trimmed to a height of about one meter. It was messier than that, of course, since I didn’t obliterate the falling trunks, but damn it was satisfying to see it work so well. It was also hideously efficient, more in line with the mana-to-damage ratio I observed from other people’s Skills.

"Oh." Annit said.

"What in the Abyss was that?" It was another of Piping Hot Pies members, a nature Affinity caster by the name of Tissaria that had a sort of reactive bark armor she put on her fellow party members. Considering that she barely said anything, I was amused that she was the one to exclaim over it.

"It was just light, that’s the best part."

"I don’t think I’ve ever seen invisible light Affinity before," Keri said, in a voice that sounded almost aggrieved.

"It’s not a light Affinity Skill. Well, mostly." I was actually a little irritated that the emitter did end up taking Source material, but if it was converting mana into light it did make sense. Sort of. "So how would it do against second, third, fourth tiers?" The last humans I’d killed on purpose had been that dumb adventurer group, and I couldn’t even remember their levels or names. I didn’t have any gauge for how tough people actually were and I wasn’t about to experiment.

"Well it sure scares me," Annit said dryly. "I couldn’t sense anything to warn me."

"It’s a bit slow to set up," Maiyim, the fire-caster of the group, said judiciously.  "That’s its greatest weakness against third or fourth tiers.  I wouldn’t imagine you could pin down a fourth-tier long enough for it to do too much."

"I couldn’t sense even a mana surge." That, surprisingly, was the opinion of the [Phantom Bulwark], a heavily-armored, spear-and-shield teleporter. Terrance had the weirdest Class I ever did see, a great big hulking knight-looking guy blinking about the battlefield to harry and defend. Even with that, I wasn’t expecting him to have mana sight or sense too.

"It’s hard to detect Blue’s mana," Shayma told him. "I can’t sense it either. I only know one person who can."

"Besides, the source for that beam is half a kilometer straight down. The portal just conveys it here. Don’t tell them that though. Also, we should probably practice you shifting an aperture on your arm or something so you can use it too." Actually given how potent it was and the fact that it was invisible, I’d need to make a less powerful version and a much smaller portal for an ordinary laser sight.

Really, I was all kinds of excited about this. I assumed that people with light and maybe darkness affinities would be more resistant to a mundane laser than rocks and trees, but the potency otherwise was nothing to scoff at. The best part was that I could set up multiples of these and, aside from the time it took to make more alchemical diamonds and light Sources, they were cheap and easy to make. If I wanted to go overboard I could even chain more spatial chambers together, turn the ten-centimeter laser into something much smaller. Or use an even larger array. Or both.

Now, unless I could drop the wavelength down to the single-nanometer range I wouldn’t be within shouting range of actual capital ship armament. Not that lasers were nearly as useful in an atmosphere anyway. Scattering took a surprisingly heavy toll on coherent light, but the range was still probably several hundred meters. That made it the first "defense" that could meaningfully reach outside my territory.

Not very far, admittedly, without Shayma. Technically I outranged sword and bow folk, but the closing speed Yamal had showed and the range I’d seen on some of the mages made normal measurements pretty moot. Still I felt safer, and given the experience reward from it, the overlay agreed.

"Oh, now I have to know how that works." Ansae, of course, somehow managed to notice all that from her lair. She’d been more or less quiet after chewing me out for letting The Hurricane go, even reverting to type and lazing half or all asleep. Though it was a little creepy because she kept that chunk of core crystal with her at all times, fastening a necklace of it that changed with her as she shifted forms. "That is a wonderful little toy."

She strolled toward the teleport in full dragon form, apparently intent on joining the gathering in the hospital back yard, despite the fact that she’d take up most of the clearing. It was a clear challenge, so I had the feeling I’d really gotten her interest. So far as I could tell there was no difference between her being aggressive and her being playful.

"Uhh Shayma? Ansae’s coming so you’ll want to make room." For my part I started putting together a dragon-sized teleport circle on both sides. I could have refused to, probably, but I was pretty sure she could teleport there herself if she really wanted and she’d been well behaved enough that something as harmless as this wasn’t worth getting into a spat for.

"Um. Ansae’s coming." Shayma said aloud.

"Shit." Annit grabbed Keri’s hand and dragged her into their house. Not that she had to do much dragging, since even Keri didn’t seem too eager to meet Ansae again.

"Who’s that?" Jacey asked, staring after the retreating women with bemusement.

"A dragon! And also a Power so, you know, be polite!" Shayma said hastily, waving them over to the side to give Ansae room.

"We’ve dealt with dragons before," Terrance rumbled, though he followed Shayma’s shooing gestures away from the teleport circle I’d printed into the ground. "Give them an inch and—"

Ansae stepped through the teleport, her massive form towering over everyone as expected, silver-white and toothy. What I didn’t expect was for everyone but Shayma to instantly drop to their knees as if crushed under a great weight. Even the trees, the ones that were still upright anyway, groaned and tilted. Grass pressed itself away from her, as if trying to flee.

Shayma looked as confused as I felt. Annit and Keri had seemed a bit overawed by Ansae, and that made sense, but this was like an aura of oppression. Not that I felt anything, and neither did Shayma, which was doubly weird since my vegetation did. "Um, hello Ansae." Shayma said. "What’s...all this?" She waved around at the trembling room.

Ansae laughed musically. "Oh, you’ve never seen me out and about, have you? Blue’s authority protects you, and your two friends somehow, which is quite interesting, but I am Ansae Ziir. Where I walk, the world itself bends to my presence." 

Suddenly I remembered how painful her presence had been at first, even without her doing anything, and had some idea of what was going on. Maybe it was mana pressure or maybe it was just the presence of someone thousands of years old, but it was undeniable she had an impact. Though I was immune, and Shayma was as well, through me. The reason her lair didn’t suffer, if I were to guess, was because it was hers. I would bet that someone arriving at her lair would feel the same impact from it.

"Though clearly Blue doesn’t!" Ansae said, regarding the silent members of Piping Hot Pies. "I’m a little bit hurt, Shayma. He invited these people to see his new invention but not me!"

"Next time I’ll make sure to give her a demonstration first." I was reminded of fairy tales about powerful people who weren’t invited to certain events, and I didn’t want to become that sort of object lesson. 

"I certainly hope so!" She grinned. "I would like to see this one close up. I only just caught the end of it."

"I guess there’s not much of a difference between growing half a forest and all of a forest." Shayma said.

"Yeah, not really." I didn’t mind, actually. Ansae had a point, after all, that if anyone I knew was qualified to judge the precise merits and drawbacks of anything I made, it would be her. I just hadn’t realized she’d be interested in it.

Ansae sat on her haunches, tail curled about her forepaws, entirely catlike. Shayma glanced over at the others, who were still struggling, and waved in their direction. 

"Would you mind?" I wasn’t sure if she was asking me or the dragon, but under the circumstances I decided I’d just put them back in Refuge. Then I disabled the teleport in, just in case.

Once that was cleared up I repeated the exhibition, cutting a swath in the opposite direction as the first. The sight of things just falling over was just as satisfying as last time, though I had to quickly cut the thing off as Ansae decided to try and wave her paw in front of the beam. Dragon or not, it’d probably hurt, and that assumed the scales didn’t just diffract the laser everywhere and end up hurting Shayma. Of course Ansae looked disappointed, but at least she didn’t actively ask me to shoot her with it.

"That is very impressive for how little mana you’re spending on it. I’ve never seen that before, either. It’s not light mana guiding it, so I’m quite curious how you’ve tamed light so."

"Me too, for what it’s worth." Added Shayma. "I have [Illusion]. If I can do infrasound maybe I can do this too?"

"Okay, well, it’s going to take an explanation. Let me start with what light actually is."



Day 122 - Ansae


Ansae regarded the rock she’d scored her initials into with Blue’s technique, running her forked tongue over her teeth.  It had taken no more than a point or two of mana, but a lot more concentration than she normally needed for her spells. While anyone who could wield light Affinity magic could, in theory, create it, her Primal Affinity was perfect for the sort of truths he’d revealed.

The aspects of light he’d told her about were completely sideways to the ones she normally invoked when dealing with magic.  It was not the truth of the role of light, or the meaning of light, but of the physical nature of light, and just as profound as any other aspect.  Oh, it was extremely limited in what it could do, no doubt, but those limitations were why she’d spread her own magic wide so every magic’s weakness could be covered by another’s strength.  But these particular concepts, these specific explanations, were so exact to light’s nature that the mana was more than happy to shape it. No wonder even Blue couldn’t see the mana mixed into the beam; it didn’t need more than the tiniest imaginable fraction.

Shayma finished putting her own touches on a similar engraving, shaky and loopy as she signed her name in the blank stone slab Blue had obligingly provided.  The fox-girl’s control wasn’t near her own, of course, but it was laudable that she was able to use a brand-new magical technique so quickly. Of course much of that was due to Blue’s ability to describe to them exactly how the light should work and why. Most Skills required a much broader understanding to function properly.

Ansae was cheating a little bit, of course.  Not with the creation of the spell, but with Blue’s instructions.  Because she was eavesdropping.  

"...use a much lower power laser to spot where you’re aiming…afraid having a little glowing dot is going to remove any element of surprise."

It faded in and out, with a sound like far-off rapids, but after studying Blue’s core, feeling it, tasting it, letting its mana mingle with her own, she was able to siphon from the messages he was sending Shayma.  The messages were an odd thing, because they didn’t seem to come from anywhere in particular, leaving the source and nature of Blue’s intellect a mystery. It might still be buried somewhere in the workings of the true core, but there should have been some hint of it in the splinter of life she held. 

The fact that his messages came in the form of actual words was odd, as well.  The things, and she did mean things, she’d run into that had gotten smart enough to communicate did so with emotions and images and sheer weight of will.  Not only that, but the voice was definitely male, a sort of washed-out baritone behind the liquid hiss.  If Blue preferred language, it only added weight to her theory that he’d put himself into a dungeon core on purpose, though how and why was still pure speculation.  As was the source of his knowledge.

Blue’s suggestion of a pointer was actually quite insightful, and she felt like a doddering old fool – or a naive young hatchling – for the first time in absolute ages.  It was fantastic. It was also deeply, alarmingly suspicious. This was not the knowledge of a mage or even an artificer, this was knowledge from a perspective so far distant from her own it wasn’t even visible.

"Blue," she said at last.  "You can’t possibly have this knowledge."

"...obviously do.  Ask her what...?"

"Blue is curious to know what you mean by that," Shayma rendered, diplomatically.  Ansae was almost tempted to reply before Shayma translated, but she didn’t want to reveal her spying.  Having a line into what Blue was actually saying was invaluable for judging his real nature and motivations, even if it was inconveniently inconsistent.

"I’ve been watching you.  The way you go about doing almost everything is just a little bit off.  Now I know why, now that you’ve explained what you know about light. The things you understand are knowledge that is not of this world. I won’t ask where you got this knowledge, every Power must have their secrets, but I will warn you that you should tell nobody any of it."

"But what about -"

Ansae raised a claw, both to Blue’s reply she shouldn’t be able to hear and Shayma’s expression.  "Not even me. Not unless you’re willing to take responsibility for what I, as my own Power, might do with it. I am certain you have far more dangerous truths than a little damaging light, and while you using them is one thing, letting others have them is another.  I’ve spent far too much time stamping out pieces of knowledge too dangerous for any mortal to play with to let this by."

"Oh.  I guess...hmm, I bet you could do fusion with magic and...yes, that’d be bad.  Well, message received, though I’ll probably teach my Companions some things. Assuming I come up with more useful applications."

"Blue admits the point is well-made but he may still share the knowledge with his Companions.  So, mostly me and maybe Iniri."

Ansae had to give Shayma credit for her translation.  Blue had a bad habit of rambling, though to be fair he could only talk to her so far as he knew.  "Certainly. You’ve been careful enough with your Companions so far, which I do approve of. Grabbing power too quickly can only lead to ruin."

"I appreciate the advice but you know I’m honestly a bit confused as to why she isn’t trying to pick my brain for everything I know.  I expected I’d have to turn her down on other things after explaining lasers."

She waited for Shayma to render the question, considering her response.  "First, I wish you to survive to cure my Depletion.  There are plenty who would drain you dry for knowing what you do.  If that selfish motive weren’t enough, you and I are both immortal.  In a hundred or a thousand years I would rather not be in an eternal feud with another power if I can possibly avoid it.  Not to mention, this sort of knowledge is incredibly unbalanced. Even a tier one mage could pose a threat to a tier three Classer, from an incredible distance.  This is something that needs more thought to introduce anywhere.

"The last...you are so new.  None of my extant Bargains involve you, nor do any of yours involve me."  It was quite nice, in fact, to know there wasn’t any possibility of running up against any of the rules and binds she’d laid on herself for the power she wielded.

"Wait, she...Bargains?  Hasn’t she been...centuries?"

Shayma looked surprised as well, and Ansae laughed.  "I have plenty. Bargains to extinguish certain pests where I may find them, Bargains to help certain people under certain circumstances.  A certain family traded ten generations of experience for their salvation, and there are still cursed scions compelled to wander the globe, unable to die until they find me to pass on their debt."

"Wow."

"Wow."  Shayma stared.  Ansae had a feeling she was saying for herself, not for Blue.

"It’s amazing how careless you are with your future time when you plan to live forever," Ansae said dryly.  "I’ve learned better, for the most part."

"Well, I’m very thankful for your help, and Blue is too," Shayma said, without any cue from Blue.  Ansae was glad to see that her initial appraisal of the girl was accurate, though she was still a little astounded by the degree of freedom Blue afforded her.  Ansae had never had a servant she would have trusted to tender either her thanks or her condemnation.  Admittedly she’d never made a Bargain quite like the one between Blue and Shayma.

"Oh speaking of help...ton of experience for making this...super helpful with traits, I mean actually, I was being dumb and didn’t consider just waiting...what to focus on, if I show her my Status."

She didn’t bother to hide the grin that bared her teeth as Shayma translated.  They’d broached the possibility of seeing his Status before but that hadn’t happened, not that she blamed Blue.  The humans and their associated cousins found Status to be useful, but for someone like her or Blue it was information to be jealously guarded.  "I would be honored to help," she said, entirely seriously.

"He’s going to try something to make it easier to check his Status," Shayma added, reminding Ansae that she couldn’t quite count on hearing Blue directly.

"By all means."

Another piece of stone slid out of the grass behind their practice slabs, and with a flash of black the Status sigil Blue had before appeared on it.   Mana flowed, far more than was reasonable as was usual for Blue’s operations, and the Sigil lit. It was so bright that for a moment Ansae thought it would overload and detonate, but then Blue did something that caused the mana to wobble all over the place and it stabilized.  Somewhat.

Blue’s enormous Status blinked into view.

"Tell her to read quickly because I thought I could just Assimilate this but it apparently takes constant effort to keep it going!"

By the time Shayma had finished repeating his plea, Ansae had already memorized the Status.  "I’ve got it, you can release the sigil."

"Whew."  She could hear the sigh, which was a strange affectation for a being that didn’t breathe.  Not that she blamed him, just watching the mana fluctuations was enough to make her anxious, and she hadn’t even been responsible for keeping them stable.

Ansae considered Blue’s frankly ridiculous list from memory.  All of it was fascinating, but it was a complete mess and she felt a little sorry that he had to deal with it.  "Before anything, [Mana Manipulation]. It’s the lowest tier of that Skill evolution path and believe me, you need all the help you can get with how terrible your control is."

"Gee, thanks.  Really know how to compliment a guy.  It turns out...numbered things in the categories."

"Blue can only spend experience on upgrading Categories and entries with ranks within the Categories."  Shayma explained.

"How irritating." She hummed under her breath.  "I would advise maximizing breeding and the breeding station — if you get something that improves your ability to Purify people, that’s a high priority.  After that, I would say, maximize your earliest and cheapest skills. They’re likely due for an evolution or convergence or even divergence, even if you’re only level seven.  I notice you have a lot of things at rank five, why is that?"

"Everything starts at rank five due to my dungeon level."

"Well that’s handy.  Though given how many things you have to deal with, it’s probably the only way you can make any headway on any of them."

"Oh my god that is the most useless thing...not even anywhere near…"

Shayma burst out laughing, and Ansae waited patiently for her to translate the bit of Blue’s babble she’d heard.  "Blue says...he put bait and breeding at rank ten and unlocked higher base mana regeneration. Which he doesn’t even notice anymore because of mana dynamos.  It’s completely useless!"

Ansae snorted.  "I daresay it’s a reward meant for a much younger, smaller, and more commonplace dungeon.  What reward for maximizing the [Purifier’s Breeding Station]?"

"Merged my old stations...just says improves…"

"[Superior Purification Breeding Station]," Shayma reported.  "Improves breeding options. Improves Purification effects. Enhances rapport with dungeon."

"Improves Purification effects?"  Ansae was astounded that was actually possible.  "Though I notice it doesn’t say what the improvements are.  Nor does it mention any reduction in cost."

"Welcome to the wonders of my overlay."

"Yes, that is often how Blue’s Skills are rendered."

"I wonder if other Powers with non-sentient origins have this problem," Ansae mused.  "I notice you didn’t have a Power block in your status either, although you clearly are one."

"Wait I’m supposed to have something in my Status for that?"

Blue’s voice was clearer now, and Ansae was beginning to think the variability had to do with how much of his attention was on her and Shayma.  The more distracted he was, the less she could hear. "To keep track of extant Bargains, things that have empowered you, things of that nature, yes."

"Is it...I mean…"

"Blue wants to know if it’s possible he’s not a Power, since he doesn’t have that section."

"Not a chance," Ansae said firmly, though she did wonder why it didn’t show up.  The only thing she could figure was that the rest of his Status was such a mess that it was hidden somewhere, or he simply hadn’t gotten enough levels to trigger it.  She didn’t know what a reasonable level for a dungeon was but seven had to be fairly low. "You’re still young, in general and as a Power. It’s likely you simply haven’t matured enough for it to show yet."

"He is a bit childish sometimes," Shayma said with a grin.

"Oh, hush you."



Day 123 - Blue


Fabrication: Mana Diamond Anvil discovered. Creates small amounts of exotic resources. 20 light Affinity Source, 20 kinetic Affinity Source, 16 Alchemical Diamond, 50 Stone, 20 Stonesteel, 4 Adamant Stone, 20 Gold.

I knew having lasers would be useful for something aside from weaponry, and a little bit of effort had yielded something pretty neat. Making a diamond anvil wasn’t actually that hard with my resources and with [Customization], though I had to shrink my laser aperture further, but generally they were meant more for experimentation than fabrication. To make the newly-created stuff stable I had used [Mana Logic] to link in a couple of mana crystals and ended up creating a brand new dungeon station. An expensive one, too.

Clearly I needed to build more dynamos. I couldn’t even afford the [Mana Diamond Anvil] and I needed a ton of mana just for the resources, not to mention all the Sources I’d need to harvest, so I put that aside to focus on another relatively new acquisition.

So far I hadn’t much messed with the dungeon climate categories. Putting them into an experiment room didn’t do much because, according to [Tempered Wisdom] and my own inspection of the magic structure of the Fields, woven like threads but maybe also a bit like logic gates, it required a lot of room to do anything. I hadn’t wanted to risk compromising a perfectly functional system and I’d needed mana and resources I could count on, but now if I was building something from scratch maybe it would save me some effort. I cleared out an area higher up in the mountain, above Ansae’s lair and my core room, and Expanded a five-hundred-meter sphere.

That was a hell of an empty space, so I reinforced the exterior with stonesteel, trusting that the spatial shenanigans would keep the interior from collapsing, as usual. At some point I’d find out if they also helped mitigate the sheer weight of what went into those spaces, though I was pretty sure the answer was yes.

I could have probably put a full dynamo in there but I was looking to do something a bit more grand. The mountain itself was close to twelve kilometers high and probably six or ten times that wide, and though I’d only suborned a three-by-three-by-three kilometer chunk or so, eventually I’d have the whole thing to myself. I should have had plenty of room for, at some point, every aspect of the Ecology, so for the first one I tapped into the Dungeon Climate room and blanketed the whole sphere with Volcano.

The results were pretty spectacular. Black, fissured rock rose from the bowl of the floor, oozing lava as it built into a vented, scorched cone. Molten stone traced lazy, glowing lines down from the peak into a churning moat at its base, where it was sucked back under. Once the volcano reached half the height of the sphere I’d given it, it stopped growing, but the fissures traced their way up the walls, spitting ash and soot into the air. The heat caught the flakes and particles, sending them swirling and dancing as plants began to grow and bloom over the slopes and along the walls. There were the usual chrysthenium flowers, of course, but types I’d never seen before appeared as well.

Volcanic Chrysthenium discovered.

Cinder Tree unlocked.

Soot Root unlocked.

…

Magma vine unlocked.

I wouldn’t exactly call the volcano lush, but plant life in all colors of black and grey and orange and red dotted the lava-traced slopes or hung from a pumice-covered ceiling. The mana flows were already in place, though the actual throughput was sluggish without the extra, competing Affinities my dynamos tended to link together. As a bonus, all the extra flora that had just appeared as part of the climate seemed to be Affinity stuff, so I could use it to make things for my Companions. Admittedly, neither Shayma nor Iniri used fire or earth Affinity, but still.

Using the Climate did drain my mana something fierce, but not nearly as much as if I had done each element individually. A check over my resources showed that it had eaten stone and biomass too, so it wasn’t like all that stuff was free, but I was happy with the result. Once the volcano climate was established, the mana and resource drain diminished to negligible levels and everything seemed self-sustaining. Frankly it was better than I could do by myself, where I had to manually place trees and grass and flowers.

Since the volcano had turned out so well, I made a duplicate chamber next to it that I overlaid with the glacier climate. This time it was ice that rose out of the bowl, mounding higher and higher while icicles as thick as trees descended from the ceiling. Meltwater cut tunnels that meandered through the growing glacier, the ice’s color shading from white to blue as it rose. Snow sparkled in the air, silently accumulating under the frozen, looming shapes of icy pillars descending from the ceiling.

Like the volcano, the whole ecology came into being, the normal white and silver and crystal flowers I was familiar with along with a host of tiny, deep-rooted plants and delicate, transparent ferns. Deep under the ice, in the lowermost pockets of the caves, bell-shaped petals dangled from the ceiling blooming in the diffuse light that the climate created from the walls, filtering through layers and layers of ice.

Glacial Chrysthenium discovered.

Silvervine creeper unlocked.

Chime fern unlocked.

…

Frozen triproot unlocked.

I really wasn’t sure how the precipitation stayed constant, or how the water was recycled, though like the volcano there were complex mana paths already in place. Unlike my prior efforts I couldn’t simply bring the mana streams from the volcano to the glacier; they were too tightly interlinked within the Climate. Fortunately, using [Mana Logic] did work, mana surging through the links I’d forged and driving each of the Climates into a greater flurry of action.

The volcano actually erupted now, on occasion, spewing chunks of flaming rock and drops of lava into the air, and the glacier, while it didn’t grow, groaned and creaked as greater pressure settled into it. I was impressed with the end result, which yielded both new resources and a mana generation superior to my old dynamos even without any intermediary Affinities. I still had a number of Climates to go, though I didn’t have room for each of them yet, but best of all it seemed like I could create or adapt Climates, given that one of them was "Conservatory," in obvious reference to the farming areas I’d worked on for Iniri.

I was actually quite tempted to try out the Conservatory Climate on one of the farming plots I’d made, as the population was slowly dropping from people moving out to Meil, but the plants there were in mid-growth and if the Climate caused too much upheaval they’d lose everything. While the end result would no doubt be better, people would go hungry in the meantime. Similarly, I could drop the Temperate Forest Climate onto Refuge but that might result in the equivalent of an earthquake.

That said I felt it was a little bit of a shame to let the frankly fantastic-looking climates languish by their lonesome, so I punched a passageway between them and put a shielded path following the contours of each. Following my determination to actually have physical paths between things, aside from my core, I ran the pathway down to the audience chamber and then Compressed it to shorten the trek. If nothing else, I thought Shayma would like seeing it. She could actually wander off the path without worrying about the environment. It might even train her [Temperature Resistance] Ability!

Once everyone was moved out again – and amusingly I’d noticed some people were arguing with Iniri to stay without even asking me – I could reshape everything using the Climates. Actually I needed to give serious thought to having an above-ground or at least visible presence, since I wasn’t trying to hide any longer. If nothing else I could put a road between myself and Meil, since I wasn’t really planning on holding the city forever and once I gave it up the teleport would stop working.

I was chewing over the rest of my internals when something popped into my perception. The ability to notice people who were talking about me was something I was already mostly ignoring, since so far the vast majority of it was the people out on the fringes of Meil, who had nothing interesting to say. This person, though, I had a vested interest in and wasn’t anywhere near Meil.

The Hurricane lounged on a windowsill, unglamored and ashen-skinned, evening sky and a sheer drop visible beyond. The interior of the room was opulent, yet restrained, each item functional but artfully and lavishly crafted. Behind a heavy, intricately carved desk, a looming mountain of a man frowned at her, his own skin nearly as dark and the lichtenberg lines visible in purple along the back of his neck.

"Yes, I’m sure Wildwood was very nice but that’s not why you’re back early," The man pointed out, [Genius Loci] naming him as Harus Norp, Level 57 [Lord of the Tides]. "So?"

"Iniri’s got a pet dungeon called Blue," The Hurricane said, lazily twirling her staff with one hand. "And wow, do we ever need it."

"I don’t think it’s a good idea to try and annex Tarnil while it’s under occupation by the mage-kings," Harus said, though his tone was more resigned than doubtful.

"Nah, it’s fine." The Hurricane waved it off. "Blue’s got some cheat something or other where he can steal the mage-king’s dungeon out from under them. They’ll be gone soon, and I bet everyone else will be all ‘wow that’s a lot of power’ but it’s not."

"Then…" Harus drew out the word until The Hurricane looked at him. "Why do we need it?"

"Guess who’s got two thumbs and is immune to depletion?" She hooked said thumbs at herself. "Ta dah! Thanks to Blue. But mostly, check this out." She hopped off the windowsill and floated over to where Harus was sitting, holding out the Primal storm Source that I’d given her. "Try and take this. Just try."

The man’s hand snapped out, so incredibly quick it had to be a Skill, but his fingers passed right through the gem. Then he stared at it, eyes narrowed, and mana flowed as he used another Skill of some sort. 

"Gods teeth," he swore. "Where did you get something like that?"

"Yup, Blue makes ‘em. Make great gifts for the kids, don’t you think?"

"That’s not funny, Milly."

"Not a joke, little bro. They make your Class better! With one of these you don’t have to worry about them missing the Lineage Skill, or going off to become storm Affinity." She did a little twirl where she stood on the ornate desk. "Seriously though, it’s not like Blue is actually Iniri’s either. Some girl named Shayma seems to run the place or something. One of those fox-kin, and a redhead at that. Seems like your type maybe, eh? Eh?" She slapped him on the shoulder, rocking him back in his chair, but Harus just grunted. "I dunno how it works exactly but we don’t have to invade Tarnil or anything. Just take some third tiers and myself and we can just sit on the dungeon. It’s got fuck-all that’s effective against that power level."

"You’re leaving something out."

"Oh, you never ask about that sort of thing!" The Hurricane grinned and ran her hands down her hips suggestively. "I have my own reasons and they’re so goooood."

"Gods, why did I even ask." He buried his face in his hands. "Won’t whatsisface, Iniri’s fourth-tier have something to say about you traipsing around there?"

"Oh, he’s dead."

"What."

"Yeah, he and grumpyface Liril and I all went and beat on a mage-king until he fell over and died. Yamal got dead, Liril got more grumpy and went to pout off wherever, and I got Depletion immunity and it was amazing. You wouldn’t believe—"

"Please, Milly. Just don’t."

"—I actually almost died! It was so good that I’m totally ruined now…hey, wanna see?"

"Gods, Milly." With his face buried in his hands, Harus couldn’t see The Hurricane’s wide and toothy grin.

Thankfully the perception cut off there, but...well. That was an unpleasant bit of surprise. Not only had The Hurricane skipped out, she was fomenting a takeover. Strangely, I wasn’t actually angry at that. Upset, yes, pride hurt, yes, but nothing like I ought to have been. Maybe without ANATHEMA boosting me I just couldn’t manage that level of emotion toward a remote threat, or maybe there was some anti-ANATHEMA mechanism that kept me from getting mad at Purified individuals.

Even without the emotion, logically I knew I needed to put even more effort into developing myself so I could deal with her. Better core defense, and something of the same potency as the LAE but a little less light oriented. Maybe projectiles, but I didn’t know how to get enough of a kinetic kick for that to be reasonable. I could use steam, but kinetic Affinity mana would be way better and more potent; portals were a possibility too, but containment would be nearly impossible. Aside from energy and projectile, the only things I could think of were pure spellcasting, which was completely locked out for me, and maybe some sort of particle beam? I didn’t know how the hell I’d do that with magic though.

Hopefully that could all wait until after we dealt with Tor Kot, because that timer was running. Already we were down a week of the supposed month and it’d take several more days before we would be ready to even start. Shayma’s [Seeker] indicated the last cube needed for the Adamant Fortress was still in Duenn and considering that it was one of Tor Kot’s larger cities, there was no way to take it by force. Fortunately, Shayma had one hell of an advantage in stealth, and Cheya had taken her in hand to get her ready.

Ultimately, the only one who could actually enter the city would be Shayma. With the way dungeons could track people, only [Illusionary Presence] would be able to let her move about unnoticed. Not to mention that anyone else would get massive, possibly lethal amounts of depletion just by traversing Red Core territory, and even if Shayma were to be caught I had enough mana to simply teleport her back instantly. I really liked having that emergency recall.

The only worry was that Tor Kot’s dungeon would be able to spot she was immune to Depletion despite [Illusionary Presence]. She hadn’t had the skill when Vok Nal had discovered her, but it wasn’t clear whether or not the dungeon had spotted the immunity in her Status or whether it had felt it through some other means. If she was still spotted, the backup plan was for Cheya to go in and get it while Shayma distracted Tor Kot’s forces, depletion be damned.

Oddly, she hadn’t brought up the subject of my Purifying her afterward.

While Iniri had mentioned my digging another tunnel to Duenn, I’d rejected it. Considering what happened last time, any dungeon-on-dungeon combat was as likely to kill me as not, even with two cores and combat upgrades, especially since Tor Kot was more competent than Vok Nal. That was according to Cheya, who had observed the movements of monsters and the takeover of the cities and found them to be organized and efficient. The fact that the Shadow monster hadn’t called Tor Kot an idiot was another good indication.

That said, even if he was competent it wasn’t likely he knew that some obscure and non-functional chunk of metal was vitally important, and it wasn’t likely to be especially protected, let alone bait for a trap. Even the flame knights hadn’t known why Shayma was looking for the cubes, which was probably why a single curious individual had gone rather than a whole company.

Honestly it wasn’t the most airtight of plans, but we were pretty limited in what we could do. Unless I wanted to do something like build an absolutely enormous version of the LAE and try to level the entire city, which I doubted would turn out well. I’d started stockpiling resources in anticipation of that eventuality, but there was still a long way to go. The way Shayma had described the tower in the center of Meil, even a high-powered laser wouldn’t do much more than make it warm anyway. Especially since my lasers were just light, and didn’t carry any of my mana with them to make use of the [Bane].

I was certain that if such a plan would work, Iniri would sign off on it even with the collateral damage. Everyone inside a mage-king territory was effectively walking dead, though according to Cheya they hadn’t yet had their populations depleted the way Meil had. Tor Kot was rather more careful about husbanding his resources — not to mention he hadn’t lost an entire army to me. At least it wasn’t likely that Tor Kot himself would be there. So far as Cheya could find out, he spent most of his time in Taere, the first city he’d taken. It was also Tarnil’s largest port city, and probably its largest city overall.

It was maybe a little weird calling something with a couple hundred thousand inhabitants a large city, but in low-magic areas there were only the multipliers of [Class] and [Skill] to augment muscle-powered technology. Still, that was a lot of people to leech from, not to mention that was a lot of people who were suffering under the mage-king’s rule.

Vok Nal had only had one city and one core. Tor Kot had many cities and none of us knew whether that meant there were a bunch of cores or one really big one, but my guess was one per city. Partly that was because, again according to Cheya, Tor Kot didn’t move around much, but mostly it was because my ability to cross a hundred-some kilometers to Meil was probably unique. If Vok Nal’s core hadn’t finished taking over Meil in the span of months, I doubted that Tor Kot could have managed the hundreds of kilometers between the cities in the few weeks it took him to capture them in the first place. Even in the years since then it was unlikely the dungeons had spread far, to judge by Meil.

The new equipment that I’d gotten for the gang was almost done, judging by what I could see of the work, and once it was finished they’d be heading off. I had put together a few more normal LAEs in preparation for that, because even if I couldn’t level the city, if Shayma ran into trouble I could at least do something. I wouldn’t even need to hijack any of the nearby landscape. That was my other way to be useful, but probably would be a bad idea since it’d immediately put me in contact with a Red Core and I’d wind up in the ANATHEMA rage again, only this time with Shayma stuck in place.

There was one thing I needed to take care of before Shayma left, though. After my failure to actually hold The Hurricane to account I needed to make sure nothing similar happened again. With Iniri pulling everyone out of my territory, I had to make sure I had a talk with a certain [Herbalist] about a flower before she vanished into the countryside.



Day 124 - Taelah


After spending several weeks inside the dungeon, Taelah thought she was pretty well over being impressed with Blue.  She’d even been looking forward to having Shayma’s ear, once word had come down that Blue wanted to talk to her, but she’d just been envisioning a regular chat.  It wasn’t like the girl didn’t wander around and talk with people in the normal manner, after all. Being summoned to an audience chamber was a little bit different.

Not that she minded, after the first overwhelming moment of light and color.  The audience chamber was amazing, with all kinds of those flowers that only Blue had, not to mention the water and lava flowing everywhere.  It wasn’t anything like the farming chambers. This was a naked display of dungeon power, from the barely-supported floor to the liquid rock glowing above and below.  She could almost see the mana flowing through the room, from one bloom to another, and after a blink she realized this would be a fantastic place to learn the [Mana Sight] Skill, for those who didn’t have their Class give it to them.  Like her.

That said, there was a distinct sort of pressure as she walked through the astoundingly large chamber, while having to refrain from using [Plant Identification] on everything because otherwise she wouldn’t get to the dais until sometime next week.  With each step it seemed to be a little more difficult to breathe, but strangely, more difficult to think of going back. Something urged her forward, past the trees and grass and waterfalls and lavafalls, up the steps to the platform that was raised in front of the massive glowing crystal.

In that light Shayma looked rather more ethereal than she did when Taelah spotted her out and about Refuge on occasion.  It was a forcible reminder that despite how she acted much of the time, Shayma was still backed by a Power and spoke for a thing that could destroy armies and build cities.  For a moment Taelah regretted wanting the attention of such a thing, now that the full truth of it was in front of her.

Then she stomped firmly on her sense of awe.  So far she’d done just fine, better than fine really, by keeping the same firm reign she did on any of her own people.  After all, Blue had listened to her when she’d told him how to better structure the farms, with no particular signs of disgruntlement.  So she didn’t kneel or bow, instead crossing her arms and looking up at Shayma with her eyebrows raised.

"Taelah Marn," Shayma said, in her official capacity, solemn and somber.  "Before you leave Blue’s influence, there is a minor debt you need to repay."

"Oh?  I thought that the farms were taken care of."  Actually she knew they were, after raising the ownership question with one of Iniri’s men.

"This is about a chrysthenium that you damaged and stole."

Taelah stared, racking her brain for what Shayma could possibly mean before turning up the memory of her early exploration of Refuge.  The dried flower was long gone, after she’d spent some time dabbling with it using the few alchemy supplies she’d brought. It was well worth it too, since she could feel the Skill ranking up.  

"All this over a single flower?"

"All this over a theft," Shayma corrected.  "Though it is a minor debt."

It still seemed ridiculous to Taelah, but she was reminded of some of the stories about Powers and gods and other things.  Stories like people being enslaved forever because they ate a fruit, or turned into beasts because they used the wrong name.  She’d never put much stock in those – stories were just stories, after all – but maybe she should take them a bit more seriously when dealing with Blue. 

"Oh.  Then what does he want?"

"Your alchemy Skill.  Since you’ve already experimented with Blue’s flowers, he wants you to make some items for myself and my companions."  She smiled, dropping some of the imposing attitude. "He doesn’t actually know much about what alchemy can do, especially given his ingredients, so between you and me he’s not looking for a specific thing, just whatever you can do that’s useful."

"That’s...reasonable," Taelah said cautiously.  It was more than that, even, since it would give her experience with alchemy and the chance to interact with more of Blue’s flora.  Surely there were more experienced alchemists that he could get, but she wasn’t going to complain. The problem was that it seemed too good to be true, which always meant it was.  Like their fantastic farms being prone to melting and complete darkness.  "How much alchemy work?"

"However much you can get done between now and when I leave.  A few days yet, at least."

That wasn’t too bad, but it’d mean someone else would have to take up the burden of getting Anton’s Village ready to leave.  They wouldn’t have much time after the last harvest according to Queen Iniri, who was doing her best to hurry everyone out now that there was actually safe territory.  Of course, Anton Village’s own land was still much further south, far enough away from Meil that it couldn’t be considered safe, so it wasn’t like they’d be able to go back to land they liked.

Then again, maybe they wouldn’t have to go.  

"That’s great, I can do that."  She agreed. "While I’m here I want to bring up something though."  Shayma cocked her head, ears flicking this way and that.  

"Ah, you want to know about staying here instead?"

"...yes."

"Blue is amenable to that, but it does not come for free."  Shayma’s words came with a weight to them, as if each syllable had a physical presence.  "You would no longer be Iniri’s subjects. If you want to stay on Blue’s territory and take advantage of the resources he has, you would become entirely Blue’s.  His authority would be absolute."

"Well...it’s good land, but I don’t think anyone’s interested in becoming a slave."  Taelah was disappointed. There was plenty to like about the land Blue had made for them, but some prices were just too high.

"Oh, he’s not interested in enslaving you, or even ruling you.  It’s just that if you’re going to stay you’ll be under his protection and privy to his secrets.  He is the ground beneath your feet and the air you breathe. You will have to acknowledge how profound that authority is."

"I see, I think.  Maybe if he explained the details we could come to some agreement—"  She stopped as Shayma held out a hand, ears flicking again.

"Blue will not be bound by contracts or intricate agreements.  Either you trust him to act reasonably and honorably, or you do not."

"Hmm."  That was a little strange.  Tarnil had announcements and pledges and guarantees whenever commoners came under the rule of a new noble, though at this point she barely remembered who Anton Village was supposed to tithe to.  Some Count or another. Though Blue was clearly not nobility, and the way Shayma talked even the advantages he supplied now didn’t really scratch the surface of what he could do.  

"Do I have to answer now?"

"No," Shayma said.  "Though you don’t have much time, especially since you need to get to work on that alchemy.  You’ll find the supplies in your house when you return."

Taelah frowned, but didn’t say anything.  Combined with Blue’s requirement for staying, it was clear he was making a point about his power...or something.  It seemed a little late after they’d already been staying there, but it had been under some arrangement set up by the Queen, and it had been a temporary one.  It made some sense that a more permanent agreement would require a larger payment.

Of course it didn’t seem like everyone was under Blue’s thumb like that.  There was Shayma, and the two girls she ran around with both seemed to have more latitude than Blue was proposing for Anton’s Village.  Or at least more consideration.  

"So what would it take to be like you?"

"I beg your pardon?"  Shayma blinked at her, confused. 

"I mean, to get into the inner circle.  Instead of being...owned or whatever."

"Oh!  You mean to become a Companion."  Shayma smiled. "That’s actually more like being owned, really, but... " She trailed off for a moment. "...well, you wouldn’t become like me.  I’m a little bit special. There are a lot of benefits, but Blue would have to consider it first. To actually become a Companion requires sex with Blue, and is an irrevocable commitment to become part of his affairs."

"I see." Taelah felt her cheeks heating.  That was not the response she had been expecting, even slightly.  It was also almost impossible to wrap her head around what exactly that meant, since Blue was a massive dungeon that was mostly landscape with scattered plants.

She was unattached, with no immediate prospects, so it wasn’t an entirely impossible ask.  Yet, she wasn’t sure she was willing to take such a step. The marriage arranged for her had been rendered moot when her prospective fiance’s own village had been destroyed by either Vok Nal’s or Tor Kot’s minions.  Or maybe marauding bandits, it was difficult to say. She regretted that; he had seemed like a nice lad, the sturdy and dependable sort, to judge from the one time she’d met him.  

"I’ll…"  She stopped and swallowed, trying to put off all the feelings that had suddenly twisted around in her gut.  "I’ll have to think about that, too," she continued, her words coming out very carefully, thrown off-balance as she was.  "In the meantime, I’ll go see what I can do with my alchemy."



Day 128 - Shayma


It was time to leave.

There was a hint of crispness to the wind that hissed through the leaves of the trees outside Meil, hinting that soon it would turn to fall and the rainy season, though hopefully not while they were on their way down to Duenn. Blue might like to listen to the rain through her ears, but having to travel through it wouldn’t be very fun. Especially since she would be doing a lot of heavy lifting with her Skill.

Cheya, Annit, and Keri were her companions for this trip, tagging along under [Promise]’s expansion of [Ghost Step]. Aside from the transportation Skill, Shayma was leaning lightly on [Luck], feeding it a trickle of stamina to help smooth their path forward. Cheya had exchanged her usual demure outfit for adventurer’s garb, dark cloth and leather with a few gleams of weaponry obscured by the folds. Shayma was actually a little jealous, despite the fact that the three of them had new gear themselves. Even if it was nice and shiny, it didn’t compare to the exquisite care that had so obviously gone into the third-tier’s equipment. There was also the fact that Blue had promised something in the future, and given what he’d supplied them in the past that was bound to be amazing.

"Come back safe," Iniri said, stepping forward to give Shayma and Cheya each a tight hug, lips pressed against a frown of worry. "All of you." This with a nod to Keri and Annit, who weren’t sufficiently familiar or high ranked enough to warrant a hug.

"Yes, Your Majesty." Cheya nodded cooly, apparently unperturbed. Annit bowed, somewhat awkwardly, and Keri curtseyed, not at all awkwardly.

"We’ll be fine," Shayma assured her. There was nobody else but Iniri and her guards to see them off from the front of Iniri’s converted manor, but the city was slowly starting to come to life as the days went on and more people moved in or came back. Unfortunately, with that number of people Iniri couldn’t be sure that they were all trustworthy, and though Blue had many talents he couldn’t actually read minds, so their errand was being kept relatively quiet.

After a few more assurances, Shayma swept them up in [Ghost Step] and headed south, angling toward the coast. She could feel the extra strain on the Skill as she used [Promise] to extend it, the other three women matching her jog through the monochrome world the Skill pulled them into. Keri and Annit had tinctures prepared by the alchemist, Taelah, something with tayantan juice and kinetic and illusion chrystheniums, to offset their lack of stamina skills and ease the burden of the Skill.

Blue was at her metaphorical shoulder for the trip, the liquid sound of his attention washing through her mind even when he wasn’t saying anything. According to the scrying they’d done, not only were Tor Kot’s monsters ranging out beyond the cities, but there were a number of bandits and other unsavory elements out in the countryside where order had broken down in the wake of the invasion. Considering those dangers, and that her most powerful weapon was actually something Blue controlled, he was paying closer attention to her than usual. Admittedly, it wasn’t likely regular bandits would be a problem, since they’d be mostly first-tiers and maybe the occasional low-powered second-tier, but ambushes could hurt anyone.

"Honestly, I still think this looks a little creepy," he observed. "Like I worry you’ll pop out on the wrong side of this ghost world when you end the Skill."

"Well that’s a pleasant thought." Within [Ghost Step] sounds vanished almost instantly, making verbal communication impossible unless it was with Blue. For that purpose Shayma had learned some of the hand-sign used by more experienced adventurers, though given that she was out in front it was more likely someone would just grab her if they needed to stop.

"I’d feel better if we were sending The Hurricane along too," Blue grumbled. "She could make one hell of a distraction."

"We’ll be fine," Shayma assured him. It was actually a little amusing he was worrying so much. It was a risky endeavor, true, but not at the moment and not for some time, not until they got nearer to Duenn. Blue was hovering and it was kind of adorable. She was pretty sure that Powers weren’t supposed to wring their metaphysical hands when they sent their minions off to do their jobs. "I just hope nothing happens that means you have to call me back early."

"I can always just have you send notes if it’s really important. Though I guess that doesn’t really take advantage of my brand new audience chamber. Not that it seems to have made much of a difference. Taelah wasn’t impressed at all!"

"I think she’s just that way," Shayma said, amused. "She’s decided not to be impressed and that was that."

"So what do you think she’ll decide? I mean, I could use the farmers, but it’s pretty clear I can’t futz around with making deals anymore."

"I really don’t know. My parents always said the only people more stubborn than adventurers were farmers."

"Could work for me or against me I guess. Long as they actually take it seriously that I’m in charge."

"Taelah was taking it seriously, at least."

"So what do you think of Taelah being a Companion? Though from what I can see she isn’t too enamored of the idea." Shayma laughed. She wasn’t sure why Blue seemed intent on running everyone past her, but then, it wasn’t like he had anyone else to talk to about it. 

"She’s well on her way to a Druid sort of Class path. Considering all your plants I think that’d be really useful, whether Skill transcription or just being around to have insight on what you’re doing."

"Maybe I ought to buy that Companion trait thing. I haven’t gotten anyone’s Skills but yours so I don’t even know what to expect. Or how long it’d take. The level doesn’t advance very quickly, though this new breeding station sort of implies it should help with that."

Shayma listened to Blue fret as they made their way toward the coast. He’d been a lot more uncertain of late, especially since he’d learned, somehow, that The Hurricane was inciting Haerlish against them. As if there wasn’t enough on their plate. That, at least, was a merely human threat, and Iniri had already dispatched a missive that would hopefully stall any movement on that front.

She did wonder where he came across these little bits of knowledge. He seemed to have some way to keep track of people he’d run into, or even that she’d run into, and it wasn’t just the Companion thing. Maybe Blue could somehow track her parents through her, which wasn’t an unusual divining trick. She was pretty sure he had some divination he could do.

By now, her parents would be nearing Blue’s territory, though maybe they’d be delayed. The roads weren’t safe and everyone knew it, so she would bet they had stayed close to the mountains and moved through wilderness. That wouldn’t be any great ordeal for them, but it was slower, even with her dad’s abilities. He had an evolved version of [Longstrider] but since her mom didn’t, it didn’t speed them up too much.

Hopefully she’d be around when they finally appeared, if for no other reason than to keep them from hearing about her relationship with Blue second- or third-hand. It was strange enough to her, let alone to other people who couldn’t hear Blue and just thought of him as some giant brute of a thing. 

Which he was, if only in private.

Eventually her Stamina ran low from maintaining the Skill, and she had to leave [Ghost Step] for a break, the four of them emerging into coarse grass growing up between cracks in the earth-magic shaped road. Someone had used Skills here, though not recently, breaking up the stone enough for time and weather to do the rest. It was rather a forlorn spot, an abandoned and decrepit part of a once-traveled road that was a forcible reminder of the state of Tarnil. There would be so much work to do once Tor Kot had been dealt with.

"Oof. I’m not used to jogging for so long." Keri leaned on her staff, stretching her legs while Annit walked a perimeter, eyes half-closed as she used her perception Skills. Though Shayma’s senses were plenty sharp, she didn’t have the breadth of detection ability that Annit did, while Cheya’s Skills were more active in nature.

"It’s a useful Skill, but yes." Shayma found a useful tree to lean against while she let her Stamina recover.

"Do you want your stuff?"

They were taking advantage of Blue’s inventory and her connection to it, and all traveling light. Blue could provide them with fresh food and drink and even walls and a ceiling if necessary, so they could make better time than might otherwise be the case. Combined with [Ghost Step] and the alchemical boosts, they were outright speedy.

Not that they’d be in any shape to make an assault on it right away. Even with Stamina recovery help, there was a certain strain associated with jogging for hours on end that took time to recover from. Which was why they were all lounging about despite Blue quietly informing her that the others were at about half-Stamina. She pulled a canteen from her [Phantom Pocket], taking a careful sip and wishing the Skill kept things cool rather than letting them warm to something approaching room temperature. Blue said that usually such things froze time for whatever was stored inside them, which seemed ridiculous to her. It was Spatial magic, not Temporal.

"There are some bodies that way," Annit announced suddenly, pointing down the road, and everyone went on alert, low Stamina or not.

"Let me," Cheya said, and her shadow stretched and snapped, fleeing down the broken road. It was surprisingly hard to spot in full light, and Shayma was pretty sure that it was only [Promise] that let her see it at all. A few moments later Cheya tilted her head. "Several days old. Nobody around. Shall we?"

"I suppose," Keri said, without enthusiasm, and Shayma stowed the canteen again before following Annit and Cheya down the road. The sight was as gruesome as she’d expected, after weather and decay and wild animals had done their work. It looked to have once been a family, and the broken farmer’s cart told as much of a story as needed telling. This far from Tor Kot and this recently, it had to have been bandits. A grim reminder that not all of their problems were born of the mage-kings.

"Those poor people," Keri said at last. "We can take the time to bury them, can’t we?"

"I guess I could -"

"Yes." Shayma interrupted him. "Blue, could you send us some shovels?" She was sure he could find some lying around somewhere, and if not he could make them fairly quickly. Shayma didn’t usually directly ask him for things, but in this case she didn’t want to argue about why it was better they did the burying themselves.

"...of course." The flicker of Blue’s control gathered in her palm, and she handed out the shovels as they appeared. Judging from their condition they were a mixed lot, probably scrounged from wherever without regard to location. Blue did make complaints about his disorganized inventory from time to time. Hopefully he’d put them back where they came from, but there were more things to worry about in Meil than misplaced shovels.

All of them had enough levels that the mundane effort of digging a hole was not particularly strenuous, though of the four of them Annit was the most practiced. Her movements were quick and efficient, and she had her hole dug faster even than Cheya, who came second by sheer dint of level benefits. Unfortunately, they had no idea who the corpses were, so in the end they could only mark the graves with blank posts set along the roadside. While it was hardly the first piece of death Shayma had seen, or the worst, it was an oddly personal one.

Cheya surprised her by noticing her moping and came over to talk to her.

"I know how it is," she told Shayma. "Seeing something like this makes the ultimate fate of all those people back in the cities we left behind really hit home."

"Yeah," Shayma agreed. "I knew it was bad, and I’ve seen people die before, but for some reason this just got to me."

"We’ve all been there," Cheya agreed. "Or we will be. You weren’t the first, and certainly won’t be the last." Blue, oddly, had nothing to add to that, and she spent some time talking about it to Cheya while Annit and Keri sat together.

They continued on their way soon after, though Shayma kept an eye out for any mana that might intrude on [Ghost Step]. While the physical world and its attendant natural mana faded while she was using the Skill, things like wards or actual attacks were clear and bright and quite capable of affecting her. Even third-tier people were effectively solid and could simply punch her out of the Skill if they had good enough reactions and she got too close.

It was a little discouraging finding out that [Ghost Step] had so many vulnerabilities, but considering that she’d gotten it at level one, as base to her Class, it would have been maybe a little silly if it were perfect. At least her offensive power was starting to catch up with her mobility and illusion, thanks to Ansae’s input. It would be some time before she could really hurt someone without Blue’s help, but barring some ANATHEMA catastrophe that was help she could count on.

They took several more breaks throughout the day, thankfully without any more somber reminders, though the empty roads were bleak in their own right. The weeds and grass were overgrown, with tree limbs dangling overhead. Though the point where the maintenance resumed again was stark enough to be disconcerting; an abrupt, perfect line separating weeds and neglect from crisp attention.

She was curious why Tor Kot bothered, though. Did the mage-kings even need commerce? The reports she heard were that the dungeons in the cities took care of everything, but then, Vok Nal had allowed merchant traffic, even if it was controlled. Either way, he’d clearly kept the infrastructure in good repair, even better than it had been under Iniri if she were to be brutally honest. Not that the cost was worth it.

Spellwork glimmered on the road itself, nothing that Shayma recognized and Blue reassured her that it wasn’t actually part of the dungeon, but it was a little worrying. For all she knew, it was designed to alert dungeon monsters when anyone crossed into their territory, and so she stopped following the road. [Ghost Step] didn’t need it anyway, but she didn’t want to stray too far in case they could learn something useful as they headed in.

Unfortunate, Tor Kot had planned for people who didn’t use roads.

The moment they got near a crossroads a buried spell circle flashed, suddenly visible beneath the dirt, and hurled them all out of [Ghost Step]. Mana pressure settled into being around them, stifling Skill use, as a larger array activated and threw up a barrier hundreds of feet around the crossroads. They’d stumbled over a trap. 

"What the hell?" Blue muttered in her ear, bewildered.

"Beware ambush," Cheya said. "Break the barrier."

Shayma didn’t need to be told twice. The four of them doubled back, toward the closest part of the barrier, but before they even reached it another part of the trap triggered. A large circle described itself on the road and fifteen of Vok Nal’s minions teleported in.

They were exactly as she remembered them, bone-white and man-sized, like mantises with hands instead of scythes. Four legs steadied a low-slung body, sleek and insectile, and a jointed neck supported a big-eyed head somewhere between human and bug. The eerie thing was that they were entirely silent, even her enhanced senses picking up only a whisper as they moved. They didn’t seem to need to share any words to organize themselves, fixing on the four of them as the platoon spread out.

Three of the monsters in the back seemed to be casters, with a dark, faceted gem between their eyes and a black rod in either hand, and four others bore a bundle of javelins on their backs, each weapon made of a shaft of white wood with black tips. The remainder were split half between wielding sword and shields, and those holding longspears. All the weapons were pure white and black which, added to the unrelieved starkness of the monsters themselves, lent the whole group a sense of unreality. They didn’t look like they belonged in the same world as grass and trees.

"Stand down or be destroyed." One of the casters spoke, a voice that sounded clear, distinct, and entirely artificial. 

"Blue," Shayma whispered, "I’m going to hide and snipe while you wreck those spell circles." She used her hand signals to convey the idea to the others, and Cheya’s voice sounded in her ear.

"On it," Blue said.

"Ready." Cheya’s murmur sounded right on top of Blue’s voice. "Go."

Shayma pushed against the stifling mana, forcing out an [Illusion] to screen the four of them as she used [Ghost Step] to move a few feet to the left, dropping prone and shifting her forearm to accommodate the LAE. One small circle and one large one, which she aimed at the monsters. They were starting to move, despite the fact that Shayma’s illusion showed the four of them still in place. Probably they’d sensed her Skill use, even if they couldn’t tell what she was doing.

She felt the whisper of Blue’s control as his mana wound through her arm, and a small blue dot appeared on the chest of one of the casters. Her other palm pressed against the ground, and she felt it lock in place as he wound down into the earth, burrowing to find and destroy the spellwork buried there. Then Blue’s weapon turned on.

For a moment nothing happened. Suddenly a circle on the white carapace turned brown, like sugar burning, and with a flash a hole sizzled straight through the caster. It still didn’t make any noise, simply crumpling to the ground, but the others reacted instantly, black spheres going up around the remaining casters while the melee insects charged forward. Javelins hissed through the illusion she had been holding, shattering it, and Annit returned fire from somewhere behind Shayma. The dart punched into one of the spear-monsters and staggered it, forcing its shieldbearer sibling to slow down to cover it.

Shayma’s dungeon weapon popped the black bubbles easily enough, but the casters had somehow blurred themselves, moving quickly to avoid being focused by the weapon. Behind them, branches tumbled to the ground and wood ignited as the beam slipped past and cut into foliage. "White is the worst color for lasers," Blue grumbled. "It’s practically a mirror. Hang on."

A javelin hissed over her head, and she shifted her skin to steel, feeling her Stamina and Mana melting away under the pressure of the suppression. Cheya’s shadow flashed out, doing something to the feet of the charging sword-wielders and slowing them to a crawl. The casters couldn’t reply so long as Shayma kept Blue’s weapon trained on them, even if she couldn’t take them out of the fight. Fortunately the ground was already beginning to shake from Blue’s efforts, and once the suppression was gone, they could really fight.

The pressure snapped all at once, causing frayed mana to condense streams of mist from the air, and the ground under the casters and javelineers to crumble into a pit. Keri’s magic washed outward in a palpable wave, linking with them and with the monsters both while the ranged group leapt from the pit, pale wings extending from under carapaces to guide them down. That was a mistake on their part, because Blue’s weapon burned through the wings almost instantly, sending the monsters crashing to the ground with one wave of her arm.

Annit’s darts smashed into shields, monster Skills pulling the projectiles away from their intended targets, but granting Cheya an opening to step out of her shadows and use her shade-limned daggers. Shayma didn’t dare use the LAE on any of the nearer targets with Cheya flitting around, but the stunned casters were perfect, even with the haze that surrounded them. She kept it aimed on the nearest one, the shielding flickering under the invisible barrage from Blue’s weapon while she flung out another set of illusions to hide Annit and Keri’s real positions.

Of all of them, Keri was the one least able to defend herself in a general scrum, lacking either movement or close range options other than her mana shield, so she was their defensive locus. Between the two of them, Annit and Cheya were keeping the sword- and spear-wielders from closing, Cheya’s third-tier Skills proving extremely effective at taking down the monsters. In the few seconds it took for the LAE to bore a hole through the caster’s defenses and silence it, she’d dismembered three of them.

"Going to let me up?" She muttered at Blue, still locked to the earth and now being peppered with javelins, despite the camouflage illusion she was using to erase her presence. None of them could find her exactly but they hurled enough of the weapons to saturate the area, making it inevitable when one glanced off her side with the screech of tearing steel. The tip had only made a thin groove on her reinforced skin, but the sound was worse than the sting, because while Keri could heal the damage in short order, the sound gave away her position and she wasn’t mobile.

"One second...there." The earth shuddered again, the pit he’d already made deepening and the grass under her tilting precariously as the entire battlefield turned into a slope, giving the four of them high ground and staggering the monsters that were still alive. Blue’s presence vanished from her hand, and she used [Ghost Step] to teleport far to the side of where she’d been just as javelins punched into her old hiding place. The LAE swung wildly, cutting more trees before she focused it on the last caster, catching the black gem by luck and detonating it with predictable consequences for the mantis-monster’s head.

From there she could see the javelineers targeting Keri with their weapons and Annit grimly swatting them out of the air with the invisible blade of her blowgun. The healer flinched as one tore through her mana shield, deflected but not completely repelled. Cheya was still busy sparring with the melee monsters, as they’d closed ranks to try and keep her from getting behind them, so Shayma [Ghost Stepped] behind the closest ranged group. She shifted her other hand into a hook, snagging its arm in mid-throw as she focused the LAE at it from point blank range.

The surrounding grass started to smoke, as did her clothes, in the instants before the carapace gave way and a hole opened in the monster’s body, steam rushing out along with pale green blood. 

"Careful of the reflections there," Blue warned her. "Might be good to put it away for now anyhow."

Given how much collateral damage it caused, she had to agree. It was powerful, but not something she wanted to aim even vaguely near her friends. She abandoned that shift, drew her sword, and jumped to the next monster. It was waiting for her, able to parry her first thrust with its javelin, but couldn’t do anything about the illusionary needles that drove their very solid forms into its oversized eyes.

The wounds didn’t seem to bother it, but without being able to see it was completely unable to defend itself. The hook at the tip of her left arm became a point, muscles shifting to snap forward in a blurring thrust and puncturing the carapace with a tapered needle of steel that squelched deep into its body. That was enough to drop it, Keri’s power going to work and suppressing whatever regeneration or protective benefits it might have.

Their healer was also starting to slow the others down. It wasn’t much in all, but it was enough to give Annit a little breathing room. Before Shayma could jump to the next monster, its head exploded like an overripe melon, one of Annit’s darts finding its mark. The final javelineer began to retreat downslope as it hurled the last of its ammunition, but since Blue had wrecked the spell circle it wasn’t like it had anywhere to go.

With only three monsters left the insects couldn’t last much longer, and a few moments later they were all down. The only sound was the crackle of still-burning brush on the other side of the road. Shayma let her skin revert to normal flesh with a sigh, the pulse of Keri’s magic and her own [Regeneration] repairing the cuts that had managed to make it past her armor and shifted form.

"How did they know we were coming?" Keri asked, at length.

"They didn’t," Cheya said shortly. "If this trap was for us, those would have been Tor Kot’s elites, not common monsters."

"Huh, good point." Blue’s voice sounded in her ear. "Those were all level thirtyish, [Pale Mantis] monsters. Could have been a lot worse."

She relayed Blue’s information to the others, and Annit nodded. "Explains why they were so tough. They would have rolled right over us with that suppression up, or if we didn’t have Cheya along."

"Or if I didn’t have Blue’s weapon," Shayma agreed. Though given that Cheya’s level was well into the fifties, maybe even sixties, the [Spymistress] probably could have carried the day. Probably. Ultimately she didn’t know exactly what Skills Cheya had, and [Spymistress] wasn’t fully a combat Class. "So who was this trap for?"

"Rebels," suggested Cheya. "Bandits. Rabble. Even a mage-king couldn’t possibly rule the whole kingdom by force alone."

"Even if we weren’t the targets, someone is going to notice they aren’t coming back." Annit said. "They’re going to be looking for us eventually."

"You know, I can’t fix the spellwork but I can repair everything else. Make it look like nothing happened and nobody was here." Blue suggested. "Okay, well, maybe I’ll have to take down some of the damaged trees, but I can do so and make it look like they were never there."

"An excellent idea," Cheya said, once she’d conveyed Blue’s offer. "With such a mystery they will hopefully look outward rather than inward."

"Hurry, though." Annit said. "If I can feel all this disturbance spreading on the wind, so can other people."

Shayma doubted that. Annit’s [Wind Whisperer] was a very unusual Ability, more like divination than pure wind Affinity, and seemed to ignore things like [Warding] even if it wasn’t nearly as powerful as a proper scrying spell. She didn’t think it was likely that any of Tor Kot’s monsters would have such a niche Ability, but maybe it was best to not underestimate the mage-kings. It’d certainly done them no favors before.

She sat down on the grass at the top of the slope Blue had made, putting her palms on the ground so he could work through her. This time when the ground trembled, it was because it was being lifted up, the hole he’d made filling in and flattening out. Grass grew where there was bare earth, and several trees vanished in flashes of black as Blue pulled them into himself. The monster corpses vanished as well, and several of Annit’s darts appeared in a pile in front of her. Blue had gotten better at using her as a conduit, but it still tickled whenever he did it.

No more than five minutes after the battle, the landscape looked completely pristine. There wasn’t even a scent of blood so far as Shayma could tell, and even Cheya looked impressed. Annit finished repacking her darts, those that were still good at least. One of them had been squished into a flat plate by some defensive Skill, and Shayma was glad that hadn’t happened to her arm. It was another reason Ansae had cautioned her to be very careful with directly making weapons with shapeshifting. Until her mana density was far higher, she’d be terribly fragile.

"Let’s continue on. This time we’ll cut away from the roads, and hopefully avoid another one of these ambushes."

"We’ll have to cross a road at some point," Annit sighed. "I guess we could all go over it. Or under." She regarded the place where there had once been a deep pit.

"We’ll figure it out when we get there." Shayma decided. It’d slow them down, but she didn’t want to tempt fate by giving Tor Kot’s monsters another chance at them. The next time, it might not be something they could handle.



Day 128 - Blue


I really had to wonder why nobody else seemed all that worried. Maybe it was something to do with the adventurer life, but everyone just took the ambush in stride and continued on. I was still on tenterhooks until they set up camp for the night, and even then I wasn’t particularly comfortable. Unlikely as it was, I was half expecting more of those creepy white bugs to ambush them while they slept. Sure they kept a watch, but still.

At least the combat had yielded some concrete gains. When Shayma came back, not only would she be getting another level but a new Skill: [Dungeon Weaponry]. Even without any description of what it did I was kind of excited, both to see what she could do with it and what I’d get when I transcribed it. Perhaps it’d automatically solve some of my issues.

Even though I didn’t want to spread myself too thin, I split my attention, keeping an eye out through Shayma while I attended to some of my own projects in order to stay occupied. Most of the work was already done and I’d already figured out the list of things I wanted to do, so the fact that I got a little dumber while I was splitting my focus like that didn’t matter too much. If only having two cores meant I had two minds, but it didn’t seem to work that way. Maybe I needed to specialize one first.

I still hadn’t decided on that, and considering that the available specializations seemed related to things I was doing, I wanted to continue on the path of pseudo-magitech for a while and see if I could get that kind of specialization. Mana-fueled or not I had a better handle on computers and coilguns than swords and sorcery.

To that end I’d finally accrued the stuff I needed to build the [Mana Diamond Anvil]. It was by far the largest single-unit thing I could build, needing something around thirty meters of vertical height and a ten meter diameter floor space to fit. I ended up putting it under the volcano sphere, partly because I needed a new chamber for it anyway and partly because if I needed to hook into a mana dynamo I wanted to use a different one than my crafting experiments. That one seemed more or less tapped out with all the stuff I had attached to it.

It took the form of two massive cones, one on top of the other and each some fifteen meters tall, the points facing each other. They weren’t solid, but rather a latticework of Light and Kinetic Affinity sources, supported by stonesteel frames. A storage crystal in the shape of a large disc provided a base for each cone, filigreed in gold where the Affinity materials joined it. The Affinity lattices traced their way down, tapering along with the cone until they met the actual anvil, the points of the cones composed of alchemical diamond sheathed in Adamant Stone.

The whole apparatus had a golden cast, from the colors of the Sources as well as the actual gold that seemed to cover the junctions, all except for the very center which was blue-white from the stone and diamond. It looked damned impressive to me, glowing and gleaming, and I hadn’t even put any mana into it. Surprisingly, when I charged it up, it only took a thousand mana, which compared to the amounts I was used to working in barely even registered. On the other hand, it also only generated one one-thousandth of a unit of material, so on a per-unit basis...well. It’d take a while to get anywhere. A million mana a unit was steep no matter how it was phrased.

Still, I was curious what exactly I could get from the thing. Even a tiny amount of resources could be useful in something like, oh, a ring. Considering I wouldn’t be making any weapons out of it, I decided I’d toss in something other than the usual steel. I was going to use gold, in fact, because it seemed to be important to mana somehow. My mana crystals and more advanced devices all used it, so it would probably get a heck of a boost from whatever the mana diamond anvil did, exactly.

Charged, the thing actually shone. Glimmering light dripped from the frame, falling downward or upward toward the anvil point, following the mana density. I could see my Affinityless mana filling the device, twined along the paths of the crystal and Source, a weight dragging at the world as it pressed in toward a single point. A miniscule drop of gold floated in a diamond prison at the very point the two halves touched, ready for whatever the contraption was going to do. I triggered the anvil.

A vast bell tolled.

It wasn’t exactly a sound, but a wave rippled through all my mana, expanding outward from the tiny drop of gold and tugging at every single thread in every dynamo and plant and construct I had. I could see it wash through the mana of the few people left in Refuge, making them twitch and stare about, even the lowest-level ones. Far below, the wave passed through Ansae’s incredibly dense mana with a small ripple, barely visible to me, but she leapt up as if stung.

When it rolled across my cores I didn’t feel anything myself, but it rippled out to Shayma through the Companion bond and pulled her out of sleep. "Whuzza?" She asked, muzzily.

"Nothing, don’t worry about it. You can go back to sleep."

"Mmph." She rolled over and snuggled in under her blanket, safe within the bounds of their campsite somewhere outside Duenn.

The wave rippled through Iniri’s bond too, though it was far weaker. Even so she jolted nearly as hard as Ansae, sitting bolt upright in her bed and gasping, holding her hand to her chest. I couldn’t really soothe her the same way that I could Shayma, but hopefully she would just think she had a bad dream. I’d have Shayma fill her in on things later, or maybe I’d move the [Mana Diamond Anvil] further away from my core. I’d have to eat more of the mountain first, but that was on the agenda anyway. First, though, Ansae was less than happy. 

"What was that, Blue? That hurt!" She sounded aggrieved, and the fact that she said that it hurt meant it must have been pretty serious. It didn’t strike me that she’d consider anything short of nigh-disabling pain more than an annoyance. I felt a little bad for that, since it was something worse than disturbed sleep.

I didn’t want to show her the [Mana Diamond Anvil] though. Among other things, I was pretty sure that landed in the realm of things I shouldn’t tell anyone about that she’d warned me not to tell even her. Instead I showed her the output of the thing, the one-thousandth unit of gold that had become something else.

First I lifted a pedestal in front of her, to get her attention, then a tiny one atop that, and then an even smaller one atop that, the last one made of glass with a setting for the transformed material. A tiny drop of [Hyperthaumic Phase-Condensed Aurum].

I really wished I had a better description of the material because it sounded exotic as hell, reminding me of superconductors and condensed matter physics, though the terms used to describe the former gold were so much gibberish to me. Maybe Ansae would have some idea.

The dragon blinked at it, blinked again, then reached up to rub her paw along her muzzle in a clearly exasperated mannerism. "You made something that is better than perfect at conducting mana out of a mana insulator. Of course you did. That would explain…" She trailed off, thinking, and I took the opportunity to add something to it by way of apology. 

I really hadn’t intended to hurt her, and frankly I’d probably need more gold from her anyway so this would act as a bit of a payment for it. The Glacial and Volcanic Sources had fruited, from my new Climate areas, and I put one of each on a separate pedestal in front of the one with my exotic Aurum.

"Oh my," Ansae said, eyes glittering with undisguised greed. "I didn’t realize you’d made new ones. High quality Affinities, too. I suppose that means that Aurum isn’t for me," she added with an insincere sigh. "Which is too bad. I’d love to have something like that in my hoard. You do realize that this is the sort of thing people kill kingdoms for, yes?"

Well, oops. I’d have to make sure nobody knew about them without putting them into Artifacts or something. Once I figured out how to suppress the mana forge I wouldn’t mind trading her some, so long as she was satisfied with one drop. A full bar would be a bit much..

"I’m sure you’re wondering what use this Aurum has," Ansae said, as if she were reading my mind. She reached out to pick up the Sources, the Volcanic Affinity a grey shot through with flickering orange and the glacial Affinity white with blue marbling. Both of them simply melted into her scales, her horns taking on a subtly deeper sheen a moment later. "Mostly, it looks like it can massively amplify Skills, but it’s very strange, because it’s still a bit of an insulator from what I can see."

Oh right, she did mention that gold was a mana insulator. That maybe explained why it was in my high-end stuff all the time. It was needed to keep the mana contained, though it seemed to me mana acted more like a fluid than electricity. A very well behaved fluid, since it didn’t seem to want to escape from the virtual channels it made through my bulk, but maybe I just didn’t know what to look for. It sounded like it had turned into some sort of mana semiconductor, or semi-superconductor, which probably meant it was capable of really weird stuff.

"I couldn’t do much with this little amount, but you might be able to. The mana density is so high it wouldn’t have any problem imprinting from a Class or Skill, but what that would result in I couldn’t say. Crafting isn’t actually my specialty." She waved a claw, settling back as I pulled the Aurum back into my inventory and removed the display pedestals. "Appraising, now...I can tell you that I’ve never seen the stuff you just showed me, so I bet it’s never existed before."

That was a little bit impressive. Now, I had assumed that the [Mana Diamond Anvil] itself was unique, but I also figured that there were ways to do the same thing with existing knowledge. If Ansae hadn’t run into it, I doubted it was anything commonly known, or even rarely known. I had to wonder if the anvil was itself on the order of an Artifact, because now that I was looking for it I was pretty sure that none of that mana went to waste.

When I used mana to condense stone or metal to the next tier, a lot of that mana was ‘spent’ in the process of the phase change, with very little to none of it remaining in the material. The aurum, on the other hand, was chock full of mana. It didn’t look exactly like the mana that flowed through my dynamos, the process of being bonded with the Aurum having made it almost static. Almost. I wished I had a finer mana-sight, because I was pretty sure I could learn a lot from the details in those subtle movements.

I’d probably have to transcribe someone’s superior mana-sight. Mine had gotten eaten by [Genius Loci] and that didn’t seem to have any way to level itself. Or maybe the improvements were invisible. Someday I’d get my Status to behave.

I mulled over these things as I started putting a golden mesh around the inside of the [Mana Diamond Forge] room. I figured that mimicking electromagnetic shielding would be a good place to start with mana shielding, and then upon further consideration I put [Warding] over the whole room, dialed up as high as it would go.

Only then did I put in a piece of Cultivated Steel into the anvil. Like the gold it was basically a tiny speck, but it was fractionally larger, reflecting how the ‘units’ my interface used definitely weren’t standardized on volume. If I had to guess, considering what I knew now, it was based on how mana-rich it was or some similar metric. I could see how materials that reacted more with mana would take up more space in a mana-based system, just for the purposes of keeping them contained.

The bell tolled again, but this time the golden mesh broke it up, reducing the mana surge to a bare ripple that faded to nearly nothing by the time it reached my core and Ansae’s lair. Neither Shayma nor Iniri stirred, but Ansae cocked her head, listening.

"Yes, I can still feel it. Far away though, so whatever you did worked."

That was all I needed to hear. With my mana regeneration I could keep the [Mana Diamond Anvil] going more or less constantly, and tried a bunch of different materials. What’s more, Ansae was interested enough to give me her impressions of them, which was invaluable in planning what to do with them.

Steel gave me [Firmament], which Ansae said was actually indestructible. I could manipulate it, because it was my mana, but nobody else would be able to. That seemed completely ridiculous, but considering how little I was able to actually make, I couldn’t build everything important out of it.

Silver and copper were similar to gold, but Silver seemed to be more attuned for my dungeon Fields and copper actively drew in mana. Again, the tiny amounts meant that I couldn’t abuse it too heavily, but I could already imagine the benefits of, say, [Shield of Tarnil] being able to absorb mana from what it blocked.

Stone and glass were really exciting, because they had, to me at least, mythical properties. The tiny bit of [Reified Manastone] I made was not only incredibly tough but utterly immoveable, immune to any force once I placed it, including gravity. I could have stared at the tiny sphere of floating stone all day, but I still had to be physically connected to anything I wanted to control, so I couldn’t have any useful floating islands yet. The [Incipex Thaumaglass] was invisible and frictionless, if incredibly fragile — I accidentally broke my first bead trying to adjust its shape, the mana hissing out and joining back to join the flow of my dynamo as it turned to dust. Still, I could think of uses for a frictionless substance if I could get the hang of it.

Some things didn’t work in the forge at all. Wood, flower parts, and monster parts all turned to dust, and the mana seeped out of it so it wasn’t even interesting dust. Magicite exploded, a tiny little pop of a mana-flare that thankfully didn’t actually damage the forge, and calamite turned into some sort of vapor that I had issues corralling. Water was one of the weirdest transformations, appearing unchanged but possessing the crushing pressure of the abyssal depths of the ocean. Not that useful until I made more than a fraction of a drop.

Then there were Sources. Really, at the size the forge took it would be more accurate to call it Source dust, and it created a tiny, self-contained reservoir of ultradense mana. Of course, that mana had an Affinity and I couldn’t access it directly, so I couldn’t simply churn out a bunch and solve my mana storage issues. That would be too easy. No, these were meant for people who could actually cast mana properly, though maybe I could put them into some of my dynamos or something if I needed a buffer.

Even if it would take some time to make all these things useful, I felt good about it. Watching Shayma and the gang take care of the monsters made me realize that they weren’t nearly powerful enough. I needed to improve their ability to go up against higher levels and Tiers, and while the LAE and similar weapons were useful, they were essentially a distraction. The featured centerpiece of the Purifier path was the Companion, and given that I’d forsaken monsters entirely my Companions were supposed to pick up for that slack.

[Tempered Wisdom advances to 7]

If I could get some more advancements I could at least start cross-transcribing Shayma and Iniri, and if Shayma could use [Shield of Tarnil] that would be amazing. Not to mention whatever benefits might come from higher Companion levels. Even though I’d clearly not been using it very well, Skill transcription was kind of amazing and the higher level functions of the Companion path should be equally amazing. Judging by the odd-level pattern so far, I’d find out the next time Shayma advanced a Companion level.

Speaking of which, I was clearly doing something wrong there. I had the feeling that the Companion levels should be advancing far more quickly. Even if a couple of months was nothing in the lifetime of a dungeon, I had mage-kings and fourth-tier jerks to deal with so I couldn’t wait around for the advancements to happen. I had two options there, either bite the bullet and buy the companion specialization, or figure out what actually caused the advancements other than major events.

If I did purchase it, I’d rather wait until Shayma was back. No point in buying it and then sitting around waiting to see what it did, especially if it affected Iniri in some way and then I’d have an annoyed kirin that I couldn’t talk to. Plus there was no telling what might happen to Shayma, and I’d rather not have her discombobulated while on an important mission.

My experimentation carried me through the night and into the morning, when the group near Duenn was stirring. Since I was looking out for any possible attacks I was actually paying attention when Keri woke Shayma up just before her watch ended, as morning broke.

"Good morning, Shayma," Keri said cheerfully, though quietly. "Do you and Blue have some time to answer some questions for me?"

"I sure do."

"Of course, Keri!" Shayma waved for Keri to join her on one of the seats I’d provided from inventory.

"Actually it’s about Annie," Keri said, settling down and clasping her hands together. "You’ve noticed that her Class and Affinity are not very powerful. We talked about it, and if it weren’t for Blue’s blowgun she wouldn’t have been able to put a dent in those monsters despite her level. She could barely protect me even with you and Cheya holding off most of the monsters and it’s really getting to her. Is there anything Blue can do to help her out?"

"Uh." That was not what I expected at all. Generally I expected Annit to be the one to think about these things, but of course Keri wasn’t stupid and Annit wouldn’t come to me for a solution. She had trust issues and I didn’t really blame her. 

"Actually yes. I can change or admix her Affinity, but that’s a breeding option so I don’t see her taking that. The same is true for the Companion option, which would make her more powerful once I can transcribe Skills to her. I am actually working on equipment upgrades for you all already, for what it’s worth."

"Admix? I guess that means you can blend in new Affinities?" Shayma asked. Sometimes I forgot that even though Shayma was quite smart, she wasn’t a scholar and I still sometimes spat out unfamiliar words. The fact that she didn’t have any trouble just asking about them meant she was braver than me. Upon my confirmation, she repeated it to Keri, who nodded understanding.

"I was afraid of that." Keri frowned, a different frown than Annit’s. "I don’t think she’d want to try that."

"But you would?" Shayma teased with a smile. "Just a bit curious, then?" 

"Shayma…" I groaned. She had too much fun flirting on my behalf. Keri looked away demurely for a moment. 

"Well," she said, lowering her voice, "a bit. Now that I know Blue isn’t some monstrous thing, at least. But I wouldn’t do anything to hurt Annie and if she doesn’t want to it won’t happen."

"I didn’t even want to offer just because you’re a couple and it’d be pretty weird. I’m not really sure it’s a good idea even if Annit does want to jump up a power level, because there’s no going back."

Shayma repeated that to Keri, then added a question of her own. "I can see why Annit is worried about how strong she is, but what about you? She really only needs to worry about protecting you if you’re going out adventuring, and you don’t need to. You didn’t when you were at Wildwood."

"Cities aren’t where people need help," Keri pointed out. "Okay, maybe they do but not the type of help I mean. When I was very little there was a mana-spring flare near where I lived, and Tekaomi was there keeping everyone alive." Shayma nodded, though the name didn’t mean anything to me.

"That’s what I want to be," Keri finished. "I go where there’s trouble and I fix things. But to do that, I need to be able to handle it and since Annie will always come with me, she does too."

"You do know if you tie yourself to Blue more completely, you’re going to have less choice about where you go, right?"

Keri snorted. 

"Blue’s already opposite the mage-kings and he’s a Power. I don’t think we’re going to stop fighting any time soon. There’s probably nowhere I could go that we would be more needed, at least for now."

"Well that’s fun to think about. Thanks, Keri." Shayma giggled, but I continued. "Anyway some of the stuff I’m working on is probably pretty potent, so she doesn’t have to worry about going to such extreme lengths, probably. Not that I find them unattractive or anything! I just actually like them and I don’t want to mess up their relationship."

"I was beginning to worry about that!" Keri laughed. "Thought maybe Blue was trying to let us down easy."

"If I had a breeding station built I’d probably be looking for excuses to get them into it, but you don’t have to tell her that."

"No, that’s not something you have to worry about." Shayma said with a giggle.

"So what is this Companion thing all about anyway? I know you’re one, but there’s something else going on?"

"Yes, I made a Bargain with Blue in his capacity as a Power." Shayma nodded. "Companions…" Shayma paused to marshal her thoughts for a moment. "Blue gets a link to them, so he can see through their eyes, and then can use their skills to boost his, and his to boost theirs."

"There’s more, keep in mind you’re only companion level six. There’s probably more stuff at seven, nine, and ten. Not to mention whatever things I just haven’t figured out."

"The thing about him seeing through our eyes...Annie’s already uncomfortable with him able to…" Keri blushed, suddenly. "To spy on us all the time. She doesn’t feel like she has any privacy. Is there anything he can do about that?"

"I mean. Not while you’re living in my territory! Although now that you mention it, I ought to see if I can disable the sensory input from the companion bond. If I end up with a bunch of them in the future it’d be nice to at least drop it down low. You tell Keri I’ll see about what I can do to create a privacy bubble or something, but no guarantees while they’re staying with me."

"I understand," Keri said, once Shayma had made that more intelligible. "Thank you for the answers. I’ll see about discussing it with Annie at a better time."

A few minutes later and the other two began stirring, the camp waking up as the light of pre-dawn washed across the sky. I watched them pack up and set out for the last bit of their trek to Duenn before I was distracted by something closer to home. While generally I ignored all the people going in and out of my territory these days, most of those people were near Meil, not near my mountain home. These two had arrived through the wilderness by the foothills, and their names would have gotten my attention anyway.

Sienne Ell

Level 49 [Void Duelist Inheritor]

Giorn Ell

Level 51 [Verun-Style Kinetic Champion]



Day 129 - Shayma (Part One)


 

They were on the final push toward Duenn, the terrain flattening out as they approached the coast, and everything seemed to be going well enough when Blue’s voice sounded in her ear. 

"Um, Shayma? We have a problem."

"What is it?" His tone sparked a little thread of fear twisting through her gut, because he sounded actually worried. Fears of Tor Kot launching an assault while they were away flitted through her head, along with more outlandish worries. She wasn’t at all expecting what he actually said.

"Your parents turned up on my doorstep and I have no idea what to do with them."

She laughed. Of all things, she wasn’t expecting that. 

"Blue, that’s the opposite of a problem. They’re here! They’re safe! Well, there, but still!"

"Yeah but I can’t talk to them or anything! Giorn is wandering around with a fuckoff huge tree trunk looking like he wants to smash something!"

"Yep, that’s dad," Shayma giggled. "Don’t worry, he’s a big softie."

"Softie or not I have to do something to show there’s more than just wilderness around. I mean, they’ll probably find my audience chamber eventually but there’s nobody there!" She had to struggle to keep from laughing harder. Blue sounded so worried, all out of proportion for someone who hadn’t turned a hair dealing with queens and fourth-tiers. 

"Just send them to Meil," she suggested. "They’ll recognize Iniri’s banner. She can tell them what’s going on."

"Yeah okay that works. I’ll put a portal through to in front of Iniri’s manor. That ought to make it obvious enough something’s going on…" Blue’s muttering trailed off as his attention shifted away. Her attention stayed forward, despite the fact that she really wanted to be back home, greeting her mom and dad. A few days earlier or later and she wouldn’t have missed them! The timing was absolutely just like her dad.

A flash of something made her drop out of [Ghost Step], and it was only after the four of them had emerged into the real world that she realized it was the end of the woodlands. A very abrupt end. While the low trees and scrub faded off just before the coast, they were too far out for that, and a few steps forward showed that a swath of land around Duenn had been cleared.

When she’d last seen Duenn, it was a cramped, sprawling city, half of it ramshackle and the other half overtall, crammed into the point where the Duerre River met the sea. The Duenn that was there now was enclosed by a precise semicircle of wall, straddling a river whose banks had been straightened. While their vantage point wasn’t high enough to see much over the wall itself, the peaks of buildings were visible in neat, orderly rows, sweeping inward to a central tower.

Duenn was no longer mostly bright-painted wood and polished sandstone. It was a stark, featureless white with black accents, as if it had been built from snow and coal. The cleared region outside of Duenn was just as orderly, with the entire span of grass trimmed completely evenly and small trees placed at precise intervals. Even the trees looked entirely too structured, with each one being perfectly symmetrical and identical.

There was no motion from the city at all, and it took her a moment to distinguish Tor Kot’s mantis things from the wall they were posted on.

"That is creepy," Cheya said, matter-of-factly. Shayma was a little surprised; she wouldn’t have thought the shadow-using [Spymistress] to be the kind of person who’d think anything was creepy. Though she had to agree that there was something eerie about the still, overly-white city.

"I just wonder why Tor Kot hates color," Annit muttered.

"This is a lot more, well, organized than Meil was," Shayma admitted. "I don’t think I’ll be able to just slip in and mingle. Assuming there’s anyone left to mingle with."

"Almost everyone from Meil was at exactly two-thirds depletion, or as close as it could get." Blue chimed in. "I bet they get some sort of benefit at that threshold, and it explains why everyone wasn’t just fully drained like Yamal. So there’s probably people in there."

"We should just watch for a few hours," Cheya informed them. "Perhaps an opportunity will make itself known."

"I don’t think the edge of that cleared area is the start of the Duenn dungeon, but I think I’m seeing another piece of that ambush spellwork stuff there instead?"

"Um, does that mean the entire city perimeter is alarmed?" Keri asked after Shayma relayed that, eyes wide. "How are you going to get in?"

"I can help Shayma bypass them," Cheya said. "But only if necessary. It does involve some risk."

"As opposed to everything else we’re doing?" Annit frowned at Duenn. "There are people alive over there, but it feels off. All stifled."

"I’d be more surprised if everything was normal," Shayma said. The unrelieved white of the walls was almost painful to her eyes, and she couldn’t imagine it was any better for the people actually living there.

They settled down to wait at the edge of the cleared area, watching the roads that went in and out of the city. Shayma took the time to write a quick note to Iniri and her parents, having gotten into the habit of carrying around parchment and charcoal. It wasn’t much, just enough to let Iniri know they’d arrived, to tell her that Sienne and Giorn were her parents and to expect them, and to assure her parents she was safe. More than that would have to wait until the job was done.

Not long after Blue had taken the note and delivered it to Iniri, a trading convoy exited Duenn. Admittedly, it wasn’t like any trade caravan she’d seen before. A distant bell range out and the white walls slid aside, revealing a perfectly square opening into the city, and three wagons emerged. While the wagons were ordinary, they were drawn by one of Tor Kot’s creations rather than horses. White-eyed, hexapedal bug-horse things pulled the wagons, and a mantis sat next to the human driver for each of them. More of the monsters escorted the wagon, spear-wielding cavalry mounted on the bug-horses flanking each of the wagons for a total of twelve.

"Would look like a military convoy," Cheya observed. "If it weren’t for the trading house crests on the wagons."

"I wouldn’t want to sneak into one of those." Even if they could find a trade wagon headed into Duenn, with that many monsters around it’d be hard to get on board. Then there were those gates; she wasn’t sure exactly what was on the other side but she didn’t relish the thought of being stuck there.

"Looks like an airlock," Blue muttered in her ear. "Yeah I think trying to get in that way is the very opposite of what you want to do."

"At least [Seeker] is telling me exactly where to go," Shayma sighed. "We should go closer to the shore. It’s over that way." She pointed in the direction her [Seeker] compass indicated, somewhere off to the left of the tower and deeper in the city. Even after she got inside there was a chunk of Duenn to traverse, and wouldn’t that be fun? At least the city streets couldn’t have tripwires everywhere, not if there were still inhabitants going about their business.

"That Skill is amazing," Keri said.

"Yes, well, normally the Class keeps you from getting magic or combat Skills. I’m just lucky Blue broke that restriction."

"Oh, of course." Keri darted a look at Annit, who didn’t seem to notice, but Shayma could guess at what she was thinking.

"The Skill I will use on you is called [Veil of Shadows]," Cheya told Shayma as they circled around toward the glint of the sea. "It should let you slip past the spellwork but I won’t be able to hold it for long, and [Ghost Step] breaks it."

"That’s fine," Shayma assured her, eyeing the expanse between the trees and Duenn. "I have [Physical Superiority] and that much of a sprint I can do. Besides, [Illusory Presence] ought to help with making it across unnoticed by anyone else watching."

"Should we wait until night?" Annit suggested, picking her way through the underbrush. Shayma could have pulled them all back into [Ghost Step], but this close to the spellwork she didn’t want to risk overshooting and stumbling into something.

"I can blend in better with people walking around," Shayma told her. "Really I’m hiding from the dungeon, and according to Blue the best way to do that is just be mixed in with everyone else."

"Well, it is for me. I would think that the mage-kings have less information than I do but who knows. It’s not like we can take the time to experiment and figure it out."

Shayma chose not to pass that comment on. It was true that they were all a lot less certain about what they were doing than anyone would like, but there was no use in dwelling on it. Maybe once they’d kicked Tor Kot out of Tarnil they would have the luxury of being methodical.

They were slowed by having to cross another few roads in their trek around towards the shore, but fortunately they had Blue to make that far less fraught than it might have been. He simply put a small tunnel under the spellwork each time, not even bothering to fill in behind him and instead fastening camouflaged covers for either side. Not that they intended to retreat back along that path, not when Blue could teleport Cheya and Keri and Annit and then recall her, but it might save any backtracking and was faster. If Shayma could teleport while she was serving as Blue’s anchor it would have been faster still, but they weren’t that lucky.

The wall and intervening cleared area proved to be entirely uniform all the way around, and with the entrance gates invisible unless opened there was no difference between their first vantage point and the one Shayma finally settled on. If it weren’t for the nearby shoreline, they wouldn’t be able to tell they’d moved. The only sounds from the city were the occasional pealing of immense bells, though they weren’t marking time so it was difficult to interpret what they meant.

"All right, I think we’re about ready," she said. "Did you two want to teleport back to Meil?" Left unsaid was that if something really bad did happen, there wasn’t much the two of them would be able to do about it.

"No," said Keri, before Annit could say anything. "If Cheya has to go in, we’ll need to report it to Queen Iniri. We can just go up the coast."

"Hmm. What about sailing? Would that be faster than walking?" Admittedly she didn’t know much about sailing herself, and Nivir was landlocked, but Annit might well know considering she was a southerner.

"I...think so, yes." Annit cocked her head, eyes distant. "Yes, the wind is favorable for that right now."

"Great! Blue, do you have a small boat of any sort in your inventory?"

"Uh. Hang on. Actually yes, it’s a little riverboat. I don’t know how it’d do on the ocean?"

"It’s better than nothing!" Shayma held out her hand to a clear spot, and a bubble of black swelled and popped to reveal a single-sail boat, still wet from wherever Blue had plucked it and listing to the side. It was small for a boat, but still a fairly large and bulky item. 

"Oh, that’s not bad. We can portage that fairly easily. Come on, Keri, I’ll show you how to deal with this rigging while Shayma gets into Duenn." Annit’s comment seemed abrupt to Shayma, until she took a closer look at the healer and noticed she was nervous and twitchy. She hid it well, but Keri was clearly worried. Worried about her, Shayma realized, as Keri darted over and grabbed her hands.

"Be careful, okay? We’ll be here when you get back."

"I will be," Shayma chuckled, giving Keri a hug. "I’ll be back soon. It shouldn’t take that long." One way or the other, at least. She could follow [Seeker] right to the last cube and grab it without spending too much time wandering the city. If her presence raised an alarm, she wouldn’t be able to evade Tor Kot’s forces for very long, if the Duenn dungeon had perception like Blue’s.

"I’m ready, Cheya." Shayma turned to the [Spymistress], who nodded and closed her eyes, holding her hands apart as a skein of shadow began to stretch between them. It wove itself into a solid patch of darkness, which Cheya suddenly cast over Shayma and she found herself wearing a cloak of night-black cloth.

"It will only last a few minutes," Cheya warned. "Good luck."

"Good luck," Annit echoed, and Shayma pulled on her own Skills. 

[Illusory Presence] changed her Status to Yinnie Prinn, [Messenger], in order to fool any Status or Divination checks, while [Illusion] made her invisible for the actual charge into the city. Not just invisible either, since while that particular sort of illusion was rare it was also one of the ones people put effort into bypassing. She layered on the anonymous, perfectly-forgettable illusion she’d learned from Wildwood Retreat, making it unlikely that anyone who did notice her would think anything of it.

Finally, [Lesser Shapeshifting] altered her legs slightly, so when she sprinted out of the trees she took long, ground-devouring strides. She could feel the whisper of the shadow cloak as she crossed the first spell line, passing her through without actually touching the threads themselves. There were some eight hundred yards left to cover, and she bolted straight ahead, pulling in great breaths as she strained [Physical Superiority] to the utmost.

"Holy wow you’re fast. I didn’t know you could do that without [Ghost Step]." Blue muttered in her ear, but she couldn’t reply, having to save her breath for the air she needed. Besides, it wouldn’t be particularly stealthy to talk out loud while she was running as quickly and quietly as she could.

The shadow cloak protected her against a second line of spellthread, set a precise two-thirds of the way in, and then a third line at the one-third mark, the [Veil of Shadows] frayed and dissolving as she approached the bare white wall. Tor Kot was a lot more paranoid about his protections than Vok Nal had been, but there was at least nothing at the wall itself.

It was bright enough to her mana sight that she didn’t dare try using [Ghost Step] to go through it, but it was only about twenty feet up. She shifted her legs again, just slightly, and leapt when she reached the base of the wall, springing up over halfway before using [Ghost Step] to teleport the rest of the way, grabbing onto the wall and flinging herself over. The wall was narrow enough that her momentum cleared the whole thing, giving her a glimpse of the white-and-black ramparts before she began to plummet toward the empty streets below.

Her panicked flailing caught a lintel as [Luck] twanged, telling her in no uncertain terms she’d overstretched her Skill, jerking her to a halt a few feet above the street’s surface, and only once she’d stopped did she realize that the twenty-foot drop wouldn’t have been dangerous at all. Not anymore. She still hadn’t gotten used to being the level she was.

"Oof, dungeon-self does not like you being in contact with another dungeon." Blue’s voice was reassuring, the liquid sound of his attention soothing her alarm. It was better than cutting off completely, or turning into that strange hiss when he’d lost his mind during the assault on Meil. She made a questioning look, knowing he could see her, before using [Ghost Step] to teleport through the side of the building and onto the second floor. Only then did she relax the invisibility illusion, her ears flicking as she waited for any sound of alarm. Not that the mantises made any sounds.

"There’s a good amount of ANATHEMA rage," Blue explained. "The overlay hasn’t pinged me yet though so I’m guessing it doesn’t officially count as contact yet. Anything weird on your end?"

Shayma took a moment to assess herself. None of her Skills seemed to be bothered; [Seeker] still pointed in the same direction. The only thing she could sense that was off was the slow deflection of the Depletion field, like a faint miasma all about her. It slid off her, unable to touch, and made her question exactly what the immunity meant. 

"Everything seems fine," she whispered, still listening for anything to indicate alarm while she oriented herself.

It seemed she was in someone’s bedroom. Unoccupied, thankfully, and while it wasn’t stark black-and-white like the exterior walls something about it bothered her. It took her a moment to realize it was absolutely neat and tidy. Far too neat for someone to actually be living there, despite the personal mementos lined up on the desk. On top of that everything looked utterly pristine and new, from the wooden floor to the bedsheets, which of course made some sort of sense if it was all dungeon-made. Still, at least Blue’s offerings looked normal, not spotless.

She peered out the window, looking down at the street outside and wondering where everyone was. Though she could probably travel through the city by using [Ghost Step] to go building to building, she was worried about attracting the dungeon’s attention, not the monsters’ or even that of the populace. For that purpose, the closer she stayed to other people and the less she used her Skills the better off she was. Even if the streets were deserted now, there had to be people somewhere.

A bell rang from somewhere deeper in the city. Doors opened, and the people she was looking for flooded into the streets. She had to restrain herself from simply dashing outside, keeping in mind Cheya’s advice to study the street before trying to mingle. Despite her Class title, she wasn’t too knowledgeable about stealth and infiltration just yet.

As well she did, because when she looked closer absolutely everyone had a colored armband on. Almost all of them were red, little bands of cloth about their left arm, but there were a few that were green. That wasn’t so hard to mimic with a brief application of [Illusion], and to judge by people’s garb her light adventuring outfit would fit in just fine, but she’d have to keep a close eye out for any other odd little details. Hopefully there weren’t very many more, because just the anonymous illusion was rough on her mana, the drain outpacing her regeneration slowly but surely. It’d be hours yet before she was spent, and Blue could always supply her with tayantan juice, but she didn’t want to be caught out with low resources.

Already this was very unlike Meil. That city had been half-manic, half-fearful, but Duenn just seemed off. She opened the bedroom door, sneaking downstairs and passing through a sundries shop before stepping into the streets. There was traffic enough for her to blend in and head in the direction that [Seeker] sent her, walking along perfectly straight and white-paved streets.

She caught snatches of conversation as she made her way in the right direction as best she could,all of them entirely mundane conversations. Of course, it wasn’t like anyone would actively say anything against Tor Kot in a dungeon-controlled city, and they were used to the decor by now, but still seemed wrong to simply gossip about the way some noble’s daughter was dressed.

The streets were confusing, and if it weren’t for her internal compass she thought she’d be lost. Not because they were poorly laid out; in fact they were in something Blue called a radial grid and rigidly ordered, but because every single building looked identical. They didn’t have any little details to set them apart, aside from shop names and discreet numbers at intersections. Still, she didn’t run into any major issues until she reached the next ring in, where she tried to circle around and make for where the cube was, only to find that the street paving turned from white to green.

Only people with green armbands crossed that line. Nobody with a red band so much as approached it, and considering the apparent importance of the bands she didn’t want to recolor hers where anyone could see it. She let the flow of people carry her past the intersection as she looked for a good place to duck into, only to find her path blocked by mantis-monsters.

After a brief spike of terror she realized they were blocking everyone, cordoning off one of the roads to clear the way for an open carriage. This one was obviously dungeon-made, considering its sharp black and white lines, and bore a young woman looking out at the crowd with the haughty sneer only the aristocracy could manage.

Unlike everyone else, she had a pink armband, very clearly showing it off as bug-horses pulled the carriage along. In toward the tower at the center of Duenn, she realized, edging back from the cordon. She didn’t want to give any of the monsters a chance to realize she didn’t quite fit.

"I can’t believe Trissa got picked to be a dungeon-wife," one of the women said to her companion, who nodded in agreement. "I’m so jealous!"

"I hear that the Tower has all the luxuries the mage-kings have ever thought of. Magic foods, farseeing portals, beds made of clouds —"

"— which you’d be using a lot," the other woman butted in. 

"Well, I have heard the stories. Can you imagine?"

Shayma hurried away. She didn’t really need to hear that gossip. If nothing else, she was quite familiar with the topic of the conversation. Though it made her a bit nauseous to think of a Red dungeon, since unlike Blue they needed monsters. All the mantis monsters wandering about were probably birthed by the "dungeon-wives" and that creeped her out. Though not nearly as much as people coveting such a position.

She was still wandering the streets when another bell sounded, and this time everyone who had been strolling or peering at shops started rushing around, the streets beginning to empty as people headed back into homes or businesses. Shayma followed the flow, heading into the nearest building and ducking past the proprieter to hide in the back room. Surrounded by leather and shoe molds, she swapped the red armband for a green one and lurked in the cobbler’s shop as she waited for more bells to ring.

"Well this is all nice and dystopian," Blue muttered. "Color codes? Armbands? Controlled traffic? This guy really has put some effort into it. The worst part is it sounds like people don’t mind."

"I’m sure that anyone who spoke out against it is long gone." Shayma kept her voice low. Anonymous or not, she definitely wasn’t supposed to be in the shop. She kept an eye out of the small window, watching as a troop of monsters marched down the streets. So far she hadn’t seen anything different from the three types of mantises and the bug-horses, but she wouldn’t expect to see any elites anyway.

"Hmm, patrols too," Blue observed. "Yeah he’s had a couple years to work on this? Between Depletion and whatever weird mind magic Red Core dungeons get it doesn’t surprise me Duenn is subjugated."

"But if it’s subjugated why all the...weird stuff? The colors and the bells?"

"Oh, it’s all about control. There’s no way people are as sanguine as it seems, or if they are, it’s because they don’t get the opportunity to have any sort of thought. I’d say it’s unstable but these things can last a surprisingly long time without any kind of magic."

"...sounds like you know a lot about it." It was a strange sort of remark, especially the qualifier about not using magic.

"Stories mostly," Blue told her. "I’m sure you’ve got stories about kingdoms failing for one reason or another. Hubris or poor judgement, that kind of thing. I just happen to know some of those stories that seem pretty applicable to what’s going on here."

"Any of those stories have any useful insights for me?" The squad of monster soldiers passed by, patrolling the empty streets, and turned a corner. She wondered if the monsters that patrolled the green section of the city were also white or if Vok Nal had made them green too.

"Uh, don’t stand out. You’re more likely to be in danger of discovery from the populace than the masters, since people have been trained to report anyone suspicious. I’m not sure how much that applies here since we’re dealing with a dungeon but...yeah, good call on that armband thing."

"Hmm." She was abruptly more aware of the fact that she was in someone’s workroom, and even with the anonymity illusion on they’d be upset to find her here. With that in mind she snuck back out of the room, noting that there were actually several people in the cobbler’s shop, chatting away. Under the circumstances, she had to wonder if they were simply stuck there like her, waiting for the bells to sound so they could move on to wherever they were going.

For the moment she lurked in the stairwell to the second floor, which was effectively identical to the first house she’d entered, eavesdropping on the entirely mundane conversations. She had never known that there was so much to talk about between leatherworkers and cobblers, nor that people could be so animated discussing the finer properties of leather.

It took quite a while for another bell to rescue her from a discussion that had rapidly gotten far too technical for her to follow, and she estimated that the people of Duenn were given perhaps an hour to walk around, fifteen minutes to get themselves off the streets, and then half an hour where the streets were clear for whatever reason Tor Kot wanted them clear.

"I bet there’s a curfew too." Blue said, his thoughts following the same lines as hers. "It’s probably a good idea you didn’t wait until dark."

Shayma nodded agreement, slipping out the door while the owner of the shop was still distracted by the leatherworker and making her way toward the green section of Duenn. She kept her senses open as she stepped over the line, but either any alarms were beyond her ken or people simply didn’t expect anyone to fake the armband colors. Or just weren’t brave enough to.

The buildings in the green section were significantly larger than the ones in the common areas, though still of the same style. Square, gabled windows, peaked roofs, metal signs, and absolutely no decoration. The last wasn’t entirely true for the green section, since not only did they have the luxury of buildings that weren’t entirely identical, but shops had custom signs and some buildings had plants or statues on landings or porches. The streets, of course, were still perfectly clean and clear and immaculate.

If she weren’t so worried about looking completely normal she would have spent all her time gawking, but even without doing so she caught some odd signage from the corner of her eye. Things like top-quality dungeon-meat or dungeon-made cloth, as well as a few places that supposedly catered to the monsters themselves made her feel like she’d stumbled through into the heart of mage-king territory. It was just so very strange.

The large shops gave way to purely residential dwellings as she followed the road deeper into green territory, feeling far more conspicuous with the lighter traffic but keeping her stride purposeful. Cheya and Blue both had told her that the most suspicious thing was acting suspicious, and just looking like you knew where you were going was the most important part of infiltration. With [Seeker] she absolutely did, and according to her Skill she was very close, enough that when she turned right at another intersection she spotted the building where the cube was being kept.

This one was a third type, a large sprawling residence that Shayma would count as a mansion, complete with a manicured front lawn. She even recognized the type of grass there, though it was pale green rather than blue-green, and figured that the entire thing was dungeon-grown. Unfortunately she had no idea how she was going to get in, because she didn’t have any plausible excuse to walk up and knock on the door. She didn’t even know who lived there.

"You’re going to have to break in, probably." Blue said as she turned to skirt around the mansion, following the street. Big as it was, she had plenty of time to try and spot the best place. Or actually, she didn’t, as the sudden sound of a bell meant she had only a few minutes to get off the street.

There weren’t any entrances to the mansion that Shayma could see other than the front one, which was strange but so was everything. A short wall and a few feet of lawn separated the mansion’s walls from the street, but the walls themselves only had windows at regular intervals, without even balconies or porches. She was going to have to [Ghost Step] inside, and hope for the best. Just as soon as there was nobody around to spot it.

The streets were emptying quickly, though, so it was only another minute or two before she simply hopped the wall and [Ghost Stepped] into the building. For this she pulled the invisibility illusion back on, despite the fact that her mana was starting to feel alarmingly low, and it was well she did because the library she landed in was occupied. It wasn’t occupied by a human though.

"Well, that’s not something I thought I’d ever see." Shayma had to agree with Blue. There was a maid cleaning up the remains of a lunch there, but not a human. It was one of the mantis-monsters wearing a tailored maid’s outfit, the dress’ hem swishing about four taloned feet as it worked. It paused for a moment, head swiveling on its too-narrow neck as it seemed to sense Shayma’s presence, and she held her breath, crouching down next to the bookcase and holding her illusions as close as she could.

After a long, long moment the monster maid returned to straightening up the endtable it was working on, and Shayma slunk around the corner to break the line of sight before releasing the invisibility. Her mana was nearing empty, but hopefully she wouldn’t have to keep up the illusions much longer. At least [Illusory Presence] cost so little she could keep it up forever.

The house was evidently occupied, but considering its size there were a lot of empty rooms. She crept along until she found an unlocked door and squeezed herself into a closet, hunkering down. She conjured some lukewarm tayantan juice from her [Phantom Pocket] and drank it down, feeling some of the mana flow back into her with a sigh of relief. 

"How close was I to no mana?" Shayma kept it to a whisper, barely audible even to her.

"You were at thirty-something. Now you’re at sixty-eight. You get more than most people from it, which I guess makes sense?"

She grimaced. Higher-level people could track their mana far more accurately, especially once they got higher tier versions of mana manipulation, but she wasn’t there yet. Hearing the numbers just drove home how close she was to running on empty. Admittedly she wasn’t completely mana-oriented, and things like [Ghost Step] ran off of stamina, but without mana she’d have to drop her illusion and that would certainly be a bad thing.

After a moment of listening to ensure there was nobody in the hall outside, Shayma slipped out of the closet and continued following the direction of [Seeker]. It seemed her goal was on the second floor, but it took her some time to find the stairs because there seemed to be only one staircase. A massive, double spiral staircase rose through the center of the mansion, from the basement all the way to the roof, which was unfortunate for stealth.

Several other monsters were going about their business, a few in dresses and one in a suit, which was bizarrely more disturbing than just the naked, combat version. One was even sweeping, which was so incredibly mundane she just wanted to stop and stare. Instead she slipped into the shadow of the staircase, pausing as one of the human inhabitants of the manor swept down from the third floor, complaining loudly at his companion.

"I don’t care what Julius says. We are in the best position our family’s ever been and it’s because of Tor Kot. He can whine about whatever losses he likes but one step further – just one step, mind you – and I’m reporting him. He’s only a third rank citizen, so let him see how he likes that!"

"Of course, sir." An obsequious servant replied, this one human. "I will carry the message next interval."

"Ugh," Blue said. "Collaborators. Not the reluctant kind either, it sounds like. Cerae Llyn, level forty-six [Flame Hussar]. Something to pass on to Cheya I guess."

Shayma nodded, though the name didn’t mean anything to her, and waited for the two men to leave the stairwell. Only then was it finally, finally clear, and she raced up to the landing, [Awareness] as well as her enhanced senses straining to make sure she didn’t run into any of the silent-as-death monster servants. [Stealth] was getting a good exercise, keeping her footfalls almost entirely noiseless and reducing the strain on her [Illusory Presence].

[Seeker] pointed her down one hall, then another, making her backtrack as she took a wrong turn and ended up in a drawing room instead of wherever the cube was. When she did find the correct room it was obvious, because the thing was full of treasures. Magic weapons and shields hung on the walls, sculptures and pottery were displayed on stands, and the bones of some giant bird were suspended from the ceiling. 

There was additional spellwork here, something different from what she’d seen out of Tor Kot but probably still a kind of alarm or protection. It wrapped around the various displays but left enough room for her to tiptoe past. A faint noise made her crouch behind a table, and a shadow passed by the doorway but didn’t come in. With [Promise] she didn’t need any light, fortunately, so there was nothing to give her away.

Once she was alone again, Shayma crept to the back of the room. The cube was in a display case, mislabeled as an ancient puzzle-box from Ir. It was protected by glass and spellwork, but she had the perfect set of [Skills] for that. She pressed her fingers against the top of the case, brushing the cube itself with [Legerdemain] and pulling it into [Phantom Pocket] before letting out a long breath. She had it.

Then a bell began ringing inside the house.

 



Day 129 - Giorn


It had been ages since they’d been to north Tarnil.  There wasn’t much up there but the Waste and after seeing that once even his wife’s curiosity had been satisfied.  Though most of it looked the same as ever, the mana was now incredibly different.  He assumed it had to do with the vague hints the Grandmaster had dropped about Shayma, but he couldn’t imagine what would cause such a drastic change.

He couldn’t tell the Affinity either, which was a little worrying.  There was just the feeling of the mana density increasing, without any of the effects on the plants or animals that came with Mana Springs or dungeons.  Between the two of them, he and Sienne could usually puzzle out what the local mana was like and what they might be facing, but not here. His wife’s void Affinity had left her paradoxically sensitive to mana flows, but even she was having trouble figuring out exactly what was going on. 

"Anything yet, love?" He held his current weapon at the ready.  All that mana with no beasts or monsters was putting him on edge, as if he weren’t worried enough to know that Shayma was involved with some sort of Power.

"Nothing so far."  Her eyes were narrowed and her ears twitched as she scanned the surroundings, fingers resting on the sword at her hip.  Really she was absolutely breathtaking when she was serious like that, but he couldn’t take the time to admire her. Not in potentially hostile territory.  "No, wait," she corrected herself. "There was a shift in mana density up ahead just now."

"Then let’s go check it out."  He took the lead, the tree trunk he’d trimmed slung over his shoulder.  Sienne leaped up to ride atop it, her weight barely anything to his Skills.  Not only did that give them extra height, but he could literally hurl Sienne at a threat, making up for her lack of movement Skill.

It was surprisingly effective.

They didn’t find a threat, though what they did find was stranger.  A large archway stood in the middle of the woods with a clear portal in the middle, something that would normally take a mage an immense amount of work and mana to create and wouldn’t simply be in a random spot in a forest.  A strange forest, at that, far too regular and young to be natural.

As if that weren’t enough, what was visible on the far side of the portal was a city, specifically a mansion with the banner of the Tarnil royal house on it.  The entire thing was incredibly suspicious, as if it had been placed there precisely for them to find. Which was probably what had happened, considering the power potential around them.

"Soooo."  Sienne said as she poked at the stone with the tip of her rapier, producing a scraping noise and not much else.  

"Aye," he agreed.  "So." A man appeared on the other side of the portal, one of Queen Iniri’s guards by the uniform and one that seemed vaguely familiar to Giorn.  

"I’m pretty sure this portal was meant for you," he told them.  "Unless there’s anyone else over there?"

"It’s just the two of us.  Giorn and Sienne Ell."

"Harold Tiun, Queensguard" the guard introduced himself.  "Come on through. You must be important if Blue decided to give you special treatment like this."

Giorn exchanged a glance with his wife, then tested the portal with his tree trunk.  Not that he thought it was a trap or illusion, under the circumstances, but with something as esoteric as spatial magic it paid to be careful.  When the trunk caused no issues, not even the slightest hint of destabilization, he took Sienne’s hand and they stepped through together.

It looked like any normal city but the mana density stayed high, far higher than the mundane surroundings would imply.  He would have expected something more like Wildwood Retreat, lack of Affinity or not, especially considering the scent of trees on the wind.  

"So where is this exactly?  Our daughter told us to come up here.  Shayma Ell."

Harold’s eyebrows went up.  

"Oh, you’re Shayma’s folks?  That explains a lot then. Anyway, welcome to Meil, just taken back from Vok Nal."  He waved around them. "You’re as safe here as anywhere, really."

"What do you mean, ‘that explains a lot?’"  Sienne demanded. "Where’s our baby girl?"

"Look, ma’am," Harold put his hands up, palm outward, and Giorn winced.  Sienne’s eyes narrowed dangerously. She wasn’t going to let anyone dissemble about Shayma.  "I can’t discuss anything under Crown seal," he continued, which at least defused Sienne’s temper.  "I’ll notify Her Majesty that you’re here and I’m sure she’ll explain everything."

"Is she safe, at least?" Giorn asked.  "She seemed fine in her message, but…" But it had been years.  Years that he’d missed of his daughter’s life, years where the entire coast of Tarnil had been impossible to get to.  Years they’d spent trying to get powerful enough to be able to travel there, and then she’d somehow gotten a high-powered sending to them out of the blue.  He wanted to believe she was fine, but knew that just wanting it wasn’t enough.

"She’s out on a mission at the moment," Harold said.  "You just missed her. That’s all I can tell you."

"Of course we did," Sienne sighed.

"If you’ll leave your…"  Harold eyed the two of them with disfavor, especially Giorn and his enormous tree truck. "Your weapon outside I’ll show you in."  Harold pointed at the manor with Iniri’s flag. "You’ll have to pass a Status check, of course."

"That is acceptable."  Really, the reason he just used tree trunks was because his chosen weapon type was far too large to lug around cities or into buildings, so there was no point in fashioning anything permanent.  He’d used stalactites and stone pillars before too, whatever was to hand. Even if someone felt the need to take a random hunk of wood lying around, he wouldn’t feel its loss.

Giorn leaned the tree trunk against a nearby building and then stared as the stone of the street grew around the base, holding it in place.  

"...what."

"Hm.  Blue is paying attention to you," Harold mused, eyeing the stone.

"Who is Blue?"  That was the second time the color-and-name had been mentioned, and it was pretty clear this ‘Blue’ was enormously powerful.  Which wasn’t exactly the sort of being he wanted to pay attention to him.

"Meil’s dungeon," Harold said, walking over to the manor door and opening it for them.

"What."  Sienne didn’t budge.  Giorn eyed his weapon, having second thoughts about giving it up.

"It’s fine, Blue is friendly.  I’d explain but Her Highness would have my head if I told you instead of letting her discuss the full story."  He waved them in, guiding them to one of the lower-floor rooms. It was clearly outfitted for adventurer use rather than nobility, with cold cuts and bread and cheese on a far table and an adjacent washroom.  There were closets and strongboxes for storing kit, not magically locked but still having simple tokens to register what was where. A few Classers were waiting there already, none he recognized but to judge from the feel of their mana all second tier.

"Feel free to relax for a bit.  Her schedule is pretty packed, so it’ll take a little bit even though I’m sure she’ll want to squeeze you in."

"Thank you," Giorn said, glad that someone here actually knew how to properly cater to Classers.  After returning from a high-mana area, any Classer wanted calories, cleanliness, and a safe place to relax.  Despite needing higher mana densities to properly level, it was easier to solidify any adventurer’s understanding of the advancements in their Skills back in low mana areas.  Which this was not, but the lack of any surrounding Affinity made it close enough. Once Harold left, Sienne dragged his head down for a kiss.  

"I desperately need a shower," she said.  "Keep watch first?"

"Absolutely," he said, taking her backpack for safekeeping and holding it open so she could retrieve her toiletry box.  "Go get clean, love." He punctuated that with a light swat on the rear, she squeaked and stuck her tongue out at him before heading into the washroom.

Giorn took advantage of the storage closets, deciding that it wasn’t likely they were going anywhere until Shayma came back, and freed of his burdens aside from his own shower-pack and new clothes, wandered over to the food table to stock up.  One of the other Classers looked at his piled-high plate with some degree of astonishment, but Giorn was used to that. He was a big guy and had a big appetite.

Sienne emerged soon enough, hair and fur tousled, attracting a different set of stares.  Giorn grinned, stealing another kiss from her and handing off the storage token so he could clean himself.  Some Classers, like nobles or sponsored third-tiers, had the money for magic items to mimic amenities in the fields, but he and Sienne had always been independent so after several weeks traveling they were a little ripe.  For himself, he liked the way Sienne smelled but it always felt good to get properly clean.

The shower failed to unknot the core of worry in his gut that he’d carried ever since they’d heard Tarnil had been invaded.  It had been a long several years, especially when they’d found they had nowhere near the power to move around safely. Seeing one of Tor Kot’s elites from a distance had dissuaded them and sent them back to Nivir to try and get better.  They had no idea what had happened to Shayma, to their shop, to Invin itself.

They could only take so much of that though before heading back to Wildwood for something less stressful.

When Shayma’s sending had found them, it had been a relief to know she was still alive, but less so to know she was assaulting a mage-king held city.  Madness, suicide, and worse, to anyone who had seen the entire kingdom fall practically overnight, or had seen the power the monsters they produced en masse could wield.  Yet somehow that assault that had clearly succeeded. A somehow that was a vast gulf of incredible power, or more likely, Power.

Now she was out on another mission, and she hadn’t even had a Class when they’d taken their trip!

He took a breath, snorted hot water from his moustache, and got out of the shower.  Considering they were supposed to be meeting Queen Iniri he’d chosen his better set of clothes, though he wouldn’t exactly consider them fit for nobility.  Though, nobility had to bend at least a little when it came to adventurers. When he returned he found that Sienne had piled her plate nearly as high as he had, though with her void Affinity that was par for the course.

"Nobody here knows where Shayma is," Sienne sighed, offering him a wedge of cheddar, his favorite.  "Most of them don’t even know who I meant. What sticks in my mind is that Queensguard knew her and didn’t much like her.  Sounds like there’s trouble and maybe with the Queen."

"Our girl, in trouble?  Surely you jest." Giorn chuckled, nibbling on the cheese.  "If she’s making enemies it must mean she’s doing something right.  Especially when it comes to the nobility."  Sienne groaned.  

"I thought we went off adventuring so we could avoid nobility."

"So you could avoid them.  I’m just a simple country boy and never get near them anyhow."  Sienne snorted and elbowed him, pointing to a couch.  

"Come on, let’s rest our feet while we can.  Soon as we find out what our girl has been up to we’re going to be busy.  I don’t know how yet, but we are."

He chuckled and joined her, reclining and trying to relax despite his anxiety.  The only reason the furniture didn’t groan under his weight was his Skills keeping him relatively light.  Sienne snuggled in against his side and he put his arm around her, watching her fingers flick slightly as she worked through some of her Skills.  She was so close to a Class breakthrough, but it had to be taken carefully. Only a fraction of void Skills could be used without ruining the user or endangering everyone around.  At least with her inherited Class she knew how to get there, no matter how slow it might be.

On the other hand he’d finally broken through to his third Tier, Champion, when they were in Wildwood, and he was still getting used to the new and improved Skills.  While they were fairly late in reaching the third-tier level since they had taken time off to raise a child, he was proud of the fact that they’d made it now. No sponsors, no groups, just the two of them.  Now that Shayma had some sort of Class, it might well be three, assuming they could cajole her away from Iniri.

Assuming he could.  They’d gone to scout Nivir’s dungeon in preparation for bringing Shayma there and offering her the path of the [Void Duelist Inheritor], but a couple of months had turned into long years and he couldn’t really know who his little girl was now.

If he was uneasy, Sienne was impatient, years of adventuring or no, glaring at the grandfather clock on the far side of the room on occasion as the hands slowly inched around.  Giorn noted that none of the other Classes had been called either, so even if they’d jumped the queue they still hadn’t made it above whatever other issues the Queen was addressing.  The minute hand was well on its way to completing its second revolution when another Queensguard opened the door to the waiting room and beckoned them.

"Finally!" Sienne leapt to her feet and Giorn allowed her to drag him afterward, light as a feather.  In a fit of whimsy he let his feet leave the floor, bobbing in the air while she pulled him through the door.  No one else seemed to notice, but that hardly mattered since he found it amusing. 

The Queensguard led them to the top story of the mansion, where another pair waited to take Sienne’s rapier.  Not that most Classers needed a weapon to be dangerous, nor could they do anything to break through the Shield of Tarnil if the stories were true, but nobody was allowed weapons in the presence of the Queen.  Of course, Sienne had a dozen more weapons downstairs – she was rather hard on them, after all – so she didn’t think much of handing that one off.

"Giorn and Sienne Ell." The guard announced them as they entered, the two of them kneeling on the plush carpet.  Giorn was pleased to find that with his third tier his knees were far more amenable to that sort of exercise than they used to be, not protesting at all as he genuflected before the queen.

"You may rise."  Iniri’s voice was a lot wearier than he had expected, and when they were standing again she waved to the chairs at the other end of her large desk.  "Take a seat," she added. "I was not expecting you so soon, or for you to come while Shayma was away."

They followed her instructions, settling in across from Queen Iniri.  Giorn studied her, surprised to find that the young woman actually looked worn down, though considering everything that had happened over the past few years it shouldn’t have been unexpected.

"Pardon my forwardness, Your Majesty," Sienne said.  "But where is Shayma?  People have been –" She hesitated just long enough that Giorn knew she was swallowing sharp words and trying for something milder.  "They’ve been hinting at things and promising you’d explain it."

"I’m sure," Iniri sighed.  "Some of it is effectively a crown secret, though much of it is an open secret at this point.  There is a story of how Shayma came to be in my service, but I will let her tell that as it is merely history now.  The important part was that several months ago she made a Bargain with a Power for my protection."

Sienne let out a slow hiss of breath.  Giorn didn’t know what to think.  That just wasn’t a series of words that made any real sense.  She might as well have said that Shayma had turned into a dragon and flown to the moon.  

"So," Giorn said, drawing out the word as he tried to think of something appropriate to say, "what does that mean?  Your Majesty."

"First, Shayma is perfectly fine.  In fact, she’s happier now than I have ever seen before.  That said, her Bargain ended up with her…" Queen Iniri paused, and Sienne gripped Giorn’s hand.  He didn’t like that pause any more than she did, it spoke of complicated things the Queen didn’t want to talk about.  "She is bound to, part of, in some ways, the Power in question.  A dungeon named Blue."

"Meil’s dungeon?"  Sienne said, more sharply than one ought to when speaking to royalty.  "How does that even work?"

Iniri shook her head.  

"Blue is his own person, that he currently is Meil is due to the fact that he was instrumental in taking it back from Vok Nal.  I’m sure you’re familiar with dungeons, but you mustn’t think of Blue as one of the ones you’re used to.  He has no monsters, he moves quickly, he knows things only a Power would know, and he can perceive anything within his territory.  I’m certain he’s paying attention to us right now, in fact, but Shayma is the only one who can speak with him."

When she mentioned it, there was indeed a feeling of pressure, something more than just mana.  It prickled the hairs on the back of his neck, but none of his instincts warned him that it was dangerous.  Just that it was there. With a flash of black, two glass tumblers filled with some sweet-smelling blue juice appeared on the desk in front of them.  He twitched, since there wasn’t any sort of mana surge to accompany the teleportation, and Sienne frowned at the glass in front of her suspiciously.  Iniri laughed, a surprised and amused sound as the drinks appeared. 

"That would be Blue, by the way.  Saying hello. As I said only Shayma can talk to him, and I mean that in a broader sense than just being able to hear his voice."  Iniri waved that aside. "The juice is quite good, by the way. Restores stats."

"Hmph."  Sienne just eyed the juice, but Giorn reached out to try a sip.  It was good.

"So our daughter is some Power’s" Sienne gestured aimlessly.  "What? Slave?" She was leaning forward in her chair, and Giorn put one massive arm over her shoulder, pulling her back gently as he gave her a quick look.  She frowned at him and he frowned back, tilting his head fractionally in Iniri’s direction to remind her that they were in the presence of a Queen.  It wouldn’t do for Sienne to give her a tongue-lashing.

"She’s anything but."  Iniri assured them, another glass appearing in front of her.  The mana around them shifted subtly and suddenly Giorn could feel his stats recovering.  "Thank you, Blue. Now, I admit that the Bargain means that she’s completely under Blue’s control, but he’s never exercised it.  Actually she argues with him quite a bit."

"You make it sound like they’re married," Giorn muttered.  Iniri’s eyes widened as if the thought had never occurred to her, and this time her laugh was louder and more genuine. 

"That’s not too far from the truth," Iniri said.  "It may be best to consider Shayma married to a Power."

"To a dungeon," Sienne said.  "I don’t—" Her mouth worked soundlessly for a moment.  "How?" She demanded.

"I understand the difficulty," Iniri sympathized.  "It took me a while to accept Blue was a person, myself.  If he could actually speak to us that would go a long way toward convincing people, but he can’t. Even Powers have limitations, it seems."  She waved a hand vaguely upward. "According to Shayma he’s quite personable, though. She even thinks he’s funny."

"Of course Shayma thinks he’s funny," Sienne groused.  "She thinks her father is funny."

"Hey now, I’m hilarious," he protested, which got a smile from his wife.

"Be that as it may," she continued, "Shayma did not even have a Class when we left.  Your Majesty, may I know why you sent someone with so little experience on what is clearly an important mission?"

"I did say she made a bargain with a Power.  As a result of this Bargain, Shayma got the Class of [Trickster].  Shapeshifting, [Illusion], teleport abilities, and [Seeker]."  She ticked off the Class features on her fingers.  "It’s the most powerful starting Class I’ve ever seen.  All that, and she’s immune to Depletion. The mission was more her idea.  Our entire stratagem is her idea, in fact."  

"Oh?"  Giorn had to control his enormous grin at hearing that from a Queen.  His Shayma, the strategist.

"We need the Adamant Fortress, and Shayma is the one who found out it existed.  She’s found every piece of it so far, usually at great risk to herself. She’s brought me four of the five pieces, some of which were in very obscure places, and the last one is in Duenn.  When she gets back, we’ll have everything we need to move against Tor Kot."

That was another set of words that made almost no sense.  Legendary Artifacts weren’t just found.  But he couldn’t help a grin of pride as he considered it.   His daughter, reaching to such heights before even becoming a Classer.  And that Class!  It was a bit of a shame she wasn’t going to take after Sienne and follow the path of the [Void Rapier], but it was true that Class wasn’t for everyone.

"You’re taking this more calmly than I expected," Iniri noted.

"I’m not taking it at all," Sienne said bluntly.  "Until I see Shayma it’s not really real, Your Majesty.  We go out for a short jaunt, war breaks out, and when I finally hear from my daughter she’s—"  Sienne let out a low growl. "She’s married to some strange thing we can’t even talk to!"

"I know, it’s a lot to take in," Giorn said, putting his huge hand on Sienne’s shoulder, "but just think about the fact that Shayma’s already good enough to go on special missions for nobility, and she has a powerful backer.  I won’t be happy either if this Blue doesn’t meet muster, but if Shayma is happy that’s a point in his favor."

"Can we meet Blue?" Sienne asked.  "How do you meet a dungeon anyway?"

"You already have, more or less."  Iniri indicated the glasses on the desk.  "Blue does have a core room, but even you’re not likely to see it.  Shayma speaks for him, so while she’s gone he doesn’t have any way to properly discuss things."

"That’s…"  This time, he had to censor himself from being too sharp in the presence of the Queen.  "That’s troublesome." How was he supposed to interrogate Shayma’s boyfriend without her?  More seriously, it meant that Shayma’s freedoms would be drastically restricted as she was the only conduit he had to the outside world.

"Very," Iniri agreed.  "It would make my life so much easier if—"  She stopped as a flash of black deposited a piece of parchment on her desk.  "Oh. There is that. Blue can deliver us notes from Shayma, though there are obvious limitations to that method."

The Queen picked it up and read it, nodding, before handing it over to them.  Sienne took it and Giorn peered down at the scrawl that was, indeed, Shayma’s handwriting.

Here at Duenn.  Tor Kot had a lot of defenses along the way but nothing we couldn’t handle.  He is a lot more prepared than Vok Nal. I’ll be heading in soon to get the last cube, Cheya’s helping me bypass some spell lines.  With luck we’ll all be back in a few hours.

Also Blue says my parents are there!  Hi mom and dad! I can’t wait to get back, I have so much to tell you!  Blue better be treating you right or I’ll give him an earful.

"She sounds cheerful," Giorn said.

"If only she weren’t about to go into a mage-king held city," Sienne sighed.  "I suppose she is my daughter."



Day 129 - Shayma (Part Two)


The moment the bells started to ring, Shayma could feel a pressure bearing down on her. It seemed to skate off her like the Depletion did, but it was there nonetheless.

"Goddamn stupid Red Core— ugh, sorry, ANATHEMA is making me tetchy. I hate it. Anyway I think the dungeon is actually paying attention to you now."

"Oh, hornrot," she cursed, which was something she’d picked up from Iniri. It wasn’t exactly applicable to her, but she liked the way it sounded anyway. She dropped the major illusions, since they weren’t of any use anymore and she was certainly going to need the mana, and used [Ghost Step] to teleport directly upward just as whispering footsteps sounded outside the treasure room. Then teleported a second time, getting onto the roof.

At least she didn’t have to worry about the dungeon changing the city on her. There were still monsters, of course, but hopefully that was something she could outrun. She was sure Tor Kot had things in place to deal with rogue Classers; he’d demonstrated that much on the way in. With any luck it’d be a lot easier to get out.

"Blue, LAE," she said, as she shifted her arm. [Ghost Step] kept her running across the rooftops, but she was sure his monsters were tracking her and the LAE was the only weapon she could use while running. Though she had no idea what would happen if she used it while she was in [Ghost Step].

"All ready. I hope you don’t have to use it. Bit worried about the potential collateral damage."

"Not until they let people outside." The sound was dampened, but she could tell the big bells in the center tower were ringing. Not any of the ones she’d heard before, but something deep and ominous. She could tell there were ripples of mana associated with that, though she couldn’t tell exactly what they were meant to do. Blue’s own power seemed to be protecting her from whatever it was, letting it sluice past.

She leapt from rooftop to rooftop, heading back out toward the edge of the city. With everything looking identical she wasn’t sure she was taking the exact line back, but it was close enough. With the ocean to one side, she aimed for the distant line of the wall and sprinted. The bell kept tolling, ceaseless peals that she could feel through her feet.

"Behind you, to the left." Blue murmured, and she glanced back to see a bonfire of mana from some monster following her from the street. If it weren’t for [Promise] the outline of the actual creature would probably have been lost behind the glare from her mana-sight. It seemed to be one of the caster mantises, with a black rock embedded in its forehead, and Shayma waved the LAE at it in an attempt to repeat what she’d done before and explode the gem.

It turned out that kind of precision was nearly impossible to achieve while sprinting, and instead she scored lines across buildings and scorched window shutters, at least for those parts that weren’t pure white. The monster took note of the damage and began to try and dodge the beam, though its random skitterings back and forth didn’t have much impact. Blue said the weapon was hitscan, and she had to admit it was eerie how it didn’t have any sort of projectile or anything to be dodged. It simply was there.

She slid to a halt, bracing herself for a moment while still in [Ghost Step], and focused directly on the monster. While she didn’t manage to get the gem, she did clip its eyes, and it abruptly stopped dead before fairly flying back the way it had come, mana swirling in its wake. 

"Blinded it, I bet. I think you’d be blind too if it weren’t for [Promise] and [Regeneration], with all the close up glare you’re getting."

Blue’s voice seemed to be more detached than usual, but considering his outburst before he was probably just trying to keep from swearing at the monsters again. Shayma continued her headlong flight over the rooftops, and considered how she was going to deal with the spellwork triplines outside the city. It was far too late to worry about alarms, but anything else might slow her down.

Then she remembered the jump she’d made up the wall, and decided if nothing else she could simply leap over the spellwork. From what she’d seen on the way in, it didn’t extend very far up, but she’d still have to be careful not to touch it. She was almost to the wall, which was now lit with much denser mana than before, enough to make it impossible for her to step through it. Over it worked just fine, though. She jumped past a mantis warrior, the bug twitching and swinging wildly at where she had been a moment prior, and hit the ground at a dead run.

At that speed, in [Ghost Step], her leaps were long, floating things, carrying her well above the triplines placed in the ground. She hadn’t come out of Duenn at quite the right spot, and was forced to angle back to where Cheya and Annit and Keri were hiding, but she was doing pretty well at outpacing whatever pursuit was being organized to go after them. She wasn’t sure how long that would last, but all she had to do was reach them and Blue could take care of the rest.

Shayma popped out of [Ghost Step] as she crossed into the treeline, branches bending and breaking as she smashed through them into the little clearing where she’d left the women and the boat. All three of them were on alert, combat-ready as she stumbled in. 

"Here," she said, skipping over all the questions they might have had by tossing Cheya the cube from her [Phantom Pocket]. "Blue, get us out of here!" She crouched down to put her hands on the ground and Blue growled in her ear. 

"Well, dammit, that fucking Red Core is doing something with those fucking bells to make this harder. Hang on." Blue’s mana buzzed as he forced it out into the earth, shaping together a teleporter at, for him, a glacial pace. 

Then the bells stopped.

The sudden silence was more ominous than the noise, and whatever interference was going on with Blue didn’t stop just because the sound did, to judge by his muttered imprecations. With a final curse, Cheya popped out of existence, but the other two didn’t. 

"Oookay so I can’t do everyone at once, that’s good to know."

"What’s going on?" Annit asked, blowgun at the ready and her eyes darting about.

"Blue has to push past the local dungeon. Don’t worry, you’re next," Shayma promised. As to what else was going on, Annit’s guess was as good as hers.

"Keri first," Annit said firmly, and the healer vanished even as she opened her mouth to protest. The next few fractions of a second were completely silent, utterly still, and trickled by like chilled honey. Then there was a clap like thunder and a man stood within the clearing.

A massive wave of magic rippled out from him, hitting Shayma with physical force and making Annit sway drunkenly, nearly collapsing before she vanished with a faint pop. 

"Oh hell, that’s Tor Kot."

She could have guessed that without Blue’s confirmation. He was tall, but nothing like Vok Nal’s grotesque proportions, being merely something over six feet. Tor Kot had an elderly air about him, but wasn’t quite aged, with fine wrinkles on his face, white hair, and a bushy white beard. Incongruously, he was dressed in an impeccably tailored black suit and carried a pure white cane, the overall effect being that he looked more like someone’s wealthy uncle than a powerful sorcerer.

"That is a fascinating application of dungeon magic, Miss Prinn," he said as Blue struggled to pull back from the teleporter. It took her a moment to realize that she still had [Illusory Presence] running, and for all his evident power he hadn’t managed to pierce it. The mage-king seemed to stroll forward, but he was next to her in an instant from some sort of movement Skill. Additional soft popping noises heralded monsters teleporting in; clearly Tor Kot’s elites from the armor and weapons they had, even if they did look exactly like his other monsters.

"Uhhh, Blue?" She whispered, still unable to move and waiting for the recall.

"I’m sorry I’m sorry, he’s making everything super hard I’m going as fast as I can."

"Take your time, I’m in no hurry." Tor Kot crouched down beside her, leaning on his cane as he peered at her hand. "I have never seen anything like that! If I may be so rude, what exactly are you? Not a monster, certainly, but that’s not normal mana inside you either. It’s almost like you’re a controller but there’s simply not enough power there."

"Punch him right in his stupid face!" Blue yelled, then immediately made a discontented noise. "This is awful. I can’t think straight and it’s making it harder than it should be. Done! Recall!"

There was a pulling sensation, but Tor Kot put his hand on her shoulder before anything could happen. Her tail frizzed instantly, and she tried to pull away but found she couldn’t. It wasn’t so much that his grip was that firm as that there was some sort of inevitability about it, as if his hand was simply going to be there and that was how the world worked. 

"Oh, please, stay a while," Tor Kot said genially. "You’re the most interesting person I’ve seen since I arrived here! Which of the Council do you serve?"

"Dammit, that Red Core stuff! You may as well try to talk him into letting you go or something. I don’t think I can teleport you while he’s touching you—  Blue’s voice trailed off into that awful hiss that she’d heard when he’d lost himself fighting the Meil dungeon, making her heart lurch before it came back. "—maybe I can burn him with Bane mana somehow—"

Blue sounded wildly out of control, going from rage to resignation to consideration in a few words, which was far from comforting. Still, she screwed up her courage and put on the face she used when she was representing Blue. 

"I’m not with the Council," she told Tor Kot, proud that her voice didn’t tremble.

"No? I don’t see how any rogues got over here except— ah!" He thumped the ground with his cane. "I know. Your master took my experiment, didn’t he? That scoundrel."

"What experiment?" The words just slipped out, but Tor Kot brightened as if she’d asked after a favorite son.

"All our cores have the same mana Affinities, you see. I thought maybe maturing them away from any Affinity influence might change it. Then there was the hope one might develop Depletion resistance from being exposed to the other, but you wouldn’t be interested in that, would you?" He waggled a finger at her. "After all, you’re already resistant, aren’t you? Hmm? Hmm?"

"This guy’s bonkers." She just shook her head. 

"I don’t…" Shayma swallowed, losing her words, and tried again. "You’re a lot different than Vok Nal."

"I should hope so! Vok Nal is a useless waste of a core and I don’t mind who knows it. Not a fan of any of the Voks but, politics, you know." He sighed. "When did you meet Vok Nal, hmm? Oh, I see. You were there when your master took over the Meil core. Yes, boorish isn’t he?"

Shayma was more than a little disturbed by how he didn’t seem to need her to actually reply to anything, wondering if he had some sort of mind magic on his side. She didn’t even know where to begin to defend against that sort of thing.

"Don’t worry, my dear. I can’t read your mind, only your face." Tor Kot chuckled. "And ears. Demihumans usually have such expressive ears!" He reached up to touch his own, normal human ears. "I’m rather envious, really."

"Oh hell he’s a cold-reader. Because of course he is. Uhh maybe you can distract him, otherwise he’ll just figure out everything by asking questions and I realllly don’t want him to know I’m a self-aware dungeon Power yet."

Shayma was still struggling to deal the situation in her own mind. Despite the fact that his hand was still resting on her shoulder, Tor Kot hadn’t made any other aggressive moves and his elites were all standing quite some distance away. Though it was unreasonable to ascribe human emotions to the monsters, she thought they looked somewhat exasperated. Something about the set of their limbs. 

"What...what do you want?"

"What do you want?" Tor Kot countered. "You burgled someone’s house, which, frankly I don’t care about that much. Odious people, the Llyns, but necessary. But what could a controller possibly need that he couldn’t simply ask me for? Or more importantly, make himself?"

"This is not for a…" Shayma frowned as she repeated the term he’d used. "A controller. This is for Queen Iniri. She wants her kingdom back, and since you took it from her I doubt you’ll just give her what she asks for."

"Oh dear," Tor Kot said. "Oh dear, oh dear. Yes, it is quite an unfortunate circumstance. But!" He spun his cane, thumping it against the ground. "Did she take the core for herself?"

"No," Shayma said shortly, unwilling to say more than that.

"Oh, come on, you can tell me," he wheedled. "Honestly I feel for her, I really do, but it wasn’t like we had any choice."

"What? Why not?" She gawped at the man. The mage-king had seemed almost sympathetic until he’d said that. Now he sounded like one of those wild-eyed fanatics her mother had warned her against.

"Aaaa why isn’t this doing anything!? Stupid trait points!"

While she was glad Blue was trying to do something, she didn’t like the apparent failure of whatever it was. In fact she almost had to ignore him, his muttering distracting her from the very dangerous mage-king in front of her.

"The rift grows wider by the day. By the hour! Even the smallest action possible is one that must be taken. You should know that what we want matters very little in the face of that. Or don’t you know?" Tor Kot peered down at her. "Your master isn’t even vaguely associated with the Council, is he?"

"No," she admitted, since he could probably figure it out anyway.

"Wait," he said. "If you took Meil and you’re not Council, what did you do with the Core? Oh, I see it’s fine, but what about Vok Nal?" Tor Kot peered at her face. "Oh dear. He’s not well, is he? Did you kill him? Oh my, that is unexpected. But...Miriam? Did Shadow report that Vok Nal was dead?"

He glanced over at one of his mantises, which shook its head. Once left, once right, very slowly. Like all the other monsters, it didn’t seem to say anything but Tor Kot seemed to have no trouble understanding it. 

"It sounds like he’s been shirking his duty! I know he’s a transfer but that’s no excuse—" He stopped, glancing over at one his silent monsters. "No, you’re right Miriam, complaining won’t get me anywhere."

Tor Kot lifted his cane and pointed it off to the side. Nothing happened. He frowned, and she saw mana flare slightly, but still nothing happened. 

"Oh?"

"Oh yeah, I’m pretty sure that Shadow guy got free. If that’s even a thing that happens?"

"That is decidedly odd," Tor Kot said, pointing the cane at the mantis-monster he called Miriam. "I need you to track down Shadow, because if I can’t call him something’s certainly the matter!"

While Tor Kot was distracted, Shayma focused on the hand resting on her shoulder. She knew she couldn’t pull away from it; whatever Skill he was using to hold her was far too powerful for that. But she’d had a little bit of success dealing directly with mage-kings before. Shayma reached through [Promise], pushing as much will and mana as she could against the hand. It was like running against a brick wall at first, but instant by instant, as she pushed against her Skill, she could feel the wall crumbling under the pressure of her mana.

Suddenly it all clicked into place, and Tor Kot’s hand crumbled to sand, blood spurting from the wrist.

"What!?" The mage-king was suddenly across the clearing again, another thunderclap and gust of wind announcing his motion. The realized illusion was already breaking, his hand reappearing hale and whole, but it was enough.

"Gotcha!" Blue exulted, and the clearing vanished, the familiar walls of the cottage appearing around her with a sharp snap.



Day 129 - Blue


While it turned out that I could just barely keep from being consumed by ANATHEMA rage, I still turned stupid and childish while keeping it under control and I did not like that at all. Frankly I’d call the whole expedition an unmitigated disaster if it weren’t for the fact that Shayma actually did get that last cube. I nearly lost my head, Shayma nearly got captured by a mage-king, and Annit nearly got depleted to nothing. Nearly. At least I got something out of that mess.

[Merciful] awards 540,000 experience for repelling [Controller: ANATHEMA] Tor Kot.

Apparently Shayma’s trick with the illusion that made Tor Kot back off counted for a lot. As well it should; it was damn impressive. Since Shayma was kinda-sorta part of me meant that I got credit, which was nice. But I should have thought of other things, like giving Shayma that anti-dungeon wardstone or really anything other than being a moron.

Unfortunately I’d panic-purchased the Companion specialization while I was flailing around trying to extract Shayma so I was down all those trait points, though to be fair I had been considering that purchase anyway. I wanted to actually take a good look at it now that I had my faculties back in order, but there were more important things to worry about.

"How’s Annit?" Shayma asked, the moment that she’d recovered from the Companion recall.

"One-twenty out of one-forty Depletion. It hit her all at once so yeah, she’s semiconscious but it’s not like with Yamal. I put her and Keri back in their house." Cheya was already closeted with Iniri for a debriefing, the five cubes resting on a desk.

"Can I see them?" Then, belatedly, she remembered what the entire journey had been for. "Did Cheya get the cube to Iniri?"

"Yeah they’re talking now. I’ll just put you at Annit and Keri’s front door." I wanted to remind her that her parents were around too, lodged in one of the manor houses flagged for Iniri’s entourage, but she had enough on her mind. Not that I wasn’t worried about Annit myself, but I couldn’t actually talk to her, or to Keri. Not to mention that the only thing I could offer to help Annit was, to say the least, not exactly suitable for the current mood.

I let Shayma do the comforting, which she was better at anyway, while I skimmed over the other recent entries in my overlay.

Core Specialization: Companion purchased.

Iniri Tarnil Companion level advances to 3.

Iniri Tarnil Companion level advances to 4.

30,000 experience gained for advancing a companion to rank 3.

40,000 experience gained for advancing a companion to rank 4.

Shayma Ell Companion level advances to 7.

Shayma Ell Companion level advances to 8 .

Shayma Ell Companion level advances to 9.

70,000 experience gained for advancing a companion to rank 7.

80,000 experience gained for advancing a companion to rank 8.

90,000 experience gained for advancing a companion to rank 9.

New Companion Options Available.

One of my cores did look sort of different from a mana perspective, if not a physical perspective, making me wish I’d been in my right mind when I’d selected the specialization so I could see what changed. Or been able to select the core properly, not that I could see that it mattered in this case.

Of course I couldn’t transcribe Iniri’s Skills right then and there. Like Shayma, she needed to go to a core, probably the Companion core, for me to do so. I’d have to ask her to do so later, after she finished her in-depth discussion with Cheya and the rest of her council about what to do now that they had the Adamant Fortress pieces.

Poking around under my Companion entries I did find a bunch of new options, which was nice. First of all, and finally, I got the ability to actually turn on and off my input from them. Given my nifty ability to know when someone invoked my name, I could just do that if I wanted to give someone privacy and I’d still know when they wanted my attention. Shayma didn’t really count for this, since my [Genius Loci] followed her around, but it might be more applicable in the future.

There was also a thing labeled Guidance, which, feeling it out, seemed like a much stronger version of the Companion bond. I tried saying something to Iniri through it to no avail, but she did stop her discussion for a moment so she definitely felt something. I left her alone after that. For experimentation I’d need probably both Shayma and Iniri paying attention and they had more important things to do at the moment than fiddle with that.

Most interestingly there was an option to link up dungeon features to Companions. I wasn’t completely certain without experimentation, but it seemed to me that I could let Iniri activate her teleport pad of her own accord, for example. While it might be a bit tricky to use in a way that made either Shayma or Iniri more powerful, it at least had the potential to improve my quality of life. The fewer things I had to pay attention to, the better.

At Companion rank seven, Shayma had unlocked the benefit that I gained as much experience as she did, when she gained experience. That sort of made sense, but it also seemed utterly broken when combined with the Companion rank nine benefit — I could spend experience on her Skills. I couldn’t level her directly, it seemed, but I could definitely rank up her Skills. Something I would have done already were it not for the fact that she needed to cash in what she’d already earned.

Shayma Ell has gained combat experience.

Shayma Ell has gained [Trickster] experience.

175,228 experience awarded via Companion: Shayma Ell.

Advancement to level 27 available.

Advancement to second tier available.

It was nice to see that the experience sharing worked, but it also implied I gained a lot more experience than she did. Also I needed a lot more than she did, since that whole chunk was less than it took to boost some of my more esoteric categories. Considering she’d capped out a bunch of her Skills, she’d probably be getting some interesting evolutions when she did advance a tier. I was kind of surprised they didn’t evolve right then and there, considering how potent the Class was, but apparently she still needed to follow some rules.

Continuing the poking around I was doing, I found some new traits available, courtesy of the specialized core.

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

Companion Concord: Allow Companions to communicate with each other regardless of distance or physiology. (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. (30 points)

Two of those made me a little uncomfortable. ‘Companion Directives’ seemed to imply that Companions could assert some control over me, and not just through words. It made sense for less intelligent dungeons to get input from smarter creatures, though I had to question just how a non-intelligent dungeon could manage to do anything. Then again I knew I was weird for a dungeon; over the scale of years and careful cultivation of the dungeon by Companions it would make more sense.

‘Designate ANATHEMA’ was just weird. Why couldn’t I choose? Where was my ability to point it at something else? I’d just make it purple unicorns or something and wouldn’t have to worry about it when I was trying to do important things. Of course with my luck I could only switch from Red Cores to ordinary mortals or something else that would only make things worse.

Class Management seemed completely, absurdly powerful, but also completely, absurdly expensive. It also was, if my previous experience was any guess, a soul-editing ability which seemed kind of scary. Although my current breeding abilities seemed to be soul-editing so maybe not. Either way that was far too many points to consider saving until I had a better way of getting trait points.

Of all the new options only Companion Concord seemed like it might be worth getting in the near future, since Empower’s talk of a great cost made me think it was a nigh-suicidal option. Just having Shayma and Iniri being able to communicate anywhere and at any time would be incredibly valuable, though it wasn’t like I had any trait points left to spend.

Since I didn’t have anything I could actively do, I watched Shayma comforting Keri while I considered how strange Tor Kot was. He had seemed somewhat flighty, but he was also intelligent and charismatic and, most weirdly, didn’t seem evil at all. We already knew he was more dangerous than Vok Nal, but having an opponent that was smart and not taken with his own superiority was the worst possible option.

"I’m not dead." Annit grumped from her bed. She was simply laying down with her forearm over her eyes, and out of consideration for her I turned down the lights.

"I know what it’s like to have high Depletion," Shayma said sympathetically. "It’s pretty awful."

"When did you— ? Oh right." Annit groaned and Keri tightened her grip on Annit’s other hand.

"Just lay there and rest for a while," Keri chided her. "It may not be a physical injury but you’re going to make it worse if you don’t give yourself time to recuperate."

"I’m not going to recuperate," Annit snapped. "I’m not stupid. There’s nothing that can fix Depletion except, oh, conveniently going a round with Blue. Who conveniently waited until—" She cut herself off, taking a breath. "Fuck. I’m sorry, Shayma, I don’t mean that. You don’t need to tell Blue about it right?"

"Yeah, I can pretend I didn’t notice." The accusation did hurt, even if she didn’t mean it. Not only in the specific but also in the general. I didn’t wait to pull Annit out until after she had gotten hit by Tor Kot’s presence; I was trying my best to get them out before he even showed up. I also didn’t want people to get the idea that I might start working with the mage-kings, or at least exploiting them, in order to get people in a position where I was their only option.

"Of course not," Shayma assured her, though Keri caught Shayma’s ears twitching and gave her a knowing look.

"Thank the gods," Annit sighed. "I don’t need him mad at me on top of all this."

"You know, I do have that [Restful Night] Field. I can put that up and let her, or her and Keri both, get some rest." Shayma relayed that, and Keri nodded. 

"I think that would be for the best. Yes, even if you don’t feel tired, Annie. You need some distance."

"Fine." Annit sighed. "Fine! I’ll take a nap."

"I’m going to stay too," Keri said, refusing to let go of Annit’s hand. "I’ll talk things over with you later. We did get that cube right?"

"Yes," Shayma assured her. "Despite everything we got what we wanted."
"Good," Keri said firmly, and Shayma backed out to let them rest while I created a [Restful Night] field.

"So, you’ve got some leveling up to do," I told Shayma as she made her way toward the teleport. I didn’t tell her that she got an entire tier up, because I thought that would be a fun surprise. She could use something positive.

"Oh right!" Shayma made a face. "I guess I might as well." I transported her to my core room and she stepped over to one of my cores, the Companion core specifically, putting her hands on the crystal to trigger the level-up process. Normally it wasn’t much from my end — it wasn’t like I was giving her any extra energy or anything, it just seemed to be a reorganization process since I could see her mana brighten and swirl without changing much. This time, however, wasn’t entirely normal.

When the levelup process started it wasn’t just her mana I saw. For once, [Soul Perception] registered something outside of Purification as Shayma’s soul shimmered into view. I could see how it touched all her mana at once, euclidean geometries be damned, mana and soulstuff flowing into each other. They clearly weren’t the same but they were integral to each other, and even as I watched the entire thing seemed to condense slightly, becoming more without growing any larger.

[Soul Perception advances to 7].

[Soul Perception advances to 8].

[Shayma Ell forms Skill: Dungeon Weaponry].

[Dungeon Weaponry]: You wield the dungeon’s defenses as your own. Allows integration of dungeon-based abilities and devices into other Skills.

Shayma Ell Class evolves to [Noble Trickster].

[Physical Superiority] 10 evolves to [Eidolon Body]. Regeneration, Corrosion Resistance, Temperature Resistance consumed by [Eidolon Body], setting rank to 3.

[Eidolon Body]: Approaching the pinnacle. Your body is significantly enhanced compared to your species baseline, with improved physical abilities, toughness, resistance, and healing. Each rank improves benefits.

[Illusory Presence] 10 evolves to [Phantom Presence]. [Stealth] consumed by [Phantom Presence], setting rank to 2.

[Phantom Presence]: What you wish to be, you are. Where you wish not to be, you aren’t. You are nearly impossible to detect when you do not wish to be, by means magical or mundane, and you may adjust your appearance and presence at will. Each rank improves the speed of changing disguise and power of stealth benefits.

[Ghost Step] 10 evolves to [Phantasmal Path]. Rank set to 1.

[Phantasmal Path]: You are a conduit for the realm of the phantasmal. You can walk beside the world, letting you 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. Distance of teleport improves with rank. Path speed improves with rank. Phantasmal realm clarity improves with rank.

[Limited Shapeshifting] 10 evolves to [Lesser Shapeshifting]: Rank set to 1.

[Lesser Shapeshifting] You may change your entire shape, though not quickly. Changing extremities or superficial features takes less time and resources.

[Illusion] 10 evolves to [Liminality]. Rank set to 1.

[Liminality]: Approaching the threshold. Your illusions have come one step closer to reality, to the point where the lines may blur at times.

[Eidolon Body] was an Ability rather than a Skill, constantly active rather than needing to be actively called upon like [Physical Superiority], which made it a hell of an upgrade in my opinion. Actually they were all crazy powerful upgrades. The two that really held my interest were [Phantasmal Path], which seemed vaguely mystical and not just magic, and [Liminality] which was clearly influenced by [Promise].

The actual scope of Shayma’s abilities didn’t change, but clearly the rank up process did some condensing and clarifying. I would bet that as more of her ancillary Skills reached their top ranks they’d merge and amplify the way her core Skills did. A process that would be considerably easier now that I could directly boost them.

The view of Shayma’s soul snapped off when the Class evolution finished, which was maybe three seconds total, but considering I’d gotten two advances in [Soul Perception] for that I wasn’t going to complain. The soul seemed to be, if not actually the Class and Skill system, the bedrock for it. Even though I normally couldn’t see it, apparently it also served as the locus for mana within the body. That wasn’t exactly right, as there seemed to be biologically captured mana, something that could be considered stamina, but even that was connected to the soul as well. Either that meant my lack of soul was why I couldn’t cast spells, or I had one – I could manipulate mana, after all – and it was stretched over my entire being, making the spellcasting lock some weird dungeon restriction.

"Oof." Shayma swayed, leaning against my core crystal. "What a rush!"

"You okay there? I caught a lot of changes and upgrades and stuff."

"Why didn’t you tell me I was going to evolve my Class?!" She stretched, flexed her fingers, and then did a backflip from a standing start. "I should have expected it, you love surprises," she added with a grin. "I wonder if Class evolutions always feel like this. I feel like I could take on— well, not Ansae, but maybe some other dragon. A small one."

"I’m sure that could be arranged. Let me rustle up that status sigil so you can see the new abilities, they’re quite something." It took me a moment to locate, making me think I really needed to set up some sort of ordered treasury for myself if I was going to start acquiring objects rather than just resources, but I pushed it into Shayma’s hand as soon as I found it.

"Oooh." Her eyes sparkled as she looked at her new Skills and Abilities.

"Yeah! I’m really curious about that [Phantasmal Path] bit. It sounds like the third ability lets you cross— I dunno, oceans or something?"

"Oh that’d be really amazing, especially since [Promise] lets me bring people along still!"

I took a glance at the Artifact, and found that not only was that true, but the description had changed fairly dramatically.

[Promise]

This ring was gifted to Shayma Ell by the Power known as Blue, the name reflecting both a pledge to her and an indication of her potential. Twice it saved her at pivotal moments, allowing her to shape reality through her illusions.

[Acts as a Primal Source for Kinetic, Illusion, Light, and Shadow Affinities]

[Allows perfect vision under any conditions]

[Bearer represents Authority]

[Cannot be lost or stolen]

[A small portion of Illusion may be rendered temporarily real]

[Bearer may take up to four individuals on her [Phantasmal Path]]

[This Artifact grows with Bearer and Authority]

So now I could see what ‘growing’ meant. Sure, the attuned trait changing made sense, but tangibility and intangibility were not the same as the new ability of just making illusions reality. The weird part to me was that it had somehow recorded its history in its description, making it clear that something, somehow, was paying attention to what was going on.

That made me a little paranoid, but only a little. With Ansae’s talk of mana and intent and seeing that Shayma’s mana cycled through her soul it was entirely possible that it was Shayma who’d written that description, albeit unwittingly. [Promise] was saturated with that mana, after all. 

I had occasionally wondered where the descriptions actually came from, and Shayma had told me it was just something the gods did. For myself I doubted that, if they existed, they actually did any of it themselves. Language generation wasn’t that hard a problem. Still, I should really ask Ansae whether the gods existed— no, scratch that, the belief was irrelevant. The question was whether they were active. Surely if anyone had witnessed them in living memory, it would be Ansae.

I also wanted to bring up some of the things Tor Kot had mentioned. It was obvious the man believed that what he was doing was necessary, I just couldn’t see why he thought so. There wasn’t anything I could think of to justify the mage-kings, though Tor Kot had mentioned something about a rift. If I had been in my right mind I might have had Shayma ask more questions, but on the other hand, maybe not. He hadn’t been actually hostile to Shayma but there was no guarantee that would have lasted. Another thing to ask Ansae.

Shayma activated [Phantasmal Path], which put her in a different sort of ghost world than [Ghost Step] had. Instead of a faded, half-ethereal realm, it was filled with brilliant colors, streaming off the pale washed out forms of the surroundings. The world was there, but distorted, and as I watched the world grew more faded, the streamers more intense, the colors blazing up.

"Ah, so that’s how I go deeper," she said, before the brilliant energy faded and she popped out of [Phantasmal Path]. Only, she appeared outside the cottage, ten feet in the air. The height didn’t bother her, as she landed easily with her tail flicking in excitement, but it did demonstrate that when the description said that leaving the deep path was imprecise, it really meant it. Shayma hadn’t even moved and she’d ended up somewhere else.

"Good thing I can always pull you back in case you get lost. Still, that’s a pretty crazy looking Skill. We’ll definitely have to test how far the deep paths can get you, but later. Once you’ve finished working out the kinks in the new Skills you should probably go say hi to your parents."

"Mom and dad!" Shayma’s eyes widened. "I’d completely forgotten!"

"That’s what I’m here for, kitten."

"Kitten!?" Shayma demanded incredulously. "I’m fox-kin, not cat-kin."

"So, what, I call you vixen?"

"Please don’t, that’s what dad calls my mom."

"That...okay I can see that."

Sienne and Giorn had not been what I expected. Giorn was just a huge guy, not oversized like Ansae but still over six feet and thickly muscled, widely built, and basically just big all over. He also had a truly heroic moustache. Sienne on the other hand was small and slim and lithe, and if she was any indication of how Shayma would age I had a lot to look forward to. They were also hopelessly besotted with each other and were even at that moment holding hands while they talked.

"I can just put you outside their door if you want."

"Please."

It was the work of a moment to connect the core room teleport to just outside the suite Iniri had given them, spinning up the Fields to transfer Shayma over to Meil. The moment I did, both Sienne and Giorn looked over in that direction, apparently sensitive enough to notice something like teleport magic in progress. They glanced at each other and Giorn started toward the door as Shayma lifted her hand to knock, took a breath, and hesitated.

"Nervous?"

"A little! It’s been so long since I saw them and…" Shayma paused for a moment, contemplating the past few months or years. "I mean, things have happened!"

"Honestly they seemed to take it okay when Iniri told them, I’m sure it’ll be fine."

"I hope so." Shayma muttered, lifting her hand to knock. Just before she could touch it Giorn opened the door and blinked down at Shayma for half a moment before he swept her up in a crushingly great hug. 

"Shayma! My baby girl! You’re safe!"

Shayma answered something, but it was muffled by the fact that she was entirely engulfed by Giorn’s massive arms. Sienne was there in a moment, poking at Giorn’s side. 

"Hey. Hey. Come on, give me a turn."

He stuck his tongue out at her but relinquished Shayma, who barely had time to breathe before being enfolded in the rather less suffocating arms of her mother.

"Hi mom," Shayma said, her voice a little shaky, though there was nothing shaky about her return hug. If they weren’t all Classers someone would have broken something. After a few more minutes of hugs and even a few tears on Sienne’s part, they stopped blocking the hallway and headed into the suite.

"Queen Iniri told us some things," Sienne began. "Are…" She gave Shayma a worried look. "Are you happy? I mean, how exactly are you connected to this Blue?"

"Maybe it’d be easiest if you showed them your Status? Also tell them hi." Shayma giggled. 

"Blue says hi. He has a good idea, too," she added, producing the Status sigil. "This will probably answer a lot of questions, but yes, I’m happy. I’m having a lot of fun." The two older fox-kin studied the Status with interest and no small amount of surprise. Or perhaps that was shock. Eventually Giorn whistled. 

"Now that’s an unusual Status. That [Liminality] sounds closer to third or even fourth tier than second." Sienne was less sanguine, more interested in her daughter’s new species description than her Skills. 

"Iniri said you were married to Blue. According to this you’re practically his slave!"

"Oh jeez. Yeah I’d forgotten about that." It’d been so long since anyone else had been given the details of Shayma’s real Status that the wording had completely slipped my mind. Fortunately, Shayma was already shaking her head.

"Actually it’s more severe than that," she told Sienne, which was the exact opposite of what I’d consider reassurance. "But Blue doesn’t want to exercise control over me. We’ve had more than a few arguments and it’s not like he ever forced me to change my mind." Sienne was still scowling, and Shayma laughed. 

"It’s fine, mom. Blue is very sweet, and I don’t have to worry about finding an adventuring boyfriend. Also…" She held out her hand, displaying [Promise]. "What kind of slave gets something like this? I’d say it counts as a wedding band, don’t you?""

"An Artifact?" Sienne stared, agape at the ring. It was worth a stare, in my opinion. I’d made it just on a whim, more or less, but it was proving to be incredibly powerful.

"I know! Plus, it’s thanks to him that I have this Class. I was originally a [Seeker], you know."

"Wait, so you evolved that Class from [Seeker]?" Giorn seemed more than willing to discard any talk of my being Shayma’s paramour in favor of Class discussions.

"No, Blue changed my Class to [Trickster]. I just went through the evolution a few minutes ago actually!"

"Wait, he changed your Class?" Giorn’s eyes sparkled and Shayma held up her hand.

"Before you ask anything, it’s not something he can or is willing to do for everyone. In fact the actual Class overhaul was the result of the Bargain, but a lot of the rest of it is only for Companions. Who can only be women." A strange expression took over Sienne’s face. 

"Wait, so you’ve…" Sienne made a highly suggestive gesture with her hands, "with Blue?"

"Um." Shayma flushed. Sienne’s face twisted further. 

"But he’s a dungeon?"

"Yes?"

"Honey…" She trailed off, eyes sparkling dangerously. "You know that means he’s had more men inside him than you ever will."

"Oh my god your mom is amazing."

"Mom!" Shayma spluttered.

"I’ve got more holes, too."

"Blue! Don’t encourage her!" Even poor Shayma’s ears were flushed, her face buried in her hands.

"What did he say?" Giorn asked with a smirk. "If he can handle your mother’s humor you might have actually found a keeper."

"Hey," Sienne protested. "I’m hilarious."

Apparently Shayma’s parents weren’t going to be any problem. I wasn’t sure how fine they actually were with Shayma’s relationship, but they hadn’t gone absolutely crazy. Seeing Shayma happy and cheerful and whole probably helped with that. Pragmatically, so did seeing her Status. The fact that I was making her powerful rather than keeping her helpless was a more compelling argument than most I could muster.

After Shayma recovered from Sienne’s humor, she fielded a bunch more questions about what she’d been up to in the years since they’d seen each other. Surprisingly they didn’t have many questions for me, though I imagine that was in part because I was so far from human or demihuman that a lot of the normal inquiry didn’t apply. What was my background? I was a dungeon. What were my skills? Dungeon. Add in the fact that we were in the middle of a war with the mage-kings and there was barely any normalcy to latch on to.

When she related a suitably edited account of our first meeting, Giorn asked something I probably should have a long time ago. 

"So why exactly did you take Blue’s offer? I know you weren’t exactly in the best position, but still."

"It was partly that," Shayma admitted. "Partly because [Seeker] guided me there and I trusted my Skill. Then there was your advice about taking obligations seriously. And..." She hesitated for a moment, but this time she wasn’t overcome by blushing. "I was a little curious."

"She’s definitely your daughter," Giorn rumbled, and Sienne stuck her tongue out at him.

"No matter what the terms actually are, when you get offered a deal by some sort of spirit or power you better be prepared to fulfill your end of it." Sienne said. "If you accept, at least. One of those things my family teaches because we’ve seen it on occasion ourselves."

"On occasion," Giorn agreed. "We have run into a few adventurers with a patron or something. Even more rarely we’ve run into someone who’s broken a deal and survived, and even then they usually didn’t fare so well."

"Well, I’ve got someone on that list I need to deal with, for sure." I grumped. Unless she decided to come back after I’d figured out something more potent than what I already had, there wasn’t much I could do to hold The Hurricane accountable. 

"Why would The Hurricane do that?" Shayma wondered aloud, before remembering that her audience didn’t know what she was talking about. She briefly sketched out what had happened, as explanation for my grumbling. "Betraying a Power seems incredibly stupid."

"No offense to Blue, but he’s difficult to really get my head around," Giorn told her. "It’s easier to believe it’s you instead of an intelligent Power, and I’m afraid a fourth-tier just isn’t going to be very afraid of you. Especially since you weren’t even an actual Classer until today!"

"I guess I’m just going to have to practice being scary." Shayma mused.

"The new Companion stuff I got ought to help with leveling, too. I can pump experience into your Skills but it does sort of eat into my own pool."

"Oh, that seems interesting, but that should probably wait until after I’m used to my new Skills."

"We should go out adventuring together to get you accustomed to your evolved Class," Giorn suggested. "The family that slays together, stays together!"

"Really?" Sienne groaned. "How long have you been waiting to say that?"

"Since I married you." Giorn grinned unrepentantly.

"Your parents are good people." I told Shayma.

"Yeah," she smiled. "I know."







Day 130 - Iniri


Iniri traced her fingers over the cubes that made up the Adamant Fortress.  While there had just been one or two, they’d seemed no more than heavy brass, but now that all five were together she could feel the power entrained in their cores.  Why it was five pieces instead of one she wasn’t certain, but it was definitely real and definitely alive.

From what she could tell what it wanted was [Shield of Tarnil].  Of course, it made sense that the Lineage Skill was the one it needed to activate or be controlled, if this was Tarnil’s greatest treasure from the time of the founding.  Only those of the Tarnil line would have such a Skill, and only the actual ruler would be able to evolve a royal Class. The only issue was that from all accounts the Fortress was not exactly safe to activate, not without a serious source of mana.

Which she did have access to, if she could come up with something to entice Blue.

Speaking of whom, she was pretty sure Blue was doing something.  She’d gotten some very strange feedback more than once over the past while that had nothing to do with her Class or any of her Skills.  She’d asked him to send Shayma over to discuss things but that hadn’t happened yet. It seemed the girl was visiting her family, and by the time Iniri had finished talking over things with Cheya and the rest of her council it had gotten fairly late.  Normally people wouldn’t think of putting off a request from a Queen, but Shayma wasn’t exactly her subject anymore and Blue was Blue.

Bizarrely, she felt an urge to go to Blue’s core room, and while she would like to take a soak in the hot spring he’d set up she mistrusted the feeling enough after the strange mana surges from him that she’d wait until Shayma came by.  While she wasn’t going to start demanding Blue bow to her wishes, she wasn’t going to allow herself to do the reverse. While she had to admit that ultimately he was more powerful than she was, especially with Yamal still unconscious – in a coma, Blue said – she was only willing to cede him equal status.  

Fortunately he’d stated outright he had no desire to take over Tarnil.  Unfortunately, paying for his help was probably going to end up bankrupting her, with what little of the treasury was left.  Waging a war was difficult with effectively no resources, a fact that her tutors had made painfully clear when teaching history.  The reality of it was even worse than the lessons. If it were a conventional invasion she’d have been forced to surrender long ago, but with the mage-kings there was no such option.

"Shayma is here to see you, Your Majesty."  One of her guards announced it, which was half-surprising.  Blue had the habit of putting Shayma directly into the room, though Iniri’s office was a little small for that.

"Show her in," Iniri told him, gladly shoving aside the detritus of governance for a moment.  The job of who needed to be held accountable versus those who were merely victims in Meil was an unrewarding slog.  Not to mention an ongoing one, as there were still some who thought they could exploit the devastation for their own aggrandizement.  Essentially the entire legal and economic infrastructure had been destroyed, and it was only thanks to Blue that wasn’t true for the physical infrastructure as well.

Shayma bounced in, looking entirely too happy and energetic for that time of day.  She also seemed to be a little more solid, and squinting at the fox girl through her mana sight Iniri realized that she’d probably evolved to her next tier.  Already. Admittedly the early levels came quick, and it was really the end of the second tier or beginning of the third where most people stalled out, but Shayma was moving fast even so.  Especially considering she wasn’t doing long-term delves like most early adventurers or prospective Classers.

"Good morning!" Shayma said cheerfully.  She nodded at the cubes to the side of Iniri’s desk, where her hand still rested.  "Is everything working with them? I know it’s an Artifact but it’s been hundreds of years."

"It seems to be ready," Iniri said.  She couldn’t help but smile back; the girl’s cheerfulness was infectious.  "It’s just not a good idea to activate it inside a city. From what I understand it needs a good amount of mana, too, which is something I hope Blue can help me with.  In fact, while you’re here I have a few questions for him, if he’ll indulge me."

"Certainly."  Shayma cocked her head, ears twitching.  "Blue’s certain you’ve noticed some oddness recently, is this about that?"

"Yes."

"Mostly he decided on the Companion specialization.  Not entirely on purpose — he was trying to pull me away from Tor Kot..."  Shayma stopped, blinking. "Oh wait, you don’t know about that because Cheya left first."

"...I do not know about that."  Iniri’s eyebrows tried to climb into her hair and she glanced over at the [Spymistress], who was sorting her own pile of paperwork.  The woman inclined her head to Shayma with some respect, but apparently didn’t have anything to add. Shayma had confronted Tor Kot himself, and still managed to escape?  It would be too much to ask that Blue had worked some miracle and managed to actually do to him what he’d done to Vok Nal, but she could hope.

It didn’t take long for Shayma to sketch out what had happened, since the clash hadn’t lasted but a minute, and none of it sounded good.  Tor Kot was obviously smarter than Vok Nal had been, and even though Shayma’s little trick had startled him it wasn’t like she’d done any real damage.  Between nearly killing one of Shayma’s companions and finding out that Meil wasn’t under mage-king control, she had to say Tor Kot had come out unambiguously ahead.

"Anyway, the new Companion stuff he got includes the ability to send you guidance, supposedly, but he can’t send anything in particular.  It’s just on or off, more or less. Your Companion rank also increased which means he can Transcribe your Skills, so he wants you to stop by the core room."

That explained some things, at least, and not in a good way. 

 "I don’t much like having Blue’s ‘guidance’ shoving my head around." She frowned at Shayma.

"Blue says you’re the one who agreed to be a Companion," Shayma replied, which made Iniri blink.  Then check herself before she said anything further, because Shayma was absolutely right. She had made a deal with a Power and everyone knew what that meant.  There was no use complaining about it or even being too annoyed. Objectively, he was the only reason she still had a hope of retaining a kingdom or even her head, and while all the worries she still had made quite the hefty pile it was ungrateful to be so churlish.  

Iniri took a long breath.  Clearly she needed to take a while and think things through.  Considering how her relationship with him, and Tarnil’s, kept evolving, she needed to start considering Blue in a different way.  It was no longer just her as a queen and Blue as an unknown and dangerous thing.  He’d earned better than that.

"You’re right.  I apologize." She said, rubbing her forehead.  "I have excuses, but I did agree to it, and I’m going to have to ask Blue for still more help before this is all said and done.  I’m fortunate he’s not taking me to task for trying to shirk my own responsibilities."

"For what it’s worth, Blue’s turned down the guidance for now.  It’s pretty worthless if he can’t use it to tell you specific things, especially when I can just come and tell you if he needs something.  He says he also knows how frustrating it is to have external compulsions on your behavior and he doesn’t want to do that to you."

"I appreciate that."  Iniri rubbed at her temples.  "Could it wait until this evening?  I have an absolute pile of work and the core room is admittedly relaxing.  I’d like to just…" Iniri paused, remembering how nice the water was. Not to mention how nice other things were, though she shoved that aside.  "Just stay there for a while," she finished. Shayma laughed.  

"Of course, Blue says it’s not that urgent, he’s just really curious.  It’s a shame you’re at rank four, because at rank five he could transcribe Skills back to you."

"That would be interesting," Iniri admitted, almost in spite of herself.  "Though I hope that I’m not in the middle of battles in the future. I doubt it’ll be as useful for me as it would be for you.  Besides, when would I find time to work on new Skills?"

"I suppose that’s true," Shayma said.  "But, new Skills! I know I’m a little excited."

"Speaking of which, are you officially a Classer now?  You look like you hit your second tier."

"I did!" Shayma beamed.  "[Noble Trickster]. I’m not entirely certain why it sounds like I’m going a nobility path but I got some really nice evolved Skills."

Iniri chuckled.  It had been some time since she’d talked adventurer-shop with anyone, and seemed longer since it was before the invasion.  It was an unexpected slice of nostalgia, which was nice even if it wasn’t much contributing to getting work done.  

"You represent Blue, and he’s practically a sovereign nation, which makes you practically royalty.  That may be a bit tenuous but I’m sure its something like that. The gods have strange ideas sometimes, but I think calling you nobility is reasonable enough."  Shayma made a face.  

"Does that mean I’ll have to start wearing court dresses?"  She asked, then suddenly laughed. "Well thank you, Blue, but I still don’t want to spend too much time in them."

"I’m sure you can wear whatever you like."  Iniri assured her. "Now, so far as Blue supplying the mana for this," she added, tapping the cubes, "does he want to wait until tonight to discuss it?  Or does he have something in mind now?" Her ears flicked for a moment.  

"He’ll have to think about it.  He’d been figuring that you’d need his help to fuel it, but he’s a bit worried about the size of the Waste and what that means for mana consumption."

"If legends are to be believed the Waste is the result of more than just the Fortress," Iniri pointed out.  "I don’t want to ruin what’s left of Tarnil, that’s for sure. It doesn’t feel too mana-hungry, though I’m not sure how long the ambient mana around here could sustain it.  Some place like Wildwood could probably have it operating almost permanently."

"Well he’ll consider how he wants to handle this for now.  It’s not like he doesn’t have his own investment in getting rid of Tor Kot, especially now that he knows Blue isn’t part of their little cabal."

Iniri nodded.  She didn’t blame Blue for not providing free assistance, but at least he recognized when there was common cause.  Or when he was responsible, like with Meil. It sounded like whatever he came up with was likely to be on the inexpensive side, so far as prices went, though what exactly she had that was of value to him anymore was a good question.  

"For the moment— " She stopped when Shayma raised a hand, listening to Blue.

"He just shot down a mantis monster that was flying over Meil," she reported.  Iniri leapt to her feet.  

"What was it doing? Why didn’t any of my Classers spot it?  For that matter, how did Blue ‘shoot it down?’" She’d seen some of Blue’s weaponry before and while it had been alarming in its own way, it wasn’t anything that could threaten anything in flight.  Clearly she hadn’t seen everything. Iniri glanced over to Cheya, who was staring over at Shayma with a rare look of alarm.

"I didn’t see anything," Cheya said.  "None of my Skills did. I didn’t see how he shot it down either.  Did he use that light weapon you had?"

"Exactly," Shayma nodded to Cheya, which at least answered that question.  "It was camouflaged, but Blue can see through that.  It seems to have been bearing a message, though given that it was a level forty stealth monster he suspects it was meant to do more than that."

"I would imagine so," Cheya said.  "If one, why not send more than one?  Are there any others?"

"Blue’s keeping an eye out, but so far nothing."  Shayma tilted her head, eyes unfocused as she concentrated on whatever Blue was sending her.  "He says there’s some spellwork on the message cylinder and he’s afraid it might be some sort of trap so he doesn’t want to just deliver it to you."

"I see."  That was unusually paranoid thinking, when Blue seemed very often naive about the interplay of power.  She made a motion to one of her guards. "Send for Keel," she instructed, since of her two court mages he was slightly better at reading spellwork.

"Blue’s going to put up a quarantine room," Shayma said, and Iniri nodded acknowledgement.  She just would have had Keel take it into the basement – well, some other building’s basement – but whatever Blue decided to build would be a far better option.  Though if it was just on a message cylinder it wasn’t likely whatever-it-was could be all that dangerous. If she were to bet, she would think it was a divination anchor.  Keel appeared a few moments later, ever so slightly out of breath, and Iniri nodded to Shayma.  

"Blue has a message cylinder that needs to be vetted.  Just in case."

"He can just teleport you there when you’re ready."  Keel made a face at that, no doubt still jealous at how casually Blue treated spatial workings, and nodded.  

"Any time, then," he said, and vanished.

He was back only a minute later.  

"Divination anchor," he said, confirming Iniri’s suspicions.  "I deactivated it but whoever’s on the other end probably knows that someone found it."  He handed it Cheya, who cracked the seal and unscrewed it carefully, checking it for more mundane traps and poisons as she unfurled the scroll inside.  When she was finally satisfied, she handed it to Iniri.

Queen Iniri (or someone close to her),

While I regret the damage that must be done along the way, I have a clear duty that I must pursue.  After a conversation with one of your agents, I have found out that the Meil core is no longer under control of even our rogue elements.  While I cannot logically begrudge your actions against Vok Nal, I also cannot allow a core to unmanaged and uncontrolled for longer than it already has been.  I certainly cannot allow the possibility of it being destroyed.

To that end I have dispatched a certain force to regain control of it.  If you wish to cede control of the core without issue I will certainly not pursue the point.  Unfortunately, if you do wish to contest control of the Meil core I have ensured this force is well-equipped to guarantee our success.

If you are reading this it is entirely likely you have disposed of the messenger.  I admit that is not unreasonable; it was supposed to take certain reconnaissance of the city, which is something you would prefer not to allow.  I do not have significant hopes that this monster will manage it, however, given the capabilities demonstrated by your agent.

It was signed Tor Kot, the writing neat and precise.

"Can’t catch a break, it seems."  Iniri passed the letter onto to Shayma.  "At least we have the Fortress, though I don’t think we intended on using it here."

"It’s my fault."  Shayma grimaced. "If I hadn’t given away all of that to Tor Kot…"  Iniri intervened before she could blame herself further. Frankly the whole mission had been done on a wing and a prayer since they couldn’t get any information or take the time to investigate.  The fact that it had gone as well as it had was amazing.

"We would have had a few more months, at best, but not much would be different."  It wasn’t much of a shock at this point. She’d already suffered enough kicking from the mage-kings that one more thing wasn’t going to make a difference.  Besides, between Blue and the Fortress they actually had a chance at fending the monsters off. It wasn’t like Blue hadn’t destroyed an massive number of monsters before.  "But I’m going to have to start with divinations now if he’s actually sending an army."

"Speaking of divinations."  Shayma pulled another face. "It’s not that urgent considering all this, but Haerlish is still putting together some sort of strike team.  Apparently they’re not planning on trying to take Blue over, just sit around and extort a bunch of materials from him for a bit.  Well, from me."

"Mmm.  I don’t know how much more strongly I can put my diplomatic protests, considering I don’t exactly have much standing to work with."  Not to mention Haerlish was only one future point of trouble.  The rumblings coming out of Nivir were not much better than Haerlish, though it wasn’t surprising that the nearby kingdoms would look to be a bit expansionist under the circumstances.  She would be, if Nivir collapsed into anarchy.

"You can tell them Blue is not amused and if they come they’ll probably all die," Shayma said bluntly.  "Though it’s looking like they mostly think I’m the one in charge of things."

"The trouble is that Blue isn’t really known yet," Iniri sighed.  "Kingdoms – or empires – are founded by fifth-tiers, who are pretty famous by the time they get there, and whose abilities are not in question.  I don’t know what happens with new Powers but I doubt anyone just takes their word for it that they can do things. I expect right now people like The Hurricane view you as part of Tarnil, and in the state we’re in we can’t do much to fend off that sort of mercenary behavior."

"I don’t know, we might have to," Shayma said, speaking to Blue.  "He suggested that I go to Haerlish and let him sink the palace into the sea."

Iniri nearly choked.  Keel made some sort of strangled noise before cutting himself off.  Cheya just sighed, and Iniri exchanged a look with both her advisors before responding.

"That’s a bit extreme.  Well, perhaps not," she amended.  "I shouldn’t be telling Blue his business.  Can it wait until after we deal with Tor Kot?"

"Probably," Shayma admitted, ears flicking.  "They’re still going through rounds of meetings and waiting on people to free up schedules and such."

"For once, bureaucracy works in our favor," Iniri murmured.  "I’m going to start the divination then. Keel, get Joce and meet me in the ritual room."

"Your Majesty," Keel said, bowing before he hurried out of the room.

"Blue’s curious what exactly the divining ritual will tell you," Shayma reported.

"What we want is to be able to directly scry the area.  That’s not likely; it doesn’t take much mana flux at all to disrupt that kind of direct viewing.  Barring that, find concentrations of monsters or spikes of mana, or area where there’s a particularly strong opposition to the scry.  Blue’s [Warding] is strange, by the way, because it just suppresses the ability of a divination to find an anchor point. I’d like to figure out how that works, especially since Tor Kot might be using the same thing." Shayma listened intently, nodding at intervals.

"If I get divination from you maybe I can learn to do it too," she said, startling Iniri.  Despite the fact that Shayma had mentioned Skill transcribing more than once, she hadn’t ever thought of it as such an immediate thing.  It didn’t seem entirely fair, either, considering how much time Iniri had spent on Divination to get a Skill that wasn’t part of her primary Affinity.  One of the benefits of dealing with Powers.

A benefit she had access to, even if she’d dismissed it earlier.  Or would soon enough, assuming Blue was willing to offer her the service when she made the next Companion level.  Whenever and however that happened.

"Maybe so," Iniri agreed.  "The ritual room is across the hall."  Since it was mostly used for divination rituals, it didn’t need the reinforcements that most people put in when dealing with more explosive Affinities.

Shayma looked around the room curiously, though she’d seen Iniri deal in rituals before, and moved herself out of the way.  Joce and Keel arrived bare moments after they did, bowing to her before taking up positions on the other side of the runes set in the floor.  She’d carved them herself, days ago, when she’d been trying to get into contact with whatever towns and villages were still intact and nearby.

"Ready, gentlemen?"  At their assent she poured mana into [Lesser Divination], using her [Ritual Leadership] to run the Affinity through the runes, allowing Joce and Keel to add their own mana and Affinities to the spell.  While she only had [Lesser Divination], the ritual working boosted the potency enough that she could cover most of Tarnil with it, at least for the simplest sort of search. She didn’t need quite that scope at the moment, narrowing it down to the band below Meil and sweeping south toward the border with Tor Kot.

Most of it was sparsely settled the depredations by Vok Nal, but there were still pockets of people similar to the first one Shayma had found.  Most of those of which were in nominal contact with Meil by that point. Tor Kot’s land was, by contrast, far more populated and far better kept, but even with the very vague sweep she was doing she could tell there were a good number of monsters mixed in with the humans and demihumans.  From Cheya’s description of Duenn, Tor Kot had inserted his monsters into everyday life, so that sort of thing was to be expected.

Not far from the border due north of Duenn, the Divination returned something a little different than the usual small specks of life, monster or otherwise.  In fact, it was barely on their side of the border, in the lands that Vok Nal used to claim. She frowned and focused on the area, finding the usual sort of interference that came with potent monsters or Classers gathered together, only the scale of it…

Joce and Keel caught her intentions as she shifted the divination, helping her adjust the mana flowing through the runework.  Instead of vague impressions, the divination sharpened to give concrete information. There didn’t seem to be any particular protections against the scry, but she almost wished there were when she got the impression of thousands of monsters.  Tens of thousands, and none of them seemed to be under level twenty.

She flipped her hand, making a construct of light over the runework and letting the divination spell filter into it.  What resulted was a swarm of pinprick lights covering the solid plane of the ground, with even more specks flitting about above it.  Keel whistled.

"That’s a lot of monsters," he said.

"Here I thought Vok Nal’s army was big," Joce added.

"How did he get so many monsters that close to us so quickly?"  Iniri wondered aloud, then shook her head. "Of course. If Blue can do ridiculous teleporting, I’m sure Tor Kot can too.  I suppose the question is why he didn’t decide to move a giant army even closer than that."

"Blue had trouble doing dungeon things close to Duenn," Shayma said.  "Tor Kot would probably have issues close to Blue, though it may just be that he can’t reach much further.  He had all sorts of spellwork along the roads, but it did stop right at the border."

"At least that means he can’t completely overrun us without warning.  Though this is bad enough. I’m not sure how fast they’re moving but we probably only have a few days."  Iniri took a deep breath, rubbing her temples as she stared at the divination. "I suppose we’ll have to try the Fortress sooner than we expected, unless Blue thinks he can handle this.  I know our Classers can’t."

"Um, he could probably take care of a lot of them but he doubts that Tor Kot’s army is going to be as easy to deal with as Vok Nal’s.  How many are there?"

"It’s difficult to say, but I think at least forty thousand on the ground," Keel answered.  "Something over five thousand in the air but some of them keep going down and others come up."

"That is a lot."  Shayma looked daunted, which was slightly underwhelming compared to the slow horror creeping up Iniri’s spine.  The size of the army was beyond absurd; even if they were easy to kill, which she doubted, the sheer numbers were enough to overwhelm her kingdom even at its peak.  Even Blue’s sheer ground-scouring weaponry would have issues making a dent in a force like that.

"We’re going to have to find a good defensive point between here and there, otherwise they can just go around the Fortress," Iniri said.

"How does the Fortress work?"  Shayma asked. "If they’re coming to Meil anyway, can we just put it right on top?"

"I suppose that’s possible, but I’d want to evacuate the city if we do."  Clearly she’d been working herself too hard if that possibility didn’t occur to her first.  Not that evacuating was a simple matter. If nothing else they needed somewhere to evacuate to, and the only option for that…

Everything came back to Blue.  He had such enormous power, both to project force and to support logistics, that nothing she could summon from the remaining scraps around her compared.  In many ways he was the only power she had, given how few Classers she had left and how tattered the governance structure was.  Considering it, she should really be more grateful that he had been so helpful.

"Blue says it’d probably be easier to just relocate the city."

"Easier.  To relocate the city."  She blinked at Shayma.

"Because it’s part of him," Shayma confirmed.  "Mostly he doesn’t want to have to worry about rebuilding it again, but it would probably be faster, too.  He can put it back when we’re done."

"Right, then."  Iniri nodded at the light constructs.  "Joce, get anyone with travel Skills and start evacuating everyone who’s in the path of that.  Pull them all back to Meil. Keel, get everyone with any transport Skills to start pulling in stockpiles.  If Blue’s going to sequester the city we ought to be ready for it.

The two of them let the ritual drop, bowing before they hurried out the door.  She dissolved the light construct, cutting off the mana to the [Lesser Divination].  An in-depth analysis of movements could come later, hopefully after she’d scrounged up someone with a talent at tactics and strategy.

"Under the circumstances, Blue is willing to provide the mana infrastructure for the Fortress without recompense, though he’ll have to discuss moving Meil.  He does want to leave it at some point, after all."

"If we ever make it past the current crisis," Iniri sighed.  "That doesn’t seem very likely, sometimes, and I don’t blame him for wanting out."  Even if they managed to hold against Tor Kot’s army, they had to deal with the mage-king himself somehow.  This could drag on for years more, and she was selfishly grateful that Blue had become himself an enemy of the mage-kings.  If it weren’t for that, she didn’t imagine he’d want to stick around.

"Before he starts trying to shift the whole city, is it possible to see what the Fortress is like?  Or is it something that you can only deploy once and then wait until it decides to turn back into cubes?"

"I actually don’t know," Iniri admitted.  "I need to activate it with [Shield of Tarnil] first, and I really don’t want to do that inside.  Best case, I’d probably take off the top of the manor."

"Blue says you should try it out on his land, so he can watch himself and determine the best way to supply mana when you deploy it against Tor Kot."

Iniri hummed, considering it.  Even if they couldn’t move the Fortress afterward, which she didn’t think would be the case since it was supposed to be mobile, if Blue hid away Meil it’d still be the only point the army could assault.  In fact, considering that Blue was the real target they wanted, even if they didn’t know it, something that protected him directly was absolutely worth it.

"Let me take care of things here and we’ll go."  Despite all the emergencies, she still needed to take care of some things so they wouldn’t have food shortages and people didn’t riot.  There was even a death order to sign for a pair of low level Classers who thought they could get away with some casual rape and theft while out on the Queen’s business.  One reason she didn’t like to use anyone under level forty for official business was to keep out the riffraff, but she didn’t have the luxury at the moment.

"Sure!  I’ll go and visit mom and dad until then."  Iniri nodded, pursing her lips at the reminder.  She didn’t know the Ells very well; before Shayma had appeared at her doorstep she hadn’t heard of them at all.  Not unusual, considering they were apparently only in the upper second tier when hostilities broke out, but she thought someone would have brought a void Affinity user to her attention.  Now that they were in or near the third tier, and considering the impression they made, she would have no qualms deputizing them.  

Assuming Blue didn’t get to them first.  She was sure Blue would trust Shayma’s parents well enough and it wasn’t like Shayma would recommend against working for Blue.  Considering the gifts he could give out in terms of Sources and material, it probably wouldn’t take much convincing either. So far he was lacking any source of void Affinity for Sienne, though upon consideration that might be for the best.  A Power that could generate seemingly infinite mana having access to void Affinity was a terrifying thing to consider.

Shayma disappeared out the door again, and Iniri shook her head.  She probably didn’t realize it herself, but the girl had completely lost all her awe at Iniri’s rank.  Or anyone else’s rank, for that matter. She was guilty of starting the process herself, of course, but Blue had finished it quite decisively.

Iniri crossed over to her office and got back to work.  She’d have to send a few runners to make sure everyone knew about today’s emergency, but if nothing else she was looking forward to seeing how the Adamant Fortress worked.  If she was really honest, she was most looking forward to a few hours in the hot spring, hidden away from the world.



Day 130 - Blue


I felt a bit sorry for Iniri, frazzled as she looked when I teleported her into my audience hall along with the cubes and a pair of guards, but she was the Queen.  It wasn’t like anyone else was going to do her job.  She gawked for a moment at the colorful architecture, which pleased me since hardly anyone had been around to see it so far.  That’d change eventually, probably, but for now it was underappreciated.

"Just set it up out front," I suggested.  "I made a big flat area to try it in."  A full square kilometer, actually, though it was possible it’d need more area.  I had a thought to try a spatial expansion without any borders other than the ground to really give the Fortress room, but without testing it first that wasn’t the best idea.

Overall a single square kilometer wasn’t much area, but considering the five cubes were fairly small I didn’t imagine that the fortress itself would be so immense that it’d crush the mountain and flatten the foothills. Besides, it was a mobile fortress so there had to be some attempt to conform to the local terrain.  If worst came to worst, it wasn’t like there was anything too valuable in the way of any potential devastation.  Everything expensive was below ground level or very far into the mountain.

Shayma guided Iniri out of the audience chamber, through the entrance hall to the grassy meadow beyond.  Just under it I’d reproduced a mini-dynamo, which was about as much mana as I was prepared to feed the Fortress today.  If nothing else I’d be able to get an idea of how much I’d need to keep the thing active during battle.  

I was already hollowing out space below Meil to set up the dynamos.  Since I knew that Iniri would take me up on my offer to move the city, I had also set up a spatially expanded chamber large enough to hold Meil; walls, buildings, and all.  By my experiments with [Relocate] it’d take hours, even helping it along by burning mana, but that was impressive speed for something the size of a city. I thought so, at least.

I had them stop above the center of the dynamo, in the middle of the grass, and told Shayma that Iniri could kick it off anytime.  She beckoned to her guards, who’d had the task of actually hauling around the Artifact pieces along with some metal stands, and they set them up on the grass.  It didn’t seem that they needed any great precision, just a sort of close-enough plus-shaped structure with the outlying cubes half a meter from the central one.

Iniri waved everyone back as she stepped up to put her hand on the central cube, eyes half-closing as she concentrated.  I focused on the mana as closely as I could; it was clear Iniri was invoking her mana, but she was stopping short of actually pushing it into full manifestation.  What was fascinating to me was that it came, to some extent, pre-shaped. It was light Affinity, of Iniri’s particular flavor, but it wasn’t the smooth, almost liquid form mine took.  There was some deep and subtle structure, which had to be the Skill. I only wished I had better resolution in my mana sense, because I was pretty sure I couldn’t see most of it. Not that I really understood what I did see.

The Artifact pulled the structured mana into itself, stirring suddenly as the brass-colored faces glowed.  Thin beams of light shot out, connecting the central cube with the four others, and the brass faces began to disappear.  They didn’t simply vanish, or slide out of the way, but rotated sideways in little tessellated pieces, each piece becoming two-dimensional before vanishing entirely.  What it revealed was densely packed crystal and clockwork, slowly clicking gears and racked lenses and prisms that clearly went far deeper than the size of the cube could account for.

The Artifact started drawing in ambient mana, and I wasn’t much surprised when I saw that it preferred light Affinity.  Not that it refused anything else, since it pulled heavily on every piece of the dynamo below it. After a second of warmup, brass rods slid out from the interior of the central cube, one in each direction and each capped with a white, multifaceted prism.  With a flare, the prisms lit, one bright beam connecting to each of the other cubes and a [Shield of Tarnil] sweeping around to create a wireframe box defined by the five cubes.

Things happened quickly after that.  Articulating arms with more prisms and lenses appeared from the depths of the cubes, central and peripheral alike, broadcasting additional wireframe lines and filling in the planes that existed, building a courtyard and walls out of [Shield of Tarnil].  The cubes themselves lofted into the air, not even bothering to stay on the same plane as the beams connecting them adjusted, brass arms and faceted crystals twisting and turning to maintain line of sight.

Without [Genius Loci] I wouldn’t have been able to tell what was going on after the first few seconds, as the cubes were shrouded by infinitely thin walls of [Shield of Tarnil].  With it, I could see how the brass armatures kept extending and adjusting, the optical components themselves shifting in ways that made me pretty sure they were actually four-dimensional objects.  Ten seconds in and all five cubes were haloed in an intricate array as they built the Adamant Fortress.

It shaped a throne under the central cube, or Iniri did, with a central chamber extending out around Shayma and the guards.  The floor firmed under their feet, the colors of [Shield of Tarnil] shifting to the same brass-bronze color as the cubes, and walls rose up to form an inner bailey, complete with a crenellated top.  A motte spread out to the edges of the square-kilometer space, then outer walls rose, opaque to a height of twenty-meters before turning transparent, forming a full bubble over a hundred meters high at its peak.  Paths, ramps, and stairs popped into existence, providing access to walls and tower.

Finally, an intense point of white light appeared a dozen meters above the tower, bright but not illuminating, looking more than a little ominous where it hovered.  A mana Affinity I didn’t recognize curled up from the artifact into the point of light, but stopped after just a moment. Most everything else was light Affinity, with literally everything being constructed from intricately-shaped [Shield of Tarnil].  Even the doorways and windows, while transparent, were made from shaped mana, reminding me an awful lot of my own doors and the mana weave there. In all it took maybe fifteen seconds to spring into existence, and judging by the size and shape Iniri had complete control over its dimensions.  At the one-kilometer-square size the cubes had ended up floating hundreds of meters apart, serving as cores for cardinal towers that anchored the curtain wall - though considering the actual protection covered more than just the visible wall, I wasn’t sure the towers were anything more than aesthetics.  

The wall, at least, had a reason to exist - it was clearly designed for Classers to man the fortress, because while it was probably nigh-impregnable there didn’t seem to be any offenses built into the structure.  Aside from that single point of light at least, which gave me a really bad feeling but didn’t seem to be actually doing anything.  Then again, if it was a weapon I was glad Iniri wasn’t test-firing it into my mountain.

It wasn’t pulling all that much mana at the moment, relative to what the dynamo could provide.  More than would be comfortable for a mage or for the normal ambient where I was, but the single square kilometer area was pretty damn small.  If she made it as large as Meil I’d need something much more robust to keep it fed and happy. With my new [Climate] stuff that would be easy, and give me a reason to experiment with it further.

"Wow," Shayma said, staring about at the newly-erected Fortress.  She couldn’t see the whole thing as well as I could, but it was impressive enough from the inside of the bailey.  There weren’t decorations, but the windows and doors were broad enough to show off the interior, and Iniri’s throne was definitely impressive.  Not only was it oversized, but the active, central cube hung above it like some strange halo, brass-and-crystal arms splayed out in frozen splendor.

The two guards gaped, their professional meins cracking despite their forty-odd levels.  To their credit, they didn’t stare for too long, though it wasn’t like there were any threats about for them to guard against.  If anything, Iniri was now the most protected person in the world — so long as the mana lasted, anyway.

Her eyes were far away as she settled down on the throne, clearly paying more attention to the Artifact than to her surroundings, fingers splayed out on the armrests.  I could see doors flickering back and forth between intangibility and full protection, the armatures twitching here and there, so I had some idea of what she was doing.  Though I didn’t know whether she had some sort of overlay interface or was doing everything by feel, she clearly had complete control over the fortress, and was just going through all her options.  Whatever bits of mana were used to control it were invisible under the sheer complexity of the light mana and the Artifact’s other workings, but it showed me that I had a long way to go if I wanted to be able to craft at a similar level.

Powerful as it was, [Promise] was a mere bauble by comparison.

"Well, it definitely works.  The question is whether she can shut it down and remake it where Meil is.  Will have been. Whatever. Also I’m curious about what this can do! Anything besides an insanely good defense?"

"Blue would like to know about the Fortress," Shayma said, walking over to Iniri’s throne.  "What it can do, and whether it can be moved."

"It’s rather amazing," Iniri said, eyes focusing on Shayma with some difficulty.  "I can control its shape, the entryways…" For once, Iniri seemed nearly as bubbly as Shayma, eyes sparkling with uncharacteristic glee.  It was the first time I’d seen her act her age. She came across as so mature it was easy to forget she was still in her mid twenties. "I can make it fly!"  She waved a demonstrative hand and the whole damn square-kilometer of fortress lofted off the ground, light as a feather.  Iniri didn’t take it very far, which was a good thing since it would run out of mana if she got away from my dynamo, but ten meters straight up was pretty impressive regardless.  "It doesn’t have any weapons but one. [The Light Of Eschaton]."

"Oh, damn."  No wonder that white point of light gave me such bad vibes.

[Tempered Wisdom advances to 8]

"You know what that is?" Shayma asked, startled.

"No but I can guess by the name.  It’s not even active and it’s creeping me out, not to mention I can’t actually identify the mana Affinity being used.  I’d appreciate it if Iniri didn’t try test-firing it anywhere near me."

"I can tell," Iniri said with a nod at the request.  "It just feels dangerous.  It feels like a last resort."

"Doomsday devices tend to be, yes."  If I had to guess, that was the weapon that had made the Wasteland, though I didn’t actually know what the Wasteland was like.  A vast desert? Rough scrub? An out-of-place tundra? Or maybe it was some stretch of apocalyptic hellhole, complete with ruined cities and radiation.  Considering the weird sense of foreboding I got from the tiny point of light hovering above the bailey, I didn’t think any of those were adequate. [Tempered Wisdom] was warning me about it something fierce, to the point where it was almost as strong as dungeon instinct, so I was going to take that warning to heart.

"Anyway, I’d call that a successful test.  As soon as they’ve got everyone inside the walls I’ll start moving Meil." 

Iniri nodded and, with some reluctance, started disassembling the Fortress.  It looked essentially like the construction played in reverse, the [Shield of Tarnil] walls and ceilings turning transparent and vanishing as crystal and brass retreated back inside of the cubes.  There was an amusing moment, to me anyway, when the floor vanished and everyone realized Iniri hadn’t put the Fortress back down, leaving a ten-meter drop. Not that it was any problem, everyone there was a Classer, but it definitely surprised people.

The cubes dropped haphazardly onto the flattened grass, showing that either Iniri didn’t quite have the control she wanted or the creator hadn’t exactly figured out the best way to handle turning off the Artifact.  Either way, the guards went around and collected them while Iniri breathed and flexed her fingers.

"That was quite the experience," Iniri said at length.  "I find it hard to believe that the Fortress ever faded into legend.  From what I could tell I could practically build a city with it!"

"Yeah, but the mana drain is pretty significant."  Unlike classical energy, mana could be destroyed, and the Fortress was definitely consuming a significant chunk of it to keep itself operating.  I couldn’t tell whether it was more or less efficient than Iniri using the [Skill] herself, but at the sheer scale of the thing it didn’t much matter.  It was more than an individual or even most chunks of land could sustain.

Good thing they had me.

"Anyway, now that we know we can actually use the Fortress, I’d like to see what happens with the Skill Transcription."  So far I hadn’t had the chance to try it on anyone but Shayma, and that was primarily under the auspices of a Bargain, so I didn’t know what to expect.  Hopefully it wasn’t too underwhelming.

"Fine, fine." Iniri said, in good humor.  "I’m curious how this works anyway." The four of them trekked back into the audience chamber, and Iniri bade her guards stay.  I’d noticed none of them were particularly happy when she went off by herself, but when it came to dealing with me they were stuck.  

I transported Shayma and Iniri to the core room, and Shayma led Iniri into the lake cottage.  I still had both cores stashed there, but that was mostly because I didn’t have the resources quite yet to build a second core defense and put the second one somewhere else.  I was pretty damn sure my next iteration would include some of those supermaterials I was making anyway.

Iniri stared at the core crystals, eyes wide.  

"I’ve never actually seen his core before," she said, which I hadn’t realized.   She’d been in the core room, but not inside the cottage. "It’s so strange. Even here I can’t see his mana."  She turned to Shayma. "Also, aren’t these larger than the red core?"

"Yes," Shayma giggled.  "He’s a big one." Iniri rolled her eyes, but smiled. 

"So what do I do?"

"Just put your hands on the core," Shayma said, demonstrating by leaning against a crystal facet.  "That’s what I do, anyway."

Iniri followed the directions, laying her palms flat on the crystal, and I triggered the transcription.

Skill and Ability Transcription beginning.

Transcribing Companion abilities:

Transcribing [Lineage: Shield of Tarnil]...Lineage Seed: [Shield of Tarnil] obtained.

Lineage Seed: [Shield of Tarnil]: Allows the dungeon to grant the seed of [Shield of Tarnil].

I had hoped that I’d get the Skill itself, but I hadn’t really expected to.  Given my ban on casting actual spells, it wasn’t surprising that I didn’t get to wield the Shield itself, but the lineage seed itself was a new thing.  It had its own entry under Abilities, and I could tell that I could push it at Shayma, but since the wording didn’t specify Companions, I wondered if I could hand it off to other people too.

Transcribing [Lesser Divination]...knowledge benefits upgraded.  Knowledge of name invocation has expanded sphere of perception and includes knowledge of location.

That was a pretty nice benefit, and I was wondering about how or when I would be able to improve my semi-mystical ability.  It still didn’t have an actual entry in my Status anywhere, but at least it existed in some way that Skills could interact with.

Transcribing [Royal’s Mana Control]...skill merge with [Mana Manipulation].  Upgrades to [Mana Finesse], rank set to 6.

[Mana Finesse]: Dungeon has improved control over its ability to manipulate mana structures.  Dungeon has improved mana perception.

I could tell the difference immediately.  Not that I’d felt myopic before, but the moment the Skill upgraded all the various mana flows became crisper, more detailed, and somehow even brighter.  The most dramatic difference was with Ansae, who already shone like a beacon under my magic perception. Now she looked like an illuminated ocean, with depths and depths.  Calling her mana dense didn’t even begin to cover it.

I’d have to take a closer gander at my super-materials too, and the process being used to make them.  With this improved mana-sight I might actually get an insight on more details than what Ansae had told me, since she had admitted she wasn’t a crafter.  I was, if all my material creation and assembly options were anything to judge by.

Transcribing [Protector’s Light]...skill becomes Field:[Light].  Rank set to 5.

[Light]: Create a field of tangible light.

It had been a while since I’d gotten a new Field, and I was actually kind of excited.  With all my tricks regarding Fields I could probably get a bunch out of this one, though I wasn’t sure what use it had in and of itself.  I’d have to play around with it to see what it could really do.

Transcribing [Ritual Leadership]...skill becomes [Dungeon-Companion Linking].  Rank set to 5.

[Dungeon-Companion Linking]: Allows the Dungeon to temporarily link its mana pool with a Companion’s mana pool.

Now this was a Skill.  Considering how immense my mana pool was by Classer standards, even if there was some loss this meant Shayma, or Iniri for that matter, could pack one hell of a punch.  Using my mana reserves, they could probably way overstretch their normal Skill limits, which ought to be great for leveling up.

Transcribing [Inspiring Speech]...skill becomes [Guidance Amplifier].  Rank set to 5.

[Guidance Amplifier]: Companion Guidance moderately augments Companion physical and magical ability.

Even though Guidance itself was a bit of a bust from my point of view, the Amplifier made it a lot more interesting.  I was sure this would drain mana, but a general buff was nothing to sneeze at. The only question was whether it’d stack up to their Skills and levels, or if it was something only a low-level Companion would notice.

Transcribing [Body Fortification]...skill becomes [Structural Mana Reinforcement].  Rank set to 5.

[Structural Mana Reinforcement]: Dungeon can reinforce structures and features with mana, reducing damage and improving resistance to spell and Skill effects.

I wasn’t sure how this was different from some of the reinforced materials I’d been making, but any chance to shore up my defenses was something I’d take.  If nothing else, it’d give me something to do with my excess mana, when I had any. Most of it these days was going to stocking up on my more advanced resources.

Transcribing [Intermediate Rune Carving]...skill becomes [Mana Geometry].  Rank set to 5.

[Mana Geometry]: Allows for complex structures using [Mana Logic].

I still wasn’t completely sure what I was doing with [Mana Logic], but considering this new Skill it might just be because [Mana Logic] wasn’t meant to operate on its own.  I wouldn’t consider myself as having a skilled understanding of mana but I had seen enough people working enough Skills to understand that Ansae’s explanation was – while perhaps good enough for her – not complete, and it really needed structure to it.  If I could make those structures I might actually be able to do some automation.

Transcribing [Ruler’s Sagacity]...skill merge with [Tempered Wisdom].  [Tempered Wisdom] evolves to [Blue’s Sagacity]. Rank set to 5.

[Blue’s Sagacity]:  Powers know more than mortals.  Powers see more than mortals. Powers are more than mortals.

That was one hell of a description, especially since I was somewhat doubtful I actually did have much in the way of sagacity.  I wasn’t about to complain though, since each point in the Skill gave me a whopping twenty five thousand mana, slightly more than all the ranks of [Tempered Wisdom] combined.  In an instant I’d tripled my mana reserves and I could feel the difference.  It was an almost dizzying expansion of self, even if I couldn’t quite figure out what had improved other than the numbers.

Transcribing [Mana Sight]...skill merge with [Mana Finesse].  Mana perception very slightly improved.

Transcribing [Mana Resourcefulness]...skill merge with [Efficiency].  Skill evolves to [Amplified Presence].

[Amplified Presence]: Improves efficiency of mana and material use.  Ambient mana slowly infuses dungeon materials over time.

Of course not every Skill could be so impressive.  Those two didn’t bring any particularly noticeable changes, though with [Amplified Presence] I could tell my dynamos were running more smoothly.  Mana was pouring into my now vastly expanded pool, my mana generation was whirring along, and I felt generally better.  It wasn’t a huge change, but it was an improvement in every single aspect.

While I was at it, I triggered a Transcription on Shayma, too.  I hadn’t done it for a while, mostly because she hadn’t changed Skills in a while, but considering that she’d had her Class advancement just a few days ago maybe some of those evolutions could help me.

Skill and Ability Transcription beginning.

Transcribing Companion abilities:

Transcribing [Dungeon Weaponry]...skill merge with [Defender’s Superiority].  Experience awards slightly increased.

Transcribing [Eidolon Body]...dungeon constitution upgraded.

It didn’t surprise me that both those Skills were underwhelming.  Considering that [Dungeon Weaponry] was based on her using my own creations, it absolutely would have been strange if it had given me something unusual.  So far as [Eidolon Body] went, my body was stone and steel already so there wasn’t much that could be done with it. On the other hand, a quick check of it revealed that it had doubled my hit points.  

Transcribing [Phantasmal Path]...skill becomes Field: [Phantasmal Realm].  Rank set to 5.

[Phantasmal Realm]: Manifests an area of the Phantasmal Realm.

Wait.  What?

"Oh, my."  Ansae rumbled while I was gawking at the notifications, perking up as she took a deep, deep breath.  "That is delightful."  Her head swiveled as she turned to look up through the stone to the core room.  "It feels like you just got a Class evolution? No, I forget how immense your systems are, you must be evolving Skills.  Fascinating."

That comment was enough to distract me for a moment.  My Skill evolutions looked like most people’s Class evolutions?  Then again, [Blue’s Sagacity] was utterly ridiculous, though it seemed to be my first blatantly Power level Skill.  That fairly well laid to rest any lingering doubts I had about actually being one, as well as giving me a gauge for what future Power Skills might look like.  It also explained Ansae’s frankly insane power level and ability. She probably had all her Skills at that sort of absurd level.

"Okay, I got a lot of neat stuff from that.  Going to transcribe it back to you," I told Shayma, though the reverse-transcription process was quite a bit more miss than hit.  As I’d seen the first time, without something like a Bargain overriding things most Skills just didn’t have anything to hook onto.

Transcribing Dungeon Skills and Abilities:

Transcribing [Mana Finesse]...skill merge with [Mana Control].  Rank set to 9.

Transcribing [Structural Mana Reinforcement]...Skill becomes [Body Reinforcement].  Rank set to 1.

That made me laugh.  The Skill had more or less been transcribed straight across, which I hadn’t much expected, but it did make sense.  The Skill itself was straightforward, just a way to let mages keep up with the enormous physical demands of higher Tiers, so of course Shayma got it unaltered.  That said, combined with [Dungeon-Companion Linking] she could probably punch way above her weight class.  Figuratively and literally.

Transcribing [Mana Geometry]...skill becomes [Abstract Mana Shaping].  Rank set to 1.

[Abstract Mana Shaping]: Magic has a shape, and you need not anchor those shapes in matter.

"Wait, does that mean you can just conjure up runes now?  Sorry, you got two skills and one is the same as Iniri’s but the other one seems to be wayyyy better."

Shayma produced the Status Sigil from her [Phantom Pocket], pulling it up to check out her largesse.  

"Oh, huh.  Iniri, have you seen this Skill before?"  Shayma said. Iniri took her hands off the core crystal, reading it and slowly shaking her head.  

"No. It looks like a variation on rune-oriented Skills, but I’ve never seen that particular version before.  Do you know any runes?"

Shayma shook her head, then paused and frowned.  A moment later, a duplicate of the rune structure Iniri had scribed to help with her divination appeared in the air, Shayma’s mana twisting into tight conduits.  

"Does this work?"  Shayma asked. Iniri gestured towards it, mana of her own weaving out. 

 "Apparently so."  She stared at the floating rune, lips pursed.  "This isn’t fair, you know," Iniri said conversationally.  "I spent hours in the evenings working on runes, down in Ir’s dungeon when I was working to get to third tier.   I needed it, to make up for light Affinity’s lack of offensive power. But you just…" Iniri scowled, tail lashing in frustration as she threw her hands up.  "You get it as a gift." She shook her head. "No wonder people go to Powers."

"It certainly is a nice benefit," Shayma agreed.  "Though it wasn’t why I made a Bargain with Blue to begin with, you know."  There was just a hint of sharpness to Shayma’s tone, which surprised me, but it wasn’t like I knew Iniri all that well.  Maybe her comments had some subtext that only Shayma would understand.

"I know," Iniri sighed.  "Shayma, I have to be suspicious of Blue.  He isn’t human or demihuman, he isn’t one of my subjects.  He doesn’t have any loyalty to me, nor can I bribe, coerce, or even argue with him.  It’s not so much for my sake, as for my country and the people who depend on me.  

"That said…"  She took a breath.  "He’s never asked me for more than I could pay and provided as much as I could ever ask.  He hasn’t even tried to bind me in with gifts or favors. Tell him thank you."

"Um.  Not that I’m objecting to her acknowledging how much help I’ve been, but I’m a little weirded out by this confession."  At this point I was used to some degree of standoffishness from Iniri because, well, Queen and all.

"You’re scaring Blue by being nice," Shayma giggled.  Iniri snorted.

"Look, Blue, Shayma, this is going to be a long campaign.  Even if we manage to deal with this army, Tor Kot holds four major cities and there’s hundreds of miles to cover.  I’m going to need your help every step of the way, and I want you to know while I trust you personally, as a Queen I’ll always need to keep some distance.  I hope you can work with me on that."

"Oh, sure.  It’s always made sense to me but it’s nice to be appreciated!"

"I’m glad. There’s also the matter of being Blue’s Companion.  You pointed out that I agreed to be a Companion but I’ve not really been fulfilling my part of that.  I will actually commit myself to that going forward. So..." Iniri paused for a moment, as if gathering herself before continuing.  "Is there a way for me to advance to the next tier and get that ability transcription, if Blue is willing to give it to me?"

"Blue’s new breeding station is supposed to enhance dungeon rapport," Shayma said with a knowing smile.  "You could go in for another massage." Iniri flushed.  

"I admit I haven’t been able to forget the last time," she said quietly.  "I wouldn’t mind it."

That actually surprised me.  I didn’t think I’d left that strong an impression on Iniri.  Though from what she was saying, it might just be the accumulation of impressions up until now that really convinced her.  The few times she’d come by to enjoy the hot spring thing I’d made she’d been considerably more casual, though to be fair she was always half talking to herself.  It wasn’t like I could talk back to her without Shayma.

"Oh, well in that case, keep in mind I have extra things I can do now.  I could give her an additional Affinity, for example. Most of the other options are healing and such, so that’s probably the only one she needs.  She’ll want to decide on that before we get started."

"He can…"  Iniri stared at Shayma, wide-eyed.  "And what will that cost?"

"I’m going to need someone to handle political stuff soon enough.  I’d like you to train Shayma in actual statecraft."  

"In my copious free time, of course."  Iniri chuckled.  

"Says you.  He didn’t even ask me!"  Shayma grinned.

"Oh, if you don’t want— "

"It’s fine," she reassured me.  "It sounds pretty neat, actually."

"You know," Iniri said thoughtfully, "if you can give me kinetic Affinity, that would help a lot.  People with that Affinity just seem to have more energy, and it’d shore up some of my weaknesses if I could get kinetic Skills."

"Huh, that’s an interesting choice.  But you know, seeing your dad wander around I can understand that.  He’s got more energy than I do and I don’t even sleep!"

"Very well then, I accept."



Day 131 - Iniri (Explicit)


She could hardly believe she was doing this.  Doing this again.  Part of her was worried she was just selling herself out for power, like some common whore, but another part of her remembered last time and was the louder of the two.  She wouldn’t be considering it if she hadn’t actually enjoyed it for her own sake.

Parts of her still tingled whenever she thought of it.

Iniri finished stripping and sank into the warm water.  Places like Wildwood had such things as a matter of course, and it wasn’t like the palace didn’t have its own luxuries, but there was something special about Blue’s little hot pool.  Maybe because it was truly private, absolutely off-limits to anyone but Shayma and herself. Perhaps Ansae as well, but that was still only two other people.

It helped that Shayma wasn’t hovering.  The fox-girl seemed to be quite the libertine, but she was a little more private and preferred to be by herself when it came to time with Blue.  Iniri stretched out in the water, memories of the last time coming to her all unbidden. Not that she minded, really, but the thought of his strong warmth caressing her kindled something inside, a heat quite different from the water around her.

Iniri had thought she’d take a while to work up her courage, or at least it’d take some of that massaging, but after only a few minutes of waiting in the pool, she could barely stay still.  Tension built inside her until all thoughts of relaxation were gone. Her hand drifted down to between her legs of its own accord, but she stopped and stood up. After all, that was why she was here.

"Blue, I want you now," she said, not really interested in lying down for a slow massage.  It wasn’t that she objected to being attended to, but she wasn’t in the mood. Besides, if she was going to actually take being Blue’s Companion seriously, she couldn’t have him do all the work.

Black dungeon-flesh rose out of the water, forming into a large, flat surface at first but once it touched her the shape shifted as Blue picked up on her mood.  The last time, should feel a few trickles of emotion and interest, but this time the feedback was stronger. There was a clear impression that he had picked up on her intentions and the change in the breeding station’s shape confirmed it.

Instead of a table, the soft dungeon-flesh shaped itself into a freestanding saddle, though rather more contoured and textured at the top.  She put a hand on it, and understanding flowed back from Blue on what exactly he intended, though it wasn’t difficult to guess. The stippling on the surface of the saddle looked very interesting.

Iniri swung a leg over it to straddle the breeding station, and felt it shift slightly underneath her, cushioning and spreading her weight.  It supported her even as it slid between her spread legs, drawing a gasp as he touched the lips of her sex. He moved with dextrous grace to part her folds, soft texture rubbing against her bare skin as she wriggled against it.  The merest thought that she’d like something to brace herself against resulted in black tendrils rising up, tangling with her outstretched hands to give her a soft handhold with a core of unyielding strength.

"Mmmh."  She made a soft sound as she started to rock against the saddle, content to take it slow as she focused on the delicious sensations Blue’s touch brought her.  Then she squeaked as the seat between her legs began to tremble, soft slow vibrations tingling against her sensitive sex. They were just strong enough to stoke the heat inside her, making her rub more enthusiastically against the saddle.

One of Blue’s smaller tendrils wrapped about her tail, stroking along it with a fine and tender touch, while more found their way around her horns, curling and squeezing softly at the base of each.   It was far less overwhelming than last time, and gave her the space to enjoy each sensation. Kirin tails were far less sensitive than those of other demihuman races, but that didn’t mean the feel of tiny, smooth touches dragging along hers didn’t elicit a  shiver of delight.

She’d never really thought of her antlers as sensitive either, but as Blue’s delicate and strong touch caressed them, she found she really liked being touched there.  He responded to that revelation, much to her delight, and she fairly purred as he paid more attention to them.  The tendrils branched, stroking and tugging softly as she rocked her pussy against the saddle.

Blue’s warm flesh grew more textured, raising up slightly to let her rub her clit against it with each rock of her body, but he remained slow and gentle, letting her set the pace this time.  She leaned forward more, letting her weight press her harder against Blue, feeling the soft vibrations thrill up through her with every motion. Then something tickled her feet.

"Hey!" She protested, kicking at some of Blue’s tendrils that had moved without her noticing, and felt his amusement as he moved them up to stroke along her legs.  He only used one for each, caressing upward to the curve of her knee before trailing up her thigh and back down, adding the slow sensations to that on her tail and horns.  Secretly, she had to admit the brief surprise had sent a very enjoyable thrill through her, and realized it wasn’t so secret when Blue responded with smugness.

She snorted and closed her eyes, focusing on the sensation of the vibrations and slow motion of deliciously teasing texture against her sex, letting Blue’s tendrils caress her as she worked her wet and sensitive pussy against the saddle.  Pleasure wound upward into her core as the soft vibrations built on the tension inside her, blooming until she gasped, arching against the saddle. An unexpected but welcome orgasm rolled through her, making her quiver and squeeze Blue’s tendrils where she held them in her hands.

She stayed still for a moment, the soft vibrations keeping her balanced on ecstasy for long moments before she finally came down, leaning forward against a body-warm support that hadn’t been there a moment ago.  She could tell that Blue had enjoyed that nearly as much as she had, and the feel of his lust as well as some inkling of intentions made her eager for more.

The soft saddle between her legs shifted, slowly starting to slide into her as she leaned against Blue’s tendrils.  She moaned as his heat invaded her depths, exactly and perfectly thick to fill her, working deeper and carrying the soft vibration with it. Iniri hips started rolling again, working his member  and biting her lip as it altered shape ever so slightly to rub against certain spots inside her.

The wetness of her own pleasure slicked the black flesh where her own sensitive body rubbed against his, making her shudder at the delicious friction of his warmth against hers.  She squeezed instinctively around the shaft filling her with every rub and jolt and groaned as she felt Blue’s enjoyment of the sensation, of her tightness and wetness around him.  It made her more confident to focus on just working her hips against him, on the feel of him inside and against her and the soft vibrations winding the tension inside her.

Iniri found herself panting slightly as she worked her hips against Blue’s shaft and made herself slow down slightly, trying to savor the pleasure of having him inside her and the feel of his flesh against hers rather than drive herself to her peak.  If the last session was anything to go by this was going to last for some time, and she didn’t want to wear herself out too soon. It wasn’t like she was going to indulge in this sort of thing often so she wanted to really take her time.

Despite slowing down, it wasn’t long before the pleasure rising through her made her tense up around Blue again.  She muffled herself against the dungeon-flesh she was leaning against as she shuddered and came, squeezing hard around the cock she was riding, then shuddering again as she felt Blue’s own pleasure crest.  Hot liquid flooded her depths, pulling a smaller, second orgasm from the sensation of him filling her.

Blue toned down the vibration for a little bit, long enough for the tingling to fade, then ramped it up higher than it had been before, making her moan as she started to work her hips again.  Some magic of the breeding station kept the pressure exactly right, never becoming too much or too little as he rubbed against her outer sex and her swollen clit while at the same time kept her filled.

The vibration increased again and she bit into the dungeon-flesh by reflex, glad Blue didn’t mind her fangs as she rolled her hips with single-minded purpose.  Air huffed through her nostrils as she savored the way he flexed within her, the way the textured saddle curled up to cup her clit. Blue’s tendrils had stopped rubbing her at some point and now just wrapped around her waist and shoulder, holding her as she moaned.  It was even better that way. The feeling of being held made everything better.  

She relaxed into a slow rhythm, letting the pleasure build inside her again, gasping every time Blue’s cock rubbed against a particularly sensitive spot.  Every time that happened it pushed her toward greater heights, driving her up and up. The tingling sensations inside and against her rose up to another orgasm, squeezing Blue hard as she shivered and groaned.  She slumped against him, inner walls twitching, and then growled as she felt him flood her again.  

Heat flared inside her, her body loving the feel of his seed filling her.  The power of that reaction surprised her and made her squirm, since she’d been a virgin not too long ago and now could only think about how much she wanted to be filled.  To be filled by Blue.  She’d always known she would need to have heirs but it had always been a distant sort of thing.  Now her body was telling her how much it needed her to be pregnant. How it wanted children, before it was too late.

Her sudden fixation drew Blue’s interest, and he began to wriggle and writhe within her, still gently, careful to keep from overstimulating her, but adding more to the slow grinding of her hips.  By now she was dripping down over the saddle and her thighs, Blue’s tar-black seed trickling down her skin, and the vibration continued on, sparking pleasured frissions in places she’d never felt before.

From then on it was a long haze of ecstasy, as Blue’s amazing saddle and just-right shaft drove her in waves, up to an orgasmic peak and then down long enough to catch her breath. Somehow he knew just when she wanted to lean forward, gripping and biting, or backward to arch her back and moan into the air.  His eagerness to please her pushed her on long after she might have stopped on her own, growling and bucking every time he came in her.

Which he did again, and again, and again.

Eventually she was just too sore and exhausted to continue, sweat-soaked and panting as Blue lowered her into the water.  Somehow he’d cooled it just enough to be refreshing, and she luxuriated in the pampering as she leaned her head back against the soft pillow of Blue’s breeding station.  A regeneration field soothed her, turning her soreness and exhaustion to a sweet ache and comfort. It was difficult to think, especially since she could feel Blue’s smug enjoyment radiating from their link, but it did occur to her that it was too bad that she wasn’t going to be doing this often.



Day 131 - Blue


Purification upgraded. Improved mana refinement and experience gain applied.

Breeding options:

Rejuvenate: Restore some health, stamina, mana: 10 biomass, 2000 mana.

Revitalize: Restore the body to prime condition: 15 biomass, 2000 mana.

Affinity Modification: Shifts target’s primary mana Affinity: 22,100 mana, 55 Source of desired Affinity.

Affinity Addition: Adds Affinity to target’s mana: 22,100 mana, 55 Source of desired Affinity.

Genesis: Induce ordinary pregnancy of mother’s race. Dungeon may select some traits of children. 1 biomass, 25,000 mana.

Dungeon seed: Creates seed to expand the Dungeon to unconnected area. 3 month gestation. 1 Biomass, 7000 mana.

Dungeon avatar: Significantly increases the effect of Guidance. 20 biomass, 7000 mana.

Companion Rapport: Significantly increase Companion desires toward the Dungeon: 20 biomass, 7000 mana. 

Well, considering that this was the first time I’d gotten to see breeding options for a Purified person, I wasn’t surprised to see there were new entries in the list. The nature of those entries was a little staggering though. Sure, the creation of monsters implied that dungeons could do crazy things with genetics and mana, but for some reason the idea that I could be responsible for a normal child threw me. [Dungeon Avatar] and [Companion Rapport] were a little odd too. I’d have to talk with Shayma and Iniri about them.

For now I went ahead with the Affinity Addition, watching my mana barely decrement at all and the fifty-five needed sources vanish from the flowers scattered throughout my dynamos. This time the soul process was significantly different, more like Shayma’s Class evolution than a Purification. The mana that flowed into Iniri’s soul structure was ever-so-subtly touched with Kinetic Affinity, wrapping around and infusing her being.

[Soul Perception] advances to 9.

It didn’t take the full hour that Purification needed, with only a few minutes passing before the process finished and the breeding station melted away to lower Iniri back into the warm waters.

Iniri Tarnil Companion level advances to 5.

50,000 experience gained for advancing a Companion to rank 5.

"Okay Shayma, that did work and Iniri’s a rank five companion. We can see what she gets from Transcription! I think I’ll also want to discuss some of the options I had though, they’re uhhh. I dunno. Maybe a little concerning."

"Concerning how?" Shayma traipsed over to the door of the cottage, opening it and starting over toward where Iniri was luxuriating in the hot water. Luxuriating and murmuring quietly.

"Ooh, gods above that was good. Mmm." Iniri’s words came out as languid mumbles from where she lay, semiconscious at best. "Almost worth all this awfulness just for that, and for this, I could lie here forever…" She giggled, quiet but throaty. "I’m going to be feeling that all day tomorrow and I’m going to love it."

"I think I broke Iniri. You might want to be gentle when you wake her up." Unfortunately I gave the warning a bit too late.

"Blue says it worked and he can do the transcription at any time!" She told Iniri cheerfully, making her start in surprise, thrashing and falling under the water. Apparently she’d actually started drifting off, though given our activities and the fact that my counter had ticked into Day 131 a while ago I wasn’t surprised she was tired.

Iniri sputtered and started to push herself up, but instead of just pushing herself to her feet she hurled herself into a somersault and splashed down at the opposite end of the pool with an undignified squawk. Shayma teleported over, dropping into the water as she helped Iniri up. 

"What’s wrong?" She asked, supporting the other woman as Iniri shook water from her face.

"I’m fine, I’m fine, just not used to Kinetic Affinity." Iniri disengaged herself from Shayma, looking embarrassed. "Let me get some clothes on and I’ll join you."

"Oh, of course," Shayma said, splashing her way out of the pool. "I’ll see you inside," she called over her shoulder as she headed back into the cottage.

"Poor Iniri. You keep showing up when she’s naked."

"Oh, come on. If she’s having fun with you she ought to expect it!" Shayma grinned. "Seriously though, it makes me wonder what her adventuring career was like. Mom and dad told me that a lot of groups just don’t have any privacy from each other. Not when you’re out in the wilderness or down in a dungeon for weeks on end."

"Well, she’s pretty young for third-tier and she is a Queen. I doubt she’s been adventuring nearly as long as your parents and she probably had a whole support train when she did."

"Well that doesn’t sound like any fun."

"...she says, taking shameless advantage of being able to access my inventory in addition to having her own spatial pocket."

"It’s not cheating if it’s something I can do!"

Iniri got herself dried and dressed, re-entering the cottage with a composed face. It had taken her a few tries, actually, as she tried to get used to her new strength or at least her new Affinity. In fact she’d gone through a quick series of exercises – stretches, lunges, and jumps – to acquaint herself with the changes.

"It’s going to take a while for me to get used to this," Iniri admitted. "I feel almost like I’m on the edge of a new tier all of a sudden."

"Well the purification upgrade does say it improves mana refinement, which I think is related to tiering up. Also experience gain, though I don’t know how that affects things." Her level hadn’t changed so it wasn’t like it was retroactive, but it was pretty clear that levels were a coarse measure of power at best. "I also got some new and potentially concerning breeding options." That was about as conservative as I could word it. Given Iniri’s new attitude I didn’t want to scare her off.

"Concerning how?" Iniri asked with a frown.

"Concerning like, they’re potentially future-altering options. Liiiiike [Genesis] lets me have normal kids with Companions." 

Iniri’s eyes went wide. Shayma choked.

"Oh really now?" Shayma’s surprised look slowly stretched into a smile. "You know that if Sienne ever finds that out, she will never ever stop pestering you."

"You either, from the sound of it."

"Yes, but I can actually run away." Shayma grinned.

"Okay you have a point there." I could very well imagine being pestered by both the Ells, though I had no doubt they’d find out eventually.

"You realize I— " Iniri cleared her throat and started over, shifting subtly in her chair as certain parts of her were clearly in favor of the idea. That startled me past an outburst and right into silence, staring inasmuch as I could with [Genius Loci]. Which was just as well because she clearly didn’t want Shayma to notice, even if I did. Iniri had only just warmed to me, so the idea that she was considering something like that was baffling, but sometimes, and especially at her age, the body wanted what it wanted. I’d just keep quiet and let her maintain her dignity.

"You do realize that you’re going to have all kinds of people who want a Power to father their child. Purification is one thing, but an actual lineage is something else."

"That’s what the audience chamber is for, to shoo those people away," Shayma said.

"Besides, this is something we should probably keep secret anyway. No need for anyone but Companions to know about it." I wasn’t about to make anyone who couldn’t be trusted a Companion, that was certain. "There’s that and there’s two other new things, [Dungeon Avatar] and [Companion Rapport] that are both supposed to improve dungeon-companion communication."

"Oh that’s great!" Shayma’s tail swished emphatically. "I bet Iniri could use those!"

"I’m not sure…" Iniri frowned. "[Dungeon Avatar] as a breeding option sounds like Blue would take me over."

"Yeah that’s exactly my worry," I told Shayma, and watched Iniri’s expression of surprised as I agreed with her. "It takes biomass to ‘improve communication’ which sounds a little creepy to me. Like it’s making changes or something. Forcing people into it." Or putting mind-control parasites into people, but that was a possibility that was too creepy for me to even suggest to Shayma. Not to mention that would probably keep Iniri from ever fully trusting me.

"That doesn’t seem right…" Shayma frowned. "I thought all your Blue Core and Purifier stuff was well…" She waved vaguely, trying to articulate what she was thinking before just settling on one word. "...good."

"It’s mostly not coercive, but I guess a not-Power dungeon would need some way to make their wishes known. This does that without monsters even if it weirds me out some. Plus it doesn’t sound like it completely overwrites someone. I could do more tests with [Guidance] but honestly I don’t much need it so I’d rather not."

"True, without me…"

"I’d be a lot worse off!"

"I’d rather just talk with Shayma," Iniri said. "No offense to Blue."

"None taken. I’d rather talk to Shayma too!"

That got a giggle from Shayma, and a smile from Iniri.

"That’s it for now, I guess, just wanted to run those by you two. Is Iniri ready for inscription?"

"I think so. What should I expect from transcription?"

"Well, new Skills." Shayma replied immediately. "Maybe upgraded Skills. I’m not sure it will work the same for you as for me."

"I can’t tell which of my abilities will match you until I try it," I added, since Shayma’s initial explanation wasn’t the best. Usually she was better about it, but she definitely wasn’t trying to be official at the moment. "I’ve never done this with anyone other than Shayma and the Bargain obfuscates how powerful it really is. I’m pretty sure it’ll give you something useful though.

"I suppose I’ll have to find out when you do. The same as before? Just put my hands against the core?"

"Yes, just like before."

Iniri approached the Companion core crystal and pressed her palms against it, skin still slightly damp from the hot spring.

Transcribing Dungeon Skills and Abilities:

Transcribing [Trap: LAE]...skill becomes [Blue’s Armament of Light]. Rank set to 1.

[Blue’s Armament of Light]: This unique application of light mana crafted by the Power known as Blue creates a powerful beam of destructive light.

Transcribing [Superior Purification Breeding Station]...skill becomes [Lineage: Light’s Chosen].

[Lineage: Light’s Chosen]: Children are born [Purified]. Mothers have improved health during pregnancy and childrearing. Infants are born with improved physical qualities.

Transcribing [Fabrication]...skill becomes [Wrought of Light]. Rank set to 1.

[Wrought of Light]: Your light constructs may become permanent with a great expenditure of mana.

Transcribing [Field: Growth]...skill becomes [Verdant Light]. Rank set to 1.

[Verdant Light]: Light shed by any of your mana or constructs improves the health and flourishing of nearby life. Those who work under the light may gain energy from it.

Transcribing [Field: Teleport]...skill becomes [Swiftray]. Rank set to 1.

[Swiftray]: You move as swiftly as a ray of light. This skill lets you move instantly from point to point along any active light construct..

Transcribing [Field: Phantasmal Realm]...skill becomes [Phantasmal Beacon]. Rank set to 1.

[Phantasmal Beacon]: You are a conduit for the realm of the phantasmal. Your light shines over all you survey, and few who see you may remain unmoved.

Transcribing [Customization]...skill becomes [Lumenshape]. Rank set to 1

[Lumenshape]: You can control the details of light constructs with an incredible degree of finesse. Reduces costs of all light constructs.

Transcribing [Warding]...skill becomes [Lightward]. Rank set to 1.

[Lightward]: All light constructs additionally and passively protect against hostile divinations.

Transcribing [Genius Loci]...skill becomes [Queen’s Insight].

[Queen’s Insight]: Provides passive, low level awareness of events within your kingdom.

Transcribing [Metallurgy]...skill becomes [Forged of Light]. Rank set to 1.

[Forged of Light]: Your kinetic Affinity allows you to create ingots of solid light that bear all properties of your light, for use in crafting.

Transcribing [Extension]...skill upgrades [Queen’s Insight]. Light constructs may now be deployed wherever [Queen’s Insight] covers, given enough knowledge to specify a location.

New Lineage created: Light’s Chosen. [Lineage Seed: Light’s Chosen] acquired.

New Power aspect created: The Phantasmal Realm. Aspect added to Power authority.

"Holy shit."

"That good, then?" Shayma grinned, then stopped as Iniri wavered, nearly falling over before Shayma caught her. "What’s wrong?"

"There’s...so much…" Iniri managed to say, eyes unfocused.

"One of the skills she got lets her sense uhhhh all of Tarnil basically. Probably suffering sensory overload." I produced a bed for Shayma to help Iniri into, and she lay back, putting her arm over her eyes. "Might take her a little bit to recover." I hadn’t really thought about it, but the more powerful I got and the more things I had that might be Transcribed, the more profound the experience was going to get. At some point it might be too much for people to handle if I couldn’t chop up the process.

I didn’t even know what to make of the two things I’d personally gained. Power aspect? Did that mean that I had some sort of Phantasmal Realm theme going on now? I wasn’t sure how that worked. If I had any theme it was the mana dynamos. My Status hadn’t updated with the aspect thing though, so I was still missing the Power area.

I was going to have words with whoever put together my overlay.

"All of Tarnil?" Shayma asked, but quietly, as if Iniri were suffering from a hangover.

"Yes. Actually she got a number of upgrades related to the kingdom." Just looking at the new additions I could see that it had really leaned into the whole [Protector Queen] thing. It was clear that the Skill transcriptions weren’t arbitrary or random, nor were they the same Skills each time. Shayma had never gotten anything from the Growth field, for example, and the difference between [Awareness] and [Queen’s Insight] was immense.

"I think I’ve got a handle on it," Iniri said after a few minutes, taking a deep breath. "That wasn’t…" Another breath, pulling in air. "I thought it was just going to be Skills!"

"Grab that Status sigil, I think she’s going to want to see the new stuff she’s got."

"Uh oh, I recognize that tone." Shayma grinned, producing the Sigil with a flourish. "That was a new Skill. Sounds like you’re in for a surprise."

"Just so long as this one doesn’t give me another headache," Iniri said dryly, taking the Sigil from Shayma. The stone lit up, displaying Iniri’s new Status, and both of the women boggled at the additional skills.

"Gods take my horns," Iniri said, after a good ten seconds of simply staring.

"Oh, wow. Wait, why didn’t I get any of that?" Shayma said, with an exaggerated pout. "Especially that new Lineage!"

"I think…" Iniri began, still considering her Status, "because you’re not a queen."

"Why would that matter?" Shayma asked, turning serious. "You already had one, but it’s not like they’re restricted to ruling Class types, is it?"

"It’s more that dynasty is very important to me, as a queen," Iniri replied. "Look at all these new Skills. They all make me a better one. A better [Protector Queen]. They help me do what I want — to protect and preserve Tarnil. I imagine the Skills you get help you do what you want. Or maybe what Blue wants."

"I’m sure that the Bargain and the whole you’re-kinda-part-of-me thing muddies it a bit."

"Oh, that does make sense. Interesting that I got all sorts of crafting Skills but you only got [Forged of Light]."

Iniri chuckled. 

"Given how much I resented runecrafting that doesn’t surprise me. I’m certainly not going to complain about any of this. I think I’m actually near fourth tier power with these new Skills, especially [Queen’s Insight]! And two Lineage skills…" She shook her head. "Should we survive the current crisis, I believe I can rebuild Tarnil into something that will endure for centuries to come."

"I’m glad you’re as impressed as I am!"

"I’m still taking it in," Iniri admitted, after Shayma passed along my compliments with a smile. "Even at rank one, these are amazing Skills and Abilities. Right now I can tell where the army is, where there’s fertile cropland and where it’s gone to seed…" She trailed off, eyes darting this way and fingers twitching as she tracked things only she could perceive. "All kinds of things. It will be a while before I figure out how to really use this. Not to mention I have a Power’s weapon in my arsenal, apparently. I can’t wait to see how that works."

"Actually I have a surprise for both of you. I got an interesting little ability of my own that ought to help with figuring out your new skills."

"His surprises are the best," Shayma added to the end of my message. 

"I admit they’ve been pretty good so far," Iniri replied, intrigued. "What ability is that?"

In answer, I used my [Dungeon-Companion Linking] to hook both of them up to my mana pool. I actually had a close eye on them, just in case it was too much, since I definitely didn’t want to overload either of them, but the wording made it sound more like they could draw on it at will rather than getting a bunch of mana shoved into them.

It turned out to be fine. Iniri and Shayma both got perfectly matching expressions of surprise, and I watched my mana pool blip a few fractions as they pulled a thousand mana or so to top themselves off. There was significant loss it turned out, something like a ten percent efficiency transfer, but that gave them both access to an absolutely staggering mana pool.

The skill said it was a temporary link, and I could definitely turn it off if I wanted, but there didn’t seem to be anything that forced me to do so. Which meant that, barring any serious need for me to have my whole mana pool at my beck and call, I could leave them supercharged basically permanently. Honestly, they were a lot more effective at direct action anyway, so it was probably the best use of my resources.

"Gods salt my ears," Iniri said, which made me wonder exactly how many curses the theoretically sheltered queen actually knew. "Is this…" She paused, eyes wide and sparkling. "What even am I feeling here? Did you just give me infinite mana?" It came out as a nearly girlish squeal, hands clasped together.

"Oh wow, and I thought I had a big mana pool before." Shayma proceeded to glamor the entire interior of the cottage with a living image of Meil, exercising [Liminality] to spend her mana at a profligate rate. Torches and magelight flickered, shadows shifted as people walked the streets. If I didn’t know better I would have been fooled myself.

"It’s not actually infinite, I’m supplying you. So, you have access to a lot more than before, but don’t be too spendthrift!"

"Sorry," said Shayma, clearly not sorry at all as she dismissed the illusion. "Blue says he’s feeding us from his mana supply. So he’d prefer we don’t waste mana even if we can draw on such a huge pool."

"Honestly with my mana production I’m not sure how long it would take you to drain me if you tried. It doesn’t hurt that I have a mana pool up around one hundred fifty thousand. For now I don’t mind if you overdraw to get some practice with your Skills; I’ll cut you off if you’re pulling too much."

"One hundred fifty thousand?" Iniri demanded after Shayma relayed that, then stopped and took a long breath. "No, that’s practically normal after everything else. This is just too much. Extra skills. Infinite mana. Kinetic affinity making me twitch like a sere-leaf addict. I need a break from the absolute absurdity for a minute. I think I’ll have to go for a run or something."

"Before you go, in exchange for the infinite mana pool I’m going to want an ongoing supply of those light ingots you can make now." Ultimately they’d probably make their way back to her, since I was certain I could turn them into something pretty amazing, but I wanted to have enough to play with.

"Oh, of course!" Iniri’s face flashed from surprise to fear to relief in just a few seconds, which gave me a good guess at her thoughts. She really didn’t want to be patronized, and simply handing out gifts like the link would be far too close to actually declaring her mine. Or at least binding her with the acceptance of those gifts. "I’ll make some right now."

She invoked her new Skill, lines of light drawing hollow boxes in a manner very reminiscent to the way the Fortress assembled itself before they filled in, dropping glowing silver ingots onto a nearby table. The color surprised me for a moment, before I realized I’d never actually seen any of Iniri’s light skills. Just the [Shield of Tarnil] and the Fortress. Besides, it matched the silver and navy blue of the Tarnil house heraldry so it made sense.

Each one took five hundred of her mana, which meant that under normal circumstances she couldn’t quite make two of them. I hadn’t really checked how quickly her mana refilled but from what I saw the general rule was that a completely empty pool took about a day to refill. Hooked up to my mana pool, though, she sucked down five-thousand-mana chunks which were barely anything to me. Oh, I’d run out eventually, but to make the initial ten ingots would have taken days for Iniri to make on her own. For me, fifty thousand mana would be back in less than an hour. It also seemed to jump Iniri a skill level on the spot, which was amusing.

The overlay just labeled them [Ingots of Light] without any further details, which was more or less what I expected, but I could see the dense concentration of light mana. There was a goodly chunk of kinetic mana in there as well, melded in the same way that the kinetic Affinity blended into Iniri’s soul. I was pretty sure the ingots represented the natural balance of Iniri’s Affinities now, condensed into physical form.

"Wow, this is heavy light!" Shayma grinned as she hefted one of the ingots, tossing it from hand to hand. Iniri took one too, running her fingers over the surface.

"This feels odd," she confessed. "It’s still my mana, I can feel it, but it’s also independent. I can reshape it..." The ingot flexed and flowed, effortlessly bending into the shape of a songbird, perched on her finger. "I guess this is what my permanent constructs will be like." She frowned. "I wonder if I’d even be able to make anything useful permanent without Blue’s extra mana."

"It kind of sounds like fourth-tier stuff to begin with," Shayma said. "Maybe with some extra levels you’ll grow into it. Besides, everything’s at rank one anyway."

"Not for long, if I keep at it." Iniri said. She turned the bird back into an ingot and placed it on the table. I pulled all the bars into my inventory, seeing it take up its own line in my resources entry, save for the one Shayma was toying with. She had a forge too, so I figured she’d want to see what she could do with one. "I know it’s somewhere around three in the morning but I think I need to stretch my legs. Is there— "

"Oh, I’ll join you," Shayma said. "I’ve got some new Skills to work out myself! We can take the path through Blue’s new Climate areas."

"I might have the area where I’m going to put Meil ready by the time you get there, too." Or not. Considering Shayma’s movement Skills and Iniri’s levels, they probably could run a lot faster than I was thinking. Of course they’d probably stay on the path rather than cutting across, since it wasn’t like either the volcano or the glacier areas were particularly inviting.

The chamber I was making for Meil, on the other hand, might well be. I was still hollowing out the space for it, since the city walls encompassed something like sixty square kilometers and I needed to reinforce the dome with stronger materials than just plain stone to ensure proper safety before I expanded it. Once that was done though, I was just going to make the whole area a Grassland climate even though Meil would be taking up almost all of it.

Or I could stop being an idiot and just use my brand new [Structural Mana Reinforcement] Skill.

"So, before you go I have yet another thing to try. I can in theory let you control some dungeon features, so I figure I can start out by letting you trigger the teleports yourself instead of having to wait for me. Oh, and Shayma, I’m going to try and give you control over a LAE so you can fire it yourself."

"This is getting better and better!" Shayma’s tail swished with excitement. "Blue says he can give us the ability to use the teleports ourselves, so we don’t have to pester him each time."

"I don’t want to turn that down," Iniri said cautiously, "but can he do that later for me? My head’s already stuffed full as it is."

"Sure, no problem." Iniri seemed to be having a lot more issues dealing with her new stuff than Shayma was, though I would have thought she’d be used to it being a third-tier. Of course, Shayma was a lot more easygoing, and then there was the transformation the Bargain had given her. Not that it mattered overmuch, it just was interesting that the two had such different reactions. 

It took me a minute to figure out how to give Shayma control of the bits I wanted, and of course it involved [Mana Logic], sucking up a couple fractions of the [Mana Lattice]. I wasn’t clear on exactly where the lattice went, but if it took that much stuff Iniri probably had made a good call.

Shayma figured out how to operate it faster than I had puzzled out how to give the ability to her, much to my mortification, and triggered the teleportation pad back to the audience chamber. The guards were still there, though they’d taken to sleeping on the benches I’d provided for petitioners. The one that was still awake snapped to attention the moment Iniri and Shayma arrived, and Iniri went over to have some quiet words with him.

I left them to their run. I had some things to chew over, like Iniri getting my laser thing as a Skill. Maybe I should have realized it earlier but it was no wonder Ansae was cautioning me about spreading knowledge. Apparently anything was fair game when it came to Skills. Oh, Iniri could probably have made the laser manually, given that light was her primary Affinity, but I was sure having it systematized meant she could do a lot more with it. I had a pretty good knowledge of regular lasers but magic lasers? I’d definitely have to beg ignorance.

I also had two new Fields I hadn’t fiddled with, and that meant combinations. Of course the first one I put into my little experiment rooms was the [Phantasmal Realm] one. [Light] sounded interesting-ish but how could it compare to a whole new realm? One that was part of my whole Power thing, at that. Surely it would be amazing.

Unlike all my other Fields, it wasn’t just attached to my room boundaries or mana. It also anchored to a doorway, which made sense as soon as I pushed it into being. The entire room vanished into the streamered and brightly colored world of the Phantasmal Realm. It even continued beyond the visible boundaries of the room, fading away quickly but definitely there, all except for the doorway anchor. From the interior of the room, it was a clear rectangular portal into normal space, the outline a wildly bright braiding that seemed to have physical form.

Where the mana flows from my nearby dynamo crossed into view, just slightly beyond the room’s boundary, it cut into the faded outlines of the physical rock, winding like a river and in total defiance of gravity. I knew mana didn’t cut away physical matter like that, not in the real world, but in the phantasmal space it was the matter that was barely there, and everything else that was brilliant.

My miniature test rooms usually had some grass, a tree, and a chrysthenium surrounded by rock and dirt. Most Fields really couldn’t demonstrate what they could do without some sort of target. In this case, the tree and the grass were more or less as insubstantial as the ground, though multicolored light flickered along them like brief flashes of prismatic lightning. The flower, though, had solid core, and roots stretching down.

Not just down, either. There was some strange sideways depth to them, nothing that I could follow with more than a vague intuition, but I could guess what it was pretty easily. There was something to the phantasmal realm that was a dimension other than height, width, or breadth, some fourth-dimensional shift I didn’t yet have the tools to understand. So far I’d been able to adjust to a number of sensory inputs but an additional dimension might take a while.

My own dungeon-biology was barely there, a pale shadow even in comparison to the vague outlines of stone and soil. Shayma could jump into the Phantasmal Realm without being reduced to either a pale shadow or an incandescent flame, so clearly there was a way for me to do so as well. I couldn’t very well cross my own borders; I was already where I was.

The only thing I could think was that I’d have to grow into the realm, that kinda-sorta-almost direction I could barely grasp. I did have a lead line, though, in the form of the chrysthenium-mana, and I hoped that would be good enough. Lacking any better ideas, I invested in a new boring tendril, not that I didn’t have enough of them chewing away at the mountainside, and tried directing it along the mana flow I saw from the flower in the phantasmal realm.

That was a very bad idea.

At first nothing happened, but after a goodly chunk of mental wrestling I got just the slightest shift in the phantasmalward direction. I seemed to get some sort of feedback from [Genius Loci] for a moment, then pain fountained out of the connection. My mana dropped by thousands every instant, the phantasmal realm field flooding with a sudden deluge as I simply bled out through the hole I’d poked in myself.

Needless to say I panicked a bit, shredding the field and yanking back the boring tendril, but it still didn’t stop, my mana dropping down below fifty, then thirty, then ten thousand. I could feel my dynamos stuttering under the strain, even if I hadn’t bottomed out yet, when I finally had the bright idea to plug the hole with gold. It was a mana insulator, after all.

The pain eased as I shoved my gold stocks into the gap, toning down to a mere ache as the mana loss shrunk to something my dynamo generation could handle. A quick glance showed that neither Iniri nor Shayma seemed to have noticed, and Ansae didn’t look overly concerned, so apparently I’d managed to solve it before anyone caught me being a complete idiot. From my perspective the gold was just a rough sphere surrounding a blob of Phantasmal light. Filling it up entirely, in fact, and I was glad that seemed to work.

[Blue’s Sagacity] apparently didn’t stop me from doing stupid things. Now that I was thinking about it, obviously I needed to know more about what I was doing before I fiddled with the Phantasmal Realm. It was a Power-grade thing, an aspect, and according to Ansae the Power stuff was descriptive, not prescriptive. It wasn’t going to give me the tools to handle it. I had to figure those out myself, which meant I needed to know more about what the hell I was dealing with.

Once Shayma was available, I needed to talk to Ansae.

I was under no illusions that she’d do any investigation for free, but seeing her covetous interest in my supermaterials I knew I had an easy way to pay her. Plus now that I could do supermaterials I wanted to see if she had a few other materials in her vaults. Specifically mercury and magnets, though maybe some of the simpler shape-memory alloys would make for interesting subjects. Considering that it was Ansae I wouldn’t be surprised if she had a whole periodic table, but a lot of metals were a pain to find or refine and probably didn’t have much use. Unless for some reason osmiridium and tantalum had amazing magic properties.

Swearing off messing with the Phantasmal Realm field for now, I flipped over to the [Light] Field. That ought to be safe enough to deal with. Specifically, overcharging it and mixing it with my other single-type Fields.

[Field: Panopticon] discovered. Removes all sense- and mind-affecting effects. Stealth is impossible.

[Field: Purgatory] discovered. Combines [Light] and [Murk]. Suppresses senses.

[Field: Verdant Light] discovered. Combines [Light] and [Growth]. Improves the physical health and flourishing of all living things within the light.

[Field: Light of Hope] discovered. Combines [Light] and [Regeneration]. Improves mental state over time. Long term exposure can result in permanent effects.

Those all sounded really cool, but actually paying attention to my overlay reminded me I had experience to spend for once. It had been long enough that I had nearly forgotten that was a thing I needed to do. I didn’t feel any of the categories were something I urgently needed to invest in, but I figured I’d finish up the storage crystals and spatial Fields— 

"Blue," said Ansae. "I need to talk to you."

Oh. Well, she was probably watching what I was doing, as usual, and saw something she wanted to know more about. Shayma was busy at the moment so Ansae would have to wait, but I figured I’d let her know so she could plan ahead.

"Hey Shayma, Ansae wants to talk whenever you’re done with your jog."

"Sure!" Shayma replied cheerfully, even as Ansae raised a claw.

"That won’t be necessary," she said. "I can hear you."

Wait.

What?

"Since when!?"

"Since when what?" Shayma came to a halt, waving for Iniri to continue on. It wasn’t like she could get lost.

"Ansae says she can hear me!"

Ansae snorted, smoke curling from her nostrils. 

"Yes, I do. I’ve been eavesdropping on you for going on two weeks now, so it’s easy enough for me to understand you. I saw that stuff you were experimenting with earlier, and I want some of that for my audience hall."

"What? Nonono. We’re going to talk about this eavesdropping shit first. I trusted you!" Sure, Ansae was a bit of a loose cannon or maybe a loose nuclear warhead, but she’d always been pretty reasonable where I was concerned. Overbearing, absolutely, but considering who she was that made sense. This was beyond overbearing.

"Really?" Ansae tilted her head, light glinting off her horns. I wondered what would happen if I tried to collapse the spatial weave on her lair. So far all my spatial stuff seemed to be ‘safed,’ so I couldn’t open portals on people and cut them in half, or just teleport part of a person, or rip them apart when I expanded the space they were in. Collapsing it was probably safe somehow too, though I didn’t want to go that far just yet.

"Yes! Apparently that was a bad idea! Either you tell me why the hell you were snooping or I’m going to kick you out."

"Good, good!" Ansae laughed, waving her claw. "My only worry was whether or not you’d actually stand up to me if I provoked you."

"You’re not making much of a case for yourself." I was a young Power, and Ansae had a lot more knowledge and experience than I did. I got that, but I wasn’t a child and didn’t appreciate these sorts of games.

"Blue, you have something I need," the dragon said, sobering. "I mean that. I have no choice but to treat with you. And I’ve learned that you also have something I want with as much desperation as that need. In that way you hold absolute power over me. Shayma is delightful but I could not simply trust her interpretation of you to be accurate. I needed to know how you were first-hand, and an opportunity to hear what you thought of me behind my back was one I couldn’t pass up."

"That doesn’t excuse— "

"That’s why I’m telling you everything now," Ansae continued as if I hadn’t interrupted. "Listening to you without your knowledge was a breach of trust, yes, but being bluntly honest now will, I hope, lead to a healthier trust in the future. Now I know you’re not the type for false fronts or subterfuge, so I’ll deal with you bluntly and expect the same."

"Blue? What’s going on?" Shayma asked, and I took a time out to lasso her with a teleport and jump her into Ansae’s lair. It wasn’t fair to have a conversation she could only hear half of.

The irony of that thought was not lost on me. Ansae grinned at Shayma the moment she arrived, teeth glinting. 

"Ah, good, you’re here too. You were right, you know. Blue is absolutely a terrible flirt."

Shayma just stared at her, baffled.

"While I appreciate the compliment – I think – the point is you’ve been listening to us without saying anything for a couple weeks now and holding out on me for a way to be able to talk to people!"

"What?" Shayma blinked at Ansae. "Why would you do that? I thought we were friends!" Ansae threw back her head and laughed, a musical landslide. 

"Only you would scold me for that reason. I already explained to Blue, but you deserve to hear it too. As much as I like you personally, you’re completely in thrall to a Power. For my own sake I couldn’t completely believe everything you said. After all, you could completely believe you were helping me when Blue was instructing you to betray me."

"I would never!" Shayma protested.

"And now I know that. Not suspect, not believe, not hope. Know. But I didn’t before."

Now that I’d had a chance to chew on it, I knew what Ansae was saying. With how powerful Ansae was, if the circumstances were reversed I’d probably do the same thing. That didn’t mean it sat well with me, or that I’d just let it pass. 

"Okay, I understand that much, but it’s still not something you can just do and expect me to be happy about. If nothing else I need to know you aren’t going to pull this kind of thing again."

"You can’t possibly mean we aren’t going to keep secrets from each other," Ansae said. "You need to keep certain secrets from me, as I from you. Not to mention poor judgement is something I’m still capable of after all these years."

"Yeah okay granted, but I can’t have you sitting here snooping on things if I can’t trust you to protect my interests."

"You can’t, where they compete with mine. You can, where they are aligned. My gamble is that you will accept that honesty as more valuable than empty assurances."

Shayma was scowling and I wasn’t happy myself, but. But. Ansae wasn’t dumb and she didn’t have to admit she’d been snooping. I probably wouldn’t have even suspected it, so her reason for revealing it was either some form of honor, since it wasn’t like I was keeping anything important from her, or it was some complex form of honesty challenge. Or, thinking about it further, it was simply that she wanted very precisely what she asked for. A relationship built on trust meant that she had to reveal anything that might compromise the foundations.

"Ansae."

"Yes?" She wasn’t teasing. The expression on her muzzle was one of stillness and solemnity, and her eyes were ancient and ageless. She was taking this seriously, which more or less disarmed my sharpest point of anger. It was probably base manipulation, because she was old enough to be able to read the room, pun intended, but it still worked.

"You’re still in the doghouse for this, understand. You can forget that audience chamber stuff until I’m finished with everything else. But you’re right, I prefer that you tell me over leaving me blissfully ignorant."

"That doesn’t sound like much of a fight," Shayma grumbled, still looking put out. I didn’t blame her. She was a lot closer to Ansae than I was, and I well believed she was the type who felt this sort of hurt deeper. As mature as she was in many ways, she was naive in others, which was rich coming from me I knew, but I didn’t want to explain it when Ansae could overhear and the hurt was still fresh.

Actually, that made me think of something. 

"So wait, how can I say anything without you overhearing? How are you doing this anyway?"

"When you focus your attention, there’s just the tiniest bit of resonance from your core." She tapped the piece of glowing blue crystal she wore. "I’ve steeped this in my mana enough that I can detect it and interpret it, but it’s a lot stronger when you’re focused here rather than elsewhere. I suspect that you could focus your articulated thoughts better, but you haven’t needed to until now."

"Does that mean you can build me something that lets me talk?" It sounded like Ansae was phreaking my communications with Shayma, which was as good a way as any to hack a system that refused to let me use my own body to convey anything useful.

"I don’t believe so." Ansae shook her head. "I’m using my own mana to resonate and my own mind to interpret. I’m not enough of a crafter to turn that into something that isn’t me, assuming I had the mana to spend on experimenting with it."

For some reason I wasn’t surprised. Of course it wouldn’t be easy, even for an ancient dragon, if it was explicitly banned by my very nature. Still, she’d provided at least a hint that it was possible, and I was a crafter. Maybe it would be possible in time. 

"Okay, lack of control noted. But while I work on that I’m going to ask you to take off the core chunk. I’ll send Shayma around after I’ve done some practice."

"That is fair." Ansae slid the necklace off, placing it in one of the display stands by her lair. There was no guarantee that she couldn’t still hear me, but it wouldn’t make sense to take the risk of telling one truth and then immediately start another deception. That she was immediately willing to do it without argument was another mark in her favor.

Shayma was still unhappy and asked to be sent back to Iniri, which I did. There were a million things to do but I wanted to at least finish up the experience expenditure. I wanted to keep a good chunk for Shayma but I could finally cap out some things at least.



Day 131 - Iniri


Iniri was marveling at the miniature volcano and all the exotic life flourishing within it when Shayma returned. More than returned; she raced past Iniri at a speed that even her warriors would find impressive, sprinting along the winding path. It forced her to pull on [Body Fortification] quite heavily in order to keep up, though with the new wellspring of power being fed into her core that was no problem. She could invest her whole mana pool into the Skill and top herself off a moment later, which was the most freeing thing she’d ever felt. It gave her some idea of how fourth-tiers must feel, all the time.

She was a little disappointed she hadn’t gotten any serious kinetic Skills, though it was amusing that the one she did get which was very clearly kinetic was a crafting skill, something she’d never had any real interest in. Really she shouldn’t complain about that, though. It was absurd she should feel anything but absolute glee at the sheer amount of power she’d gained. No, the truth was she had purchased it. Maybe she shouldn’t feel so happy, since the price had yet to fully reveal itself. In the distant future, when everything came due, she might not be so sanguine. For now she had the benefit of a second Affinity, which was most apparent in how much extra energy she had. Not many people used more than one Affinity, and for those that did the second one usually just provided unusual and powerful variations on their primary Skills.

As she pushed herself to keep up with her friend she could actually feel her Skill expanding from the strain, incrementally stretching and shifting, refining itself as she found its limits and then demanded more. It was a feeling that she hadn’t had for ages, not since she finished her breakthrough to the third tier and ascended to the throne. There hadn’t been time or opportunity, prior to or since the invasion. She hadn’t realized how much she missed it.

Shayma slowed enough for her to catch up just as they crossed into another passageway, winding somewhere in the mountain. It was hard to keep track of exactly where she was with Blue’s Spatial fields and portals. Something she could tell was that Shayma wasn’t very happy about whatever it was that Blue wanted to talk to her about, which was probably why she was running full-out, but there wasn’t anything Iniri could do about that. Blue’s business was the very definition of things she shouldn’t be involving herself in.

Annoyed as Shayma was though, they both slowed as they emerged from the passage into the new chamber where, according to Shayma, Meil was to be housed. She’d seen the immense areas he could make before of course, with Refuge and the farms, but this was on another level entirely. Acres and acres of grassland rippled under an enormous dome, the wind coming from nowhere in particular but pushing clouds even as she watched — real clouds, not false ones projected on the ceiling. There was even a river, taking the same course as the Eastrill where it cut through Meil.

Big as it was, it still seemed too small for city, but that was probably simply because it was open. Blue likely had been able to measure the distances with unequaled precision and Meil would fit into the chamber without an inch to spare. The entire concept of moving cities whole cloth was still a little difficult for her to get her head around, though the energy coursing through her veins helped. No wonder her kinetic Classers always seemed to be morning people.

"Wow," she said.

"Mm." Shayma agreed.

Iniri shot her a sympathetic look. She clearly wasn’t in the mood, but of course Shayma was also used to sights like this one. Iniri herself had cut her teeth in Ir’s Great Dungeon, and between that and various Mana Springs she’d seen all sorts of fantastic sights. Of course, those were things built up over time rather than something wrought in a day. Still, it was merely very large, as opposed to something like the audience chamber which was actively amazing.

She was thinking it was about time to get back to work herself. She wasn’t tired anymore, despite the lack of any real sleep, and the itch of the oncoming army crawling across her beloved Tarnil was there in the back of her mind. She could tell there were still people in the path of the horde, ones that she hadn’t been able to find with divinations for one reason or another. Whatever protections they were under didn’t matter to [Queen’s Insight].

"I think I’m going to head back to Meil, if Blue would be so kind?"

"Of course," Shayma said. "He says he’ll put you back with your guards and give you a portal home."

"That would be wonderful, thank you." Impulsively, she pulled Shayma into a hug. Shayma stiffened a moment in surprise, then hugged her back. "Thank Blue for me, too."

"I will," Shayma told her, and Iniri stepped back so Blue could work his magic. The vast open grassland vanished to be replaced by the audience chamber, where an archway of stone already showed a view into the morning-dark manor. Her guards were, for once, far more weary than she was but came to attention nonetheless.

"Let’s go home," she told them, and let them escort her through before dismissing them to their normal posts.

She caught Cheya on her way out of her bedroom, possibly the first time she’d seen the [Spymistress] muzzy and bed-haired. Shadow Affinity didn’t actually make her a night person or obviate her need for sleep, but Cheya was always awake when Iniri was. It took Cheya a blink to realize who Iniri was before she dropped into a deep curtsey in spite of her bedclothes.

"My Queen," she said, eyes sharpening as she took in Iniri’s demeanor. "Good news?"

"Amazing news," she said. "I got some new Skills from Blue." She almost asked Blue for the Status sigil, then decided maybe it wasn’t necessary. After seeing the way that Shayma had wrought runes in the air she was more than a little envious, but there was no reason she couldn’t do the same. While she needed something solid for runework she suddenly had that now, and the runes for viewing Status were well enough known that she could draw them from memory.

She manifested them in front of her; specialized to her and not quite as useful as a Status sigil, but still good enough to display her new Skills. Cheya stared, blinked, and stared some more, for once caught entirely off-guard. Iniri smiled.

"That is…" Cheya began then cleared her throat. "Your Majesty, that is amazing but I think I should get dressed and showered before I can give you an analysis."

"Oh." Iniri said, realizing how en déshabillé Cheya was. "Of course."

When she joined Iniri in the office, she was far more alert and back to her quiet, dark self, but clearly excited about Iniri’s new additions.

"The Abilities alone are vastly powerful, far above normal third-tier sets. Among other things having a second Lineage entirely offsets any other marriageability issues." Cheya looked at Iniri sympathetically. "I wish I hadn’t had to advocate for dealing with Blue, I know how much it impacted your future prospects, but now I think you’ve gained that back. Provided any other deals with Blue don’t prevent you from following through."

"Not so far," Iniri said, trying not to think too hard about it. She was still a little bit sore in certain places which made any logical consideration of future marriage rather difficult. "That’s not an immediate concern anyway."

"True," Cheya allowed. "But it is a relief to know. Some of these other Skills, though." She pursed her lips. "Starting with these solid constructs—"

Iniri flipped her hand, conjuring a glowing messenger bird. It launched itself into the air, flapping around Cheya’s head before returning to perch on Iniri’s finger. She couldn’t exactly control it once she’d launched it off, not the same way she could while she was still touching the construct, but it followed her intentions. As her own mana ought to.

"That…" Cheya’s eyes narrowed at the bird, picking up on what Iniri was thinking. "I know it said that it took a large amount of mana, but how many of those can you make?"

Iniri just grinned.

Two hours later she had an even score of glowing silver messenger birds, each one of them imprinted with the heraldry of Tarnil and patterned with runes. She’d loaded each bird with a warning from her own lips, about the army and about how long they had to get to Meil or out of the way. They didn’t have long, mere days at best, but for those closest to the oncoming army the birds would make all the difference.

[Queen’s Insight] let her drop them near where those concentrations of people were, darting out into the dawn on inexhaustible wings. Once people got the message, they’d find others nearby, until the word had been spread everywhere she could reach. With that done, she began conjuring tiny motes of light, spreading them throughout Meil itself. [Verdant Light] was a powerful effect and would provide a badly needed morale boost. Even she could feel the subtle effects from the light shed by the constructs, despite the buzzing from her new kinetic Affinity.

Governance was more than the keeping of order. While corruption and graft were chronic diseases that any nation needed to keep under control, fear and apathy were the real killers. The victory against Vok Nal had done a lot to keep those things at bay, but there was still the knowledge of how much more they had to do. Not to mention the lingering scars of Vok Nal’s occupation. That was a miasma that kept anyone from being entirely happy, entirely relaxed.

She wasn’t sure which direction the announcement about the oncoming army and Meil’s movement would push the populace. They were still uncertain of how to think about Blue. He wasn’t really a personal presence like he was with her, but they were still aware of how important he had been in taking Meil, so it wasn’t like they’d be horrified. That didn’t mean they’d be pleased. Fortunately Shayma put a pretty and cheerful face on what was otherwise a horrifying amount of power.

With her newfound energy she actually found herself catching up on what she needed to get done instead of drowning in it. That gave her a little extra time for working on a speech to tell the populace what was going on, as well as some less critical things. Less critical but still important, like following up on the Ells. She still wanted to try and get them on board at least as Crown agents. She barely needed Cheya’s nod to shortlist them.

She sent a more prosaic messenger to them, tempted as she was to use her new Skills, and set up a meeting after the announcement. Though it would still be another couple days before it would be time to move Meil, she wanted to start the preparations and have people ready for it as soon as possible.

There were already criers out on the streets, sending people to the central square. Cheya had some of her Classers securing the area, though Iniri doubted there was anyone left who was even a marginal danger. Between Cheya and Blue she couldn’t imagine any traitor or agent of the mage-kings was left.

By the time she arrived, properly attired and escorted, there were over a thousand people in the square itself and more spilling into the streets. It was a heartening sight compared to the last time there was an army marching on them, and there were only a few hundred people at best hiding out in Blue’s small town. This time her Classers would be protected by the Fortress, and all the noncombatants would be far away.

She conjured her own stage, using a temporary construct to raise herself up, leaving her on a shining silver platform above the crowd. There were shouts and cheers as she showed herself, then as she raised a hand people quieted.

"People of Tarnil," she began, mana flowing into [Inspiring Speech]. "People of Meil, my friends and my beloved subjects. Be heartened. For so long the mage-kings have been indifferent. Contemptuous of our existence. But now, they fear us." That got a rise out of people, and she let them shout for a minute before continuing, feeling their cheers resonate with [Inspiring Speech].

"With Vok Nal dead, now Tor Kot sends an army against us. We remember what happened last time a mage-king tried that, don’t we?" She flashed a fanged grin, hearing raucous laughter in response. "We will meet this army, and this time even less of it will be left. It is marching upon Meil, but there is no need for even the smallest child to be worried. By the time they arrive, Meil will no longer be here. Our ally, the Power known as Blue and whom you all know through his representative, Shayma, will be moving the entire city before the army arrives, so all they will find is fortress walls and death." She held up a finger, holding off the gasps and murmurs that announcement created.

"Of course, when we are done he will move it back again. For us it will not even be an inconvenience, but for Tor Kot it will be utter defeat. But all this can only happen if we are ready. If you are not a Classer, I only ask that you help stockpile any food and supplies that may be outside of Meil’s walls and prepare for the arrival of your neighbors and fellow countrymen. All Classers, I ask that you report to any of the Crown guard, because when the army arrives you will be killing a lot of monsters." That got a deep rumble from the smaller contingent of adventurers scattered throughout the square.

"Once we crush this army, we will destroy Tor Kot just like we did Vok Nal." She felt [Phantasmal Beacon] stirring and she let the Skill activate, silver and blue light pouring forth over the crowd. Backs straightened, shoulders were thrown back, eyes were cleared of lingering doubt. "We will purge the cities of the mage kings, we will scour the countryside of the monsters, and we will make them pay."

Iniri raised a fist as the square roared with one voice, and at the prodding of [Phantasmal Beacon] she called on [Blue’s Armament of Light]. She hadn’t used the Skill yet, so she wasn’t sure how it would manifest. She felt it appear above her, framed by her antlers, a silver-starred field of dark Tarnil blue, haloing her in her house colors.

By the time she dissolved the stage, the crowd she’d left behind was in higher spirits and better cheer than she’d seen in years. A little bit longer and she was back into manor, where she took a moment just in case Blue had somehow missed what was going on. He seemed to be distracted enough at times that she couldn’t be sure he’d caught the meeting with the Ells, and Shayma would probably want to know about it. So far he’d been pretty responsive when she addressed him directly, so she invoked his name and invited Shayma to join the discussion.

Shayma popped into existence a few minutes later, just outside the door of Iniri’s office. The guards didn’t even twitch, which was probably a bad habit to get in to. Admittedly, proper palaces were warded against teleportation, but that just meant that anyone who could bypass it was a real threat.

"I missed a speech?" Shayma asked, waving as she came in the door but still not looking quite as cheerful as usual. "Blue says it really stirred everyone up. Also you want to talk to my parents?"

"Yes, to both." Iniri replied. "The speech was mostly to tell people about the army and about moving the city. The reason I want to talk to your folks is I need trusted agents and I think they fit. But I don’t want to do that behind your back, especially since you’re effectively royalty."

"Royalty?" Shayma blinked.

"Your Class is Noble Trickster," Iniri said dryly. "That’s not merely a label. Usually nobility classes are a specific rank, like mine, but since your position is unique I wouldn’t expect yours to develop the same way."

"Oh." Shayma looked taken aback, which amused Iniri since the fox-girl had been acting as if she had noble status for a while. She just hadn’t realized it.

"Anyway, I hope you don’t have any objection. Considering you’re their daughter, Blue might have first claim on offering them a job."

"No, that would just be weird." Shayma grimaced. "Blue thinks so too. Also that he doesn’t really have a way to communicate with them or even tasks they could do. Though he does want to make them some gear." Her dour look flashed to a smile for a moment. "Aww, that’s sweet, Blue."

Iniri suppressed a grimace. The only thing she’d seen Blue make aside from the Primal Sources was a gods-damned Artifact and she didn’t like the idea of him handing those out like candy. If he was going to, though, the Ells were probably reasonable enough recipients.

"They should be here soon," Iniri said, waving at the doorway. "For what it’s worth, by the way, I don’t think you missed much with the speech. My Skills did a lot of the heavy lifting, and since one of them is a Blue-given Skill I don’t know that it would affect you."

"I have noticed some things not entirely affecting me," Shayma agreed, then stopped as Sienne and Giorn were passed through the door and went down on one knee.

"You may rise," Iniri said, just in time for Shayma to hop out of her seat and pull first one, then the other into a hug. She felt a small pang as she watched, even though her own parents had died long ago. The Ells were truly lucky that their family had survived the invasion and aftermath intact.

"Thank you, Your Majesty," Sienne said after Shayma let her go. "What is it you need from us?"

"Actually, I thought I’d offer you something to make up for the fact that your daughter wound up bound to and pregnant by a Power." The moment it slipped out she knew how gauche it was to say, but apparently she still had certain things at the back of her brain.

"Pregnant!?" Both Giorn and Sienne stared at Shayma.

"You didn’t tell them?" Iniri asked curiously.

"It’s not what you think!" Shayma held up her hands. "It’s not an actual baby, it’s a dungeon seed and will let Blue expand elsewhere."

"My poor heart can’t take this." Sienne muttered, then looked abashed "Sorry, Your Majesty."

"No, no, I feel the same way when dealing with Blue and Shayma." Iniri smiled. "Please, sit." The three fox-kin all took chairs, though Giorn comically outsized his, and looked at her expectantly.

"Sienne and Giorn, as you can imagine I am lacking in higher-level Classers that I can trust. I’m sure most of the ones here are fine citizens, but that is not the same as empowering them to act in the Crown’s name." The two fox-kin exchanged a glance.

"Are you suggesting some sort of title, Your Majesty?" Giorn asked.

"Crown Marshall." Iniri didn’t try to lead into it. "We don’t exactly have your records here but I know Shayma personally, and Cheya has no qualms about your reliability." The [Spymistress] was off on one of her errands, but they’d already discussed the Ells in depth. "The fact that you, in particular, didn’t come to my attention speaks well of you." She nodded at Sienne. "Void users are terribly dangerous."

"The Ell family inheritance helps us avoid the normal issues of void Affinity," Sienne said. "But Crown Marshall? I’m not familiar…"

"Neither of us are from Tarnil originally," Giorn added.

"It isn’t used often," Iniri said. "Mostly in times of crisis like this when we don’t have a government to carry out the Crown’s will."

"Wait, then how does Blue know what it is?" Shayma frowned, head cocked and ears twitching.

"How does Blue know anything?" Iniri favored Shayma with a wry grin. "At this point I’ve stopped being surprised by things like this."

Shayma snorted, but the usual amusement wasn’t there. Whatever had bothered her earlier still was on her mind, which was fairly unusual in Iniri’s experience. Shayma tended to shrug things off, so this really had to be something. She’d left it alone before, but thinking about it more maybe it was her business. Not as a queen, but as a friend, something she’d almost forgotten ever since they’d taken shelter with Blue and events had proceeded apace. Shayma’s parents being there could be good or bad, depending on what the issue was. She’d just have to be careful not to push too hard.

"What happened, Shayma?" She asked. "I know I called this meeting for you," she nodded at Sienne and Giorn, "but Shayma has been grumpy since this morning." The two older fox-kin turned to look at their daughter in perfect synchronization.

"It’s not anything dangerous or world-ending," Shayma sighed. "I just…" Her tail lashed once, shoulders sagging and ears drooping. "Ansae’s been listening to Blue talk to me without telling us."

"Ansae?" Sienne arched an inquisitive eyebrow

"Just an ancient dragon Power that hangs out with Blue," Iniri said, enjoying the stares that got. She wasn’t entirely certain who Ansae was yet. Given how old she was, she could be any one of a dozen legendary dragons from the other continents who hadn’t been confirmed dead. None of them were Powers, last she’d heard, but that didn’t mean anything. History recorded at least three dragon Powers, starting with the Silver Woe, so it wasn’t too outlandish to think Ansae was one too. "So the problem is that she was spying on you two?"

"I thought we were friends," Shayma sighed. "I don’t know why she’d do it, and I don’t know why Blue isn’t more upset."

"I expect it’s because he and Ansae aren’t friends." Iniri said, contemplating Shayma. She understood a little bit of why Shayma was so bothered. To her, a couple of weeks of spying on an ally was nothing. But spying on a friend? "Shayma, I suspect Blue isn’t that upset because he would have done the same thing. You realize when you first showed up, I had Cheya look into your background so I could be sure that you were safe to be around." Shayma made a face.

"Really?" She asked, incredulous. Iniri nodded, and Sienne added her own thoughts to the conversation.

"Dear, people like dragons and Powers…" She looked over to Iniri for a moment, eyes hooded in thought. "They’re like rulers. Any sort of power, of any type, draws the unsavory sorts who want to use that power for their own purposes. From aristocrats to demigods. Those who wield that power have to temper any personal relation with caution. In a way, for them anyone they don’t know is like a wild beast. You may want to trust your horse, but you’re still going to keep an eye on her to see whether she’s sneaking out of her stall."

"I’m a fox, not a horse," Shayma muttered.

"The point is," Giorn said. "When you’re dealing with such powerful people, you have to expect that sort of game. If you want to be friends like...like normal, I guess, you have to be completely on their side. Which I guess means Blue has to be completely on her side too."

"Or she on his," Iniri amended. "Which may be entirely possible, given that she’s lairing in Blue somewhere already." Shayma scowled, but nodded reluctantly. Iniri didn’t think she’d really taken the argument to heart, not just yet, but it was a start. Besides, she did have business she wanted to get on with.

"Back to the discussion," Iniri said. "A Crown Marshall is my personal agent. Messages that can’t be carried otherwise, or rendering aid that only a high-level Classer can. I’ll freely admit that one reason is because of Shayma. She represents Blue, and given how deeply my interests are entwined with his I’ll need someone to go with her on some occasions who can keep necessary secrets or bear necessary authority." Not to mention that if Sienne and Giorn were representing her, Shayma might be slightly more mindful of Iniri’s prerogatives than she otherwise would.

The irony of the charge was not lost on her. She was immediately setting her parents in a position to keep an eye on Shayma with the sort of caution that had her friend so irritated. But there was nothing else for it.

"I’m not sure how I feel about getting a job through my daughter," Sienne said dubiously.

"That’s just a bonus. Getting into the third tiers as a duo clearly demonstrates your competence, and your levels and Classes show you have more than enough individual power for the role. The only thing that might be in doubt is your loyalty, and after meeting Shayma I well enough believe you’ve put roots down here."

"Well, I say we accept." Giorn said. "I think we’re adventured out for now, with Shayma safe, and it’s not like any of the caravans are going to be coming back here anytime soon."

"I saw Duenn," Shayma added. "It was completely changed and I doubt Invin is any different. The shop is probably gone too."

"I liked the shop," Sienne sighed. "It had all my stuff." She focused on Iniri. "The Ell family is not supposed to be here. Our relationship with our parent house of Anell is…" Her mouth twisted wryly. "Complicated, to say the least, but the house of Ell, with our [Void Rapier] heritage, rising to prominence here outside of their control could result in some deep unpleasantness from our homeland."

"I understand," Iniri told her firmly, and she did. Hearing that the Ells were related to Anell, and not too distantly, was a bit of a surprise. They were a massive and incredibly old dynasty from the continent of Einteril, but their reach didn’t extend out to Tarnil so the Ells were probably fairly safe. She didn’t know exactly what had passed between Sienne and the greater house of Ell and Anell, but she could guess. Intrigue was common where nobility and Classers touched. "The Crown will protect you, and I’m sure Blue will protect you. I’m not trying to bind you to me to have a void user on my side, I assure you. I didn’t know you even were one until recently."

"Hmm." Sienne chewed her lip.

"You always wanted to break away from your family," Giorn reminded her. "Pretty sure getting official Crown protection is as good a break as we could ever manage."

"That does have its attractions," Sienne admitted.

"I think that’s a yes," Giorn said with a laugh. "How do we sign up, Your Majesty?"

Iniri conjured two slices of silver, shield-shaped badges with two kirin rampant and Giorn and Sienne’s names, pulling on Blue’s immense reserves to make the creation permanent. It wasn’t exactly the standard method of conveying authority, but with her new Skills it was the perfect one. She handed them across the desk, to Giorn’s low whistle.

"Looks like light but I can feel some kinetic. Permanent conjurations?" Giorn’s bushy eyebrows rose as he looked at his in consternation.

"Yes, courtesy of Blue." Iniri smiled. "It turns out dealing with a Power isn’t all bad."

"Hmmm." Sienne looked thoughtful and Shayma elbowed her.

"No, mom. That involves sex with my boyfriend or whatever you want to call him and just…" Shayma shook her head with finality. "Just, no."

"Oh."

"And you’re not helping, Blue!" Shayma added. Sienne looked uncomfortable for all of two seconds before looking at Iniri speculatively.

"...Your Majesty?" Iniri snorted in reply.

"Yes, but my relations are not under discussion here. Actually, I have something for you to do right away: ride herd on the lower-level classers pulling in our stockpiles. There have been some reports of sticky fingers and we can’t afford that once Blue pulls Meil away. We can’t afford that now. Feel free to knock any heads you need to."

Giorn rumbled a deep laugh, rattling the table.

"My family’s done trade caravans for half of forever. I know exactly what you mean, and I can sniff out careless handling with the best of them." The big man said. Iniri nodded to them, dismissing her new enforcers so they could get to work.

"Shayma, if you want to stay I still need to talk to Duke Sarthi about his…" She sighed. There wasn’t really any politic way to put it. "His issues with Blue. His son was one of the adventurers Blue killed."

"Blue says he completely forgot about that."

"He hasn’t forgotten about Blue," Iniri said dryly. "According to Cheya he’s been agitating against Blue. Not to any great success, and I doubt that he cares, but I do. I can’t have nobility showing open hostility to our allies." In private was another matter. She couldn’t do anything about Sarthi hating Blue, especially since he had good reason, but she could do something about him stirring something dangerously close to rebellion. She glanced to one of her guards.

"Inform Duke Sarthi that I will see him now." She was at least half a day ahead of where she had expected to be, maybe even a full day, even with all the emergencies she had to take care of, so Sarthi wasn’t likely to be ready for the summons. Not that even he’d dare to make her wait.

"I’m not sure that there’s any way he can be reconciled with Blue, considering it was the son’s fault. " She told Shayma while the message was passed. "His wife died in the invasion, so I do feel for him. But that doesn’t mean I can let this go." Shayma nodded thoughtfully, her ears flicking this way and that as Blue made his own opinions known.

"Blue says it sounds very one-sided. It’s not like he’s holding the Duke responsible for anything." Iniri grimaced.

"No, it’s mostly my problem, but I suggested he talk to Blue and so far he hasn’t. Maybe with you here it’ll force…" She thought it might well force Sarthi to bow down. Blue didn’t have much of a temper but he did have one hell of a presence when he wanted to. "…something." She finished, in lieu of anything more suggestive, though she didn’t have much hope that something would be positive. As Blue pointed out, it was entirely one-sided. If a noble’s child had offended the ruler of some other country with attempted kidnapping or assassination or however it was best put, they’d be lucky to get off with their title intact. Sarthi was lucky Blue was so indifferent.

The man himself arrived not long after, the level forty-four [Deepforest Duke] still loose-jointed and lithe despite his age, but with the beginning of jowls around his cheeks. His eyes narrowed when he saw Shayma waiting in one of the chairs, but he didn’t balk or even say anything, merely going to one knee in Iniri’s presence.

"You may rise," Iniri said, and waved him to take one of the other chairs. "Please, sit."

"Your Majesty," he replied. "To what do I owe the honor of this meeting?"

"You know very well, Lehrem," Iniri sighed. "Even without Shayma here. Your crusade against Blue is both pointless and dangerous. I sympathize with your position, but it isn’t one I can share. Please, go home and mourn but stop this crusade."

"It killed my son," Sarthi said, face twisting with grief. "Torquill was all I had left! What am I supposed to do?"

Iniri took a deep breath. She was absolutely sympathetic; he wasn’t being malicious or self-aggrandizing. He was an upset father who wanted to deal with his son’s killer, but at the same time it was an absolutely hopeless proposition. Not only was it Torquill’s fault, and she did trust Blue about what the adventurers had been up to, but there was nothing that could be done to hold Blue accountable. The best she could do would be to persuade him to make peace, and that didn’t seem particularly likely.

"Go home," she said gently. "Mourn. I don’t ask anything more of you and I won’t hold you responsible for anything else. Neither will Blue, I’m sure." She glanced to Shayma, who nodded. The fox-girl looked rather upset.

"I’m sorry for your loss," Shayma said, seemingly of her own accord. She was clearly speaking for herself, at any rate, rather than Blue.

"You’re the one who killed him!" Sarthi growled, rounding on Shayma. To her credit, she didn’t flinch.

"No. Blue did, and he did it because your son was threatening him. But I, personally, am sorry for his death."

Sarthi stared at her for a moment, then his arm blurred. Inri’s hand flicked as she went to put up [Shield of Tarnil], but Shayma was faster. Her hand caught his wrist mid-slap, the skin shifted to steel, making a soft ringing noise. Iniri couldn’t be entirely certain Sarthi had used a Skill, but she was pretty sure he had and was all the more impressed that Shayma had stopped it dead.

There was a sudden feeling of pressure. It seemed to slide off Iniri, and Shayma didn’t show any discomfort, but Sarthi paled, seeming to struggle for breath. Shayma didn’t release his wrist, and her sympathetic look had vanished.

"While I am personally sorry, Blue does not have much patience for people who attack me," she warned, voice chill and far more suited to representing a Power than her normal bubbly cheerfulness. "Do not attack me again."

The pressure vanished and Shayma released his wrist, letting him breathe again as he slumped back in his chair, staring wide-eyed at Shayma. Iniri rubbed her temples, then waved off the guards who spilled in through the door a moment later, drawn by the unusual presence. This was not how she had wanted things to go. There was no way that Sarthi was going to let things lie now, but maybe being exposed to that sheer power would rein in his actions. As much as she’d prefer to have his active help, having him closeted in his manor was better than trying to undermine her.

"Lehrem," she said, bringing his attention back to her. "Take all the time you need. Tarnil isn't going anywhere."

"Your Majesty," he managed to say, struggling back upright. Shaken as he was, he still managed to take the dismissal for what it was. "Thank you for your time."

She nodded to him, and the guards let him back out. Iniri turned to frown at Shayma, only to find Shayma already frowning, and she cleared her expression. In truth she should be grateful that Shayma both intercepted Sarthi’s blow and preempted Blue from turning the man into ash. It wasn’t her fault, or even Blue’s, that Sarthi was rapidly turning from a major asset into a major annoyance.

"Thank you," she told Shayma, earning a wide-eyed blink.

"I don’t think I did much," she said doubtfully. "I don’t know that I could have done much."

"It turned out better than it might have," she assured Shayma. "Now, I don’t mean to chase you out, but unless you have a burning desire to help with paperwork…" She gave Shayma a hopeful look and the fox-girl laughed.

"I need to go visit Annit and Keri anyway," she said. "They’ve been hiding away for the past couple days."



Day 131 - Annit


She hated the weakness.

Annit could still move about perfectly well, and didn’t feel too weary to go about her normal business, but she could feel that her stamina pool had been massively reduced and she didn’t have the normal strength or agility a level thirty-five Classer should have. It felt more like she was level ten, which she hadn’t been in years. Or that she was twice as old as she was, since levels did nothing to offset the passage of time. Even though she actually moved like a low-level Classer in her fit early twenties, she felt like an arthritic old woman.

It wasn’t like she’d had no depletion before, but each time she’d encountered it, it’d been one point at a time. Some strange twist in the local mana, some corrupt bite of a beast, barely noticeable without checking her Status. It was easy enough to outlevel and outpace, and under normal circumstances barely slowed her or anyone else down until their leveling stalled out completely.

Keri’s worried eyes following her wherever she went didn’t help, either.

She had to grudgingly admit that Blue’s [Restful Night] was a great help. Even when she wasn’t actually asleep it toned down the gut-gnawing fear and anxiety at the back of her mind. When she wasn’t reliving that awful feeling of something vital being ripped from her as Depletion took hold, she was thinking over how Blue had warned them that once they were in, there was no way out. That had been far too prophetic for her tastes.

The weight of Keri’s gaze on her only added to the shame of fighting a losing battle against a freestanding log, still trying to get used to exactly how little speed she had with her downranked [Wind Blade] and [Grace of Air]. Blue’s weapon still worked well enough, but with so much less behind it the results were less than spectacular. Whereas before she could sever the log with a good blow, now she was merely taking chunks out of it. Slowly.

Annit sighed and deactivated the Skills, stowing the blowgun back in its holster as she turned away from her test dummy. Keri was by her side in a moment, taking her arm, and Annit nearly pulled away before she caught herself. It wouldn’t be fair to take out her attitude on Keri, and even though she was technically at full health she had to admit the feeling of Keri’s healing mana flowing into her was soothing.

"Any improvement?" She asked, her golden-green eyes the only real points of color. Everything else seemed faded and lesser; but everything not Keri hardly mattered anyway. The touch made her want to just submerge herself in Keri’s attentions, but even that thought made her skin crawl. Not because of Keri, but because all she could think about was Blue staring down at them. A squeeze on her arm made her realize she hadn’t actually answered Keri’s question, having yet again drifted off into her own dark reflections.

"No," Annit sighed, though it wasn’t like either of them had really been expecting anything to improve. "Same as ever."

Keri’s mouth popped open, but then she shut it without saying anything. Instead she snuggled in closer, gripping Annit’s arm more possessively as they made their way back toward the house. The silent support felt like it lifted a weight from her heart, though she knew that she was dragging Keri down, leaning too heavily on her lover with every step they took. The hospital had finally cleared out, and though occasionally someone was brought in from Meil it was just empty for the moment. Just the two of them. And Blue, who was always there.

Annit knew what Keri was thinking. Blue had offered them a way for Annit to regain everything she’d lost. It was just not something she could afford to take. She didn’t blame Keri for wanting her to take it, or even being curious for her own sake, but it just wasn’t something Annit could contemplate. Taking that way out would be betraying herself, which meant betraying Keri, which meant betraying everything that they’d been and built all at once. It’d just collapse everything that she was, that they were, even if she could accept the act itself.

Which she couldn’t. Everything within her simply shut down and refused at the thought. It was disturbing, nauseating, disgusting. Her whole being simply rejected the concept, her mind stuttered to a halt even getting near it. It was never going to happen.

At least Blue hadn’t pressed them or threatened to kick them out. Their home remained as comfortable as ever, the trees they inevitably destroyed in their practice grew back, and tayantan trees bore blue fruit just outside the rear porch. True, they had to go to Meil to get any other sort of food but Keri’s healing had gotten them enough money and goodwill that it wasn’t a problem. Even with the stockpiling and rationing coming on as everyone prepared for the oncoming army, they weren’t worried about going hungry.

She allowed Keri to pull her onto the small couch on the porch, flexing her fingers and stretching her legs. Even though she hadn’t quite depleted her stamina pool, there was still a certain weariness from overexertion that wasn’t reflected by stats. As levels rose, that sort of tiredness faded in one of those benefits that was hard to notice until it was taken away.

Keri nestled into her side, and Annit relaxed against her, trying not to scowl. Trying, and failing because the only other expression she could find was bleak and blank and far too revealing. Revealing how she kept staring into space and not thinking of anything at all, or how she just wanted to lie down in bed and do nothing. If it weren’t for Keri she probably would be doing just that.

A prickly sort of weight settled on her and she shuddered, involuntarily cast back to that moment of sundering by what she now knew to be Blue’s attention. She knew what almost always followed that attention, so she struggled back upright, giving Keri’s hand a squeeze.

"Shayma’s going to be here any moment."

Keri looked at her, slightly surprised but without any question. For some reason Keri wasn’t nearly as sensitive to it as she was, barely noticing when the force of Blue’s regard swept past them, but she trusted that Annit was right. Sure enough, a minute later Shayma rapped on the porch door, which was polite but unnecessary.

"Come on out," Keri called, and Shayma obeyed, settling into one of the other porch seats.

"How are you two doing?" The fox-girl asked, clearly concerned but, to Annit’s ear, not particularly hopeful of any answer other than the obvious.

Annit answered for both of them with a derisive grunt, slumping back down in the couch. That was as much as the question deserved, under the circumstances. Shayma knew as much as anyone, maybe even better than anyone, that Depletion didn’t go away. Her concern was genuine but it still grated, making her grit her teeth against whatever incoherent complaints she might have.

Shayma looked over at them, brow wrinkled in sympathy.

"With the army coming, there will probably be a good opportunity to get some experience, maybe offset it with extra levels."

"That doesn’t fix anything," Annit objected immediately, then pressed her lips together. Keri rubbed her shoulder soothingly, looking to Shayma.

"I think we’ll stay here," Keri told Shayma. "Just like last time. There’s no need for us to be out by the fighting." In a way that was the best place for Keri to be, less to deal with immediate severe injuries and more to prevent the slow accumulation of minor injuries that led to catastrophe. Neither of them were ready to actually be in the midst of fighting yet, though. Probably not until they’d pushed their Skills in their third tier, especially Annit’s [Bodyguard] which could evolve into something really special.

Of course, that didn’t seem likely to happen anymore.

Shayma gave her a look of sympathy, and Annit realized she’d said some of that out loud. Or maybe just thought some of it loudly enough that words were unnecessary. The fox-girl shifted, curling her tail about as she regarded the two of them, and it wasn’t just Annit who was thinking loudly enough to be heard. When she opened her mouth it simply confirmed it.

"The offer is still open," Shayma said. "Blue could still— "

"No." Annit replied flatly, before Shayma even finished. That just was not an option she could take.

"Annie," Keri said, leaning in against her. "I hate how much it hurts you. I hate the way you look when you feel what’s missing."

"I hate it too," she said. "But I can’t. I just can’t, Ker."

"You know I wouldn’t mind," Keri assured her. "I just don’t want you to keep being like this."

"I know you wouldn’t," Annit sighed. She didn’t even know how to explain it. It was simply that she couldn’t take Blue’s offer, not without breaking something inside herself. The problem wasn’t Blue, or even Keri. The problem was she just couldn’t.

"Blue doesn’t mind if you don’t like him," Shayma said. "He says— "

"I don’t want to hear it," Annit growled. Shayma paused, ears flicking as Blue said something to her. She nodded, then refocused on Annit.

"This argument has been going on for a while, so, he is officially offering to Purify you, with no further debt, considering the circumstances under which you incurred the Depletion."

She took a deep breath. If she turned it down, she’d never be able to keep up with Keri. She wouldn’t be able to protect Keri, and she had no idea how they’d be able to move forward together. It hurt, desperately hurt, but if she accepted she wouldn’t ever feel right again, not with Keri or with anyone.

"My answer is no," she said. Her voice cracked halfway through, but she said it.

"Annie— " Keri began, but Shayma held up her hand.

"Blue says he thinks you made a good decision," Shayma said, sounding as if she didn’t belive it herself.

"What?" Keri asked in bewilderment, and Annit gritted her teeth against a sudden surge of anger. If he thought that, why was he offering? Why did he think that, in fact? Maybe she was simply not good enough, or pretty enough, or maybe it was just that Blue didn’t like her attitude.

"Blue says…" Shayma paused again, though she couldn’t tell whether that was because Blue had more to say or she was trying to figure out how to say it. "You can’t save yourself if you’re destroyed by the attempt. That Annit is too much herself to take Blue’s offer without losing that same self, and he didn’t want that to happen. He also says that you won’t be discarded or forgotten, and he is trying to figure out different ways to remove Depletion. There is still hope, but it’s doubtful that whatever he figures out will be easy or free."

The anger faded as she listened to Shayma, replaced with something else she couldn’t quite name. She had not expected Blue to understand, let alone explain it to Keri and Shayma. Even now she wasn’t sure that they understood, or that Blue’s explanation was exactly right, but it was better than anything she’d come up with. It was clear that she had been wrong about Blue, and that he was not nearly as selfish or conniving as she’d thought. Or even if he was, he had other virtues to balance him.

"Tell Blue…" She licked her lips, her mouth completely dry. "Tell him thank you. If he does find another way, I’m not afraid of hard work."

Shayma nodded and Annit slumped against Keri, unspeakably relieved. She hadn’t even realized how much the worry over that choice had drained her, just that now that it was done she felt like she could breathe again. Even if she was as weak as a day-old kitten. Especially since Blue offered some hope of another path back to where she had been.

"It still might be worth joining us in Meil," Shayma offered, then made a face as she realized what she had said. "Well, where Meil will have been. We’re going to be using the Adamant Fortress and if you’re not safe there, you won’t be anywhere. You’ll still feel better with a few more levels, even if it’s only a little bit."

"We’ll think about it," Keri said for her, squeezing her hand. Annit looked over to see that she still looked worried, but this worry was less pained and more determined. Any protests she might have made fell away under that look and Annit nodded.

"We’ll think about it."



Day 132 - Blue


I was actually pretty pleased with how things had gone with Keri and Annit, especially after the troubles with Ansae. Pleased with that, but not with what had happened. Annit’s eyes were so empty it was hard to take, even though I didn’t know her that well, so I hoped I could come up with some solution for her. I figured that solution would have something to do with crafting though, so I was running stuff through my [Mana Diamond Anvil] regularly and slowly building up a tiny stockpile of supermaterials.

Since there was little else I could do for her at the moment, I went on to try and prune down my list of other tasks.  After setting aside a pool of experience points to boost Shayma, I’d capped out my storage crystals and my spatial fields, as well as polishing off [Fluid Handling] and rounding things out with a single point in Fabrication. My gains were a thousand capacity storage crystal, meaning I could get myself up to nearly two hundred thousand mana if I needed to, a size five portable storage crystal that could be taken out of the dungeon, increased fluid storage capacity, and [Gate].

[Gate] was the pinnacle of my spatial workings, but was ridiculously expensive. I had a hunch I could probably somehow finagle it to use supermaterials instead of regular materials and cut some of the cost down, though it’d still be a steep price. A price worth paying since, according to the description, it made a permanent link between two points. Of course both points needed their own [Gate], doubling the costs of something whose base material was five hundred Adamant Stone. Given the trouble I’d had making enough for even the Mana Diamond Forge it was a little out of reach for the moment, and that didn’t count all the alchemical diamond, silver, gold, and so on in the list.

I was ready to move Meil at any time. According to Iniri we still had another full day before I should start, but I’d already set up the Grassland Climate. I figure it was as neutral as any, and would give me some idea of how they dealt with other structures. If it started overwriting parts of the city I could turn it off with no harm done, and if not I knew I could move Anton’s Village into one.

The Grassland climate produced a very nice area but no new Affinity flowers. It offset that with actually natively producing Fertilizer, which was nice considering otherwise I had to muck about with making it manually or replumb everyone’s houses instead of just attaching their sewers to my Composting Chambers. It made me wonder what the other Climates had to offer and I wished I had the time to play with them, but that would have to wait until after the battle. Setting up stable areas that were large enough, even with spatial fields, was a little tricky.

Even if I didn’t have time for that, I did have time for a completely different idea, one for which I needed the resident alchemist. I was lacking void Affinity so I couldn’t do much for Sienne, but kinetic was well within my wheelhouse and seeing the giant tree-trunk Giorn used had given me an idea. With my new mixing bath and an application of [Mana Diamond Forge] to a bit of kinetic Source, I might be able to able to make something out of tayantan wood.

I wanted that calamite vapor for it though, since I would bet that was some sort of alchemical super-catalyst, and I hoped that Taelah would know how to capture it. She was still in the farming area I’d made, along with the rest of Anton’s Village, and together they were about the only ones who hadn’t moved out. Mostly because Meil still needed the fast-growing crop yields to keep from tilting into starvation. Now that they were linking back up with other farms from before the invasion it wasn’t as bad, but crops took time to grow and storage was an issue. I was glad none of that was my problem.

Shayma was still a little grumpy but happy enough to head over and find Taelah, who was out behind her little cottage working on an herb garden. Which, when I looked at it, was full of plants I didn’t recognize and kind of wanted to steal. Not that I would, but I wanted to. She had on a sunhat, shading her freckled face from the glare of the flat overhead light, as well as a heavy apron with gloves tucked into the pocket for dealing with the less friendly plants.

"Hello, Taelah," she said, peering around the corner of the house.

"Miss Shayma," Taelah replied, brushing dirt from her hands. "What can I do for you? Or Blue?"

"Blue has some alchemical issues he was hoping you could solve," Shayma said cheerfully. "He has a process that makes a vapor that he wants to capture."

"That’s…" Taelah looked thoughtful. "I know how to do that, but the details depend on so many things. I’d need to see the process and what he’s using before I could come up with a proper solution." She paused for a moment. "I do have to thank him though because working with those chrystheniums pushed me all the way to the cap for [Novice Alchemy]. When I get to my second tier I’ll be able to start out with the full [Alchemy] skill."

"That’s great! I’d have to show her the [Mana Diamond Forge] but it’s kind of top secret. You haven’t seen it either yet now that I think about it, it’s pretty great." I considered a moment while Shayma translated, but I didn’t think that showing Taelah would be a problem.

"He offers his congratulations on your Skill leveling." Shayma smiled brilliantly, and Taelah smiled back.

"Thank you," she said. "It’s encouraging that he cares. He seems like he’s just too vast and important for that."

"Oh, he’s been keeping an eye on you." Shayma grinned, and chuckled at Taelah’s acknowledging, almost shy nod. Ever since she’d asked about becoming a Companion I’d kept a little closer eye on her and she was both very pragmatic and, so far as I could tell, very committed to staying. Plus she looked really cute in a sunhat. "Okay, I can show you two but she has to not tell anyone about it."

"Blue will show you, but what you see must be held in strict confidence," Shayma continued. "Not even I have seen what he’s doing yet."

"Certainly," Taelah said, eyes widening slightly. "Give me a moment to fetch my things."

She darted into her house, taking the time to wash her hands before fetching a tiny case from a small but well-equipped lab. I wasn’t sure exactly when she’d acquired all the alchemical equipment but she’d set up quite the array once I’d given her permission to use chrystheniums. Maybe it had something to do with her advancing Skills; even though my overlay still didn’t give me a full Status I could see that Taelah had gotten [Herbal Medicine] and [Plant Identification] to their maximum, not to mention raising her level to twenty. The [Herbalist] rejoined Shayma out by the herb garden, adjusting her sunhat.

"Ready."

"I’ll just move you straight there." Though not as blatant a change as [Blue’s Sagacity], the upgrade to [Mana Finesse] did make it a lot quicker and easier to spin a Teleport field around the two and shift them from the cottage to the interior of the forge room. It took me a moment to realize that I hadn’t actually lit the room, which didn’t matter to Shayma or myself, but for Taelah it seemed to make quite the impression. Even the normally unflappable Taelah gawked.

The [Mana Diamond Anvil] sparkled in starlit gloom, light spawned from pure mana density dripping along the convolutions of the scaffolding. Its sheer size dwarfed the two women, each of the liquid drops of illumination the size of a thumb where they slid upward from the floor or downward from the ceiling before vanishing as they hazed into the glow around the diamond anvil itself. The shifting, flowing light reflected against the gold wires wound throughout the stone of the room, covering walls, ceiling, and floor.

"Wow, that’s gorgeous," Shayma enthused. "That’s the [Mana Diamond Anvil]?"

"Yup. It’s super fancy." I took the opportunity to actually give the place some lights, just so Taelah didn’t bang her shin into some of the scaffolding or something. As amazing as the effect was, it made walking around a bit of a hazard.

"That is…" Taelah’s fingers gripped her case a little too tightly. "Are you sure this is something for an alchemist?"

"She’ll have to get used to dealing with really fancy things if she’s going to be working with me. I haven’t even shown you what this makes." Taelah nodded slowly as Shayma relayed that in a slightly less flippant manner, fingers tracing over her alchemy case.

"I suppose I should have expected something like this after seeing what else Blue can do. But seeing it is…" She stopped and looked the anvil up and down again. "This is just something else."

I hadn’t thought about that. So far most people had seen only the public areas I’d made, which were impressive in some ways but were in the end mostly stone and plants. They couldn’t see the mana dynamos themselves, or the mana flows for any of the Fields, so lava was the most dramatic thing I had. It was a shame I couldn’t show the truly interesting things off to more people.

"The actual stuff gets made in that bit of diamond in the middle. I can take most of what it makes out of it directly, but when I can’t I separate the pieces, splitting the diamond in half. That’s when the vapor escapes." It annoyed me that maximum [Fluid Handling] didn’t do anything to let me handle it, but it wasn’t like I had an [Air] resource either. Maybe with Taelah’s help I could get an upgrade to my [Fluid Handling]. It’d really irk me if handling gasses was a separate category.

"That is not easy." Taelah peered up at the anvil, reaching out a hesitant hand to the structure but stopping just short of touching it, letting the drops of light flow across her fingers. "Do you know what this vapor you’re trying to catch is?" I could almost see the wheels turning in her head. "Is it corrosive, hot, cold…?"

"Honestly no idea." Even though I had temperature sight, the gas was weirdly volatile and there was so little of it I hadn’t been able to characterize it much. "The anvil transmutes things into more advanced forms. In this case, I’m using calamite." I raised a rod of stone from the floor, spreading it out onto a small table and deposited a piece of [Red Calamite] on it for Taelah to look at.

At Shayma’s prodding Taelah tore her gaze away from the anvil and looked at the calamite, squinting at it before reaching into her apron pocket to pull out a pair of thick leather gloves. Only then did she pick it up, turning the piece over in her hands as she studied it. I hadn’t even thought about the possibility that it, or anything I was making, was actually toxic. I’d have to be more careful about that sort of thing going forward. Not everyone was like Ansae and functionally immune to everything.

"Yes, this is a very pure and high quality alchemical catalyst, though I can’t tell everything about it with my [Novice Alchemy]." Taelah put it down, a frown tugging at her lips. "Are you certain you want me to do this? A more skilled alchemist could tell you more, and provide better solutions."

"I’m sure." I didn’t want to expand the circle of people I worked with farther than necessary, and from what I’d seen Taelah was fairly trustworthy. She hadn’t tried picking any more flowers than I’d allowed, nor had she shared any of the things she’d made with anyone other than Shayma. As far as I could tell she hadn’t even given the details of what she’d been doing to anyone else in Anton’s Village, and I was starting to like her blunt honesty.

"I have no idea what this transmutation process does, but considering the source material I would expect anything made from it to be quite reactive." Taelah put the calamite down again, looking back to the anvil. "Can you open it up?"

"It is open. It’s just very very subtle." I would have to say the gap between the two halves of the diamond was less than a millimeter, and it wasn’t like they were two flat plates. It was pretty well gasketed, and when it was closed so far as I could tell it was all one piece. Even when it was open, it was nearly impossible to tell simply because of the constant light flow and the refractive shine of the alchemical diamond.

"Oh." Taelah needed perhaps a quarter of a second to take that in before opening her case. "So you have very small amounts of a very reactive alchemical catalyst in vapor form. I have a liquid that’s meant to hold reactive vapor in suspension, but I can’t guarantee it will work. Maybe if you surround the opening with the liquid?" She held up a genuinely tiny bottle, which I would have called a sample vial if it hadn’t lacked a pipette.

"That is absolutely perfect. Liquids I can handle. How do I get the catalyst back out?"

Taelah brightened at the praise, which Shayma had repeated nearly verbatim, putting away that vial and taking out a nearly identical one.

"This is the antagonist. Someday I’ll have a high enough Alchemy skill to make this stuff myself, but for the moment I have to buy it."

I could read between the lines easily enough. Taelah wasn’t exactly wealthy; her clothes were practically burlap, probably because she spent all her money on alchemy supplies. The two vials probably represented months or years of work.

"I’ll make sure you get replacements," I assured her. Technically I was obscenely wealthy, but actually turning that into useful purchasing power was a problem. I might have to spend my next payment from Iniri on Taelah’s supplies, not that I minded. Since it turned out I didn’t really get anything from using Assimilation on magical items the deal was not as useful as it might have been.

Taelah put both bottles on the table next to the calamite and I pulled them into inventory where they showed up as a tenth-unit each of [Alchemic Buffer] and [Buffer Antagonist]. It made me wonder what would have happened if I didn’t have [Material Precision]. As it was, that was enough for me to use, which I did by wrapping some alchemical diamond around the central point of the anvil and flooding the gap with the buffer. The hope was that I’d make the vapor, open the anvil, and the buffer would capture the vapor, and with my normal fluid handling I’d be able to pull it into inventory.

I’d need Taelah’s help again to use it, but one step at a time.

"Okay, this thing is all kinds of dangerous when I use it so I’ll have to put you somewhere else." I’d almost set it off right then and there but fortunately caught myself before being incredibly stupid. At point blank range there was no telling what effects the mana ripple would have. Probably death.

They both looked disappointed, but neither of them argued with me. Even if they’d really wanted to see, I wasn’t sure that a gold cage would be enough to shield them. Instead I moved them down to the other crafting room, where I had my [Assembler] and [Mixing Bath]. Neither of which were as impressive as the [Mana Diamond Anvil] but were still obviously different from basic dungeon construction.

The [Assembler] was simply a massive cube, five meters on a side, though I could probably make it larger if I ever needed to assemble something that couldn’t fit into the interior dimensions. It was completely faced with steel and cradled inside stonesteel ribs, raising it up off the floor by half a meter or so. Since it was entirely handled through the dungeon inventory, there weren’t any external ports or hatches or anything for insertion or removal of material, making it a seamless, mysterious box. Again, I could alter that with [Customization], but I’d never seen a need to.

The [Mixing Bath] had approximately the same dimensions, but instead of being a metal cube it was faced with glass, set into steel framing. Considering the project I had in mind I’d altered the cube to something more like fifteen meters long and two meters wide and tall. The bath was filled with something that looked like water but I was pretty sure wasn’t, since it took Stone to make, to serve as a medium for alchemical materials. The calamite could serve that purpose, but I was hoping the supermaterial version would be even stronger. What was better was that very little catalyst was needed so the tiny amounts generated by the [Mana Diamond Anvil] wouldn’t present a problem.

I hoped, anyway.

This room at least was lit, and the two women stared at the giant hulks of equipment. Taelah gravitated to the [Mixing Bath] right away, probably because of some instinct that her alchemy Skills gave her, but Shayma went over to peer up at the [Assembler].

"I never knew you had stuff like this, Blue," Shayma said, running her fingers over the smooth surface of the [Assembler].

"Probably because I don’t use it much. The [Mana Diamond Anvil] is new but these aren’t, and I should have shown you earlier but there just hasn’t been time. Plus it’s not like they really look that fancy."

"Maybe not," Shayma admitted. "They do have the feel of heavy mana though. I’m not sure how to explain it, but I can tell these are powerful."

"I don’t know about powerful, but they will be useful."

Taelah, meanwhile, was examining the [Mixing Bath] and apparently seeing more in it than I did. I knew it was more than just a container, but I didn’t know enough about alchemy to figure out the details.

"I’ve never seen..." She started, then stopped. "You could do any alchemical work in this. It’s far beyond my ability to appraise but so far as I can tell it will handle every reaction I know."

So it was some sort of all-in-one alchemical apparatus, which was a lot more than a mixing bath! I wasn’t much surprised, since I was used to my overlay being unhelpful, but I did wonder how I was supposed to use the thing. Maybe I needed an alchemy skill myself, somehow.

"That’s great! I’ve got a tayantan trunk that I want to alchemical-ize. Basically, with that catalyst and this." I raised up another display pedestal, but this one with the results of using the anvil on kinetic Source dust. The [Kinetic Mana Anecrux] shone from the little bowl that I deposited it in, and both Shayma and Taelah leaned over it curiously.

"Merciful gods!" Taelah stumbled backward, clutching her head. "That hurts just to look at with [Alchemical Insight].  You know it's ridiculously unstable?"

"It has very dense mana," Shayma agreed, squinting at the small luminous speck.

"Well there’s probably about a thousand kinetic mana in that stuff," I admitted. "Since this is for Giorn I thought it’d make for a strong enough ingredient to infuse the wood."

"Oh, it’s strong enough all right," Taelah said when Shayma had backed away too, rubbing her eyes. "I don’t actually know what it will do though. This is all so amazing, but I don’t have anywhere near the Skill levels to deal with it properly."

"That’s fine. I trust you, and it’s not like we can’t try again if it doesn’t work," I told her through Shayma. I more or less did trust her, especially compared to any random expert that might be brought in, and her lack of experience might actually be a benefit. My Skills were clearly not the same as normal ones, so a high-level Alchemist would probably know a lot that didn’t apply. If Taelah started working with my stuff early on, she might get a different sort of Skill evolution that was more appropriate. Taelah was silent for a moment after Shayma translated that over to her, then she inclined her head.

"I’ll be glad to help any way that I can."

"I really want to get that and the catalyst into the [Mixing Bath] there along with...hang on."

Even if I couldn’t crunch trees, I could modify them with [Customization], so it wasn’t difficult for me to create a perfectly cylindrical trunk, ten meters tall and half a meter in diameter. I flexed it to remove the bark and then sucked it into inventory and pushed it into the bath, startling both women when a massive white chunk of wood appeared inside the glass.

Not that it was just cylindrical. I had planned out how I wanted to make Giorn’s weapon, so there was a hollow core and a branching lattice for reinforcement with cultivated steel, or the next tier up now that I had more mana. I wanted to put some extra stuff into it as well, like kinetic Source gems, but those would probably be better off inside the steel core itself. The last ingredient was going to use more supermaterial, and I was pretty sure it would work but I’d only know when I finished.

"There. I’m going to try the vapor catalyst thing now."

I triggered the [Mana Diamond Anvil], making both Taelah and Shayma look around as the muffled wave rolled over them, and then opened it up. There was a sort of muffled hiss, and the clear liquid surrounding it turned violet. The overlay actually gave me a name for the stuff: [Buffered Tesseracted Catalyst].

Well that sounded fancy. I pulled it into inventory before it had a chance to explode or something and notified the women that I was ready to try and put the stuff into the [Mixing Bath]. Only I wasn’t sure if adding the buffer and the antagonist would be a good idea.

"No, that’s added last," Taelah said, after Shayma explained my questions. "You’ll want to add that kinetic stuff first. Along with anything else you want, though if you’re using wood I’d suggest using [Tessun Powder] to quick-age it first. That won’t need a catalyst, though you’ll want to cycle the medium."

"Man, this is exactly the sort of knowledge I need. Great, do you have any of that powder? Can you make metal salts?"

A little more discussion wound up with Taelah back at her cottage, seeing what she could do with nearly-powdered pieces of [Cultivated Steel], thousandth-unit bits, while I let the [Tessun Powder] do its work. What I really wanted Taelah to coat onto the wood was [Hyperthaumic Phase-Condensed Argentum], but I wanted to make sure it worked first.

"Oh, can I only do this once or do I have to do everything at the same time."

"You can do it multiple times, but it’s usually a bad idea to do it more than two, three at the outside. It’s best to do it in one go, if possible."

"We’ll go for two, then. Worst case, we’ll just have to start over." I was more worried about knowing how it worked than wasting materials. It wasn’t like the weapon would be done in time for the battle anyway.

Shayma perched on a stool, watching Taelah work with interest. She did have [Alchemy] as a Skill, even if she’d never bothered leveling it, so just being around some alchemical work would probably give her a few points. Taelah was the one doing the work, but she had things other than alchemy on her mind.

"The elders have talked it over, and Anton’s Village is more or less decided that we’ll take Blue’s offer. We want to stay."

"Great!" Shayma said, and I agreed with her. They were self-sufficient and appreciated what I could do for them, far more than most citizens of Meil. People had already forgotten that most of the city had been wrecked. I figured I could have them help with trading and some of my experiments I’d never gotten around to because they needed hands. Plus, with access to my special dungeon stuff, they could probably come up with unique things with their own Skills. Best of all, there weren’t that many of them.

"I was wondering about the rest of it. Being a Companion." Taelah added, squinting down at a marble bowl as she added drops of this and that to one of the tiny bits of [Cultivated Steel]. "If you don’t mind answering a few questions."

"Of course!" Shayma said, leaning forward in her chair. "Though to be honest Blue and I are still figuring most of it out." Taelah nodded, pausing in her alchemy as she pursed her lips in thought.

"I don’t actually want to be a Companion," she said at last. "I want to be a wife."

"Wait, what?"

"What do you mean?" Shayma asked, far more intelligibly.

"I don’t need or want extra power, or an official role," Taelah told her. "I’d be a fool not to know how useful that would be, or how needful a closer relationship with Blue is, but what I want are the things any woman would want from her husband. A stable house, a caring partner, and children."

The phrasing stuck a chord with me. Simple, straightforward wants that they were, I was a dungeon and not a human. I was the house, in every sense. The walls and the roof, the provider, the protector. I wouldn’t say I was entirely stable, not while I was wrestling with the dictates of the dungeon-self. Not to mention the mage-kings, The Hurricane, and everyone else who wanted a piece of me.

Oddly, that clarified things. I’d never really thought about how I was going to deal with my dungeon-self other than wrestling with it whenever it annoyed me, but it wasn’t like it was going away. If I was going to take my obligation to Anton’s Village and anyone else living in my domain seriously, I’d have to resolve it at least in part. Set aside some areas where I came to an accord with the dungeon-self, and leave the experimentation and wrestling for the heart of my territory.

No matter how I did it, I really needed to make some stable and unmoving points for myself. Maybe even start putting things out on the surface. Even if I wasn’t the usual sort of dungeon there was merit to digging in and building up, or maybe even building down. Just considering it made some aspect of me stir and start demanding floors and levels, but I wasn’t that far gone. Not that there was anything fundamentally wrong with vertical organization, but there were no points for, and maybe a lot of merit in avoiding, standard dungeon trappings. The further away from classical dungeon I was, the more likely it was that I’d be myself rather than my dungeon-self.

[Blue’s Sagacity advances to 6]

Caring partner was not as simple as it sounded either. In truth I mostly only cared about Shayma, Annit and Keri, Ansae, and Iniri, but maybe that was because I didn’t really know anyone else. I didn’t talk to them and they didn’t talk to me. But Taelah did actually talk to me, now that I thought about it, even though she already knew I couldn’t talk to her.

Children was the strange one. I’d only recently found out it was possible, but it wasn’t like I would be a father. I wasn’t a human or kin or even monster. The Skill involved was Genesis, and from everything I could tell about dungeons they were more akin to gene- and soul-editing machines than people, much less parents. That didn’t mean I was entirely averse, so long as Taelah understood what she was getting into.

"Oh," Shayma said, startled. "That’s not what I expected."

"I’m not an adventurer." Taelah said, flashing a smile at Shayma’s expression. "I don’t need anything fancier than that."

"I hadn’t thought of that," Shayma admitted thoughtfully. "But you know that Blue has other Companions, right? And that I’m the only one he can talk to?"

"I’m not asking that he dote on me. Neither of us would enjoy that, I imagine. Just this would be enough." She gestured around at the alchemy lab. "Involving me in the things I can help with. I just don’t want to be used and set aside."

"Blue wouldn’t do that," Shayma protested.

"I’m a little confused. Or maybe, surprised that she wants to be a wife to someone she can’t talk to and doesn’t know. Let alone have children by them. Me. Whatever, you know what I mean."

"Marriage is all about getting to know someone," Taelah said dryly, to Shayma’s much-condensed version of my rambling. "Everything Blue has done so far shows that he trusts me and appreciates me, even if I am only a minor herbalist. I’m not that important, I’m not going to be doing grand and world-shaking things like you are, but so long as I’m important to Blue that’s all I need."

"She knows what she wants." I said, as Shayma seemed too nonplussed to have a ready reply. "Actually that’s very reasonable for a Companion. I don’t want random people anyway, so I kind of like that she’s taking it seriously. That said I’d feel bad if you didn’t get to do the marriage thing first, Shayma."

"Oh, I’m pretty sure we already are," Shayma said, reaching down to touch [Promise]. "Mom and dad might want a ceremony but that can wait until after the war’s over." She shook her head and focused on Taelah. "Blue thinks your requests are reasonable, and appreciates the seriousness you have about it." Taelah inclined her head.

"So he can give me children? Not monsters? I apologize if I’m being rude but it is important to me."

"Oh, it’s absolutely important. I realized that the first time I saw the option of [Genesis] but it’s equally important she realize I can’t really act as a father. I’m kind of a giant dungeon."

"It’s a fair question," Shayma assured her. "Blue agrees with you about how important it is, and wants you to know he doesn’t have monsters. He can give you ordinary children, though he wants to make sure you understand it’s not possible for him to act like a father."

"That is the sort of care I mean." Taelah smiled, showing dimples framed by her dark brown hair. "Yes, that was one of the things I discussed with the elders. There are no shortage of foster fathers and cousins willing to lend a hand. I’m still one of Anton’s Village, after all."

"I guess I should officially accept that. I think I ought to talk to Ansae though, since I want to bind Anton’s Village with a Bargain, and I don’t want to mess it up. Yours was awesome but we were probably lucky." Shayma frowned briefly, probably still mad at Ansae, but nodded.

"Blue accepts, but he has some preparations to make first." She told Taelah, who inclined her head in acceptance.

"Umm, maybe I should provide some sort of token? Oh how about a Primal nature Source?"

Thinking about it, I probably needed to make proper tokens for both Taelah and Iniri. Iniri was already my Companion, and Taelah was going to be, and I needed something to show they were mine other than a Status window. Not so much because I wanted to be possessive, but because others needed to know they were part of my circle and ought to be treated with respect. Of course, Iniri was a queen and Taelah was an elder but still. Companions were clearly a major part of my power and personal feelings aside I couldn’t let people mess with them.

"I think that’s a great idea," Shayma agreed. "Maybe a brooch?"

"That works. I really ought to think about heraldry at some point." Then again, Primals were unique to me, as were chrystheniums. Not to mention supermaterials. Maybe it was better to just use those rather than think about iconography.

Putting together a brooch didn’t take but a few moments. I just cast the backing from steel, added a small nature Source gem, and wrapped a core lattice gem around the edges before pushing it to Shayma. She presented it to Taelah with a grin, startling the other woman enough that she completely stopped her work.

"This is…" For once Taelah seemed off-balance. "Extremely lavish. Thank you." She took it from Shayma, her eyes widening as the Source within bound to her, its ordinary green shifting hue only the tiniest bit as it adapted to her specific magic. "This is a Source?"

"Honestly, that’s just a quick stopgap. I’m going to be making Artifacts for her and Iniri both once I figure out what to do."

"A Primal Source, even," Shayma said cheerfully. "They’re Blue’s specialty, but keep in mind that is a mere token." She held up her hand and tapped Promise. "This is the sort of gift he gives in earnest."

"Oh." Taelah blinked for a moment, stunned by the very idea of it, then shook herself. "That’s even more than I can imagine," she confessed as she pinned the brooch to her apron, taking a moment to adjust it to her satisfaction. "This is more than enough for me, and if nothing else it will help me finish this," she said, and went back to her work.

Some time later they were back by the [Mixing Bath]. Following Taelah’s suggestions I’d added in some check valves with [Fluid Handling] and [Customization], though I could tell they weren’t quite meshing with the [Mixing Bath]. Maybe some sort of upgrade would help, but then again, every other one of my crafting stations were meant for purely dungeon input.

I put the powdered, alchemically bound [Cultivated Steel] and kinetic Anecrux in using my inventory, but let Taelah do her own thing with the buffered catalyst. She had a piece of her own alchemy set, and fiddled with it, attaching it to the check valve before adding the catalyst and the antagonist. The two liquids mixed and then vanished, leaving only the vapor behind. Immediately the glass clouded and Taelah depressed a small piston, driving the vapor through the check valves into the bath.

The end result was spectacular. I’d expected maybe some fizzling, or a long wait as the catalyst did alchemy things and helped bind in the glowing Anecrux and powdered metal darkening the bath. Instead the thing practically exploded, a blinding, coruscating rainbow light flaring out from the bath along with a rumble that made the two women stumble. Taelah winced, throwing her arm over her eyes as the light show went on for ten long seconds.

When it faded, the mixing bath was dry, leaving only the tree trunk. I’d expected some sort of coating, like electroplating or vapor deposition, but the pale wood looked the same. If it weren’t for the description I would have thought nothing had changed, but considering the new name I was pretty sure the component had been integrated on a more fundamental level.

[Kinetic-Steel Anecrux Wood Trunk]

So that was step one. I wasn’t anywhere near done with it, especially since I wanted to do another round with argentum, but it was a start and proof it’d work like I wanted. Unfortunately, I’d need more of that buffer stuff for Taelah since all that work hadn’t netted me any new skills or features to actually work with the [Tesseract Catalyst] vapor, but there wasn’t a huge rush. It’d take me a while to make enough argentum anyway.

"Oooh, my head." Taelah said, rubbing at her temples while she squinted at the log lying in the now-dry bath. "I think I gained a level or two just from that." A glance at her Status showed that she actually had leveled. Her entry said [Level 20] (1 level pending), which reminded me that according to Shayma, most people didn’t actually level up until they’d time to rest and sleep. My instantaneous leveling of her when she was at my core was something of an anomaly.

"She did gain a level actually!"

"He does all kinds of absurd things," Shayma laughed, reaching out to help steady her. "Plus he says you gained a level."

"How does he even know that?" Taelah replied, shaking her head.

"Welcome to life with Blue."



Day 133 - Blue


The swarm of activity around Meil had mostly moved inside.  The outskirts of the city, places outside the walls, had been stripped bare save for a fairly impressive stockpile that was meant to be moved into the Adamant Fortress once Iniri deployed it.  The Artifact might be nigh-impenetrable but it didn’t come with infinite food or water or built-in toilets.

The last of the refugees were being swept inside the walls, and the Classers who were intending to stay inside the Fortress and fight were milling about near the stockpile.  Some of them were clearly meditating, others using various Skills to make a temporary encampment. Plants were twisted into shades and cushions, dirt and stone was shaped into tables and chairs, and really it looked like they were enjoying themselves.

Iniri made some sort of speech about the move, and what people should expect before giving me the signal that everything was ready.  It was a good thing she prepared them too, because even I was impressed by how ominous the giant black dome of the city-sized [Relocate] looked.  Iniri’s silver light flecks kept the streets and houses illuminated though, as people settled in to wait it out. Even with my enormous mana reserves I couldn’t make such a huge transfer happen instantly.

It was just as well, because it was fascinating to watch the mana build up.  It had something in common with the teleport as well as [Spatial Overlay], that weird Field that overlapped different areas, but with extra flourishes. The flourishes were probably to keep the teleport from ripping giant chunks of me out during the transfer, since [Relocate] somehow managed to move pieces of me without disconnecting them in the process.

Once it started, I didn’t really need to pay much attention to it, which was fine because I had other things to do.  Most notably, I needed to get together with the resident dragon about how to properly make Bargains. While this particular one was probably not that dangerous, I’d rather make sure I knew what I was doing now rather than later.  Besides, Ansae had kept her word and left the core necklace off for the duration.

I had a choice whether or not to trust Ansae.  She’d done both things to confirm and betray trust in the past, and I could go into the future with either attitude.  To not trust was easy, and in some ways the safest choice, because she could do so much damage if she wanted to. But if I did trust her, I could get so much out of it, provided I had the courage.

So I decided to trust.  Partly because I didn’t think of myself as a coward, and partly because even if it annoyed me I knew what she had done was necessary.  I was far better off knowing exactly what her motivations and actions were than sulking against a slight that was, in the grand scheme of things, not particularly important.

I’d been practicing my focus by talking at Shayma while focusing elsewhere and seeing if she didn’t hear it.  While I wouldn’t call my precision great, I could at least get to about fifty meters away before she started hearing anything, whereas before it had been, well, wherever.  It was a start.

Shayma was still a little touchy where the topic of Ansae was concerned, but not as upset as a couple days ago.  I wasn’t sure if that was because of the talk she’d had with Iniri and her parents, or just the passage of time. Either way she didn’t argue at all and grumbled very little when I asked her to pay a visit.

Ansae stretched and yawned when Shayma teleported in, lazing in full dragon form.  Rolling to her feet, she peered down at Shayma as she flexed her wings and settled them against her back.  

"Yee-eess?" She drawled, looking down at my fox-girl.

"Blue wants to talk to you," she replied, waving in the direction of the necklace where it rested on a pedestal among other pieces of her hoard. Ansae grinned and snatched it up, settling it around her neck.

"What can I do for you?"

"Hi Ansae.  I guess you’re out of the doghouse since I need a bunch of advice."

"Of course you do."  She chuckled and curled her tail about her forepaws, looking smug.  "I’ve noticed a lot of activity in the past few days." That was news to me since so far as I could tell she’d been mostly asleep the past few days, but since this was Ansae there was no reason she couldn’t pay attention while asleep.

"Yeah we’ve got an army bearing down on Meil and stuff, but actually I have a question about Bargains.  I want to make one to bind a bunch of people in but I’m not sure how to go about it."

"It’s Anton’s Village," Shayma added.  "They want to stay but Blue wants to make sure they’re his."

"Indeed?  Are they all pledging individually or through a representative?"

"Well, their council of elders decided."

"Plus one of the elders wants to become a Companion," Shayma added.  "If that affects anything."

"I imagine that’s only to the better, but Companions are completely new to my experience so I can only guess."  Ansae’s tailtip flicked as she considered it. "It doesn’t matter that much, but I’d say having the elders commit is better.  Binding yourself to individual mortals is just asking for trouble."

"I’m going to provide them with land and protection in exchange for absolute authority.  I kind of need some way to interact with the rest of the world other than having Shayma do everything."

"Mmm."  Ansae hummed thoughtfully.  "Normally I would advise against using a Bargain for that, since mortals are eager enough to serve the powerful, but yours is a special case.  Your land is you, so simply playing landlord and letting them sort their own issues won’t work."

"Yeah basically my thoughts.  My problem is I don’t know how to make a Bargain happen.  With Shayma it just kinda did, and it wasn’t concluded until I got her into a breeding station and that’s not going to work for this."

"I would think not.  That first time, you could not speak with anyone?"

"No, I couldn’t hear him until after.  The most I got was a sensation of being watched," Shayma told her.

"I suspect that is why.  It should be that all you need do is state it and will it.  There is no special magic, no Skill to invoke. It is simply what you are."

"I sure hope stating it through Shayma counts.  I feel it ought to, since she’s kinda-sorta part of me?"

"I would think so.  It’s a unique situation, even among Powers who are, themselves, unique."

"I’m going to be awfully embarrassed if it doesn’t work.  Also this Bargain is a sort of in-perpetuity thing rather than the one-time deal I got with Shayma.  How does that affect how it works?"

"Nothing lasts forever, so no Bargain will either."  Ansae shook her massive head. "A Bargain that cannot be concluded, only broken, is no Bargain at all.  Give them three or five or seven generations. When that future comes, there may be better options."

"Okay that makes sense.  So do you have any idea what the Bargain will actually do, considering?"

"It’s different for every Bargain, every Power."  Ansae frowned. "It will let you enforce your conditions, but in what form and manner remains to be seen."

"It seems very vague to me," Shayma remarked.

"Yeah, but Power stuff seems purposely more free-form than the structured Classes and Skills."

"Indeed.  It is one of the benefits and dangers of being a Power."  Ansae nodded approval.

"Oh speaking of which!  I got a weird thing. It said the Phantasmal Realm is part of my Power authority but I don’t know what the Phantasmal Realm actually is.  I have a Field for it but Shayma and Iniri have actual Phantasmal Realm Skills."

"I have never heard of a Phantasmal Realm."  Ansae said, grinning toothily. "Show me the field."

I cordoned off a piece of land next to Shayma and Ansae with my mana before latching the Field onto it, the open door facing the two of them.  Once again the physical world faded into shadows while mana flared into brilliant streamers, this time highlighting how it bent around Ansae as if she had a gravitational pull.  There was even a very faint shift around Shayma, as if she were accumulating her own phantasmal mass.

"That is so strange to look at," Shayma said.  "It’s my [Phantasmal Path], but not quite."

"It is odd," Ansae agreed, padding closer and waving her forepaw through the boundary.  On the inside, her scales and flesh manifested as a vast ocean, the only nod to its material reality being the shape. While with my improved mana-sight I had a better appreciation of her mana density, in the Phantasmal Realm it was like looking into moonlit water.  There wasn’t mana streaming off her, nor did she blaze as everything else did. She was dark and deep and everything about even that glimpse warned of sharks living in the shadows.

When prodding the Field failed to give her whatever answers she was looking for, she shifted down into amazon form and ducked through the doorway.  She strolled into the middle of the Field, looking around curiously, this time unaffected by whatever the Field actually did. Then she stopped, slowly taking a full circle as she surveyed it.  Then she flexed the tiniest bit of magic, and the damn thing shattered like glass.

"Fucking, ow."  It wasn’t exactly like having a wall broken, but it was close.  [Genius Loci] fuzzed for a moment, either from pain or magical feedback.

"That wasn’t intentional."  Ansae grinned. "But now we’re even."

"Wait," Shayma said.  "Even for what?"

"It turns out that [Mana Diamond Forge] is a little loud.  I tested it before insulating it and it annoyed Ansae."  

"Oh, wow.  I’m glad we didn’t stay to watch, then."  Shayma both knew how powerful something had to be to annoy Ansae, and that I was underselling it when I said that.

"I wouldn’t have advised it," Ansae agreed.  For some reason I wasn’t surprised she didn’t apologize.  I had the feeling Ansae rarely apologized for anything, and our relationship, such as it was, still had prickles from Ansae’s eavesdropping.  I wasn’t stupid, though. I had hurt her, even if unintentionally, and I would bet that she, and other Powers, didn’t simply let that sort of thing go.  Now she had.  

"So any idea what’s going on?"

"I believe this Phantasmal Realm isn’t so much a place as a perspective."  Ansae told us.

"But I can actually go into it and come back out," Shayma objected, and demonstrated by popping out of existence and reappearing next to Ansae.  "That seems to be a lot more than a perspective."

"I’ve seen things like it before, but nothing so complete," Ansae admitted.  "Even a Power, even one such as Blue, can’t create an entirely new reality.  Besides, there’s nothing in that Phantasmal Realm that doesn’t already exist.  It simply changes which parts are important."

"Then why can I move so fast?"  Shayma challenged her. Ansae’s grin widened.

"How big do you think the world is, once you cut out all the unimportant parts?"

"That makes a weird sort of sense.  I’m not exactly sure where it came from though.  It’s not like I have any special insight into magic."

"No, but you do have a special sort of insight," Ansae pointed out.  "You have all that unique knowledge that makes you view the world differently.  It’s simply a guess, but that likely has played into this Phantasmal Realm. How and why it has manifested this way…"  She spread her arms in an eloquent shrug. "One of the mysteries of Blue."

"Well that’s reassuring.  Thank you, Ansae."  If a something-thousand year old dragon didn’t know what was going on, I was pretty sure nobody did.  Though what she’d told me actually was reassuring in its own way.  I hadn’t broken into some eldritch basement dimension of crawling horrors just beyond sight, and exposed Shayma and Iniri in the process, I was simply looking at reality from a different point of view.  

I was still skeptical that was the right explanation, especially since it had started with one of Shayma’s Skills rather than mine.  Plus it hadn’t been recognized as a Power thing until it spread to Iniri, which implied there was some threshold that had to be met, and just having the Field wasn’t enough.  I could speculate all day but in the end the number of data points I had was one.

"I would appreciate it if you’d set up another Field to study.  In its own room, perhaps off the cottage? I’d love to see what I can do with it."

"I could, but I’m a little worried about the status of trading favors with another Power.  It’s probably a little late for it but I’m trying to be marginally smarter and not get in any deeper than I have been."  Ansae threw back her head and laughed.

"If we were tracking favors and debts we would need a staff.  I do approve of your caution, though. I have a number of things I want and I’m sure you have a number of things you want.  Perhaps we should deal?"

"As long as you don’t expect me to haggle.  Yeah I have plenty of stuff I want but mostly I want you to make up with Shayma."

"Hey!" Shayma objected.  "That’s not fair, Blue."

"Two of your friends are basically in the hospital and Iniri is busy with an army.  If you’re on the outs with Ansae there aren’t many people left who you can hang out with."

"Always a delight."  Ansae grinned. "I wouldn’t suggest treating any other Power this way, though.  They’ll take advantage of you." She gestured back toward the center of her lair, and Shayma reluctantly fell into step next to her.  "I am sorry to have upset you, Shayma," she said. "But the world we Powers inhabit is not a kind one. Yes, most people either cower or avoid us, but the ones who don’t are the most ruthless, the most power-hungry, the most deceitful.  The most desperate."

"Sounds fun," Shayma said, but her heart wasn’t in it.

"You and I fall under the category of desperate."  Ansae continued. "You didn’t have any choice but to trust Blue.  I could, possibly, compel him. I’d rather not, but if he were planning to betray me I would have to be extraordinarily careful."  She shrugged. "He’s not. We can work on friendly terms. You have no idea how rare that is."

"But how can we know we can trust you?  You spied on us!"

"Yes, and I told you about it."  Ansae nodded. "I didn’t have to.  You would have never known, but you would have wondered, especially if I said one betraying word.  Better the wound that heals than the poison that festers. That which is necessary is neither good nor bad.  It just is." Shayma’s face twisted like she’d bitten into a lemon.  

"I’m not sure I like it."

"That’s good," Ansae said.  "It’s not very likeable."

"Honestly I think that’s more something we can leave to Iniri.  Let people who are already used to politics twist their heads in knots.  I need you to continue being my bright light." Shayma blinked, then laughed.  It was the first genuine laugh since Ansae’s revelation, and it made me feel a lot better.

"You are a terrible flirt."

"He absolutely is," Ansae agreed.

"I was trying to be serious!"

"That just makes it worse!"  Shayma grinned. Ansae grinned back.

"Let’s move onto other things I need before I get in trouble."

Ansae just laughed.

I needed more silver, more gold.  My gold supplies had almost been wiped out by the plug I’d put to keep myself from bleeding mana into the so-called perspective of the Phantasmal Realm, and now that I could produce argentum I wanted a nice big stock of silver so I could keep at it.  Other elemental metals were less easy to specify, but I did convince Ansae to part with a large vial of mercury.

As I’d expected, quicksilver had certain well-known properties in alchemy and runework and ritual magic.  The magic didn’t make it any less toxic though, so it wasn’t exactly in common use. Higher level classers or those with certain Skills could shrug off elemental mercury poisoning, though I doubted they’d be able to deal with organomercury compounds, but I was hoping once I put it through the [Mana Diamond Anvil] it’d be less dangerous.  Considering from what I knew it had connotations of change and shifting I figured it’d make a perfect companion for Shayma’s shapeshifting if only I could decide what to do with it.

Ansae wanted more tayantan fruit, the juice and any food made from it, because even though she could only get maybe ten points of health, stamina, and mana from it a day, that was still far more than she was regenerating.  Unfortunately it wasn’t like I had any of that stuff in actual production, and the pie Ansae liked so much was made by a third-tier Classer who had an actual [Advanced Pastry] Skill. Once I had Anton’s Village bound to me, though, it wouldn’t be any trouble getting a steady stream of goods.  For the moment I just added some extra tayantan trees around Ansae’s cottage, altering the mana flows slightly to make sure they bloomed and fruited.

Shayma wanted extra clothing.  I hadn’t much thought about the fact that most of her good clothes had been burned or sliced or otherwise mangled and destroyed.  She also pointed out that Taelah probably needed new clothes too, especially if she was becoming a Companion, but it wasn’t like Ansae had some sort of magical auto-fitting wardrobe.  She did have reams and reams of fairly magical cloth though, so Shayma took a bunch of that and some of the gold and silver I’d just gotten from Ansae and went to find a tailor.

Which was less easy than it might be, considering the city was on lockdown under a giant black dome, but at least it confirmed that I could teleport people in and out while the [Relocate] was still building.  I left her to it, since I was actually behind on my contribution to the defense.

If the Fortress was going to take up the land formerly occupied by Meil, then the stretch of ground outside the city walls was going to be the combat zone.  Though I hadn’t bothered claiming it before, I did now. It took a trifling amount of mana to assimilate out a hundred meters of border that I promptly cleared, leaving nothing but grass and trees too widely spaced for cover.  I could have made it stone but there were plenty of people with nature-based powers who needed the terrain. It was not lost on me that this was almost identical to the way Duenn had been defended.

Unlike Duenn, I didn’t have spellwork that I could use to boost those defenses.  I did, however, have an explosive steam minefield I could lay. It might not do that much if the monsters were high level, but it was something.  I had the LAEs too, for which I raised a bunch of short pillars near Meil to act as sources for the portals.  I only had five LAEs made, and one was Shayma’s, but I needed all the pillars for the sake of coverage. Plus I was sure that at some point they’d get destroyed so I wanted backups.

The only area I didn’t modify was the stockpile where all the Classers were hanging out.  Of course, they noticed my modifications and some of them started adding their own twists.  A second-tier [Brass Binder] planted caltrop seeds, little beads of metal he sowed as if they were plants.  A third-tier [Druid of the Living Lands] spent a great deal of time on a ritual on the woods just outside the cleared circle, at the end of which the trees shifted and muttered like an unruly crowd before settling down again.

Kind of creepy.  I hadn’t seen any other third-tiers do something like that, but then again, the druid in question was a species I’d never seen before; summer-kin, and looked like her skin was made out of amber.  It just reminded me of the map and the globe and how incredibly tiny the section of the world I’d seen truly was. For all I knew, other continents had swarms of level five hundred scientist-mages wrought of diamond and ivory and Tarnil was some provincial backwater.  Scratch that, I knew Tarnil was a backwater, I just didn’t know how that reflected on the rest of the world.

In all it didn’t take me that long to set up the minefield, but I wanted to have a few more tricks than that.  My answer was a giant lake of water and another of lava, both under pressure and with a portal at the bottom ready to go.  I linked those up to Shayma as well, though she’d have to be careful about using them. Portals and momentum were a little bit weird and I was pretty sure if she just opened one of them up it’d end up launching her backward at speed.

With my obelisks though, I could use them to flood the battlefield pretty well and I could count at least three water casters and two fire casters that would probably appreciate it.  Shayma said she’d pass that onto Iniri and whoever was going to be calling the shots on their side, since I didn’t trust I’d be able to recognize the best time to use them. I had many talents but I wouldn’t exactly call myself a tactical genius.

I wished I had more and better weapons, but my attempts at making a portal-fueled gun had ended poorly.  At some unpredictable point the momentum of a projectile falling in an endless portal loop exceeded what the portal itself could handle.  The portal failed, the loop stopped, and the projectile smashed into rock at whatever-many meters per second, ruining everything. It seemed portals acted a lot like artificial wormholes, with all the attendant issues, so I knew how hard they would be to properly weaponize.  Besides, the impact I got from a failed attempt wasn’t even that powerful.

The [Relocate] finished just as it reached full dark, while I was still fiddling with my deployment details, snapping Meil into existence deep inside the mountain. The Grassland took a hit in its resource production, but otherwise didn’t seem to complain, but I couldn’t say the same about the people. I still had the lights on full, which generated a bunch of confusion.  Oh well. I dimmed the lights a bit and let them work out what they wanted to do while I watched Iniri deploy the Adamant Fortress again.

While I was waiting for Meil to move I’d also put together a very large dynamo, in the form of a Volcano-Grassland-Glacier climate stack, in the hopes that would be enough to support the super-sized version she was planning.  She strode out to the middle of the now-empty field of stone where the city had been, with Cheya and Joce and Keel alongside her, and set up the cubes again.

This time when she made the Fortress, she had an appreciative audience, and everyone was impressed with a massive building appearing out of nowhere.  This time instead of a simple tower and a courtyard, the entire perimeter wall was studded with towers.  The Fortress didn’t actually take up the whole space Meil had, but it was large enough that there were a good thirty towers, as well as barracks spaces, warehouses, messrooms, and all the other things that a real fortress needed.  Then she opened up the front of it so everyone could start carrying the supplies in. As people started to spread out throughout the Fortress I saw that Annit and Keri actually had joined the Classers, which I took as an encouraging sign.

"So long as everyone stays inside the Fortress there shouldn’t be any Depletion issues, I don’t think.  Right?"

"Probably.  According to Iniri there are ways to get around Shield of Tarnil," Shayma told me.  She’d managed to find new clothes despite the [Relocate], simple tunic and hose and boots.  While she was at it, she’d caught Taelah while she was still in Meil and delivered her a new dress of the same manufacture, which the alchemist appreciated.  "My [Phantasmal Path] Skill lets me bypass it if I’m really careful, so there may be attack skills that do the same. Or we might see monsters teleport inside occasionally.  There’s a reason we didn’t just look for ranged Classers.  But someone like Tor Kot has so much mana that it’s almost impossible for him to make it inside that way, so I think we’ll be fine on Depletion."

"He probably didn’t come himself anyway."  I was still certain that the mage-kings were somewhat vulnerable outside their dungeons, though Tor Kot was scary regardless.  He was also too smart to try and hammer against a nearly invulnerable fortress himself, in my estimation, so if he did show it meant he had a plan.  "Do you know when the army is supposed to get here?"

"No, I’d have to ask Iniri."  Shayma glanced around Meil, which was still subdued even if I didn’t see much outright panic.  "I suppose it’s time for me to head over there."

"Probably.  Pretty much all the other Classers are there already.  You just missed all the heavy lifting."

"Oh no, how terrible," Shayma grinned.  "I’d better get going. There’s probably not that much longer."

I pulled a teleport around her and dropped her off in front of the Adamant Fortress.  There was still enough traffic in and out that I didn’t think that would get much of a blink, but apparently people knew who Shayma was.  Some Classers stopped to gawk, others just got out of her way. Some people sidestepped without even seeing her coming, giving her an invisible bubble of space.  The only exceptions to that were Sienne and Giorn, who spotted Shayma as they exited one of the messrooms and came over to give her a hug.

Eventually Shayma made it into the Fortress throne room, which was guarded even though Iniri had complete control over every aspect of the Fortress.  Though considering the way my own attention was split and I barely noticed most of what was going on inside me, it was probably a good idea. The hovering cube with all its armatures and lenses would make a tempting target for any saboteur, not to mention Iniri herself.  It couldn’t be shrouded with Iniri’s own [Shield of Tarnil] or else it couldn’t project the Fortress itself, so it remained a point of vulnerability. The queen waved as Shayma entered, forming another chair for her next to the throne. The instant furniture was handy, but I couldn’t imagine it was comfortable.

"When are they going to arrive?"  Shayma inquired, taking the seat.

"Their advance scouts are already close enough to see us," she said.  "The bulk of the army will be here in six hours or so, but I don’t know if they intend to attack during the night.  Classers might, depending on Skills, but this isn’t a Classer army." Iniri frowned. "We just don’t know what to expect.  Nobody has forty thousand Classers to throw at an army, and nobody has dealt with intelligent monsters coordinating like this.  The hope is simply to bleed them and let them break most of their strength against the Fortress, until we have enough of an advantage to take the offensive."

"I assume I’m in that plan somewhere too." I said.  Shayma was rather more polite when she translated it.

"Yes, of course.  Your ability to manipulate the terrain will be vital.  Especially for those Classes that need plant life or water or the like.  If we had more of an idea of what to expect I’d have a better tactical outline for you, but I’m hoping I can just ask considering how fast you work."

"Works for me."  I was hoping that I wouldn’t have any ANATHEMA problems this time, or at least fewer ones, but if I did Shayma would pass it on.

For some reason I’d expected another speech from Iniri but she was too busy dealing with the Fortress and discussing things with a couple of Classers that seemed to be her generals.  Besides, everyone seemed to know what they were about, making up beds or setting up kitchens without complaint. That seemed maybe a little unusual, but then, Classers were probably used to doing all kinds of jobs for themselves and with their levels a little manual labor was nothing to worry about.

They were still putting the finishing touches on things when I spotted the first mantis-monster in the sky.

 



Day 134 - Sienne


Classers manned the walls in pockets of three and four and five.  Adventuring parties, the most basic unit of coordination. Duos like her and Giorn were unusual, and too small for something like this where they couldn’t pick their battles, so they’d ended up paired with a couple of solo Classers.  Cheya herself had advised them they were reliable, since it was entirely possible one or the other of them would need to be deputized temporarily. As Crown Marshalls they had that much latitude.

"Wen Aren, level forty-two [Deadeye Archer]," said the first one to introduce himself.  He was young for his level, which probably meant nobility or at least wealth. People with backing like that could just throw themselves into dungeons or mana springs for weeks on end, resupplied and cared for by one of the Classer groups that offered such services.  Wen also looked nervous, all knees and elbows and restless energy, plus he kept putting his hand on a bow of glittering vermillion horn that was clearly some sort of heirloom.

"An Aren?  Out of Tacharni?" Giorn asked, and Sienne glanced over at him when Wen nodded shyly. She hadn’t spotted anything familiar about the name or the features of the young man, but Giorn was actually far more well-traveled than she.  She didn’t even recognize the name of the territory or kingdom Giorn named, but it seemed he’d gotten it right first try.

The summer-kin, on the other hand, she did recognize.  At least the generalities. They hailed from the continent of Tekal, which was about as far away from Tarnil as it was possible to get, and at least by reputation didn’t much venture away from their crystal plains.  Adventurers, though, ended up everywhere.

"I’m Krishma Ben," the summer-kin introduced herself.  "Level fifty-five [Druid of the Living Lands]." Sienne raised an eyebrow at that.  The Class title was closer to fourth tier than third, but that was probably part of why Krishma was out here in the middle of this mess instead of among her people.  Along with excess power came those who wanted to use it.

"Sienne Ell," she replied.  "Forty-nine, [Void Rapier Inheritor]."  Aren flinched, but Krishma just looked blank.  Maybe they didn’t have void Affinity out by the summer lands.

"Giorn Ell," her husband added cheerfully.  "Fifty one [Verun-Style Kinetic Champion]." This time it was Aren’s turn to look ignorant, as Krishma gave Giorn a respectful nod.  The Verun style had a long and storied history, but not locally. She wasn’t too surprised a traveler from another continent recognized it.

"We’re Crown Marshalls," Sienne showed her badge, glimmering silver light that it was.  "So for the moment you’re operating directly under Iniri’s authority. We likely won’t have that much to do with the defense itself, but we are going to be keeping a close eye for any trouble inside the courtyard."

"Yes, ma’am," Aren said, touching his bow by reflex.

"We’ll choose targets if necessary," Giorn rumbled.  "Kill or disable is at your discretion. If there are traitors we’d prefer to keep them alive, but not if we’re risking anything important."

"Understood," said Krishma with a little bow, her fingers trailing over the leafy ends of her shawl which, Sienne realized after a moment, was a whole living plant.

"I can lend you some punch for your bow," Giorn added, to Aren.  "But mostly I hit things."

"And I’m anti-spell and last resort kills," Sienne added.  She preferred not to have to use her sword, but she might well need to.  Giorn actually had a whole bandolier of rapiers, in addition to the three on her belt, just in case.  None of her weapons survived more than one or two uses of her Skills.

It had been some time since the two of them had made these sorts of introductions, one Classer to another, discussing approaches and capabilities.  Usually they were made with a status sigil around, for transparency and ease of discussion, but there weren’t any of those available. Aren was, of course, a sharpshooter, while Krishma’s plant control would be excellent for grappling.  Of the four of them, only Aren might be useful in long-range combat, but considering the sheer scale of the approaching army the number of arrows he had were a limiting factor.

"Advance scouts have been spotted."  Iniri’s voice carried throughout the Fortress.  "Ranged Classers, feel free to engage. Blue will be highlighting and engaging his own targets."

"Well, that’s not us unless you want to take a trip," Giorn said.  Sienne chuckled. Their version of ranged was when he threw her into the air with his Skills.  Between his Affinity, his brute strength, and the leverage of the trees he tended to use, that was actually pretty far.  

Aren strung his bow, and the four of them stared out into the darkness.  Sienne stretched her senses out, trying to locate the pockets of mana that might represent monsters, somewhere in the night. Amusingly enough, to her at least, she found one before any of the ranged Classers started firing, a hundred yards out and high in the air.  Then there was a flare of light and the point of mana faded, a corpse dropping onto the lit ground outside the walls.

That was probably Blue’s doing. Shayma had mentioned a low-mana light weapon, and she surely didn’t feel any extra mana from whatever had put a hole in the monster.  She squinted out at the blue-and-green striped body. It was absolutely the same sort of monster that they’d run into when trying to find Shayma after the invasion. The squad had been pretty damn rough to deal with, too.  She’d had to spend two swords on them.

A sudden shock of purple light blazed outward from another Classer, homing in on a point in the air not far from the first kill.  It illuminated a dark form for a brief moment, then dispersed without any effect that she could see. That didn’t much surprise her; level thirty-something monsters were no joke and a good number of Classers here were barely into their second tier.  Whatever the spell was supposed to do, it apparently didn’t have enough power to manage it.

Then Aren loosed an arrow at something, a quick flash of movement and a soft hiss of displaced air.  Somewhere far out it must have hit something, because he grunted in satisfaction. Other sounds and lights came from along the wall as people took potshots at things out in the dark, but soon enough the order came to cease fire.

Sienne could sense it.  There were hundreds of points of monster-mana out there.  Taking them on one at a time just wasted resources and mana, especially if Blue could attack them with his own resources.

"Illuminating," Iniri’s voice came.  "Mind your eyes."

Since Iniri was a Queen it was easy to forget she was also a third-tier light mage.  A fourth-tier probably could have turned night to day, but the ribbon of silver that darted through the sky was a good start on it.  It flashed and cast brilliant light down on dozens of square miles of field and forest, and an uncountable number of monsters.

"We’ll be making an assault in a few minutes.  Classers, be ready but do not leave the Fortress."

Sienne wasn’t entirely certain what kind of assault could be carried out without sallying forth, though she wasn’t going to go out to confront that horde.  It wasn’t just a swarm, which would have been chilling enough.  Instead there were companies, regiments, battalions. Spellcasters and soldiers, not to mention a hovering swarm of airborne versions, darting this way and that overhead.

Then the entire fortress seemed to sway, and she realized it was lifting off the ground, flying toward the incoming column before the monsters were ready to actually fight.  The fortress even smashed into them, sending bodies flying and snapping impromptu magical shields.  Fire erupted on both sides, spells splashing down onto the packed ranks of mantis-things and splattering harmlessly against the protection of the Fortress.

Lava and water vomited forth from somewhere under the Fortress, and she knew that was Blue, since it didn’t carry any Affinity.  In fact, it seemed to clear away some of the haze of hanging mana that clouded mana perceptions of all sorts, displacing lingering magic.  Fire and water casters alike took advantage of the raw resources, blades of ice and whirlwinds of fire cutting into the massed monsters.

Aren and Krishma both took the chance to exercise their own Skills, with Aren’s bow firing in steady rhythm and Krishma’s hands flexing, trees in the distance coming to life and wreaking havoc behind the front lines.  Neither Sienne nor her husband had anything they could do for the moment but watch, though she kept one hand on the sword at her hip and the other on the pouch at her side.

It was a one-sided slaughter for long, long minutes.  The monsters couldn’t get through the boundaries of the fortress, so everyone was free to simply direct as much mana or stamina as they could at the crowds of monsters below.  The ground churned, the air boiled, and explosions burst among the packed bodies.

Not that the monsters were mindless or even dumb.  The enormous column in the distance halted and spread out, casters in the rear started projecting shields and counterspells while the melee types starting cutting down conjured beasts and summons.  The occasional black or white bolt smashed into the sides of the Fortress, but it was clear that nothing was getting through it.  

By the time they pulled back out of range, there were thousands of monsters dead. The land beyond the Fortress was a churned desert pocked with smouldering lava and boiling water, peppered strange sculptures of ice and haunted by forms of shadow.  Yet, beyond that, thousands still remained, still appearing from the night.

The Fortress drifted back away from the battlefield, inviting the monsters to come closer.  They didn’t. These weren’t the mindless things found in Great Dungeons, or even the clever beasts from Mana Springs.  They were fully intelligent and, despite being taken by surprise, they did not panic or run or attack. They paused and assessed in good order, clearly digging in beyond the devastation.

For all their initial assault had killed, it didn’t seem to have made one bit of difference.

"Summoners, disruption."  It wasn’t Iniri’s voice but it carried the same ring.  Krishma muttered something under her breath and waved a hand at the untouched grassy sward on this side of the devastation, one of the trees there growing enormous and uprooting itself before making for the battle line.  Hers wasn’t the only construct either, stone and even air or dirt golems stumping forward to attack the blooming encampment. Sienne hopped back onto her husband’s shoulders, seeing that there was little she needed to be on her feet for.  Besides, she was more mobile that way.

The brewing front wasn’t enough to stop the rest of the army from pouring left and right, moving through or mowing down trees.  Some casters, whether by instruction or of their own accord, focused on those leading elements but only succeded in reducing the pressure on the encampment.  There were just too many monsters.

The same voice cracked out at several points along the wall, lashing out against the Classers that had changed targets, and Sienne snorted.  Adventurers weren’t soldiers and never would be, so it was frankly surprising they were taking orders as well as they were. It was a wonder nobody had left the walls yet, suicidal as that would be.

Her perception spread over the fortress as she tracked what was going on.  She didn’t have mana sight and so couldn’t track every last strand of every casting in the fortress courtyard, but her sensitivity meant she could get a general idea of what was going on in a wide area, unencumbered by needing to actually see any of it.

The most potent sources of magic nearby, aside from the Fortress itself, were several rituals being conducted by groups of esoteric caster Classes.  She didn’t know if they were direct attacks or meant to support the bombardment, but there was a remarkable amount of mana being poured into them. The natural mana density of Blue’s surroundings helped, providing that little bit of extra potency to everything.

She frowned.  Among all the skills and spells and shifting mana, there was a note that felt off.  Her mana perception was aimed at absence rather than presence, even though she didn’t use her void Affinity.  It gave her a unique perspective that she’d learned to trust, and right now it was telling her something was wrong.  Giorn noticed.

"What is it, love?"  His voice was pitched low, under the distant noises of battle and closer noises of Skills being loosed. The distinct sounds of dozens of Skill became a chaotic burble of displaced air.

"There’s an offensive ritual that’s not aimed outward."  She twisted and peered down at the courtyard.  "Somewhere down there."

"Hang on," Giorn said grimly, and launched himself off the wall, plummeting forty feet downward to land lightly in the middle of the casters.  His Skills cushioned the movement, turning the leap into an easy stroll. Krishma and Aren landed a moment later, using their own Skills to make the  jump. People looked up at them, but Sienne paid them no mind as she focused on the source of the hole she’d felt.

Then came the reek of mind magic, exploding over a group of third-tiers.  Her hand dove into the pouch at her waist, grabbing a handful of ash and hurling it into the air.  [Void Implement] crackled through the cloud, priming it for her Skills a fraction before the caster, whom she still hadn’t located, threw caution to the wind and ignited the almost-finished ritual.

Magic lanced out at the same time [Spellflayer] flared outward from the ash, shredding every fragment of mana.  A cascade of spines wrought from utter emptiness bloomed into existence, a malevolent flower that everyone flinched away from.  But the void was not aimed at flesh or matter, only mana, and left those unfortunates caught within whole.  It was their rituals and half-formed Skills that were destroyed.

Unfortunately [Spellflayer] hadn’t gotten everything.

"Crown Marshall!" she said, holding up her badge in a no longer ash-smeared hand.  "Mind magic!" Sienne was glad that Iniri had given them such obvious marks of authority, considering the variety of hostile expressions that turned her way.  Most of them were just normal outrage from what she’d just done, but she’d caught the mind-magic ritual snagging several Classers. "Everyone, disable," she added, pointing at the ones she knew were still under the influence.

Things seemed to move in slow motion. She launched herself off Giorn’s shoulder as he darted forward with unreasonable haste, aiming at some sort of fire caster while she targeted someone in heavy armor.  Sienne would have much preferred to go after the source, but the traitor probably had little to no mana left and the target was already drawing his sword.

She didn’t know whether the mind magic was direct control or hallucination, but the poor man activated a Skill and gutted a neighboring caster who was still staring at Sienne.  A crunch came from somewhere behind her as Giorn flattened his first target, and she knew he was probably already halfway to his second one. Her options for dealing with violent Classers were rather more limited, if she didn’t want to kill them. 

Fortunately, she wasn’t alone.

Vines blasted past her, wrapping around the armored Classer and pinning him in place, keeping him from any further mischief before she cannoned into him.  Sienne grabbed another handful of ash, slapping it against the struggling man’s cheek and smearing it over his skin. The ash flashed black as she activated her chain of Skills to purge the magic with [Curse Breaker]. 

It wasn’t a Skill she used on people that often.  She had mostly trained it on items with unfortunate Affinities, or dangerous objects deep in dungeons or mana springs.  But even without practice it was the work of a moment to hammer tendrils of void mana into the tangled magics inside him.

He shrieked and toppled, probably traumatized by having all his passive Skills disrupted, but at least he’d be free of the mind magic.  She sprang back, glancing around to check her targets, and noticed a shadow rise from the floor to wrap around someone dressed in green and blue. The Queen’s hound.  She could tell from the feel of the mana involved that Cheya had taken things in hand, and since the person wasn’t one of the ones the mind-magic had snapped into, he had to be the culprit.

Freed of that worry, she sprinted to the woman Giorn had crushed to the floor, who was fairly well unconscious, her clothes torn and covered in bark bits from one swat of Giorn’s weapon.  This time she only needed to dip her finger in the ash, being able to mark the woman’s skin with it under less duress. She was glad the stuff worked for [Void Implement], since trying to interact with void mana directly meant someone was losing something important, and ash was both cheap and plentiful.  The victim was too out of it to even react as the ash flashed black, void mana shattered the lingering bonds of external magic, and the ash vanished along with a chunk of skin as [Void Implement] consumed the last of it.

A concussion blew her hair away from her face and ruffled the fur of her tail as Giorn finally disarmed a third-tier that probably had a good ten levels on him.  Not merely disarmed, but sending the unfortunate’s polearm somewhere into the night beyond the wall. That wasn’t coming back.  She moved onto the next target, pinned to the ground with a number of Aren’s arrows and grappled by Krishma’s vine-cloak grown huge, wrapping around the man as he struggled against it.  A white-robed girl rushed out to start attending people, someone that Sienne recognized as that Healer friend of Shayma’s.

Besides the man her first target had gutted and the victims themselves, another five Classers were sporting lacerations from whatever Giorn’s opponent had done and three were stretched out on the fortress floor a dozen feet away, looking scorched.  At a glance all the injured parties were first or second tier, and the four affected Classers were all third tier or near it, but it was clear none of them had been expecting an attack from inside the fortress.

Sienne hurried over as Giorn pinned the man’s arms behind his back, listening to him spit incoherent threats to imaginary monsters, glad that she hadn’t needed to use any of her swords.  She would have, if it were necessary, as much as it turned her stomach to use [Void Rapier] against a fellow Classer, but Giorn’s kinetic Affinity meant he was quite capable of punching people into submission instead.  Broken bones and bruised flesh healed, what the void took did not.

Another two applications of [Curse Breaker] and she was feeling more or less spent.  It was by far her most demanding Skill, and the newest one in the [Void Inheritor] Class, added to the Class line only three generations ago.  It greedily guzzled down Stamina and strained mental faculties, but it was absolutely worth it though, for what it could do. Otherwise they would have needed to wait for the mind magic to run its course and for the affected Classers’ own mana to throw off the effects.

"What was he thinking?"  Giorn asked, offering his arm for support as she straightened up from the last victim and making way for the other Classers helping the healer.  "There was no way he could get away with it, or even do that much damage."

"Distraction?"  She shrugged. "I don’t know why anyone would support the mage-kings in the first place."

"You know very well why," he said dryly, and she grimaced.  The house of Ell was a relatively recent cadet branch from a rather more illustrious family, far across the ocean.  One of the reasons she’d stayed on this one was a distaste of the political maneuvering involved, especially for those who could safely wield void Affinity.  Even from the perspective of the child she’d been at the time, the firsthand view of what people would do for power had left a bad taste in her mouth.

A bone-jarring explosion made her flinch.  It came not from the courtyard or another traitor, but from the transparent dome of the Fortress above, where some massive spellcasting from the monsters had impacted the defenses.  To no apparent effect, other than the noise and a lingering cloud of bright-white haze.

She had no idea how the Fortress worked for it to not even flicker from such an assault, but she was glad.  By the look and feel of things that would have been very unpleasant.  Additional thumps and whines and one highly unpleasant high pitched ringing announced the interception of other spells, other assaults.  Different Affinities began to hang thick in the air, making any scrying difficult and hampering mana-sight and mana-sense.

Nobody came to demand an accounting of their actions, aside from a few shocked lower-tier Classers that both she and Giorn ignored.  Aren went to talk to them, and Krishma just hovered while Giorn prowled around. They all kept one eye on her for a cue if any other mischief was forthcoming, but the reduced number of rituals and Skill invocations seemed innocent enough.

For a time nothing particularly notable occured.  Blue’s regeneration refilled the mana of those who had spent themselves during the earlier battles, as well as her own stamina reserves, as higher-tier magics clashed.  The Fortress moved, now and again, but never reproducing that very first rush of carnage. Apparently the same trick wasn’t going to work twice.

As the night dragged on, the exchanges settled into a sort of rhythm.  Casters would finish a ritual and call down lightning or fire or collapse the earth in the direction of one of the encampments, which the monsters would block with their own spellcasters, or in some cases they’d scatter.  Whatever was going on behind enemy lines was obscured by a dark haze, which was only to be expected. She’d have done the same, given access to extra mages.

"It’s awful hard to tell with the Queen’s light, but I expect we’ll see false dawn soon," Aren said, leaning on the parapet of their wall.

"I’ve been controlling these trees for hours," Krishma said, tangling her fingers in the leaves of her shawl.  "It’s been amazing for my Skills, but I’m exhausted. Even with this regeneration.   Not to mention that those mantis-things are dug in now and I can’t get near them." She sighed.  "They uprooted my awakened forest too, though that’s not much of a surprise."

Sienne sympathized.  Even with stamina topped off she was still feeling the drain of being awake the whole night, which made her wonder how the Queen was holding up.  Iniri was controlling the whole Fortress, not to mention still spotlighting the monster army with her magic. Already the lower-tier Classers were starting to take shifts, vanishing into the barracks buildings to catch some sleep between assaults.

Somewhere in the monster encampment they had set up bells, and the sounds drifted across to the Fortress at intervals, soft and high and sweet.  The noise was eerie and out of place and spoke of nothing good, though she couldn’t sense any particular magic carried with the peals. She still disliked it.

Suddenly there was a surge of power from the open air behind her, somewhere out in the courtyard, and she spun fast enough that her hair whipped Giorn across the face.  Cued to her senses, Aren and Krishma joined her at the inner rail, looking down over the open space that now held maybe a quarter of the Classers as it had earlier in the battle.  Or siege, as it was now.

Unlike the first attempt at sabotage, there was no real feel of Affinity to what she sensed, simply a disturbance in the nearby mana.  A potent one, though, like a chill mountain wind. Her hand went to the pouch of ash by habit, but there was no actual spellwork to disrupt, just the pressure of something changing.

"I don’t know what’s about to happen, but it’s going to be big," she warned, drawing her sword.  Some other Classers had noticed the disruption themselves, turned to face the vague area where pressure was mounting.  The Fortress shifted, moving this way and that, but didn’t leave behind the disturbance.

"Beware," Shayma’s voice came, amplified.  "Blue has identified an incoming spell from Tor Kot himself.  It is spatial in type, but he cannot discern any further details yet."  Hearing her daughter speak in such official and serious tones was more than a little surreal for Sienne.  Especially since she was just as bright and cheerful as ever in private, with no evidence at all of being a Power’s voice.

There was a cracking, tearing noise, echoing strangely and with no regard for the actual physical surroundings, and a white crack tore itself open just above the Fortress floor.  She and Giorn had seen Blue’s portals, and this was nothing like that. It was a thing of brute force, glowing and ragged-edged, with prismatic lightning crackling around the edges where it wrenched space asunder.

Walls slid up from the courtyard to try and contain it, but they twisted oddly.  Solid sheets contorted, bent in impossible angles and slid through each other, a fractured constellation of two-dimensional slabs.  The crack opened wider, making the useless fragments of the fortress flex and twist in response; then mantis-monsters started to pour through.

They didn’t need the announcement to leap into battle.  She and Giorn were well polished as they launched themselves together with her getting an extra boost as she leapt from his shoulder, out into the instant melee.  One of the mantises was jostled into a piece of protruding, distorted Fortress wall and split in half in a spray of mint-green ichor, making all the other monsters pause for a fraction of an instant.  One that worked in the Classer’s favor, as in that fraction other people closed to even the numbers, now forewarned of the battlefield’s dangers.

It made the battlefield a little bit trickier, everyone a little more cautious as they slid around slowly shifting shards of infinite sharpness.  She lost track of Krishma and Aren as they stayed on the edges of the fighting while she and Giorn headed inward. Giorn plied his tree trunk with a deftness that might be surprising to anyone else, sweeping aside thrown spears and deflecting wielded ones, parrying and counterthrusting with enough force to send his targets flying.

Flying, but never into another Classer.  Giorn picked his targets carefully. She watched his back, plying her rapier with only [Anell Style Bladeplay: Expert].  Not that the Skill was anything to be disparaged, with a reach and speed most wouldn’t expect even from someone of her level.  She parried one spear-thrust, piercing entirely through the mantis’ head on the riposte and then spun to catch a thrown weapon in her off-hand before it could pierce Giorn’s back.  The return throw flowed into a leap to dodge a sizzling bolt of white energy and the dance continued on.

Some of the friendly fire was rather less than expertly aimed, forcing her to parry two incoming arrows, neither of which were Aren’s, at least.  Giorn heaved them both out of the blast radius of a crystalline sphere of ice a moment later, and she bit off curses that nobody but her husband would hear over the sound of battle.

A quick glance showed a massively chaotic swirl.  It was dense enough that spellcasters had issues with making sure they didn’t hit the wrong side, and that was true for the mantises as well as the Classers.  That didn’t stop anyone from actually casting though, and more than one spell splattered off of the fractured parts of the Fortress with varying effects. There was a patch of strawberry-colored grass, clearly not as harmless as it looked with the way the limb of a mantis were slowly vanishing into it, several patches of fire in varying colors, a lingering cloud that sparked with white bolts, not to mention blood, gore, and viscera all over the Fortress floor.

She caught a glimpse of Shayma on the other side of the melee; or rather, three Shaymas.  Even Sienne couldn’t tell which one was real, and seeing her daughter with awl-pikes instead of arms was disturbing on a visceral level, but some of Shayma’s movements were reminiscent of the Anell style.  That spark of pride helped offset the unease at seeing Shayma’s shapeshifting in action, before the melee swept around her again.

There seemed no end to the monsters, and the tear itself was already being guarded by spellcasters.  They’d had the effrontery to drop a rune plate on the ground and it was powering a semi-transparent shield that had no problem letting mantis warriors through.  Though the Classers were holding their own for the moment, if they didn’t close it soon they’d be overrun.

"If we can get in there I can close it," she shouted, mostly to Giorn but also to any nearby Classer that wanted to help.  Then regretted as it seemed the monsters could understand her too, which wasn’t anything she was used to. Several of the spellcasters aimed things her way, and this time she had to resort to [Spellbreaker] because these weren’t nice and friendly energy bolts, but loops of miasmic danger that promised a very unpleasant future to anyone caught by them.

A man in heavy plate teleported ahead of her and Giorn, starting to shove monsters out of the way with the massive bulk of his shield, while out of the corner of her eye she saw Krishma appear on the edges of the fray, shawl grown into massive thorny vines.  Sienne parried two spears with her blade, sending one wide and catching the other against the ground. A stomp tore it out of the monster’s grasp and she advanced on the hapless wielder to pierce it through, but the press was starting to make it difficult to maneuver.  At least, until Iniri stepped out onto a balcony above, flanked by her Queensguard.

A blue glow hazed Iniri’s head and thin silver lines appeared, each one perfectly straight and very precisely intersecting one of the monsters while avoiding any Classers.  A score of the monsters dropped, crippled or dead, and Sienne wondered why the Queen hadn’t done that before. At least, she did until she saw Iniri sag, just before the guards escorted her back into her tower.  That was more than a little frightening; if Iniri lost control of the Artifact, then it’d be far worse than this simple incursion. Thanks to the intervention, there was a clear path forward to the protective bubble and the tear, but it wouldn’t last long.  Not that it needed to.

"Husband, launch." She said, and hopped onto his tree as he swung it in her direction.  He shifted, and she braced herself as everything blurred. Sienne extended her weapon forward as she was shot straight at the tear, activating the Skill that her Class was named for.  [Void Rapier] turned her weapon black, and even over the wind of her passage she could hear the horrible ripping noise as it destroyed air, flesh, magic, and space itself where it passed.

One monster, by luck or foresight, managed to interpose itself between her and the shield, but [Void Rapier] erased its head as her weapon melted under the touch of the void, vanishing like ice in lava.  She smashed into the protective bubble next, the runestone splitting asunder as she destroyed the weave of magic, and by the time she reached the tear her blade was barely more than a black line.

She wasn’t sure exactly what she was cutting, but [Void Rapier] had never cared about that before.  The void Skill bit into the jagged white and then through it, burning her stamina at a prodigious rate, and the tear vanished.  So did the blade, along with most of the skin on her hand. Half a heartbeat went by and then space snapped.

Her attempt at a landing turned into a smash against the Fortress floor hard enough to rebound over the heads of the remaining monsters, and nearly hard enough to stun despite her level.  She caught herself on a Fortress wall, leaving a bloody smear from her injured hand. It took her a moment to realize it was the inside of the box Iniri had tried to make to capture the portal, suddenly in its proper place.  A half dozen classers and three times that many mantises were trapped with them, but before the monsters could capitalize on it the box dropped.

She staggered, drained and exhausted from the use of the void Skill and fumbling for a sword with her off-hand, when Shayma herself appeared in front of Sienne with a blink.  With her normal arms this time, thank the gods.

"That was amazing, mom!"  Shayma enthused, reaching out to grab her and, with another blink, moved Sienne back to where Giorn was pulping leftover monsters.  For a moment Sienne had been given the impression of faded outlines and bright colors, but it was gone as soon as she blinked. Giorn swept aside another mantis before scooping both of them up in a crushing hug.

"The Ell family is the best!"  He grinned down at them.

"Yeah!"  Shayma grinned back, and Sienne had to laugh.

"Win the battle first, celebrate later," she scolded them.

"Speaking of!  Mom, let me get Keri for you, she’ll fix that hand right up."  Shayma fairly towed her out of the edge of the diminishing melee and waved at the healer.  "Keri! Hey! Can you help my mom here?" The small woman bounced over, smiling cheerfully, which was a sight that might disturb anyone who hadn’t spent much time in Nivir.

"Hello, missus Ell!"  Keri said cheerfully, lifting her hand and aiming it at Sienne.  A wash of soothing warmth flowed through her, then shifted to focus on her hand.  She’d received magical healing before, but it hadn’t been so effortlessly controlled.  It was impressive, especially for someone maybe halfway tier two, to judge from Keri’s mana.  At close range she looked vaguely familiar, but Sienne didn’t have time to pursue that thought as Shayma suddenly stiffened, tail going bushy and ears twitching.

"Tor Kot found Blue," she said abruptly, and vanished.



Day 134 - Blue


The battle started out well enough, with the Fortress being used as a wrecking ball and Classers pouring down fire, assisted by my own additions of mines and water and lava. Between us we’d probably killed three or four thousand monsters. Considering these were closer to level thirty than the level three goblins I’d dealt with before, that was a hell of a lot of damage. But it still left some thirty-five thousand troops intact and, worse, they didn’t make that mistake again.

I figured that I’d be able to carve out a good number of casualties with the LAE, since if I could see them I could target them. Unfortunately I hadn’t really gotten more than thirty or forty kills deep before some form of magical darkness shut my laser down hard. I should have guessed that magical darkness would just snuff out regular light, be it ever so coherent, but it simply hadn’t occurred to me. It’d clearly occurred to Tor Kot, though.

Shayma was using her own LAE, but hers was actually better than mine because she’d gotten ahold of a couple runes from Iniri and was using them to boost the weapon. Seeing floating runes wrapped around a shapeshifted laser portal was so absurdly magitek it was distracting, but sadly Shayma was only marginally more effective than me once the darkness went up.

At least he couldn’t shut down my rejuvenation field, which was absolutely essential for keeping the Classers going. They might have had a lot of levels but nobody could keep going for hour after hour with no real break or rest. Admittedly some six or seven hours into it the third-tiers were still on their first wind, but everyone else was working shifts.

If the defenders had unlimited time, or a way to force the monsters to come to them, the situation might have been acceptable. Aside from the one idiot the Ells took out early on, nothing threatened actual danger to anyone within the Fortress walls. The traitor had been wearing the idiot Duke’s colors, so that was going to be a problem once the battle was over, but after Cheya went around to have a quick word with a few others there had been no further incidents. But their supplies weren’t unlimited and the army was surrounding the Fortress in reinforced battalions, far enough out that Iniri couldn’t squash them without getting too far from my mana dynamos and losing the Fortress itself.

If that weren’t bad enough, Tor Kot was well prepared for a dungeon fight and had a bunch of bells in the rear of his groups. I didn’t know how it was done, but they slowed my ability to manipulate my territory to a crawl. Which rather undermined my plans to undermine the army, but I should have been expecting something of that nature.

At least it had the side benefit of damping some of the ANATHEMA anger I got from monsters wandering onto my territory. It wasn’t so bad compared to other times, but it was still an irritant. If anything I’d say the bells and their accompanying magic were anaesthetizing me, at least around the edges there.

That same anaesthetic made me a bit slow to spot whatever Tor Kot was doing to punch through to the inside of the Fortress, though once I did see it I could tell it was similar to a portal. Similar, but different enough to worry me. Once it manifested I was actually nauseated by the way it twisted mana around. I was pretty sure nobody could intentionally make something like that, but then again, the mage-kings were kind of evil. Unfortunately I was distracted by the actual fight by a sudden ping from the overlay, a surge of ANATHEMA rage, and a very unwelcome sight.

Tor Kot had strolled onto the grass in front of my audience hall.

Nor was he alone. He had two of his elite mantis monsters with him, which unlike any other monsters I’d seen so far had their own names.

Miriam

Level 84 [Pale Mantis Reeve]

Charlene

Level 78 [Pale Mantis Vogt]

The mage-king was dressed in the same dapper suit as before, but Miriam and Charlene were dressed for war, with white-dyed leather that radiated magic and long poleaxes instead of the simpler spears their lower-leveled brethren preferred. Even though they had no expressions they fairly radiated a willingness to commit mayhem, in direct contrast to Tor Kot, who looked like he was on a nature walk.

"How can there possibly be this great a mana density when I can’t see any of it? I hope you’re taking notes, Miriam, because this is exactly the sort of breakthrough I’m looking for. Bulk no-Affinity mana would solve so many problems. Not to mention the growth rate." Tor Kot babbled to his monster companions as they picked their way forward to my absolute horror. I had fear as well as rage to deal with, which was my only excuse for simply staring, metaphorically, as they strolled toward the entrance of the audience chamber.

Tor Kot seemed to notice my attention, because he paused for a moment, glancing around. Unfortunately it wasn’t enough to give him second thoughts, because he stepped forward and crossed the threshold. He was just as enthusiastic about the interior as the exterior, examining the fractal patterns with sparkling eyes as he tapped his cane. "Look at the intricacy here! I’ve never seen this sort of patterning. It’s obviously meaningful…" His enthusiasm was infectious enough that Charlene took a hand off her halberd and touched the engravings, which finally snapped me out of my idiotic gawping.

"Shayma! Uhhh…" I flipped my attention back to the Fortress, and the ANATHEMA urges made me explode most of my steam mines before I could reign it in. Not that they were doing much. "Tor Kot is here with a couple of his elites. I’m going to teleport you back." I was also going to see about dropping several tons of stone on their heads. Now, that wouldn’t have stopped Vok Nal back in Meil, but Tor Kot wasn’t on his own dungeon’s territory. He was on my territory and even with his elites that had to mean he was more vulnerable. The levels of his companions were a little scary, especially since I’d seen elites go toe to toe with fourth-tiers, but theirs weren’t exactly combat classes.

"Oh, and Ansae, Tor Kot is here so uh. I’m not sure how that will go." Considering that he wielded depletion, Tor Kot was one of the things Ansae couldn’t go up against. In fact, when I told her the dragon’s head snapped up and she actually looked terrified for a brief fraction of a second. Then all her power seemed to vanish. I realized after a moment that she’d pulled in her aura or whatever it was, completely inverting it. I could see her just fine, but there was absolutely no way to detect her with more esoteric senses.

"If you’re having trouble," Ansae said calmly. "I will take your core away."

"Uh." That was not an offer, it was a statement, but this wasn’t the time to argue. Some part of me was kind of glad there was some sort of last-ditch plan but I really hoped it wasn’t necessary. If nothing else, Shayma had actually managed to drive him off before, and that was before her class-up and other upgrades.

"Where is he? What are we going to do?" Shayma started asking questions the moment she popped into existence in my core room, wide-eyed and still smeared with blood and ichor from the fight at the Fortress.

"He’s heading in toward the audience chamber so uhh. I guess bluff him out. Or kill him if we can. I’m going to see about collapsing the whole thing on top of him." I really thought multiple tons of stone might be more effective than either the LAE or lava, given what I’d seen thus far.

"I can’t…" Shayma stopped and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath and then gripping her tail, smoothing down the fur there. "Right. I can do this. You’re a Power, he’s a mortal. Give me a moment to wash up and I’ll be ready, Blue."

Well. She had more confidence than I did.

Once she was marginally clean I pulled her from the core room and set her in her place of judgement in front of the faux core. She didn’t have much time, but Tor Kot was still marveling at the construction of the entrance hall. It was weirdly flattering. He was my enemy, certainly, but he seemed genuinely taken with the design. His running patter indicated he thought there was some magical or mystical significance to it, which was completely wrong but was an understandable misapprehension. By the time they reached the other side of the spatially-extended hallway, Shayma was standing with such a cold glare on her face that I was half surprised ice wasn’t forming on the walls. She lifted her hand, and Promise gleamed on her finger.

"You are not welcome here," she pronounced, and Miriam and Charlene both staggered, dropping to all four knees. Tor Kot grunted in surprise, leaning forward as if fighting against a strong wind. I could sort of tell what was going on. This was rather like Ansae’s aura, only it was my power instead. It was a little irritating I couldn’t do it myself, but then, maybe I just hadn’t practiced. Shayma had Promise, one line of which read [Bearer Represents Authority], so she had a quick way of invoking these things whereas I had to learn. So I leaned into it as much as I could, not entirely certain what I was doing but figuring it couldn’t hurt.

I could hear Charlene’s joints creak from the pressure but it wasn’t quite enough, since the two mantises climbed to their feet again. Still, they were clearly struggling against the weight of my displeasure. And Shayma’s, of course.

"Miss Prinn?" Tor Kot said, squinting at her. "No, interesting, I cannot see your true Status."

"Tor Kot," Shayma acknowledged, still cold, and I realized after a moment she was using [Phantom Presence] to maintain her chill and distant look. It was a fantastic idea and if nothing else would prevent him from using his cold reading skills on her again. I whispered the names and levels and Classes of the monsters in Shayma’s ear, as it were, since I figure she could play the same trick back on him. "Charlene, Miriam." She accorded each of the elites a frosty glare, and for the heck of it I started lowering the temperature in the room of my own accord. It wasn’t like it would bother Shayma.

"Who are you?" Tor Kot asked wonderingly. "You’re not a Controller, you’re barely second tier — where is all this power coming from?" He took a step forward, then another, and I was encouraged by the fact that it was no longer an effortless spring stroll. His flanking monsters followed, expressionless as ever but somehow subdued.

"I do not owe you the courtesy of answers."

"You’re so awesome right now." I was pretty sure that got a smile, under the [Phantom Presence] mask. Besides, she absolutely was and it was helping me push back on the ANATHEMA issues clouding my thoughts. Though they were weaker than they had been before; apparently Tor Kot himself was less of an issue than an actual dungeon.

"I suppose not," Tor Kot conceded, still urbane. "Asking is easier than…" He stopped speaking to stare at the false core behind Shayma. "Is that a storage crystal? In a dungeon four months old? Are you seeing this too, Miriam?" In answer, the mantis shifted her grip on her poleaxe. It did rather deflate the mood a bit, though frost had started to form on the ground and Tor Kot’s breath fogged when he spoke.

"I say again. You are not welcome here."

"I know, I know." Tor Kot held up a hand. "But I can hardly leave my experimental core here, can I? Not after it’s demonstrated such success! Especially since I can very well guess that your Depletion immunity comes from it somehow."

"That core is yours no longer. Neither is Meil’s."

"I’d prefer that he not know I’m self-aware," I muttered to Shayma. "I bet that’d only make him more interested, and if the mage-kings find out in general they might see it as more of a problem than some rogue with a core." The only response she gave was to incline her head a fraction, but I knew she’d heard me.

"Surely you don’t claim that anything you happen to come into possession of is yours by right, like some common brigand." Tor Kot replied earnestly, leaning on his cane.

"Says the invader, the conquerer, the murderer, the rapist." Shayma’s tone was uncompromising and Tor Kot actually winced. "When you invaded Tarnil you forfeited any right to be treated as anything other than an enemy."

"I can’t argue that," he said. "But dungeon cores are dangerous. Especially uncontrolled!" He lifted his cane to gesture about the audience chamber. "This is utterly amazing for so new a dungeon and I would love to know how it was done, but at this rate it will grow too fast for whomever is controlling it. I’ve curated twelve cores so far, so I know how unstable this sort of growth is!"

"Damn right I’m growing fast. Also, it’s a good thing I can eat other cores, since I can well believe him that a feral red core would be very unpleasant." That said, his arguments held no weight since I wasn’t under anyone’s control and wasn’t about to be. Not to mention everything he’d done to Tarnil. Thinking that I ought to show some more initiative than just cooling down the room, I closed off the passageway leading deeper in. Not with a simple door, either, but with a massive slab of solid stone.

The boom of the hall being closed off echoed throughout the audience chamber, and Tor Kot cocked his head. He didn’t seem surprised, so he could clearly see some dungeon workings. He might even have noticed the excavation going on above his head, as I readied a massive block of stone to fall down on top of him, so I figured I’d give him more to distract him.

Though I knew they wouldn’t be at all effective, I spun up portals for all my extant LAEs, save for the one reserved for Shayma, forming them throughout the audience chamber and pointing them all at the trio. Above and beyond that, I had an idea for something that might have far more of an impact.

"I’m going to partially unshield the forge," I warned Ansae and Shayma both. "Maybe a shaped mana wave will give them pause." It was nice that Tor Kot seemed willing to chat rather than bull his way through to the depths of the mountain, since it gave Shayma and I more time to try and dissuade him.

"Your warnings do not impress me," Shayma said, with a small flick of her ear to show she had heard me. "We are protected. From rogue dungeons and from ones such as you."

"A dungeon protects you from dungeons?" Tor Kot asked skeptically. "Unless you are being guided by one of the gods themselves there is nobody who understands dungeons better than Controllers. Among them I’d rate myself near the top. Yes, Miriam, I know, but it’s not bragging if it’s true."

"Blue protects us," Shayma said scornfully. "Now he bids you leave, or be destroyed." She pointed her finger, and I took that as a cue to trigger the [Mana Diamond Forge]. I’d reshaped the gold wiring and even the room itself slightly, making the space into a resonance chamber with an aperture pointed at the audience hall.

Once again the immense wave rippled through all my mana, but this time it was focused in one direction. The resonant chamber didn’t quite work out, and the wave was weaker than it might have been, but the results were still pretty good from my point of view. It passed over Shayma without any flinch on her end, but when it hit Tor Kot he screamed. The mantises were soundless, of course, but they both contorted in silent agony. Ansae, I was pleased to note, wasn’t anywhere near the path and didn’t seem to be bothered. But she was watching, and her grin was smoky and full of teeth.

The effects didn’t last more than a second, and it took time for the Anvil to reset so it wasn’t like I could blast them again immediately, but being able to affect such high-powered individuals was quite an ego-boost. Charlene seemed to take it personally, springing forward the next moment to lash out at Shayma with a blurring leap that took her all the way from the entryway to the storage crystal in the middle. I could barely keep track of the mantis, and though I tried to fling up a rock slab in the way I was far too slow.

Shayma was faster.

Charlene caught only an illusion and slammed into the storage crystal hard enough to fracture it. There were four Shaymas now, with the real one camouflaged and off to the side. Mana spewed into the air with a hiss more imagined than real, and I could see it get sucked into Charlene as she leaped again. She went even further and faster than the first time, passing over the heads of all the decoys and the real Shayma to smash into the wall.

All of this happened over maybe a second, and it was only in the brief pause afterward that I could catch up with what was going on. Then Miriam lowered her halberd, a deliberate chopping motion, and a Skill of hers washed through the audience chamber. The duplicate Shaymas vanished, and Charlene blurred toward the real one. But my fox-girl was quick with [Phantasmal Path] and flickered out of the way.

I figured this was as good a time as any to try and drop the ceiling, with everyone distracted by the fight. The chunk was a good six meters in diameter and about that deep, just above the entrance, and it was only that small because of the limited amount of time I had to work with. It still worked out to a couple tons of rock falling straight down on top of Tor Kot and Miriam, though I didn’t think it’d really hurt them much. Not with the levels they had. So I turned the LAEs on too, despite that they already knew how to neutralize them, on the off chance that I could overwhelm their defenses.

Unfortunately they were alert enough that they simply dodged out of the way of the rock, not moving quite as fast as they had back near Duenn but fast enough to get clear of the impact. Since it’d had time to get reinforced by [Amplified Presence] the stone didn’t crack, but it did make a hell of a boom. 

Miriam closed the distance between herself and Tor Kot, interposing herself between him and the ongoing fight, while Tor Kot flicked his hands in the direction of the LAE portals, cloaking them in magical darkness. Tor Kot himself didn’t seem overly alarmed, but he was surprised, first peering at where my lasers had come from then frowning thoughtfully at the giant slab of stone where it rested on the ground.

Shayma was leading Charlene on a merry chase about the audience chamber, teleporting from here to there and forcing the mantis to go around or through the falling lava and water. Usually it was through, spraying molten rock everywhere, but she did have to pause for a moment to shake off water-cooled and hardening stone after a few too many trips through the waterfalls. It was pretty entertaining that she couldn’t catch Shayma, but eventually [Phantasmal Path] would drain my only defender’s stamina. She couldn’t just dodge forever.

It seemed that Shayma came to the same conclusion, because she abruptly switched to the offensive. She dropped the camouflage and faced Charlene head on, drawing back her arm as the mantis sped forward. With all that was going on in the battle, both Iniri and Shayma had been drawing from my mana pool, but I still had well over fifty thousand remaining. Shayma sucked all that down in one huge gulp, body twisting as she met Charlene’s weapon with a vicious blow.

Shayma’s fist glimmered, crumpling the steel just ahead of her actual flesh as [Legerdemain] protected her from anything the weapon might do. The head of the halberd deformed, metal fracturing and exploding outward as the impact overwhelmed it, the sheer force splintering the shaft as Shayma’s fist continued on to catch Charlene in the chest. The mantis didn’t have the time to adjust or dodge or block, not in the fraction of a moment between Shayma breaking her weapon and hitting her.

The noise was almost as loud as the sound of the stone slab dropping, with Charlene smashing into the far wall half a blink later hard enough to actually throw chips off the stone before she dropped down to the floor again. She didn’t look particularly injured, but I could tell she was winded. Even if they looked like insects, the mantis-monsters at least breathed like mammals. She looked ready to go after Shayma again, but Tor Kot raised his hand.

"Charlene, hold," he said, and the monster paused. It was only then that I noticed other tiny details, such as the fact that Shayma had kept up her [Phantom Presence] the whole time and was still looking distant, cold, and utterly unflustered. The fragments of Charlene’s halberd were embedded in the floor, the walls, and even the ceiling, while there was a cleared space around Miriam and Tor Kot showing one of them had used some sort of Skill to deflect the shrapnel.

Shayma stayed where she was, outwardly unfazed by the combat but I could see that her stamina and, of course, mana had taken big hits from it. I wasn’t sure how long the break would last so I spun up a rejuvenation field around her while I had the chance. With luck they’d give us enough time for me to build my mana reserves back up but that was probably unlikely.

"Yes, I see it Miriam," Tor Kot said. "It’s a fascinating use of Fields but I’m more interested in how someone who’s clearly barely second tier could practically flatten Charlene." He glanced at the mantis in question and then back to Miriam. "Now, now, don’t blame her, clearly there’s more here than we expected."

"So, that was completely awesome." If Tor Kot was going to prattle on I was going to use the opportunity to give Shayma some encouragement of my own. Fighting someone sixty-something levels above her couldn’t be easy. "Hopefully I can keep them talking and you can keep weirding them out enough that they leave."

Since Tor Kot was clearly distracted by me doing dungeon stuff, I reabsorbed the failed rock trap and went ahead and started repairing the ceiling while watching my mana tick upward. Something that ANATHEMA kept pushing me to do that was a really bad idea was seal off the entrance and trap them in the audience chamber. First, I was pretty sure that just cutting off the chamber wouldn’t do much to hold them in place, and second, I actually just wanted them to leave. I didn’t want to suggest to them they needed to fight their way out.

The attempt was a qualified success at best. He frowned at the stone as it melted away into the ground but didn’t seem overly concerned. If anything it was the fractured storage crystal repairing itself that grabbed his attention, despite the fact that I wasn’t really doing that consciously. I was pretty sure it was [Amplified Presence] doing most of the work, but since I’d only completely exploded storage crystals before and not just damaged them, I couldn’t be completely sure. Still, I considered it a win that anything kept Tor Kot from exerting his full power against me.

The fact that Shayma couldn’t reply to me was driving me bonkers though. I knew that she couldn’t say anything without one of the three picking up on it, but I wanted to get some feedback on what was going on. At least I wanted her to tell me she was okay, though I could see that her hit points were still at full. She continued to stand straight, not yielding an inch to Tor Kot’s presence, staring him down as Charlene picked her way over to his side.

"I’ll get you a new one," Tor Kot said to her, apparently exasperated. "It’ll just have to wait until we send back to the isles. Dungeons don’t make weapons!"

"Hah! How little he knows."  Shayma cracked a smile under the [Phantom Presence], I was pretty sure, and teleported herself back to the center of the chamber.

"So is this Blue the controller of this dungeon?" Tor Kot asked, sweeping his hand around the audience chamber. "I’d rather speak to him myself."

"I speak for Blue," Shayma said, ignoring his first question. Which was just as well, since responding in either the affirmative or negative might lead Tor Kot to do things we didn’t want him to do. "He has no interest in negotiating with you."

"Well I have an interest in negotiating with him." Tor Kot said, not at all dismayed by Shayma’s attitude. "I haven’t even seen his monsters yet and I’m already running into concepts I’ve never seen before! I’m not too proud to admit that whoever controls this dungeon knows more than I do."

I burst out laughing. I couldn’t help it; that statement was about as far from the truth as it was possible to get. Tor Kot still thought I was a dungeon core of the sort he knew, and I was perfectly fine with that for now. If I thought he might actually have something useful to say about how to make a dungeon work I might have entertained the thought, stupid as it was, but at this point I knew we’d only confuse each other.

Assuming he didn’t try to take control of me.

"I’ll explain since you don’t seem to know, but the reason we Controllers need power, armies, and resources at the great cost they incur is to combat the wasteland that surrounds the rift into the Abyss. It’s a great howling hurricane with such Depletion that only monsters and Controllers can venture there." Tor Kot tapped his cane on the floor. "This dungeon is exactly the sort of power we would all hope to have if we wanted to make real headway in containing it."

"Uh." That wasn’t the sort of appeal I was expecting. Something about joining his side to overthrow the Council and rule all maybe, but not that. It also sounded really suspicious, but it occured to me that there was someone who might know what he was talking about. "Ansae? Does what Tor Kot’s talking about really exist?"

"Yes…" Ansae said, eyes narrowing. "Though when I last dealt with it, it wasn’t as massive a calamity as he seems to be implying. It’s been some time since I was there, but I would expect their use of Depletion is feeding into the problem, their actions contributing to the whole, however indirectly. The idiots. Self appointed guardians of the Abyss rift…" She growled, which was enough to shake her whole lair. "All they’ve done is make the world worse."

That sounded depressingly possible. People of all types had the habit of contributing to a problem while trying to solve it, and nobody else had shown they had an inkling of where Depletion came from initially. That said, even if the mage-kings knew they were making their problems worse, they may not have felt they had a choice. Bad decisions had a compounding effect, spreading out and miring more and more people within them.

It was easy enough to figure out the scenario. Faced with this threat in his homeland, some fifth tier or the like pulls a miracle and finds a dungeon core. Either it was a red core already, or Controllers got more idea of how dungeons worked from it, and he fed the conquered and the enslaved to his brand new dungeon as the best path toward greater power. He’d have an army of monsters and, say, a skill level and ten points of stats each from a hundred thousand people. That would make him nearly as potent as Ansae, and with the ability to give his allies or descendants that same sort of power.

A generation or two down the line and the usual sort of politics would take hold and only some of the people involved would remember why they had that power in the first place. It seemed Tor Kot was one of those, though that didn’t excuse what he’d done. He was better than Vok Nal, who had appeared to be the type that indulged in his power, but that was an extraordinarily low bar to clear. It wasn’t like I was going to work with the guy anyway. Tor Kot was still waiting for a reply from Shayma, so I had to come up with something before the staring got too awkward.

"Okay, tell him this. I have no interest in cooperating with him or any of his ilk. I have no interest in granting the mage-kings more power. This rift and this wasteland is a problem for them, not us, and if I deal with it I will do so on my own terms." It did sound like a problem, but it also sounded like it was their problem and absolutely not mine. Certainly not something that justified the invasion and the subsequent atrocities.

Shayma repeated that to Tor Kot word for word, which was actually a rarity. Usually she had to massage my messages into better form, though under the circumstances that would probably be difficult. She was under enough stress already.

"I understand what you mean," he said sympathetically. "But surely you can understand that isn’t acceptable for me. To come so close to the kind of power and strength we need and return empty-handed? No, that won’t do. If I went back to the isles with— "

A sudden, tearing agony deafened me to whatever else Tor Kot was saying. I felt massively imbalanced, reeling and staggering though I was entirely stationary and hazy with pain. I tried to cast my senses back to the Fortress and couldn’t. Nothing was blocking me, it was just that I wasn’t there anymore.

The tunnel to Meil had never been developed much beyond a narrow pipeline to connect one piece of me with another. It was buried some fifty meters belowground, which I would have thought was more than enough, but apparently I’d been wrong. Perhaps I simply didn’t quite understand the extent of the options magic made available, but it had never occured to me that the buried stretch was particularly vulnerable.

Now there was a giant hole through it, where one of the monster army brigades had done something that had drilled straight down. It’d hit my connection and kept going, past what I could see. Tremendous overkill, but I hadn’t bothered to much reinforce that connection either. The end result was that I had about two meters of dead space between myself and my previously-connected self.

The pain was already starting to fade, which was a weird thing when a good chunk of my bulk had been unceremoniously amputated, so at least I could try and focus on fixing what the monsters had broken. Or I would have, if they didn’t have those damn bells set up that slowed everything down. It didn’t help that I was still pretty low on mana, so I couldn’t speed the process along as much as I would have liked, plus there was no guarantee they wouldn’t just repeat the process if I didn’t reinforce the connection with something like Stonesteel, or whatever reserves of Adamant stone I had.

I started pushing towards reconnection anyway, keeping half an eye on Shayma and half an eye on Iniri through the Companion bond. Tor Kot was still ranting, apparently not willing to commit to an actual attack in the face of what he’d just seen. In fact, I was pretty sure I could see very faint mana pulses coming from him, probably probing for more details of what was going on. Considering that he said he couldn’t see my mana, even though he could tell where Fields were I would bet he was just getting more confused.

"Blue? What’s going on? I can’t sustain this off my own mana!" Iniri was looking pretty well panicked and I didn’t blame her. Unfortunately it wasn’t like I could say anything to her — though there might be one way I could send a message. I’d turned it off before but for a moment I pushed her Guidance to maximum. That moment was enough, because her face suddenly cleared of confusion and she started snapping orders. Good, because Tor Kot grabbed my attention by starting some kind of spell.

I didn’t know what kind of magic would take a mage-king a long time to cast, but I knew it wasn’t going to be good for either me or Shayma. I knew nothing normal was going to hurt him, but in a flash of inspiration I mashed together all the firmament and anecrux bits I had and gave the resulting tiny glowing ball to Shayma.

"Hopefully this explodes." After seeing what the anecrux did when the catalyst hit it, and seeing that other supermaterials were rather energetic, I figured that having several thousand potential mana mixed in with indestructible beads might well constitute a fragmentation grenade. It was also absurdly expensive, so even if it did work I wasn’t about to make a second one.

Shayma reacted nearly instantly, her hand shifting and elongating as she hurled the thing faster than I could track. Miriam reacted, her poleax flicking out to intercept it, and I was unutterably relieved when it did explode. Violently.

A blaze of multicolored light and a resounding detonation accompanied the destruction of Miriam’s weapon and the perforation of everyone in the room by tiny beads of Firmament. Even Shayma caught one right across the flesh of her cheek, though it sealed up almost immediately thanks to her [Eidolon Body] and my rejuvenation Field.

Most importantly, it accomplished my goal of stopping whatever cast Tor Kot was involved in. His spellwork collapsed as he lifted his fingers to touch a tear in his suit right dead center of his chest. Both Miriam and Charlene had a couple of similar tears in their leathers, with pinpricks of mint-green blood showing. None of them seemed particularly harmed by the projectiles, only dropping a few hit points, but they were actual wounds, which was enough to give everyone pause. Shayma’s [Phantom Presence] meant she looked completely pristine, which just added to the effect.

"So much mana it’s poisonous? How is this even possible?" That sounded similar to the nonsense Vok Nal had spouted, but Tor Kot was more wondering than indignant. Admittedly, I was still hoping he was about to collapse dramatically but such was not to be. Which was bad, because I was running low on stalling tactics, I still hadn’t reconnected with my other half, I didn’t have much mana, and even given how amazing Shayma was she couldn’t take the three of them by herself, so I couldn’t— 



Day 134 - Taelah


"Are you sure you want to do this, daughter?"

Taelah took a moment to suppress a sigh.  Normally she got along with her mother just fine, but Rinnah Morn was a semi-retired elder, despite being much younger than most of the active elders, and had acquired a tendency to fuss somewhere along the way.  Her carved-wood talismans clacked as she leaned forward and the grimoire at her waist glowed ever so slightly, showing that she was at least touching her Skills as she studied Taelah.  Possibly to see if she was under some sort of magical influence.

"Yes, mom," Taelah said firmly.  To be fair, Rinnah had fussed almost as much over Taelah’s previous arranged marriage.  "I know it’s not exactly what you planned, or I planned, but I’m confident about Blue." It was, to be sure, not a match made out of love, but Rinnah and Thom had met from an arranged marriage themselves and had turned out just fine.

She was actually secretly glad that she wouldn’t have to learn how to live with someone, and yet still get most of the benefits of being a wife and a mother.  It was just hard for Taelah to imagine herself like her own mother, getting along so comfortably with her father despite them being so far different. She preferred to do her own thing too much to really welcome sharing everything with someone else. 

Yet at the same time, she saw the things she never would get from Blue.  The casual touch that lit up her mother’s face with a smile, the murmured word that made her laugh.  The loving embrace when she was sad or sick, and all the other thousand things of chance and circumstances that happened between two people who were together for life.  So she was thankful and guilty and had a lot more in the way of nerves than she’d ever admit to her mother.

Through either shaman intuition or just motherly instincts, Rinnah seemed to sense this and just pulled Taelah into a hug.  A crushing one, given that she was a good ten levels higher than Taelah. Her father Thom gave her the barest hint of a nod behind Rinnah’s back, his mouth moving fractionally into his version of a smile.  It might not look like much to anyone else, but to her it was as warm as her mother’s arms.

She stayed with them a little longer, sharing a mana-rich tea that was, of course, grown on Blue’s land, in one of the little glacial plots above the normal farmland.  It was Rinnah’s own in fact, inasmuch as something created by Blue and negotiated for by Queen Iniri could really belong to a commoner. A state of affairs that explained why Anton’s Village was willing to take Blue’s offer.

It wasn’t that they were disloyal to Queen Iniri, though they actually were, strictly speaking.  Rather, Anton’s Village had already been displaced, already lost their homes and crops and then put in the work to get it all back. Yes, Blue had done a lot of work in preparing good land for them, but they had been the ones to till and plant the land, not to mention building most of the buildings.  They preferred it that way of course, but they knew a good thing when they saw it and none of the elders were naive enough to believe that Tarnil would be in particularly good shape even after the war was won.

There would be bandits and outlaws, there would be shortages, there would be nobles vying for power.  Anton’s Village was small and unimportant and in general they liked it that way, but in a crisis that would probably last years they wouldn’t be getting any special consideration.  Nor should they; nor would they ask for it. There would be larger and more productive farming communities that would need that manpower.  Anton’s Village would find its own solution as it always had, and so the deal with Blue.

Taelah continued her rounds to the other elders.  Shayma had told her Blue wanted to make a new, proper area for the village once they had declared their allegiance, one that was actually outdoors, so they were in the process of sorting out the inevitable wrangling and complaints.  Not to mention making sure everyone was informed of what was going on, assuming they’d been living under a rock for the past few weeks. Which was actually possible; a good number of the residents cared mostly for their farms and crops and little about anything else.

She found Glenn overseeing a platehoof herd being switched from one pasture to another.  The grumpy ranger was helping Yoren’s kid, who didn’t yet have a class but would probably pick up [Rancher] soon enough.  He grunted at her approach without looking around; somehow he’d managed to double his level to twelve in their time here and gotten some improvement in his perception. That was far fewer levels than Taelah had managed, but it was faster than he’d ever managed back at the original village.

"Taelah," he said by way of greeting, keeping a sharp eye on the platehoofs.

"Hello, Glenn," she replied.  "Did you get the Jaffees settled down?"  Even in a village as small as theirs, they’d somehow ended up with two feuding and unrelated families of the same name.  Normally it was kept to a dull roar of baseless complaints, but the news that they’d be getting brand new land and more control over it had whipped them into a frenzy.  Both of them were claiming and asking things that nobody knew or could grant them, unless they demanded it of Blue directly.

Which probably wouldn’t turn out too well for them.

"Yes," he said, and offered no further explanation.  Glenn worked his jaw, staring out over the herd, and let out a breath.  "I really don’t see why you need to sell yourself off," he said after a moment.  "Weirds me right out, I admit."

Taelah bristled, taking a moment to bite back any reply.  Glenn was blunt, but it was his way of showing that he cared, and he probably wasn’t the only one with exactly that opinion.  In fact she knew he wasn’t, and had to admit to herself that she had some doubts too.

There were good reasons to become Blue’s Companion.  Once the village had sworn itself to his service, someone had to serve as the bridge between him and them.  That was the argument she’d given to others, but there were more personal and private factors that were the real reasons she’d brought it up.  Part of it was that she did need to get married; she knew she wanted children and, gods willing, grandchildren, but she’d never really been able to envision herself with a husband.  But the main reason, the one she didn’t want to admit, was that she was a little in love with Blue. Not the person, who she couldn’t talk to and would never really know, but the environment in all its exotic fascination.  The dungeon, with all it had to offer.

It was an entirely selfish reason, which was okay, but it wasn’t one that she thought she could explain to the good folk of the village as reason to get married to a piece of land.  Or however other people characterized Blue. He was a little too big a presence for her to really get her head around, herself. Shayma was probably the only one who really understood him.

"It’s just a good idea," Taelah insisted.  "Besides, it’s not like Blue really pays attention to us.  Shayma has more important things to do than come by every time we want to ask about something, and it’s important that we have good relations with someone who is the land we’re living on."

"Mmm," Glenn replied, unconvinced.  "Well, I guess you know your own business."  Bland as the words were, they were about as strong a disagreement as she could expect from Glenn.  At least, knowing Glenn, those would be the last words he had on the subject.

"Yes," she said, and that was that. "I’ll check in with the others, then after that you can find me in Meil.  I have potions and tinctures to make before the battle." So far, she was the only one Blue had given permission to use the dungeon ingredients for alchemy.  Despite the lack of materials, dungeon materials alone were enough to create mixtures that would regenerate stats and even boost Affinity mana. Normally these things were immensely expensive, for a variety of reasons, but Blue’s flora and, most importantly, fruit meant she could make them with a minimum of effort.

The other elders had nothing more than the usual issues, like negotiations between who had the rights to raise which crops, or who was taking on whose son as an apprentice.  It wasn’t just the impending move, but the ordinary business of life. The Queen and Blue might be dealing with world-shaking events, but Anton’s Village was more concerned with celebrating the birthday of a six-year-old girl.

There might be fighting somewhere else but the village wasn’t going to let that stop them from throwing a party for little Suna.  Taelah herself had even used her new alchemical access to make a glowing hair ribbon for the girl from a light Affinity flower. The poor child had been afraid of the dark ever since the last fight, when Blue had gone dark and her house had started melting, so Taelah was glad she could come up with something a little magical for her.  The only annoying thing was that she couldn’t be more involved in the birthday preparations due to the work she needed to do.

After her rounds she took the teleport to Meil.  They were technically connected now through tunnels, and she would have liked to stretch her legs a little more, but the teleport was much faster and they only had so much time before the army arrived.  Since the teleports worked more or less when Blue remembered to trigger them, there was usually a little bit of waiting involved.  Not more than a few minutes in most cases, but as soon as she stepped onto the pad it activated. It was nice to know Blue was keeping an eye on her.

Taelah was borrowing someone else’s alchemy store, which had more if not better equipment than hers, but brought her own ingredients in a large rucksack. Containers of tayantan juice, flowers of various types, moss, and a stack of small tayantan sticks.  The last weren’t part of the usual alchemy set, but the tayantan wood worked for stirring the less volatile mixtures better than a purely neutral steel or glass rod. It probably wouldn’t have worked if it didn’t all belong to Blue, something both [Plant Identification] and [Alchemical Insight] agreed on.

One thing Blue didn’t supply was vials for the resulting output, but that was something the borrowed shop had in abundance so she racked them and began measuring, mixing, pouring, and infusing with [Novice Alchemy].  It might have gone faster if she had someone to play assistant but she took it seriously when Blue said she was the only one allowed to work with his materials. Besides, she was used to doing all the steps herself, as it wasn’t like there were many other alchemists in Anton’s Village.  She hummed a tune to herself as she worked, and was so immersed in it that she didn’t even notice someone else arriving.

"What do you think you’re doing?"  The voice was thick with scorn, and Taelah sighed before even looking up at the speaker.  She knew that tone well enough. The other woman had a particular set about her mouth and eyes that were familiar too, even if it wasn’t one that was often aimed at her.  Anymore, at least.

"Pardon?"  Taelah asked, affecting a perfectly bright and reasonable tone as if she hadn’t noticed the intruder’s pique.  She did her best not to react as four more people shuffled in behind the speaker, all of them bearing little silver pins that marked them as members of the alchemist’s guild, which meant they were all second-tier at least.

"I don’t know who you are but I don’t appreciate you barging in on guild territory!"  The woman scowled, putting her hands on stout hips and somehow managing to look down at Taelah even if she was several inches shorter.

"Oh, then let me introduce myself," Taelah said, still courteous.  Not that she felt particularly well-disposed toward any of the alchemists, but she wouldn’t get anywhere by returning the attitude.  "My name is Taelah Marn, elder— "

"Elder!"  The woman scoffed.

"Elder of Anton’s Village," she continued, ignoring the interruption.  "Who might you be?"

"Imiss Ren," she said, puffing out her already ample chest.  "Alchemist’s Guild, Recipe Archivist and member in good standing.  Which you are not."

"No," Taelah admitted.  "But I have been given permission to use this store."

"Gary’s store," Imiss said sharply, gesturing to an unhappy-looking man hovering at her shoulder, an older gentlemen with a narrow face and bony knuckles.  "Which is not your store.  You’re not even a full alchemist!  What do you have, [Novice Alchemy]?"

"Thank you for lending your store," Taelah said to Gary, ignoring the aspersions cast on her Skill.  "I didn’t have nearly the room at home to make these potions." He inclined his head fractionally, but Imiss bulled her way forward.

"Yes, those potions!"  Imiss took several steps toward the counter Taelah was working at and this time she moved, not far but enough to put herself between the alchemist and the ingredients Blue had vouchsafed her.  Imiss scowled but didn’t try to shove past her, at least. "It’s the duty of the Alchemist’s Guild to test and record any recipe before…" The woman sputtered with indignation as she spotted all the filled vials.  "Before handing them out like candy!"

Taelah lifted her brows, regarding Imiss and her more or less silent backers.  She recognized the tactic and in fact had used it herself, though not with the basis of ignorance Imiss seemed to be operating from.  The only thing that worried Taelah, and it was a distant worry, was why they were bothering her when it was Queen Iniri herself who had requested it.  Though maybe they didn’t really know that. Even though Taelah was personally acquainted with Blue, she was not familiar with the Queen, and the offer and information had come through channels.  One person told another person to tell another person to carry a message, and by the time it got to someone like Imiss the original provenance had long since vanished.

"That does seem like a good idea under most circumstances," Taelah agreed, still maintaining an air of affability and agreeableness.  "But these ingredients are supplied directly by Blue, and are not to be released to anyone else."

"The Duke was right," one of the others, not Gary, muttered under his breath. Imiss nodded in a self-satisfied manner.

"Blue has no authority here," she declared boldly.  Taelah had to wonder if that was a good idea, considering they were literally inside Blue, in a city he’d moved not much earlier.  Though apparently he didn’t pay all that much attention to most people so it wasn’t likely he noticed the challenge. Or cared. "This city is on Duke Sarthi’s land and he gave us the charter to ensure the equitable and just sharing of knowledge.  He warned us that Blue would try and undermine him!"

Anton’s Village was actually part of the Sarthi duchy, at least for the moment, so Taelah wasn’t unfamiliar with the name.  It wasn’t like she’d ever met the man herself, though he had visited some of the larger communities in the area. Of her own knowledge she had no complaints; their taxes weren’t onerous and for the most part they had been protected from the occasional wandering monster or rogue Classer.  Unfortunately, at this moment he wasn’t doing anyone any favors.

"By the authority of the Alchemist’s Guild, I demand you explain this," Imiss said triumphantly, and Taelah had to exercise some control over her expression, though she wasn’t sure if she wanted to laugh in other woman’s face or scowl at her.

"I have been making lifesaving potions and ointments for the Classers," Taelah said, raising her eyebrows at the woman.   "They’re going up against an army of several thousand monsters, so they’ll need every item I can make. So if you would let me return to my work…"

"It’d go faster if we did it," Imiss harumphed, though Gary, at least, looked uncomfortable.

"I don’t deny your Skills," Taelah said, trying to sound as reasonable as she could, "but I don’t have the authority to share this.  They aren’t my ingredients and I was told that I couldn’t let anyone else handle them.  I hope you’re not planning on taking them from me."  That was the first thing that stumped Imiss, making the Guild woman hesitate.

"I certainly couldn’t stop you, but I would hope the Alchemy Guild doesn’t think it’s necessary to press such claims in the middle of a crisis."  Taelah pushed on, now that she had the momentum. "After all, I have first and second and even third-tiers waiting on these, and the more time we spend arguing the less time time I have to make what they need." 

"Well…" Imiss temporized.  Since that didn’t seem to be quite enough to push her into actually making a decision, Taelah continued on.

"I’m sure as actual Classers you have more important, higher level things to deal with.  There’s no point in standing around here asking me for something I can’t give you, since it just takes you away from your own work."

"I was all out of reagents anyway," Gary said in a tone that was more suggestion than statement.  "I don’t really need to use my store for anything right now."  Apparently that was the wrong thing to say because Imiss scowled and shot Gary a nasty glare before turning the glare on Taelah.

"Stop trying to distract us from the important point here."  She snapped. "Which is that you’re going against Guild procedures and Guild authority.  Worse, you’re undermining the Duke’s authority by doing so."

"But Blue— "

"The Duke is the one that decides who can do what, not Blue."

"Whether or not you respect Blue’s authority," Taelah began, lifting her hand to touch the brooch pinned to her clothing, "it’s not just by his bidding I’m here.  These are all for the upcoming battle, for all the Classers dealing with the army that’s going to be where Meil used to be."  She hoped Imiss would take the hint about who else Taelah was dealing with. Obviously they didn’t care about the importance of the product.

"Which is why it falls under the Alchemist Guild’s duties!" Imiss was, if anything, smug.

"I see."  What she saw was that Imiss was not about to take the hint that maybe she was very far out of her depth. "Well, I certainly wouldn’t try and disobey a duke or impugn the Guild," Taelah began, pausing just long enough to see the flash of triumph in Imiss’ eyes.  "However, Queen Iniri herself tasked me with making these, as part of the alliance with Blue. Considering that nobody else is supposed to handle these ingredients, I will have to pack them up and bring them with me to the Fortress." She paused to let Imiss gather enough thought to start a protest and then interrupted her.  "You can come with me and explain to the Queen why I’m there and I don’t have much done, instead of here working. I’m sure she’ll understand."

Imiss went from smug to sour, a dark cast over her face as she glowered at Taelah.  Even then she might have pushed onward, or even tried to physically push past her, if it weren’t for one of her other companions, not Gary this time, tapping her on the shoulder.  She whipped around to stare at him and something unspoken passed between them, because Imiss looked less and less happy until she finally turned back to glare at Taelah.

"Fine, we’ll leave you to your work now, but I will expect those ingredients and recipes later!"  She glared at Taelah, waiting for her to agree, and when she didn’t finally spun around and pushed back through her little group, stalking out of the store.

Once they were gone, Taelah rolled her eyes and went back to work.  She was glad that she wouldn’t be in Meil much longer. Even if she could deal with pushy know-it-alls like Imiss, she didn’t enjoy it.  Hopefully that would be the last time she had to deal with them.

She toiled a while longer, using up all her materials and filling all the vials that had been prepared for her.  For good or ill, it wasn’t worth it to make an infinite number of the potions and ointments. Not only did they degrade over time, but there was only so much foreign mana that people could take before it started to create complications.  More for higher tiers, less for lower tiers, but either way there was a strict limit to how many would be useful. Which was fine with her; she liked alchemy but she didn’t want to spend all her days and nights at it.

Once she handed off the crates of product to one of Queen Iniri’s guards, she made her way back home so she could attend Suna’s party.  Having a celebration right then felt like maybe flaunting it in the face of everyone else preparing for war, but Anton’s Village wasn’t gong to be involved in the fighting regardless.

Shayma had brought her a new dress, partly from her and partly from Blue, which was an unexpected delight and one that touched her more than the brooch Blue had made.  Jewelry was pretty but a good solid dress was something that she could really use. It wasn’t, like she’d been half-afraid of, some fragile confection but rather a tough, adventurer-style dress in blue and with a little black trim, but without any frills or fripperies.  Nice, quality, but not ostentatious. She especially liked how unexpected it was, and that she had it in time for a celebration, something that had become a rarity in the past few years.

The actual party was a cheerful affair, filled with pastries and small children running around, gaily colored lanterns brought out from people’s closets, and of course the hand-made presents from each of the families in Anton’s Village.  Despite everything they were actually better off than they had been, thanks to Blue, and everyone could afford to take the time off to indulge in music and dancing and all the good things that made a life worth living.

By the time the celebration was over and sleepy children had been hauled off to bed, Taelah was in a rather good mood, humming to herself as she helped clean up from the party.  She felt almost optimistic, something that had been missing for a rather long time. Anton’s Village was stubborn, but they weren’t stupid and they’d known how bad things were getting.  Even now there was an army bearing down on them, but here with Blue she could believe that—



Day 134 - Iniri


Iniri was exhausted.  Not in stamina, which had been kept fairly well topped up, but by the sheer mental effort of casting her senses through the Adamant Fortress, controlling it, and keeping up with the ebb and flow of the battle. She’d somewhat overestimated the benefits of her new kinetic affinity, finding that supported her body more than her mind, so for the moment she was doing little more than resting on the throne.

The Fortress itself had no issues blocking everything the army threw at it.  They’d learned faster than Iniri would have preferred that they couldn’t get too near the Fortress or she’d simply use it to crush them, as well as exactly how far she could go from the underground dynamos before the mana sustaining the Fortress dwindled below what she could make up herself.  The melee part of the army was effectively neutralized, but that still left thousands of mages and led to a continuous assault.

Much of that assault was invisible without [Mana Sight], and much of it wasn’t even directed against the Fortress walls.  There were all kinds of probes and scrying to try and bypass the invincible barrier the Fortress presented, though bolts of fire and lightning still arced through the air, and shadows crept around the borders, looking for any openings that might develop.

When it came, neither she nor any of the other mages could stop the brute force of the spatial rip, the immense amount of mana swirling around it surpassing even Blue’s prodigious expenditures.  It wasn’t a pretty piece of work by any means but quantity was a quality all of its own. Still, she thought that she could at least enclose the breach to make all that effort moot. Instead, it seemed that mana itself had been torn, splintering the perfect defense of the Adamant Fortress into a horrifying thing she didn’t dare to touch for fear of slaughtering her own forces.

Instead  she’d used the opportunity to deploy [Blue’s Armament of Light] in combat for the first time.  That skill was impressive, more or less instantly killing the monsters, but it also drew heavily on her mana pool and she’d already been spending that to illuminate and strike at the armies that surrounded them.  Even Blue’s wellspring was feeling strained, restricting the amount she could pull from it.

Then Sienne Ell had shown off her void Skills.  Iniri had never seen any in action, though she’d heard how destructive they were.  Usually they were as destructive to the wielder as to the target, so void Affinity casters didn’t last very long, but Sienne’s arts cast the void entirely outside her own body and it was terrifying.  Even if she didn’t see it with her eyes, her other senses could track that all-devouring nonexistence with no problem.

Having that awful tear in reality closed was a relief, but that bit of surcease didn’t last for long when Shayma vanished.  There was only one reason Iniri could think of for Blue to recall her, and that was Tor Kot making an assault on Blue’s mountain stronghold.  She didn’t know whether Blue could hold off the mage-king; his own defenses weren’t anywhere near as good as the Fortress could provide, yet without him there would be no Fortress.

The minutes ground onward, the assault unchanging, though no more spatial breaches came.  That was good, in one sense, but in another it was worrying. No doubt something with that power was shaped by Tor Kot himself, but it was one that they had an answer for.  If there was not another one coming, it was because Tor Kot had found something more interesting to take up his time, something like a Blue Core dungeon.

The sound of bells echoed faintly from the encampments, now completely encircling the Fortress. Between them her Classers must have killed thousands of monsters, maybe even ten or fifteen thousand, after all was said and done.  But it was not nearly enough to dissuade the enormous army. They could lose half their forces and the Classers would still be outnumbered a hundred to one.

Suddenly the mana flow to the Fortress choked and faltered, the entire weight of its upkeep coming down on her.  She felt like she was being shoved down into her throne as it started to drain her mana pool, forcing her to pull in the walls and tear down the towers, anything to lighten the load as she fought to keep the Fortress stable.

"Blue!" She called, hoping against hope she could get his attention.  That he hadn’t been taken by Tor Kot. "What’s going on? I can’t sustain this off my own mana!"  That did get a reply, but not one that she was expecting. For a moment knowledge rushed into her head, a perfect sense of where Blue was, spread through his mountain and deep underneath. She also could tell where he wasn’t, with his territory cutting off sharply just north of Meil and the Fortress, the long tunnel ending exactly where one of the encampments was.

A cold certainty spread through her, settling like ice in her gut.  Even if he could drive off or kill Tor Kot that wouldn’t do anything to help them.  Whatever mana generation he had been feeding the Fortress was gone, and even if it could be recovered it wouldn’t be any time soon.  There was only one tool left, one she had been hoping she wouldn’t have to use, but now she had no choice.

"Everyone get inside the central tower!" She ordered.  The Fortress would protect them somewhat, she was pretty sure, but she didn’t want to tempt fate.  "As fast as you can! Don’t worry about defending the walls!"

She expanded the throne room as Classers piled in, weathering the redoubled attacks of the mage monsters outside as her mana pool plummeted toward zero.  Fortunately with so many of them having movement Skills and her reshaping of the Fortress, it didn’t take more than fifteen or twenty seconds for everyone on the outside to get in. Still, she was at nearly zero mana, giving her no more time to consider before she invoked [The Light Of Eschaton].

The end came.



Year 864, Day 138 - Tarnil


The end came.

Long ago, the kingdom of Tarnil was founded by the great hero Teash Arn after he destroyed the monstrous tyrant of Grogmor Dell. He brought low the Sundering Cliffs to give ships a safe harbor, he enriched the great plains to give the people food, and he raised a fortress to provide safety from the great beasts of the Wildwood and Beacon.

Tarnil flourished, its kings and queens given the greatest protective Skill the world had known, the [Shield of Tarnil]. With it, Tarnil provided a center of civilization for the settlement of the northeast part of Orn, protecting the citizens as the wilderness was reclaimed. Trade and adventurers and hopeful explorers alike flowed through Tarnil in those glory days, and it was a golden age.

Success breeds envy, though, and as new nations flourished they cast their eyes on the land that had acted as their gateway. Greed followed, then war, as forces from eight kingdoms converged on the great fortress of Beacon, guardian of the light spring, in the heart of the plains.

For the first time, the final weapon of the Adamant Fortress was unleashed, ending the futures of four of the eight kingdoms...and that of most of Tarnil itself. Even the rulers of Tarnil feared what they had wrought, and scattered the pieces of the Fortress so that the final weapon could not be used again, save for the greatest need.

It was a smaller, humbler Tarnil that lived on, less involved in the affairs of the continent but less of a target for those who might covet its wealth and power. Yet, it was that slowly growing isolation that made it a target for the next great tragedy. 

The mage-kings came to Tarnil, crushing any resistance and taking the cities in a show of overwhelming power. Yet Tarnil refused to die, its life clinging on in stubborn natives and one young Queen. They began to fight back, empowered by an unlikely ally, but ultimately were once more forced to—



Day 134 - Iniri (Part Two)


The small spot of light that hovered at the very top of the invisible dome over the Fortress rose in the air, blooming into something that saturated every point, every fraction, every iota of air and breath and body. It glowed through the barriers of the Fortress walls, an all-pervasive white that replaced the rest of reality, entirely soft and gentle yet searing itself into her vision. Everything seemed to slow, the thread of time unraveling and slipping away.

The weight of history’s end pressed down on her as the land yielded up that vital essence, past, present, and future being pulled into the light and spun out again into pure finality. Outside the bounds of the Fortress walls, everywhere the light touched simply ceased. Stone and grass and tree, monster and weapon, magic and water and cloud. They were ended by the mandate of fate, which brooked no defense.

Seconds limped onward, minutes and hours robbed of their import as the Light of Eschaton presided over all, the future only arriving in broken fragments. She could see and sense the vanishing, quiet and small and not in any hurry. Everything was inevitable, so what worry was time? The moment stretched on and on, seconds and hours passing just the same until the light, satisfied with its work, faded at last.

Time resumed and the Fortress stuttered, its mana spent. Iniri could barely think, overwhelmed by what had just happened. There was room for nothing else in her mind but the sight and feel of that light and the sacrifice of Tarnil’s fate. For fate it was, fate mana taken from her land and channeled into a hideous, horrible weapon. Whatever future might have been, exchanged for salvation now.

The Fortress fell apart, everyone tumbling into the newly formed crater, a depression miles and miles across. All of Tor Kot’s armies were gone. Blue’s structures were gone. The sun was well over the horizon, hours having passed in the strange and suppressed aura of the light, and it shone on a faded and exhausted gaggle of Classers. Everyone was chastened and humbled by [The Light of Eschaton], indelibly touched by seeing their fated end.

Iniri was half-conscious, still in a haze, able to do little more than sit on the freshly revealed stone and dirt and stare. There was too much to take in, too much to work through. She didn’t even take notice of the sprawled, surrounding Classers until a sudden movement made her flinch away, her Skill instincts sapped away by the experience.

A massive sword forged of light, Harold’s pinnacle Skill, swatted a blue-white ball of flame off into the distance mere inches from her face. She swayed, still trying to process what was going on, as Harold bolted forward toward Keel. Her mage was pulling on mana, far too much for a simple scry or calling, now that everything was dead. Keel’s other Skills started to manifest as Harold barreled toward him, a flaming barrier snapping into existence just before her [Sword Saint] reached him. Cheya lurched forward to help, still hazy from the aftermath, her shadows indistinct and unformed.

"Run, Your Majesty!" Harold shouted, light-limned sword snapping out to intercept the growing conflagration. Iniri just blinked, half out of surprise and half out of disbelief at what was happening. Of all people, of all her advisors and guards, Keel was targeting her? Keel, who had been in her court since she could remember, who had sworn into her father’s service before she was even born?

But there was no denying the formations of mana swirling around Keel, protecting him and targeting her, when she had no mana, not even enough to conjure a hand’s-width of [Shield of Tarnil]. Cheya staggered in front of her, sluggish and off-balance, but doing her best to protect Iniri. The mana from Keel spiked, his flames turning practically white as dozens of tiny sparks flew out of his shield. Small as they were, she knew exactly how deadly they would be.

Harold let out a gurgling cry as several of them burned into and through him, already spent from his first, desperate use of Skill to save her, while Cheya’s shadows flickered, snapping one, then two, then three of the sparks from the air. It wasn’t enough, as the rest of them arced around, aiming directly at her, and all she could do was stare dumbly, still gripped by the inevitability of the end.

Suddenly the world snapped around her and she was staring at Blue’s core, safely ensconced inside the cottage. There was no Keel, no one trying to kill her. There was no Fortress, either, no advisors or guards. She was alone with the end of everything she had known. Everything simply seemed empty, with even the warm and homey surroundings of the cottage being cold and distant. There, alone, having lost everything but herself, she buried her face in her hands.

Iniri wept.



Day 135 - Blue


The moment it started, everyone snapped their attention to the light, even though neither Shayma nor the intruders could actually see it directly. There was, if anything, the faintest of reflections along my audience hall, but that didn’t seem to make a difference. Even the people within Meil and Anton’s village had stopped, all looking to where [The Light of Eschaton] shone.

For the first time Tor Kot looked, not annoyed or amused or curious or stern, but actually frightened, the knuckles of his hand going white where he gripped his cane. Most strangely, the two bodyguard monsters actually cowered behind him instead of trying to shield him as they did with other dangers. Not that I blamed them, there was something deeply and fundamentally overwhelming about the weapon.

"Fate Mana!" He said, almost as if it were a curse. "Where did you get your hands on...no. No! That’s what it is!" Tor Kot whipped around to stare at Shayma. "No wonder I couldn’t figure out your primary Affinity. This is too much. Entirely too much. Come on girls, let’s get out of here before something even worse comes along."

The words were nonchalant, but Tor Kot was thoroughly spooked, and he sketched a sort of a bow in Shayma’s direction before moving. Quickly. Though he hadn’t really demonstrated the insane abilities of a mage-king in my presence before, it was obvious it wasn’t because he couldn’t, because he blurred into motion and exited the audience chamber in a dash that left green trails behind him for a moment.

His monsters followed, leaving the shattered remnants of their weapons behind and moving nearly as fast, claws scrabbling on the stone. They rejoined him outside, spreading their wings and buzzing into the air on either side of Tor Kot. It wasn’t clear exactly what Skill he was using to fly, but he didn’t change posture or position at all as he rose into the air, leaning on his cane. The three of them shot forward, headed south but skirting well around the all-consuming light.

They were clearly gone because my overlay told me.

[Merciful] awards 678,000 experience for repelling ANATHEMA CONTROLLER Tor Kot, Level 84 [Pale Mantis Reeve], Level 78 [Pale Mantis Voigt].

Shayma Ell has gained [Trickster] experience.

Shayma Ell has gained combat experience.

Advancement to level 32 available.

175,338 experience granted via companion Shayma Ell.

As soon as they were out of my area of influence, all the dungeon instincts that were forcing me to pay attention to the invaders vanished and instead I was captured by the light. It wasn’t just fascination with the beauty of the scene, though that played into it. There was some sort of compulsion, not by the light itself but by something deep in the back of my mind that appreciated the deadly finality of it all.

It was Shayma that finally pulled me away from the light. She was flopped on the ground in my audience chamber, looking exhausted and calling my name. It took me more time than I would like to admit to realize Shayma wanted my attention, but there was just something about the false dawn that scattered my focus.

"Blue! Blue! I know you’re there, answer me!"

"Sorry, sorry, I’m back now. I was just...wait, where’s Tor Kot?" I was still coming back to myself, and it took me a moment to realize I actually did remember what happened with him. Having such a clear memory be so sluggish to respond was itself a bizarre experience and a sign that I’d been really affected by the light. The stuff was potent.

"Okay, nevermind that question. They’re completely gone, hang on." Since I’d just come from having ANATHEMA issues and was still having trouble focusing due to the light outside, I wanted to make sure I wasn’t doing anything inappropriate since I had a ton of people inside me. Last time lights went out and things started to melt, and while this wasn’t nearly as bad I took the time to scan my remaining body and check I wasn’t accidentally killing people.

While nothing seemed particularly out of place for me specifically, Iniri’s weapon was something everyone could clearly feel, even if they were behind a hundred meters of rock. I wasn’t sure exactly what it was like for them, but everyone had dark and somber expressions. Some people, though not many, were even crying. Though I wasn’t feeling what they were, I had some idea of what it might be when I stretched my senses out to the edge of my territory.

Something indefinable was missing from everything that wasn’t me. If it weren’t for what Tor Kot had said I wouldn’t have realized what it was, but I could put two and two together. Fate Affinity mana, something so thin and subtle as to be invisible, had been stripped out of the land. Even now I wasn’t really able to see it, or its lack, not really. It was more that the overall tint of mana had changed the slightest amount. At least it hadn’t affected me, though I wasn’t sure exactly what the repercussions were of being drained of fate Affinity. Nothing good, I imagined.

I tried checking up on Iniri through the link, since the closest I could get was somewhat north of where I’d been severed from where Meil used to be, and even that only gave me a field of pure white. It wasn’t until I was well away from the fortress that it resolved into an enormous sphere, not exactly solid but completely erasing anything inside. I was expecting the link to be the same way, but instead it felt strange and stretched and stuttery, all at the same time. I didn’t know what to make of it, other than the fact that Iniri was alive somewhere in the middle of the thing.

"Right, okay, so you were awesome," I told Shayma, before anything else. Aside from it being true, I couldn’t imagine how much courage it took for her to so gracefully handle three incredibly powerful enemies and not make a single mistake. Especially since in hindsight I could have done more, like flooded the room with water or lava or the like. It wouldn’t have hurt them but it’d certainly have annoyed them. "You were like some untouchable force of nature, it was so great."

"Thank you," Shayma said, groaning as she stretched. "But that was terrifying. I think I need you to boost my Skills as much as you can, instead of waiting for me to get used to them. It’s not like I’ll reach my next tier anytime soon anyway, and I’m going to need everything I can get if we ever do something like that again."

"Yeah, I’ve got a ton of experience I can use for that, for sure," I told her. I was willing to dump the whole pot from the last encounter with Tor Kot into Shayma’s Skills, but it probably wasn’t the best idea to do right now. So far I hadn’t tried the leveling thing yet and I didn’t know how long it would take. If it knocked Shayma out for a couple hours, then now wasn’t the best time. A quick glance at her Status showed that the fight had increased a number of her Skills, some of them pretty significantly. 

"Ought to wait until later though. Iniri used [The Light of Eschaton] and it’s still going somehow. I’m thinking I’ll want to send you out there once it’s all over. They cut me off from the Meil area so I can’t teleport there anymore."

"Is she okay?" Shayma asked worriedly, sitting up. "And my parents? How about Annit and Keri? I could feel something, but I think you shielded me. I didn’t realize it was that."

"I think so. She’s alive, at least, so I imagine the Fortress and everyone inside it is okay but the weapon is interfering somehow. Apparently it’s fate mana and really potent, so I can’t get more than a vague idea from my Companion link with her. That said, I’m pretty sure the army is all gone. And the landscape. And…" I wouldn’t brag about my ability to add two and two, but a hint from my Sagacity made the conclusion pretty clear. "Maybe the future of Tarnil, too."

"That sounds ominous." Shayma rose to her feet, smoothing down the fur of her tail. "You don’t mean that all of Tarnil got erased, do you?"

"No, just the area around the Fortress. But it feels like all the potential for a future is just missing. At least that’s what it seems like around here. I think we’d know more if we had records on the Great Northern Waste." I was actually more than a little worried. Aside from the fact that I didn’t really want to see Tarnil collapse as a general rule, I would have to deal with the resulting chaos. Not to mention places like Haerlish, who were already looking to exploit me.

"I don’t say this often, but I hope you’re wrong." Shayma said.

"Yeah I’m with you there. I do wonder how long this is going to last though. At least it seems everyone I’m hosting is okay-ish. Upset though. I think they got the full brunt of it."

"While we’re waiting I suppose I should go fill them in so Meil doesn’t riot." She frowned, clearly not eager to be the bearer of the tidings. "At least I can tell them the army is gone."

"Yeah, it’s not all bad news. Tor Kot is gone, completely scared off, and his army is toast. I think he’s going to stay well away from us for a while, so if we can rally…" Shayma nodded, clearly thinking the same direction I was. We might actually have breathing room for once, and a chance to make real gains.

"Hopefully you can take the next core without burning up my arms," she said with a smile. "Not to mention without losing your mind for a whole day."

"Yeeeahhh definitely that last one. Though I think from now on we go straight for the dungeon core rather than trying to fight a mage-king directly. Tor Kot has more than just the one Vok Nal had so it probably won’t kill him when we steal one, but it might knock him out or cripple him for a while."

"I wonder if I could just use [Phantasmal Path] to jump straight into the core rooms," Shayma mused. "I couldn’t with [Ghost Step], but the Phantasmal stuff is entirely different."

"That would be so amazing. Why bother dealing with powerful monsters and mage-kings when you can capture their base out from under them?"

"Before we get too involved in planning victory, I’m going to stop by Meil and fill them in. Tell me as soon as it’s safe to go to the Fortress."

"Will do, if I can see through Iniri I’ll tell you about your parents too."

"Thank you, Blue!" Shayma said fervently. The teleport chain to Meil was actually somewhat indirect; from the audience chamber, to my core room, then to Refuge, then over to Meil itself. Now that Shayma had control over the teleports she could do it herself, which was still a little odd to feel.

Thanks to [The Light of Eschaton], everyone was awake despite the lateness of the hour. Admittedly, I doubted all that many people were sleeping, even though I had the skylights turned off, simply because of the stress and strangeness of it all. At least Iniri’s lights were scattered about, providing a sort of respite, which I was pretty sure meant she was still alive. Permanent or not, they were hers. There were no riots, and despite the general unease and some muttering, it showed no signs of cascading into something worse. The various non-combat Classers who had stayed behind to serve as the authorities in Meil took Shayma’s explanation with fair grace, while I had a word with Ansae.

"So at least we drove off Tor Kot."

"I must admit I’m impressed, and I don’t say that lightly." Ansae replied. "Impressed with Shayma, specifically. You, on the other claw, need better defenses of your own, but watching her take down something as powerful as that insect was a delight."

"Okay, you absolutely have to tell Shayma that when she drops by next time," I told her. "But you’re at least half-right. Even if my Companions are my primary way to exert power I ought to do more with my territory than I am. Anyway, what about [The Light of Eschaton]? Is it as ruinous as I think it is?"

"I have no idea," she said frankly. "Fate mana is something even I deal with very little outside of Bargains. It is incredibly powerful, but it’s subtle and tricky and it’s hard to gather enough to do anything. While it may do things normally thought impossible, usually it’s easier to just make a larger fireball to take care of your problems."

"That’s fair enough. It’s weirding me out though. At least it doesn’t seem to be affecting me directly." That wasn’t entirely true. It’d definitely erased several kilometers of tunnel, but I hadn’t been subject to the way it ripped fate mana out of the landscape, and my tunnel was definitely the only structure standing other than the fortress, even if most of it was gone.

"You do have an immense amount of mana, and dense mana at that," Ansae pointed out. "Add to that being a dungeon and a Power, and it doesn’t surprise me that you’re immune."

"Probably also because I’m not part of Tarnil." It was an artifact of Tarnil, needed the Tarnil legacy to operate, and I’d already seen that Skills could target Tarnil specifically. There had to be some issue of authority in play, like the sort I was going to exercise over Anton’s Village.

On the topic of Anton’s village, while Meil had a bunch of Iniri’s lights, the Village did not and they were starting to freak out. Taelah was closeted with the other Elders and in fact had just invoked my name.

"Blue, could you send Shayma to tell us what’s going on, please?" It was polite, but there was a definite tone of urgency, and really they deserved the explanation too. Especially since they wanted to stay, it’d be pretty churlish of me to keep them in the literal and metaphorical dark. 

 

"Hey Shayma, could you go update Taelah when you’re done there?" I passed the request on to my fox-girl, who was explaining things to maybe the third person in Meil, and I hurriedly turned the lights on in the village area to make things easier for them.

"Oh, I should have thought of that first. You should have thought of that first." Shayma shook a finger in the air, sending chastisement in my general direction. "Taelah’s one of us, or will be soon."

"I know, I know, I feel bad too. You can tell her I apologize for not sending you sooner." This time instead of winding back for another series of teleports, she just stepped sideways with [Phantasmal Path], passing into the world of brilliant mana. I had trouble figuring out the navigation through her eyes, but she didn’t seem to share my issues since it took her less than a minute to drop into the middle of Anton’s Village. I directed her to the proper building and shortly she was knocking on the door.

Glenn answered, saw who it was, and grunted. He let Shayma in, waving her toward the gathering in the middle of the room in a strange mirror of the very first time that Shayma had encountered Anton’s Village. The climate was far different this time though, since they knew who Shayma was and who she represented, the elders eager to hear her news.

"The army is dead and Tor Kot has fled the field," Shayma told them, somewhat glossing over the fact that those two things were not as close in space as the wording might imply. "However, Iniri had to use [The Light of Eschaton], which is what you feel. It’s still ongoing, over at the Fortress, so while we think everyone there is safe we won’t be able to make sure of it until the weapon’s effects fade." She leaned over to Taelah, lowering her voice. "Also, Blue apologizes for not having me come by earlier to see you."

Taelah blinked, then colored ever so slightly and inclined her head.

"If we can feel it all the way over here it’s some real scary stuff," said James, the ancient [Soldier], oblivious to the byplay. "Are we going to be safe?"

"Yeah, I think that at this point it’s not going to do any more damage. Plus if they’re going to be coming under my authority they won’t have to worry about the damage to Tarnil proper buuuut maybe don’t put it to them that way."

"The danger has passed," Shayma assured them. "There may be issues in the future, as you say it’s real scary stuff, but nothing that will affect you. For example, most of the landscape where Meil used to be has been destroyed." Jonas, one of the [Farmer] elders, whistled.

"Yee-up, that’s some scary stuff," he drawled. "Glad we’re down here where it’s safe."

"Well, Blue is thinking about moving you outside once you all make the Bargain with him, but he wants to prepare a good place for you first. Obviously, not near the battlefield."

"Gotta say, what we got now is pretty good," Jonas remarked.

"Oh believe me, I have better and more interesting things to make farmland now." The Conservatory Climate specifically. Not to mention the other Climates, which were definitely meant to support the more exotic flora and maybe even fauna. That was a consideration for a later time, however, since we had to get past the current crisis before I could get to building new stuff. Shayma retreated to the cottage after a few more words with the Elders, who themselves went out to reassure the rest of Anton’s Village. 

The crisis didn’t really show much sign of abating though. The night, or rather, early morning slipped slowly past and the glow wasn’t fading at all. The overly-long false dawn gave way to real dawn and the only sign that the power of the weapon was weakening was that I was getting more from Iniri’s link, tiny flashes of impression. Mostly the impression of overwhelming light, but it was better than nothing. 

I was hoping I could see through her eyes and get a headcount of Classers, just to make sure we hadn’t lost anyone. Or, anyone else. I hadn’t kept a close eye on the people the traitor or the incursion had managed to injure, and even with Keri’s help I wouldn’t be surprised if some of them hadn’t made it.

Ultimately it was well past dawn, with Shayma taking a break to simply lie down for a while, when the overwhelming light faded with no fanfare whatsoever. The Fortress was still there, but it was already falling apart, walls and ceilings vanishing as the projectors tucked themselves back into cubes. Some of the components were clearly damaged, too, with half-melted crystals and cracked bronze covered in a deep patina. I hoped the thing could repair itself or the next time we needed it we’d be out of luck.

"Okay Shayma, they’re out," I told her, using my connection with Iniri to look about. Everyone seemed half dazed at best, completely out of it at worst, with blank eyes and slack faces. At least everyone was there, crowded into the same room as Iniri. I couldn’t see the whole fortress like I could before, since I could only see through Iniri, but from what I could tell the central room was all that was left. "Looks like everyone’s okay but they’ll probably need your help."

"On my way!" Shayma said, hopping up and vanishing into [Phantasmal Path]. The Fortress dropped toward the ground, not quite in a free fall but moving quickly. I couldn’t tell if it was under Iniri’s control but I doubted it, not with the way she looked. It wasn’t clear to me that the Fortress would reach the bottom of the crater before it vanished entirely, and even if they were Classers it couldn’t be healthy to be dropped from fifty meters up.

The Fortress drifted lower and lower until it finally popped about ten meters above the bottom of the crater, where all my mana dynamo stuff used to be. The spatial workings had been destroyed too, so it wasn’t actually too deep overall, to their fortune. People landed more or less uninjured, though some of the lower level Classers took what looked like a nasty tumble, which left a gaggle of people sprawled at the bottom of the vast pit. Already the river was spilling down into the crater in a deluge, though given the distance it’d be some time before the flood reached them.

There were stirrings here and there, mostly from the high-level Classers, as people started to recover from their exposure to [The Light of Eschaton]. Iniri, notably, just seemed to be staring off into space while Cheya heaved herself to her feet. Still, considering there were absolutely no monsters around, or heck, anything around, I wasn’t that worried about their hangovers.

At least, until Keel started casting.

I figured he was doing something useful at first, at least until he manifested fire, which wasn’t at all relevant now that the threats were gone. I was so shocked that I didn’t even think to do anything when he flung the ball of fire at Iniri’s head. Fortunately that [Sword Saint] of Iniri’s was paying attention as well, because even though he wasn’t physically close to her he managed to deflect it.

"What the hell?" I sputtered at Shayma. "Keel is trying to kill Iniri!"

 "What!?" Shayma’s voice sounded strange in the sideways space of the Phantasmal Realm, resonant and hollow all at the same time. "Why!?"

"I don’t know! And everyone is all zonked from the Fortress so basically it’s just this Harold guy defending her!" Fortunately that didn’t stay true for long, as Cheya tried to help, but she wasn’t much use either. I felt fairly helpless, since I no longer had that area under my control, and could only watch as Keel summoned more sparks. Mentally I urged Iniri to pull on my mana and put up her [Shield of Tarnil], even going so far as to shove [Guidance] at her, but to no avail. She was just too out of it. Then I realized I actually did have something I could do, and since I’d had hours to regenerate my Mana it was easy enough. I’d only ever used the Companion recall on Shayma before, but it worked just the same for Iniri.

She popped into existence in the core room a few fractions before something bad might have happened, which meant she was safe, but I had no idea what was going on at the crater. Or at least, that was true for a few seconds.

"Where did she go?" Joce demanded, standing over two corpses. One was Harold’s, his chest punched full of holes. The other was Keel's, who was burned almost beyond recognition. There were a number of higher-level Classers on their feet, ringing the two, as well as Cheya and Joce, who were both looking down at the dead bodies.

"I expect Blue took her," Cheya said bitterly. "Wouldn’t you, considering that we not only failed to protect her, but somehow missed Keel had another master?" She took a long look around, for once showing her age. "We’ve won at least, but what a disaster. If Liril actually comes looking for the Fortress he’s going to be sorely disappointed." She stooped and picked up the primary cube, which had landed nearby. "Let’s collect these before anyone else comes around and decides to take one for a souvenir."

"Okay, I got Iniri," I told Shayma. "She’s safe, so probably continue on to the crater where Meil used to be just to update people. Cheya’s kind of got them in hand but I don’t want anyone freaking out about it."

"I’ll be there soon," Shayma replied, with a worried cant to her ears. "What happened with Keel?"

"I’m afraid he’s dead. Harold too. Like I said; Cheya’s taken charge, but that’s all I know since I’m not there anymore."

"What? Oh right." It took her a blink to catch up with my tortured linguistics. "That’s horrible! I don’t…" She trailed off, groping for thought or at least for words. "Why would he do that?"

"Well, maybe he was taken over? I know there was mind magic going on earlier. Or maybe he was a deep agent." Clearly not for the mage-kings, not with that timing, but deep agents could sometimes lie low for years. Or forever, never having been needed.

"If even Cheya didn’t know…" She left the rest unsaid. I actually wasn’t clear how Cheya operated, even though she’d been living inside my influence for quite a while. Not that I put much effort into it, but she seemed to get most of her information from thin air rather than informants. Still, she’d kept Iniri alive thus far, so she had to be competent.

Iniri had stayed still through all this, staring blankly off into space. That could be good or bad. If the Fortress and [The Light of Eschaton] had fried her brain it’d be all kinds of bad, but more importantly I’d be pretty damned upset. I liked Iniri and I didn’t want some cut-rate Artifact screwing around with her. Though maybe it meant she’d missed the worst of Keel trying to kill her. She’d be upset when she found out, absolutely, but it wouldn’t be as personal as witnessing the betrayal firsthand.

That thought lasted another two minutes when, with Shayma most of the way to the crater, Iniri buried her face in her hands and started to sob. It wasn’t dainty, queenly weeping either, but full-bodied wails of pure anguish. Never had I missed my inability to offer actual comfort so much, and the only person who could take my place was almost to her destination. I still considered recalling Shayma anyway, but reluctantly decided that everyone really did need to know where Iniri was.

Shayma popped out of [Phantasmal Path] a hundred or so meters upslope, only to find that the whole group was on the move. Someone had noticed the incoming rush of mud and water as the Eastrill drained into the newly-made hole, and people were trekking up and away from the lowest point. Another few teleports brought her to the group proper, and she pushed her way forward to find her parents and friends.

"Mom! Dad! I’m so glad you’re all right!" Shayma said, pulling her still somewhat dazed parents into hugs, then went bouncing over to Annit and Keri to repeat the process. They were both still suffering from the aftereffects of the light, so I couldn’t tell if Annit was feeling better, but I could see through the overlay she had gained a few levels and thus raised her Depletion cap. Hopefully that would help.

Then it was time to take care of more somber things. Shayma approached Cheya, who was traveling with the injured and dead. So far as I could tell there were only two dead bodies, which were from after the battle. The rest of those being carried by their fellows were merely grievously injured, with Keri and some other healer types in attendance to keep them from getting worse. They’d all recover eventually, which was astounding for those who’d sustained major organ damage. Though Keri was the only one who’d gotten a [Healer] class, the others only had it as one of their Skills so they weren’t as comprehensive as Keri was. Fortunately enough of them were mixed in with the adventuring types that Keri would have some help this time around.

"So, what happened?" Shayma asked quietly. "Blue says Iniri’s safe for now, but that Keel attacked her."

While Cheya filled her in, I took the opportunity to actually look at the damage, since both corpses were in my range around Shayma. Partly I was curious as to what were considered lethal wounds to such high level Classers, since other people seemed to have survived similar levels of trauma. But mostly I was wondering if Keel had been replaced at some point. It seemed really suspicious to me that he’d ended up burnt so badly, and probably by his own Skills, as if someone really didn’t want a close examination of the features.

One thing I rarely took advantage of was that [Genius Loci] technically let me see inside of things. Usually that didn’t much help, because solid things were solid and organic things were squishy and messy so it was far less useful than processed radar or ultrasound or whatever other modality someone would normally use to see inside things. This time though, I wanted to check just in case there was something particularly betraying. Like maybe he was a golem or something.

I’d like to give [Blue’s Sagacity] credit for where I started but it was probably just my thought that dental records were once used to identify otherwise unidentifiable corpses that made me peek at Keel’s teeth. Immediately I could spot that something was off, though I couldn’t tell what. A miniscule residue of mana and something about the way the enamel looked. So far I’d noticed that everyone had all of their teeth, and so far I hadn’t noticed anyone with minor colds or similar, which was probably one benefit of living in a system with hit points. With that in mind it seemed unlikely to me that someone would need all their teeth worked on.

"Hey, Shayma," I said, breaking in to Cheya’s quiet speculation on his motives. "I hate to bring this up but there’s something really weird with Keel’s teeth, maybe Cheya knows what’s up with that?" The [Spymistress] might know already, but it was also possible that her Skills were aimed at other kinds of deception.

The moment she brought up the topic with Cheya, the older woman twitched and practically teleported over to the corpse, peering down at it. She muttered something to herself, so indistinct that even I didn’t catch it, and then turned to point at Keri.

"Keri Esox," she said, and Keri jumped as if she’d been pinched.

"Y-yes ma’am?"

"Was this man Nivirese?" She moved her finger to point at the corpse.

Keri didn’t look particularly happy about the question, but she scurried over under Annit’s watchful eye. I wasn’t sure exactly why Cheya asked Keri that question, other than the fact I’d picked up somewhere that the healer was also Nivirese, but apparently she could do something with her healing magic to check.

"Yes, he is," she said at length.

"How did I miss this?" Cheya said to nobody in particular, grinding her teeth. "Not a hint, not a single hint in over twenty years. I never even thought to check his teeth."

"There’s no active magic there," Keri said, obviously trying to help. "You’d need something like [Healer’s Body-Sense] to notice the changes and even then you’d need to look for it specifically." Cheya just growled wordlessly, and Annit put a hand on Keri’s arm, pulling her away.

"Um," Keri said to Cheya, resisting Annit’s urging for a moment. "I’m not — I wouldn’t…"

"Oh, I’m not worried about your loyalty to Nivir," Cheya said. Keri flinched, but nodded, which implied there was a lot going on with Keri’s past that I didn’t know about. Not that it was really my business.

"So what do we do now?" Joce asked.

"Well, for the moment if they head up to where the river is pouring into the crater I’ll make a portal to Meil for them." Iniri wasn’t in any condition to give orders and I wanted to bring Shayma over to help her out, but I really couldn’t do that before at least providing some guidance. I could have had Shayma open a portal or set up a teleport but that’d stick her in place for a while and really it wasn’t that much of a walk.

"We’ll head that way, then," Cheya decided, once Shayma relayed my offer, and altered course.

"Aaaand I’m going to recall you so you can give Iniri a hug," I told Shayma, giving her a warning before I actually yanked her away. I could have been more polite about it but Iniri’s wails meant that she really needed someone at her side.

"I’m going to go see Iniri now," Shayma said to the group at large, giving Annit and Keri another hug apiece. "I’ll see you back in Meil." Given that signal, I spent more mana to pull Shayma back to land beside Iniri. The kirin-kin was incoherent and inconsolable, even when Shayma pulled her to her feet.

Someday I’d have more luxuries in the cottage than just water and beds and couches, but those would have to do for the moment. I really did try to listen to what Shayma was saying to Iniri, and what she was getting out of Iniri, but other things were going on. Nothing local, but still things I had to pay attention to.

In an opulent yet refined study, in a palace on the Haerlish coast, a very short aqua-haired woman lounged on a windowsill. Opposite her, at a finely engraved desk, was an enormous, heavy-set man with a deep frown etched on his face. In every way they were a study in contrast; she was cheerful while he was reserved, she was tiny while he was huge, she was assured while he was uncertain.

"Can’t you just use the door for once?" He sighed, reaching to one of the desk drawers for a bottle and a small tumbler, pouring himself a generous finger of some shimmering liquid.

"Nope!" The Hurricane said cheerfully, twirling her weapon. "I think it’s time to go camp on Blue for a while. According to the scryers there’s a giant hole where Meil used to be and there’s no monsters anywhere nearby, so I guess Iniri won. Isn’t that just perfect timing? While she’s busy driving home the victory, we zip in there and get what we need! Especially since the dungeon isn’t going to be much help, so Iniri won’t be paying attention to it anyway."

"And if she objects?" Harus asked. "Mind you, you’re correct about what we need from it, but I’m not convinced that pushing this hard is the best approach."

"She should have shared to start with." The Hurricane shrugged. "She’s got no business denying anyone a reward they can rightfully win from a dungeon. Besides, I want to get at it before the mage-king response inevitably flattens Tarnil. Or before Ir comes in and flattens them both."

"That is a worry," Harus agreed. "Very well, I’ll give you authorization for your expedition. But only to a certain extent! Even if Iniri isn’t going to have the time or resources to deal with any excesses, our neighbors will be more than happy to make their displeasure known. You’re already wild enough to make them nervous."

"They just don’t know what they’re missing." She stuck out her tongue. "Great! I’ll get Samus and the gang and bring you back a whole chest of Sources." The Hurricane gave a cheeky wave before rolling over and out the window, flying out of sight. The man sighed.

"I hope I’m not making a mistake," he muttered.



Day 136 – Iniri


Iniri woke up exhausted.

She was wrung out, worn thin and threadbare, a pale shadow of her usual self. At least, that’s how she felt, though lifting her hand to the light showed her flesh wasn’t actually translucent, no matter that it seemed it ought to be. Iniri wasn’t sure whether it was simply how she was feeling or how faded Tarnil was, but she was certain she was only partly there. Nor were her surroundings dim and dingy and desolate, despite her mood. They were, in fact, quite homey and warm, though she couldn’t exactly place herself until she sat upright in bed and caught sight of a familiar shade of blue glowing under the door.

It was only then that she remembered the cottage, remembered blubbering all over Shayma before being helped to a bed when she’d cried herself nearly senseless. Not a very queenly thing to do, but she couldn’t be Queen all the time. At the moment she was quite thoroughly sick of it.

[Queen’s Insight], the Skill that she had so marveled at just a few days ago, was more of a curse now. She could feel Tarnil dying, and it was her hand that had wielded the blade. It might have been doomed anyway – without [The Light of Eschaton] they would have been overrun, she would have been captured or killed, and Blue probably couldn’t stand off the army by himself. That didn’t make it hurt any less. From the Waste to the southern tip where the Wildwood was, it was faded, though the cities themselves stood out curiously as being even more wan and powerless than the rest.

If that were the only thing [Queen’s Insight] were telling her that would be bad enough. A dying Tarnil might possibly be revived, even if it was extraordinarily unlikely to judge by the Great Northern Waste. A dying Tarnil certainly wouldn’t be revived if it also had an army marching in from Nivir.

Compared to the massive swarm of the Tor Kot’s forces it was tiny. Almost certainly it was a more mundane sort of deployment, of second- and third-tier Classers with a supply chain behind it. But even at that size, it wasn’t something she could reply to. The army was down at the south end of Tarnil, the entire opposite side of the country, and even Blue couldn’t simply transport her Classers down there. Assuming she had the forces to deal with that, and retake her cities. Or to retake her cities in the first place, since Meil had shown it was a mistake to think that even with the bulk of Tor Kot’s forces gone it would be particularly easy to seize them.

Even thinking that far ahead was too much of a weight. Iniri groaned and flopped back down, but now that she was awake her mind wouldn’t settle. Worse, there was a second, creeping bit of sensation from [Queen’s Insight] that she had no idea how to understand. It felt like something was coming up from underneath Tarnil, but it wasn’t an army or some forgotten leviathan. Maybe it was Ansae, who was still mostly a question mark despite, or perhaps because of, her obvious power.

With a groan she got to her feet, still dressed in the rumpled battle-robes of the night before, stretching and feeling vaguely guilty that she didn’t ache all over. She located her boots and slid them on before taking a deep breath and opening the door. For some reason the impersonal slab of blue crystal was reassuring, a reminder that there were still bigger and more powerful things in the world to rely on.

Shayma popped into the room a few seconds after Iniri emerged, looking more than a little anxious. Before she said even one word, the fox-girl gave her a hug which Iniri could readily admit she desperately needed. It was nice, but not nearly enough to make the pit inside her go away, so eventually she sighed and let Shayma go.

"What happened after Blue brought me here?" She wasn’t quite up to talking about Keel and Harold. Not yet.

"Blue had everyone else head back to Meil. We brought the injured to the manse we had cleared for that and everyone went back to their own places." Shayma shrugged. "Everything’s quiet. Tor Kot hasn’t come back. Nothing’s happened."

"That..." Iniri sighed. "That’s not true. I suppose I should talk to Cheya."

"She wanted to see you," Shayma agreed. "But Blue wouldn’t let her in the core room. I’ve never seen her face do that." That drew an unexpected laugh from Iniri. She well knew how strange it was when something broke through Cheya’s normal unflappability.

"Let’s go, then." She let Shayma lead her out the door, over the bridge on the lake and to the teleport pad. Blue had given her the ability to trigger it, which was still a strange feeling, like a disused Skill at the back of her mind. Fortunately she didn’t have to worry about figuring it out this time, since either Blue or Shayma took her through the two short hops to Meil.

Joce and Cheya were there waiting, which made Iniri wonder if Shayma had gone to inform them the moment she was awake, but she didn’t have any real objections to it. She had to stop moping and move forward anyway, no matter how much she wanted to take the day off. Neither of the other two looked any more enthusiastic than she did, but it wasn’t like there was much to be cheerful about.

"Your Majesty," Cheya, curtseying while Joce bowed. "Are you well?"

"Hardly," Iniri said, her laugh coming out a trifle shaky. "I don’t think I’ve been worse, but there’s nothing to be done about that. How is everyone else? The mood in Meil? The Classers?" Cheya gestured toward the manor, flanking her to one side while Joce took the other. Shayma, unusually, was escorting her as well. That did make her feel better; perversely, she felt she could trust Blue more than most of the people she thought were loyal to her, solely because he hadn’t existed long enough to find his loyalties. He was not loyal to her, but neither would he betray her to some unseen and unguessed master.

"The mood is…" Cheya paused, choosing her words with care. "Restive. Everyone could feel the effects of the weapon, and the sense of ending. I don’t know how many of them properly understand what it portends. I am not certain I understand," she admitted. "But we’re far from any actual unrest, partly thanks to your lights."

"That’s better than I expected," Iniri sighed. "I feel like the world’s just crashing down and there’s nothing I can do about it. Why did Keel do it?"

"Your Majesty," Cheya paused so they could enter the mansion, climbing the steps up to the more private office above. "He was Nivirese. I cannot say for certain if he somehow replaced the real Keel after the invasion, since we lacked proper Status screening, or was a deep agent, waiting for years. I cannot be certain why he took that precise moment, though."

"I do," Iniri said grimly, dropping heavily into her seat behind her desk. To her displeasure, the chair was sturdy enough and she was small enough that it didn’t even groan. "[The Light of Eschaton] used up Tarnil’s fate. Its past and its future. All the momentum and weight of the land, the spirit of its people, its dreams and ambitions, its very potential to become. I could feel it. Maybe he wouldn’t have normally, but with that gone any hold Tarnil had on his soul went with it."

Joce was deathly pale. Cheya stared for a moment herself and swallowed. Shayma swished her tail, once, ears swiveling this way and that as she listened. Iniri waited a moment, in case Blue had some miracle to share, but Shayma remained silent.

"Is there any hope?" Cheya asked at last.

"I really don’t know," Iniri sighed. "But that’s not even all of it. Sometime between yesterday and now, Nivir invaded. Or at least sent an army."

"Without a war declaration?" Cheya’s eyebrows arched.

"If Keel had succeeded, there’d be nobody to send a war declaration to. They could declare even now, and not unreasonably so, that they were merely providing aid and structure to the citizens of Tarnil. It’s not like Tor Kot cares about anything much further west than the cities, and the army is headed south along the western side of Tarnil. To Wildwood." Iniri smiled grimly and didn’t bother to mention the other itch that she still couldn’t make sense of. That could wait for later. "I suppose they saw us fighting Tor Kot and figured it’d be a good time to sneak in and slice off the only chunk of Tarnil they really care about."

"What do we do?" Joce spoke up, looking about as lost as she felt.

"We send a message to Monat. I’m sure he can hold them off, if he wants." Iniri frowned thoughtfully. "The question is if he will. They don’t need to take Wildwood from him directly to make it fait accompli, and there’s no telling how much effort he’ll feel like putting forth for Tarnil under the circumstances."

"I haven’t lost my loyalties," Cheya said firmly, and Iniri smiled.

"Me either," Joce added. "I still can’t believe it about Keel."

"I appreciate that, both of you." She took a deep breath. "At the very least, Tor Kot will want to keep the cities intact so he’ll be helping resist the effects of [The Light of Eschaton]. This may let us steal some right out from under him. That will depend on how Blue wants to play this."

"Um," Shayma said in reply. "Actually there’s something else, just now. One of Tor Kot’s elites delivered another message cylinder."

"Now what?" Iniri groaned. She couldn’t get even ten minutes to catch her breath. "Joce, could you check it? Shayma, could you please have Blue put it in the shielded room down the hall?"

"Yes…" Shayma’s ears flicked as she frowned. "Blue’s worried. Miriam is hanging around at the edge of his territory."

"Miriam?"

"Tor Kot names his elites," Shayma explained. "He’s very odd."

Iniri slumped in her chair, rubbing her temples. She couldn’t imagine what Tor Kot wanted to say. It wasn’t like either of them were going to surrender, and so far he’d never bothered with idle threats. That left actual threats, which led her to sit upright in her chair, looking around the room. Thankfully the Fortress cubes were there, on the desk to the side.

"Blue says it was damaged by [The Light of Eschaton]," Shayma commented, seeing where her gaze went. "But it’s been pulling mana so he thinks it’s repairing itself."

She winced. The Fortress was the one thing they had that closed the gap in power between the mage-kings and more ordinary mortals. Even fourth-tiers hadn’t managed to make an impression,  and she was fresh out of those. Yamal was still unconscious a building over, The Hurricane was actively opposing them, and Liril hadn’t shown himself since the battle. She assumed he’d be back at some point, but maybe not until it was clearly safe. If the Fortress was out of commission, even for a short time, they were frighteningly vulnerable.

"Does anyone else have some more bad news?" Iniri asked rhetorically. "I’d rather have it all now than spread it out over the rest of the day."

"My Queen," Cheya said suddenly. "I apologize. I failed you. I should have known Keel wasn’t to be trusted. I should have known that years back, and never have cleared him for the Queensguard."

Iniri looked at Cheya, seeing the pain on her face. The [Spymistress] was in some ways more of a mother than her own mother had been, and had been a fixture in her life since she could remember. Cheya had kept her alive through the invasion, not to mention her efforts during Iniri’s leveling and the little time she’d properly ruled. It seemed fundamentally wrong to see the assured, cool-headed Cheya look so lost.

"Cheya, you have done a better job than anyone could have. You’ve done the impossible. I don’t expect you to keep the entire world in line for me." She stood up and beckoned Cheya forward, pulling her into a confused and awkward hug. "I knew him just as long as you did. Don’t blame yourself. I certainly don’t."

"I…" Cheya trailed off, at a loss for what to say. "Thank you, my Queen."

"Don’t thank me yet," Iniri told her. "I’m going to need you to help me figure out how to handle this most recent disaster."

"Yes, of course," Cheya said, with maybe a little more life in her voice than before. Iniri wasn’t certain what else she could do to make Cheya feel better, but she deserved whatever Iniri could give. Joce re-entered the room and Iniri released Cheya, letting her take her usual place as Joce handed over a scroll. Bracing herself Iniri unfurled it and started to read.

Queen Iniri,

I pride myself on knowing when risks are too dangerous to take and I admit that my time in Tarnil did not prepare me for the forces that you have brought against me. Since you did not use either this Artifact of yours nor did you field that strange young woman when we first landed, I assume the backer that your servant mentioned, this ‘Blue,’ is your benefactor. A backer that can wield Fate Affinity is not one I wish to contend with.

Vok Nal underestimated you and we both know how that ended up. He was naïve and frankly completely unsuited to the role, but should have been able to stand up to everything we knew this section of the world had. That was not the case. For myself, I have already lost two of the six cores I brought with me.

Perhaps I have lost them to you and perhaps not. I don’t know for certain and that is yet another troubling issue. There are too many unknowns here, arriving far too quickly.

Four matured cores are not something I will risk, so I am taking them and leaving. I leave the Meil core to you, and I advise you to be exceedingly careful. They are dangerous enough when properly attended to; they are even worse if left to grow of their own accord. Do keep in mind that with my cores gone, the four cities in question will need immediate attention to prevent their collapse.

I realize this puts you in a difficult position. Personally, I have nothing against your people, but there is no way to exit both quickly and gracefully. Frankly, I would rather you spend your attentions on them than on pursuing me. I do not expect to ever see you again, unless you wish to share the secret of your servant’s Depletion resistance, in which case I would welcome a visit.

Unfortunately, I am not the only Controller invested in the events here in Tarnil. Vok Lim will not take the death of his son kindly, and there are others on the Council who will not abide any outsider having control of two cores. It may be sooner or it may be later, but you may be assured you will see the Voks and their allies at your shores.

Miriam will be lingering for a short time in case you have any reply, but once she departs I will be leaving as well. It may be hypocritical and even treasonous for me to wish you well, but I do. I am bound by necessity, but I am not blind to other virtues.

Tor Kot.

Iniri read through it once, then again, fingers trembling and not at all sure what to think. They’d done it. They’d won. The mage-kings were gone, but the victory was bitter ashes.

The cost had been so high. Maybe too high. The triumph was not even a proper one, something distant and delivered by paper, not personal like it had been when she’d killed Vok Nal. Besides, it didn’t really feel like she’d won, more that Tor Kot had and was now sauntering off with his ill-gotten gains while she picked up the pieces. It wasn’t like the army she had cost him was really a loss for him, since he could always make more monsters. Now the reason for the cities feeling so powerless was clear. Their animating force, which had been dungeons and not people, was gone.

"Iniri? What is it?" Shayma’s voice broke her from whatever reverie she’d found herself in. She found that she was gripping the missive far too tightly, wrinkling the strange paper, and she had to purposefully relax her hands. Instead of answering she handed the message to Shayma to let her read for herself.

Iniri watched as Shayma’s eyes lit up when Tor Kot said he was leaving, and then the worry creeping in as she realized what this meant. When she finished, she frowned and said nothing, but handed it to Cheya, who started her own perusal. Unlike Shayma, Cheya’s expression didn’t reveal anything about what she was thinking, but she too said nothing once she had read it through, finally letting Joce have the message.

"It’s a mess," he said at last, and she nodded.

"[Queen’s Insight] already tells me that Tor Kot is pulling out, which means the plans we had are useless. Taking one city after another, a grand sweep south…well, it would be difficult, but we would gain with each reclamation. We would have time to organize ourselves, even if we couldn’t confront Nivir’s army directly until we were very sure of ourselves." She waved a hand at the parchment. "Now we have four cities that will fall to wrack and ruin if we can’t reach them in days."

"Not to mention Nivir’s army," Cheya murmured.

"Not to mention that," Iniri agreed. "That’s not all, either. There’s something coming up from below. I have no idea what, [Queen’s Insight] only goes so far."

"That might actually have more to do with Blue," Shayma said thoughtfully. "His tunnels connect to the lowroads. Not directly, but they do."

"I didn’t realize there were any around here," Cheya said in surprise. Iniri just raised her eyebrows.

"Lowroads?" She inquired. Iniri felt rather left out, that both Cheya and Shayma knew about this but she didn’t. Joce shared a look of mutual incomprehension with her.

"There are kingdoms deep, deep underground," Cheya explained. "They don’t care for or about the surface, and last I knew there weren’t any nearby. Wildwood isn’t important to them, and neither is Nivir’s Great Dungeon."

That tickled a faint recollection, and she realized she really ought to have known that. With all the stress her memory felt full of holes. Then she shook her head, because it was irrelevant. Whatever was coming up through the lowroads was taking its time about it, and there wasn’t anything she could do about it anyway. If it was coming for Blue, that was his business. Unless he asked for her help, which, considering the relative balance of debts, she’d be obliged to provide. Not that she had much to help with.

"Oh, before I forget, Blue told me that Haerlish is on their way now," Shayma said. "They figure you’ll be too busy with other things to contest extorting resources from him. Actually, he doubts whether they know you’re alive." Iniri groaned. 

"I thought I asked you to give me bad news earlier."

"Cheya had more important things to say." Shayma at least looked guilty. "Blue has an idea of how to deal with Haerlish that he’s going to need to send me out for very soon, though. Today, maybe."

"We need a strategy meeting," Iniri said. "We need to plan." Though nothing came to mind. It wasn’t possible to plan around an impossible cliff. She hadn’t even had time to pay her respects to Harold before the world had come crashing down on them. "No matter what we do, Blue is going to be involved so we need to do it before Shayma leaves." Cheya looked from Joce, to Shayma, to Iniri.

"We do not have much strategy to cover. Bluntly, my Queen…" She waited for a nod from Iniri, who knew there wasn’t much they could do. "We have effectively no resources. We have perhaps two hundred Classers. In the next three days we need to take and reorganize four cities, fend off an army from Nivir, hold off a fourth-tier that is a known army-killer, and deal with unknowns from below Tarnil. These objectives are spread over five hundred miles, and we will be working against whatever problems [The Light of Eschaton] has caused."

Whatever faint hope Iniri had that her [Spymistress] might work another miracle vanished. Cheya had gotten them out of Taere, out of Duenn, out of Meil. Cheya had kept them together, had found agents and turned up spies, and had been her first and best advisor for a very long time. There were whispers that it was really Cheya who ran the country, and while that wasn’t true it wasn’t as wrong as it might be. This time Cheya’s summary was identical to how she figured it, which was hopeless.

"There is one option," Cheya said slowly. "I don’t know what it would mean for you, my Queen, or for Tarnil, but there is one option for those who are desperate." She pointed at Shayma. "You could ask for a Bargain."

"Um," said Shayma.

Iniri took a breath. That was something she hadn’t really been considering, even in her heart of hearts. So far her deals with Blue had been carefully nothing more than ordinary agreements, this for that, as individuals. Even though she’d gained immensely, mostly because Blue had so much power a mere trifle for him was astounding to her, they were made on more or less even ground.

A Bargain was a plea for help. It was begging a Power for a miracle and the price was always steep. Shayma had come out ahead on her Bargain — so long as she served Blue and he never felt it necessary or expedient to overrule her. Without that thin thread she’d bartered away everything she was and could be for a temporary shelter. Even now, the only reason Blue still hosted them was that they had a common enemy. A common enemy that had just fled the field.

They needed help. They needed a miracle, but the question was if she was willing to pay for it. Iniri alone wouldn’t be the one paying the price. The miracle was for Tarnil; Tarnil would pay for it. At the moment Tarnil didn’t have much to pay with, at least so far as Iniri knew, but that didn’t matter. Powers could take things in payment that people didn’t know they had. Or didn’t exist yet. Or were just impossible to imagine.

Normally Iniri would say no and keep striving to do things the right way, but these weren’t normal times. Even Cheya thought it was the only option, and the Iniri that would have rejected it from pride or fear was burnt out, exhausted, slumbering. There was only the practical and logical Queen left, who knew that there was only one thing that could save the men and women of Tarnil, even if she and Tarnil itself ceased to exist. Certainty settled upon her brow, the weight of a crown, and upon her shoulders, the weight of lives.

"Shayma," she said calmly. "I seek an audience with Blue."

"Er, you can talk to him right now?"

"This must be official." Iniri insisted. "I’m coming to him as the Queen of Tarnil, not as myself. I’m not looking for a simple business transaction. What I need is the impossible." Shayma looked like she was about to argue, but her ears flicked as Blue said something to her. Whatever it was quelled her protest, and instead she inclined her head.

"Blue will provide a portal to the audience chamber," Shayma said, and gestured to the far wall, and with a flicker of condensed mana a perfect rectangle appeared, looking in on a place of flowing mana and lava and strangely patterned walls. "When you are ready, step through and he will hear your petition." So saying, she got up and went through the portal herself, vanishing into the room beyond.

"Is there no other way?" Joce asked quietly. "I mean, I know the situation is bad and Blue seems mostly friendly, but I can’t imagine how we can possibly afford this."

"That’s the point," Iniri sighed. "We can’t. If we could afford the cost then we would be able to do it ourselves instead, or otherwise make some sort of deal. There’s not even any guarantee Blue will deal with me in a Bargain, but that’s part of the point. They’re only for the desperate." She turned to Cheya. "I know we’ve lost most of our baggage train, but I think for this we should scrape together the best clothing and jewelry I still have." She brushed down her rumpled dress. "If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it right."

"I’ll call your maids," Cheya said, though only two had made it all the way to Meil with Iniri. She was grateful that they had, since they had never been trained or meant for the long slog and scramble that had brought them all the way to Blue. But they’d stuck doggedly by her side, picking up skills and Skills in the process, and someday she’d find the proper way to thank them.

Some time later, Iniri stepped through the portal, clad in a freshly-pressed dress of Tarnil blue trimmed with silver. More silver ringed her wrists and ankles and antlers as cool metal bands, and the signet ring of Tarnil weighed heavily on her finger. Finally, she was actually wearing her crown, something that was traditionally only for the pinnacle of royal occasions. Some of the other pieces of her regalia had gone missing, either destroyed or simply lost in occupied cities, and had been replaced with her own light constructs made permanent, twinkling on her fingers and dress. She was as officially dressed as she ever had been.

It wasn’t the first time she’d been in Blue’s audience chamber, but this time was different. This time she could feel the weight of a Power’s attention, which lent an additional dimension to the splendor displayed there. To the point where she wondered if it was purposefully distracting. The glowing flowers and lava, the falling water, the spiraling designs, all that was impressive. But it didn’t show the things like providing her with near-infinite mana, or casually playing with spatial magic, or producing Artifacts apparently at a whim.

Shayma was waiting on the platform in front of what Iniri knew was a false core. Part of her wondered whether Blue would eventually be so powerful that he could use a real core, or if he would never bother. She still didn’t really know Blue, since everything was indirect, so she didn’t know if he was paranoid or full of ego or simply focused on things beyond mortal ken. Cheya and Joce remained behind her, near the back of the audience chamber, as she ascended the dais and looked up at Shayma.

"Blue, I wish to make a Bargain."

END OF BOOK ONE
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